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It is anybody’s guess what went through the mind of Lord Norman Dunning, Lord Chief Justice of England, on the evening of 20 May 1901, in those frantic seconds when he knew that his death was inevitable. Did his life – successful, conventional – flash before his eyes as some suggest it does? And, if so, did he have time to register the irony of the startling and exotic circumstances of its end?

Very occasionally, over the centuries, society had been shocked to hear of more disreputable and lesser judges who had died in beds other than their own, with lovers who were not their wives or, even worse, were not women; or in taverns or gambling houses; or once, in an opium den. But Lord Dunning, the most senior judge in the country, was the sort of man to conform with all society’s expectations: to administer uncontroversial, unimaginative justice for at least twenty years, and then to die in his bed of high blood pressure brought on by one too many rich dinners.

He was the very last sort of man to be murdered.

His body was stumbled upon, quite literally, by Sir Gabriel Ward KC, early on the morning of 21 May. It could not be said that Sir Gabriel had spent his career as a barrister in the pursuit of truth, or even of justice, since he never gave much thought to either. He had only an immense respect for the rule of law and for the necessity for precision in its application and certainty in its results.

He was the very last sort of man to become an amateur sleuth.

Gabriel lived alone in the Temple, that cloistered fifteen-acre London bubble in which lawyers have lived and worked undisturbed since the 1300s, amongst the gardens and squares and alleyways huddled around the Temple Church. Every morning, at two minutes to seven, a time when the Temple had scarcely awakened to the working day, Gabriel closed the door firmly on his small set of rooms in King’s Bench Walk and, just to be sure, pressed it three times, although he knew when he first shut it that it was securely locked.

Walking his familiar route, secure within the Temple gates, to the professional chambers from which he practised the law, the real world was both close by and far distant. To the south lay the River Thames, the masts of barges and the funnels of steamships just visible; the seagulls just audible. To the north was Fleet Street, and the throb and rattle of immediacy in its many newspaper offices and printers as the sale of the morning editions began. But Gabriel was scarcely aware of either; he emerged only occasionally and with great reluctance into the world outside the Temple gates. Within them he had all he wanted. Looking from the great dark bulk of the library looming in front of him to the green slope leading from the Terrace to the wide expanse of the lawn, he would often murmur to himself the words of the great Roman advocate Cicero: ‘If you have a garden and a library, you have everything you need.’

Sometimes, on those mornings when the necessity to finish writing a judgment before court led the Lord Chief Justice to arrive early in the Royal Courts of Justice, he and Gabriel would meet as their paths across the Temple intersected. Gabriel was indifferent to the Lord Chief Justice as a personality and despised him intellectually. They had known one another since the future Lord Chief Justice was eight and Gabriel himself was seven. From prep school he had followed Dunning to Eton, and from Eton to Christ Church, and from Oxford to their pupillages in the Inner Temple. They had both had long legal careers, leading in the Lord Chief Justice’s case to his present position of national fame and distinction, and in Gabriel’s to a reputation for being the ultimate opinion on those most intractable legal problems despaired of by his colleagues at the Bar.

The world considered Lord Dunning to be a sound judge and a decent enough man. Gabriel thought him stupid. Although he was well aware and often said, in his dry, snuffly way, that stupidity was only too plainly no bar to becoming a High Court judge, in the case of the position of the Lord Chief Justice he felt that a little more than being ‘sound’ (a word he always associated with furniture and horses) was required. Despite these feelings he had great respect for office and would not have dreamed of showing any familiarity or discourtesy to the incumbent of the most senior judicial post in England, second in rank only to the Lord Chancellor.

When their paths crossed, therefore, he would unfailingly raise his top hat and say ‘Good morning’, and then after a little pause ‘Lord Chief Justice’. The pause was intended to convey a subtle note of incredulity, combining deference for the office with contempt for the individual. He would have been infuriated to know the depth of the Lord Chief Justice’s indifference to it. Dunning never noticed Gabriel’s pause at all, or indeed Gabriel himself, except as someone who gave him a vaguely comfortable feeling of familiarity. The old chap had never changed, he thought, since he was seven years old: shy, bespectacled, hesitant (that was the nearest he got to noticing Gabriel’s pause), self-contained.

Very occasionally, as Dunning also raised his top hat and called his usual cheery ‘Morning, Ward’, for reasons he had never analysed the Lord Chief Justice would picture the scene at his home. The opulent breakfast room in Stafford Terrace, Kensington with its groaning table; his large family seated there amidst the claustrophobic splendour of mahogany and silver and brocade and mirrors and mezzotints. And if somewhere deep in his subconscious he felt a twinge of indefinable yearning that a more introspective man might have recognised as envy, then he did not analyse that either. Good God, the last thing he would ever want was poor Ward’s lonely life.

That memorable morning of 21 May 1901 started much like any other. Because his routine never varied, Gabriel always found that his mind was one step ahead of his physical actions. So, as he walked across the Terrace to his Chambers in Crown Office Row, he seemed already to feel under his hand the black iron doorknob of number 1, its contours rounded with centuries of paint; and when his hand was indeed on the doorknob, in his mind he was already seating himself at his large mahogany desk with its faded green leather writing surface, and its immaculate piles of papers all neatly tied with pink ribbon.

