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About the Book

‘Damn him!’ he swore. ‘There is no more harm in shooting him than a mad dog!’

The brutal murder of the Reverend George Parker in the rural village of Oddingley on Midsummer’s Day in 1806 – shot and beaten to death, his body set on fire and left smouldering in his own glebe field – gripped everyone from the Home Secretary in London to newspapermen across the country. It was a strange and stubborn case. The investigation lasted twenty-four years and involved inquests, judges and coroners, each more determined than the last to solve Oddingley’s most gruesome crime – or crimes, as it turned out.  

Damn His Blood is a fascinating glimpse into English rural life at the beginning of the nineteenth century, so often epitomised by the civilised drawing rooms of Jane Austen or the rural idylls of Constable. England was exhausted and nervous, dogged by Pitt’s war taxes, mounting inflation and the lingering threat of a French invasion. Violence was rife, particularly in rural communities where outsiders were regarded with deep suspicion.

With a cast of characters straight out of Hardy, Damn His Blood is a nail-biting true story of brutality, greed and ruthlessness which brings an elusive society vividly back to life.


About the Author

Peter Moore is a writer and freelance journalist. Born in Staffordshire in 1983, he studied history and sociology at Durham University and then spent six years working in the media in Madrid and London. He now teaches creative writing at City University in London.

Damn His Blood is his first book.


To my father


PETER MOORE

Damn His Blood

Being a True and Detailed History of the Most Barbarous and Inhumane Murder at Oddingley and the Quick and Awful Retribution
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Tis a sad thing to die and know before that they are damned. None knows the misery of commencing their hell upon earth.

Arian Elwood, wife of an excommunicated man

I fled, and cried out DEATH!

Hell trembled at the hideous name, and sigh’d

From all her caves, and back resounded DEATH!

Paradise Lost, John Milton


Author’s Note

Damn His Blood is a true story. This account is based entirely on contemporary and near-contemporary evidence of events in Oddingley and Worcester during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century. All speech is drawn directly from source material – court reports, private letters, newspaper articles, printed chapbooks and pamphlets, and witness testimony.

Although written English was fast becoming standardised at this time, there are still variations in the spelling of several characters’ names. In particular Richard Heming was often recorded as ‘Hemming’ and George Banks often written as ‘Bankes’. I have chosen to drop one ‘m’ from Heming and the ‘e’ from Banks.


Introduction

At the beginning of the nineteenth century the village of Oddingley in Worcestershire was little different to any other of its type in the English Midlands. The problems it faced were typical ones. There was creeping migration as young parishioners drifted north to the industrial heartlands of Birmingham and the Black Country. There were anxieties over the harvest, the scarcity of food supplies and the speed of inflation. In the village there was a lingering dispute between the parish clergyman and local farmers over the tithe, and in the newspapers fears persisted of an imminent invasion, with Pitt the Younger, the prime minister, warning Britons to ‘expect the French every dark night’.1 In a politically divided country, riven by war and taxation, there was little reason to notice Oddingley, with its sloping meadows, airy pear and apple orchards, tangled hedgerows and lonely farmhouses, until the dreadful murder that shook it in June 1806.

The case unravelled slowly over the days and many years that followed. What initially appeared to be a single vicious act transpired, in time, to be something far worse. The crime had been conceived, executed then concealed in such an extraordinary manner that it gained infamy, becoming one of the most compelling of its age. As facts were reported – chiefly through the newspapers – inquisitive Georgians became captivated by the unequalled colour, detail and the ever-twisting, ever-evolving narrative of the case. It was a story of moral corruption, of greed and ruthlessness. It began with a single shot, with the excitement of a chase and then the uneasy thrill of a manhunt. But this initial enthusiasm soon gave way to uncertainty. The magistrates who were sent to investigate were country gentlemen, thrust into duty because of their geographical proximity to the crime scene rather than for their ability to construct a case or pursue a felon. And there were many questions for them to answer. What should they make of the farmers’ curses? What of the clandestine meetings? What of the murder weapon? What of the suspects? It seemed that every little triumph or breakthrough led only to a new strange riddle or another dead end.

In time it became a newspaper sensation. Articles were published in titles as geographically distinct as the Belfast News Letter and Ipswich Journal. In Edinburgh the Caledonian Mercury labelled the crime a ‘mysterious conspiracy’, while in London the Examiner and Morning Chronicle both agreed it was a ‘strange case’.2 Journalists detected elements of other crimes in the Oddingley affair: of Eugene Aram’s murder of Daniel Clark in Yorkshire, of Richard Patch’s killing of Isaac Blight in 1805, of the Red Barn Murder in 1827 and even the Cato Street Conspiracy of 1820. Details from these cases were present as echoes in articles filed by the handful of fortunate journalists who gained access to the Worcester courtrooms. A crime committed in an ill-considered instant left the village’s reputation blackened for generations, its name known throughout the land.