It was for this reason he at first failed to notice, as he attempted to step over the threshold of his chambers, that lying across it was a body. It was only when his toe encountered an odd, soft obstacle that, coming back from the desk he was already mentally occupying, he found his entry barred. He was at the narrower end of what was only too plainly a corpse, lying on its left side, its face pressed close against the wall, a dark coat covering its torso and a top hat wedged down over its head. Its feet, dusty though well cared for, were bare. It was not difficult to step over the immaculately trousered legs, ending in those naked pink incongruities, and so gain access to the hallway. Instinctively, he did so and, as instinctively, though afterwards he felt a little ashamed of his action, slammed the door on the atrocity on the doorstep.
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Paralysed by this intrusion into the predictability of his routine, he stood frozen in the familiar hallway. He knew of course what he should do: call the police. His lack of familiarity with the workings of the telephonic communication system, newly installed in the clerks’ room by Chapman, was really no excuse; he could, as Chapman had not infrequently pointed out to him, at least try. And if the attempt were to be unsuccessful, an errand boy would be readily available in Fleet Street to convey a message by hand to the City of London police station.

As he wavered between two courses of action, two things happened simultaneously. From the clerks’ room he heard Chapman’s voice, raised and imperative, speaking on the telephone; outside, scream after scream tore through the peace of the early morning, shrill, uncontrolled, unrelenting. ‘Oh no, oh no, oh no,’ on and on, until they ceased to be words and became instead a meaningless howling mantra: ‘Ohnoohnoohno.’

Involuntarily he opened the door again, to reveal the corpse and also the chambers laundress who now stood there, her way barred, face distraught and mouth open, calloused hands uplifted in a curious gesture of supplication.

‘Oh no,’ she screamed. ‘Oh no, oh no.’

And Gabriel, unthinking, wanting only that the penetrating noise should cease, bent forward. Placing his hands on her upper arms, he half-lifted, half-pulled her over the legs of the corpse and into the hall, where he guided her to the chair upon which his instructing solicitors would sit while waiting to consult him.
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By then Chapman had emerged from the clerks’ room. Insofar as it was possible to apply the word ‘ruffled’ to the stately Chapman, he looked ruffled.

‘I have called the police, sir,’ he said. ‘They will be here shortly.’

‘But what has happened, Chapman?’

‘I’ve no idea, sir.’ Shaken out of his normal deferential urbanity, Chapman sounded almost sharp. ‘I have only been here five minutes. It was there when I arrived.’

The two men had to raise their voices above the screaming, which continued unabated.

Gabriel looked with distaste, not untinged with alarm, at the streaming eyes and the running nose. Dredging his memory for the correct response, he found at last somewhere in its deepest recesses his nanny’s words to his small self, a phrase he had never understood or responded to.

‘Come,’ he said. (And what on earth did that mean? asked his inner lawyer. Come where? He did not want her to come anywhere; he wanted her to desist.) ‘This will never do.’

And as in a miracle, she stopped after one last heaving gulp. Emboldened by this extraordinary success, and by the restored quiet, Gabriel rummaged through his memory for what Nanny had done next. But this time Nanny failed him. Turning instead to a lifetime’s experience of judges’ reactions to distressed witnesses (not uncommon since Gabriel’s cross-examinations were legendarily excoriating), he suggested she might like a glass of water. This, too, judging by her whispered assent, was the right thing to do.

It was then that Chapman asserted his sense of the proper order of things.

‘Now, Annie,’ he said firmly, ‘into the clerks’ room, if you please, and there you may have a glass of water. And no more troubling Sir Gabriel with your hyst— with your distress. We have all had a shock.’

Gabriel hovered anxiously. But Chapman was now back in his familiar role of barristers’ clerk, one of that faithful band of special servants who combined the loyalty and discretion of a good butler with the business acuity and power of a theatrical agent. Gabriel’s peace of mind was Chapman’s peace of mind; Gabriel’s career, Chapman’s career; each guinea that Gabriel earned was a shilling in Chapman’s pocket. Corpses on doorsteps, however shocking, must be dealt with and the business of chambers must move on. At all costs Sir Gabriel’s distinguished practice must be protected.

‘Your coat and hat, if you please, sir,’ the clerk said. ‘I will call you, sir, when the police arrive. The papers in Cadamy and Moore are on your desk. There is nothing more you can do here until the police come. I will look after Annie, sir.’

Meekly, Gabriel took off his coat and hat and, entering his room, sat at his desk. This time in the morning was normally his special quiet time. Now the body that lay unseen on the doorstep seemed to make the peace ominous and the quiet had a temporary quality.