The Oddingley case evokes the expressive and uncouth Georgian society that directly preceded Victorian Britain. Here many parishes remained worlds of their own, where little networks of hardy alliances were built on a stiff foundation of family loyalty and respect, where the men drank hard, worked hard, swore oaths and cursed. For many historians this world has remained elusive and opaque, with the Oddingley villagers of 1806 living in a time before determined record keeping began. It is a lost society that is resurrected in this criminal case, as the voices, concerns and culture of a rural parish at the beginning of the nineteenth century come to life. It’s the world which years later provided such a rich mine for novelists such as Charles Dickens and Thomas Hardy, and characters such as kindly Joe Gargery the blacksmith, Abel Magwitch the convict, Michael Henchard and Donald Farfrae would have been at ease in the village alongside those who were there in 1806: Captain Evans the retired military officer, parish farmers John Barnett and Thomas Clewes, Richard Heming the tramping odd-job man and Reverend Parker the local parson. For the growing professional classes of late Georgian England, so intent on cleansing society of its ills and excesses, the story was a disquieting tale of a parish astray. More than perhaps any murder before, the crime involved a whole community, and the investigating magistrates’ attempts to unearth facts were dogged by questions of who knew what and at what price they were willing to reveal the truth. In time Oddingley gained a reputation as an unhappy place of secrets and lies. It was cursed, wretched, damned.

Beautiful and almost perfectly hidden among the hills and the woods of the Worcestershire countryside, the village was an unlikely setting for a terrible crime. Mary Sherwood, a popular children’s author, wrote at the time,

If ever there was a secluded, humble, quiet-looking village – a village thinly populated, and which, to all appearance, is the domicile of only patient and peaceable sons of the soil – it is Oddingley.3 Its aspect belies it. It was the scene – and that not many years since – on which were exhibited some of the fiercest passions of man’s fallen nature; the spot where the seeds of malice, hatred, and the most determined and deeply seated revenge sprang up and ripened into a harvest of crime – crime most deliberately conceived and delicately executed.
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Map of Worcestershire in 1804 by Charles Smith. Oddingley lies to the northeast of Worcester




PROLOGUE

Midsummer Day

Oddingley, Worcestershire, 24 June 1806

At around four o’clock in the morning on 24 June, Midsummer Day, John Chellingworth stepped out of his cottage in Oddingley and set off on a journey south. The clover harvest and haymaking seasons had arrived and meadowlands across Worcestershire awaited the reapers who would skim the fields with scythes, cutting the crops to within an inch of the ground before raking the yields into rows and turning them again and again beneath the sun. Chellingworth was a journeyman worker and he had secured three weeks’ work at a farm in Gloucestershire, at least 20 miles and a full day’s walk away. The first shadowy smudges of light had not yet appeared in the sky when he met Pritchard, another village farmhand, and the two men struck out on the road together. They passed St James’ Church and Church Farm, and then the drowsing farmyard at Netherwood – flanked with several old barns and a tall brick farmhouse – before they rounded a corner and climbed away up a steady slope towards Crowle, the adjoining parish, and out of view.

Chellingworth and Pritchard would already have crossed the parish boundary when the sun rose at a quarter to five. It shone over a scene of rare quiet in the village, an ephemeral moment before the day’s work began. Within an hour labourers would be streaming into the yards, lanes and meadows, carrying heavy tools, jugs of weak beer or perry cider, and pushing handcarts, wheelbarrows and wagons. Once they reached the mowing fields, the farmhands would start shifts that would stretch until darkness fell or the weather turned. And though the haymaking season had barely yet begun, they had already suffered one scare. On 12 June a violent storm had knifed wildly across the Midland sky. Rain had drenched the pastures and young crops, and ‘awful and tremendous’ peals of thunder had rung from black clouds overhead, which illuminated the county with ‘the most vivid flashes of lightning’.1

The storm passed and minds had now turned towards the festival which lay before them. Although it was not an official holiday, Midsummer Day remained a notable date in the calendar, and one which retained its airy, seductive and supernatural allure. In ancient England Midsummer Day was celebrated with Celtic fire festivals that marked the height of summer. Great bonfires were burnt at elevated points across the kingdom and fairs staged in assorted towns. On Midsummer Eve livestock would be dragged by their owners before fires, where they would be blessed by the crackling flames, and men, fortified with alcohol, would line up to leap over the embers in a symbolic ritual which dramatised the perilous and delicate relationship between nature and man. Folklore dictated that the greatest leap determined the height of the year’s harvest.