But seconds passed in the still room, marked by the ticking of the clock and the dripping of the tap in the cupboard in the corner that housed a sink. Then the seconds became minutes and slowly the beating of Gabriel’s heart resumed its normal pace, in time with the tick and the drip, and, for all that could be seen and heard, normality was re-established. He checked his desk. Was his inkwell placed so that the hinges on the silver top were precisely aligned with the edge of the perpetual desk calendar that stood next to it? Was his gold pencil (with the lead pointing towards the window) tucked away in its shallow tortoiseshell case?

All was in order. And it no longer felt impossible to him to reach for the new set of papers in the intractable case of Cadamy v Moore and to untie the fiddly knot in the pink ribbon that bound them. Even to feel, as he always felt, the little thrill of adventure as a thorny new legal problem, despaired of by lesser barristers, unfolded itself to him like a rose at last encountering the warm sunshine of genuine interest.

It was seldom that any legal problem nonplussed Gabriel for very long, but the extraordinary facts of Miss Cadamy’s claim against his client Mr Herbert Moore, the publisher – a claim worth huge sums of money, with profound reputational issues at stake – had already engrossed him for some hours. He was looking forward to many more, snuffling happily away amongst ancient legal precedents that might or might not be of relevance, and ferreting in the forgotten corners of his own mind for inspiration.

Peace wrapped itself like a blanket around Gabriel and his room.
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It was not to last. Only twenty minutes later he was forced to tear himself away from his notes to give a thought to a very different question, from a newly arrived police constable. ‘Did you recognise the deceased, sir?’

‘No,’ said Gabriel. ‘His face was turned to the wall. And his top hat covered his head.’

‘Would you look for me now, sir? I have turned him over and removed his hat.’

As slowly as the tortoise he resembled, Gabriel followed the police officer to the door and just as slowly blinked down at the body, in full white-tie evening dress under the open overcoat. The long, elegant corpse now lay on its back, the top hat placed almost reverently beside it. On the immaculate white dress shirt was a small circle of bright deep scarlet. Extruding from this was a large carving knife, embedded to within an inch or so of the hilt. Inlaid into the handle was the image of a silver-winged horse. Gabriel said nothing.

‘Well, sir?’

And Gabriel then articulated a fact so staggering that he heard his own voice, as he sometimes did in court, and had time to register its quiet, dry cadences, its clarity and precision.

‘It is Lord Dunning.’

‘Lord Dunning, sir? Not the Lord Chief Justice, sir?’ The policeman’s tone suggested the attempted soothing of a lunatic.

‘Yes,’ said Gabriel firmly. ‘The Lord Chief Justice.’
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‘But he has bare feet.’

‘Even the Lord Chief Justice has feet, officer,’ said Gabriel. ‘And in this instance,’ he added with the characteristic little snuffle that indicated a witticism, ‘they were feet of clay.’

‘Clay?’ said the struggling policeman.

And suddenly, despite the satisfying reference with its apposite metaphorical and literal meaning, Gabriel felt ashamed of the cheap joke, the error of taste. Dunning had been a decent enough chap really, he supposed. And into his mind there came the image of the eager boy who had been good at cricket and average in class, whose knees had been permanently scraped and whose generosity amongst his classmates with the contents of his tuck box had been legendary.

Gabriel’s own knees really felt quite wobbly and, seeing at last a sign of what he regarded as the right reaction to the circumstances, the policeman became more solicitous, putting his hand under Gabriel’s elbow and steering him back across the hall to his room, Chapman hovering protectively behind.

Sitting behind his own desk, Gabriel felt more secure. But Constable Maurice Wright, who had been a mere two years in the City of London Police Force, fervently wished himself back on the beat in Fleet Street from which he had been so hastily summoned. As he contemplated the enormity of the information given to him, the ghastly embarrassment if the identification were wrong, its staggering impact if it were true, he felt for a moment quite overwhelmed. He removed his helmet and mopped his brow.

‘Are you sure this is Lord Dunning, sir?’ he ventured.

‘I am quite sure,’ said Gabriel, and then, obscurely feeling something more was required, ‘I appeared in front of him only yesterday.’

‘In front of him, sir?’

‘I mean that I appeared as counsel in his court,’ Gabriel explained meticulously. ‘I lost,’ he added.

Now why had he referred to that still raw experience? His beautifully analysed short legal application, Dunning’s brisk pragmatic rejection of it, the hefty costs award to his smug opponent; and all so utterly wrong, so illogical, so lacking in rigour and purity and all that made the law beautiful.

But to Constable Wright, something was at last beginning to illuminate this funny old cove’s impenetrable observations.

‘Were you upset when you lost, sir?’

‘Not enough to want to kill the judge, if that is what you mean. We would have few judges left if we were to kill one each time we lose.’

‘Do you recognise the knife, sir?’

‘It has the silver Pegasus motif inlaid into its handle,’ said Gabriel sadly. ‘As does all the Inner Temple cutlery. Pegasus is the symbol of the Inner Temple. He is our icon, the winged horse of divine inspiration, flying heavenwards: Volat ad aethera virtus.’

Constable Wright, lost again, heard with a spasm of relief the scrape of confident boots that heralded the arrival of his superior officer. Sergeant Rayner’s bursting self-confidence and contempt for the emergence into detective
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