Midsummer was a time of magic and myth, where divisions between one world and the next blurred temporarily. Wise women recounted stories about Robin Goodfellows, elves, spirits and fairies that danced in the woods and flitted across the meadows. A chance encounter with one could bestow on a wanderer the gifts of a bard or the terrors of madness. On Midsummer Day it was traditional for villagers across England to gather St John’s Wort, an earthy yellow medicinal herb that was said to be infused with all the mysterious powers of the sun, bringing happiness, comfort and good fortune. In Worcestershire in 1806 this seasonal sense of excitement was increased in the week before Midsummer by a partial eclipse of the sun, which was sighted across the county.2

In Oddingley 24 June held other significance. It was the date by which many of the parish farmers were required to have paid their annual rents to Lord Foley, the local landowner, and for the wider community it was remembered as the day of the popular Bromsgrove Fair.3 Country fairs were important and much anticipated fixtures in the rural calendar with yeomen, tradesmen and hawking parsons exploiting their popularity as an opportunity to sell produce. Meanwhile, the larger farmers treated fairs as social occasions where they could hire additional labourers from among the crowds, exchange stories with old friends and complain about the weather.

The rich landscape of a typical fair is recreated in the opening scene of Thomas Hardy’s The Mayor of Casterbridge, when Michael Henchard arrives at the village of Weydon Priors on fair day. He sees the vast field before him bedecked with ‘peep-shows, toy-stands, waxworks, inspired monsters, disinterested medical men … thimble-ringers, nick-nack vendors and readers of Fate’.4 Such amusements offered workers a necessary release from the monotonous grind of daily life on the farms, allowing them to act irresponsibly among the lively but unrefined entertainments which included xenophobic plays, drinking stalls and bawdy comedians. William Hazlitt, the contemporary essayist, once observed that labourers used fairs as an excuse to behave like ‘a school-boy let loose from school, or like a dog that has slipped his collar’, waltzing drunkenly between the jugglers, the roasted hogs and the gingerbread bakers.5

Forty-one different fair days were held annually across Worcestershire, with larger towns such as Worcester, Droitwich, Kidderminster and Pershore boasting two apiece. At Bromsgrove the fair was particularly noted for linen and other cloth, cheese, horses and cattle, and for Oddingley’s farmers it was close at hand, little more than an hour away. Despite this, only those who were able to delegate their duties could afford to attend. Thomas Clewes – master of Netherwood Farm – was one of these, and he was seen riding through the village on Midsummer morning by Susan Surman, a dairymaid who worked for farmer John Barnett at Pound Farm. As Clewes passed Pound Farm, Surman heard him say that ‘he should be very glad to find a dead parson in Oddingley when he came back’.

Over at Church Farm the clover was being cut and wooden hurdles were being sawn and then blacked in the muddy pool that lay in a dip below the fold-yard – a sheltered area encircled by barns, stables and workshops, where sheep were often penned. Here a second dairymaid, Elizabeth Fowler, saw Richard Heming, a labourer, hauling hurdles out of the pool. He was being helped by a 14-year-old boy called Thomas Langford. Captain Evans – master of Church Farm – was in the fold-yard, and Elizabeth heard him ask the labourer when he thought the job would be finished.

‘Not on the morrow,’ Heming told Evans. He added that he would come the next day if he could.

Half a mile north John Barnett, master of Pound Farm, had opted to remain in the village. He spent the morning directing tasks from his fold-yard and the hours passed quietly. At about 3.30 p.m. Barnett walked over to a nearby field to meet his 24-year-old carter, James Tustin, who was responsible for hauling crops about the farm. Barnett and Tustin spoke for some minutes, brooding over the sad news that Reverend Harrison of Crowle had fallen from his horse and died. Barnett told Tustin, ‘You mark if you don’t hear of this one coming to some unfortunate death, dying in a ditch.’

Barnett and Tustin were among scores of parishioners at work in the meadows. Most were preparing for the clover harvest or hacking at thistles and weeds; others were driving back and forth between Oddingley and the mill at Huddington, three miles away. It was a dry day. Two of John Barnett’s servants were mowing grass and clover in the village centre, and nearby John Perkins, another farmer, was tending a bonfire outside Oddingley Lane Farm. At this time of year house martins darted through the muggy air, gathering scraps of earth for their nests, and hares raced across the large grassy pastures in the north of the parish. By now, the first wild roses had appeared in the hedgerows and the scarlet poppy and sow thistle had flowered. In the fields farmhands listened for the cuckoo, whose cry changed at midsummer from ‘cuck-oo’ to ‘cuc-cuckoo’.

For Reverend George Parker, Midsummer Day was like any other. Tuesdays brought no official business and he was free to pass the time as he wished, in his study or gardens, with his wife and daughter or friends. There was just one job to distract him. He kept a little herd of four dairy cows which were led up to graze in the north of the parish, in his glebe meadows, each morning by his servant. Every afternoon Parker would fetch them home himself, an easy task entailing little more than a gentle stroll along Church Lane and then perhaps a minute more along an overgrown byway, before he could gather them together and drive them home for milking. Parker was a man of particular custom, and he set off for his glebe at five each afternoon. Usually he took his seven-year-old daughter, Mary, with him, but on 24 June 1806 he left his rectory alone.

By now the narrow lanes that cascaded down through Oddingley from the north, winding from Hadzor or Smite Hill towards Tibberton and Crowle, were dotted with travellers, tradesmen and farmers returning from Bromsgrove Fair. In the village James Tustin saw Parker as he passed Pound Farm. Hardly a minute later Susan Surman, who was bringing down Barnett’s cattle, met him further along the lane. Reverend Parker and Surman paused to bid each other good afternoon. It was just a brief exchange, but it was one that the dairymaid would for ever recall with a chill of terror. Surman entered Barnett’s Wash Pool Meadows, and Parker turned right into his glebe.

At about five or six minutes past five o’clock, two butchers from Worcester, Thomas Giles and John Lench, were walking through Oddingley on their way north to Hadzor. They had passed Oddingley crossroads and were about ‘two stones throws’ north of Barnett’s Pound Farm when they heard the piercing report of a shotgun from behind a hedge. The butchers stopped and listened. The echo of gunfire had passed in a second. All that remained was the low chatter of birdsong. Lench told Giles that he had seen a hare rush across the lane. Someone must be shooting game.

A split second later came a ‘wry, dismal’ shout of ‘Murder! Murder! Murder!’ It was a desperate cry, even heard by James Tustin a quarter of a mile away at Pound Farm. The butchers wheeled around. The shouting had come from a meadow, close by but shielded from view behind a tall, thick hedgerow. Determined to investigate further Lench and Giles ran up the lane ‘as hard as they could’.

The butchers soon reached a gate which opened out into Barnett’s Middle Wash Pool Field, and they raced across to the adjacent hedgerow, frantically trying to glimpse through the woven briars, holly and hawthorn, but it was impossible ‘owing to the thick of it’. Temporarily defeated but with increasing resolve, they then ran up the meadow desperately searching for a stile or a gate.

At the top of Middle Wash Pool Field the hedge dipped down enough for Giles, the taller of the two, to peer over. He saw a short man running down the field. His body was bent, his arms hung low and limp by his side, a spectacle Giles later described as a ‘slooping posture’. The man was wrapped in a blue greatcoat, dotted with white buttons. He was wearing an old-fashioned round hat.

Giles dropped to his knees, crawling and scrambling through the undergrowth, as Lench arrived behind him. Spotting the man with the ‘slooping’ gait, Lench cried out across the field, ‘You villain! What have you been doing?’

The man in the blue coat was ‘all of a tremble’. He paused for a second, gazing across the meadow at Lench. His body was pulled into a crooked defensive posture. Lench noticed that he looked ‘very pale’.

‘Me? Nothing at all,’ the man called back.

By now Giles had plunged beneath the hedge and entered the field. He rushed straight for the man, who was fumbling with a bag which, as the butcher approached, he threw into the hedgerow. The man turned round just in time to see Giles dashing towards him, and narrowly avoided his swinging arm.

As Giles recovered his footing, his target spun about and raced away towards a gate. It was only then that the butcher had a chance to survey the scene before him. Giles hurried down the middle of the meadow, where he found ‘a man in a state of burning, both his clothes and his flesh’. From the long gown, it was clear that the victim was a clergyman. He had been shot from close range, and hit in the midriff. The wadding from the shot had burrowed into his skin and was now beginning to smoke. A minute later and the body would be alight in the tall summer clover.

Other, terrible wounds had been inflicted to the victim’s head. On the right side it was horribly clubbed inwards, with large blunt gashes to his forehead and above his right eye from which blood still flowed. As Giles stared down at the body, frozen in horror, he saw the clergyman’s leg stir and right fist clench ‘as if he was in the act of dying’. He had clearly been the victim of a ferocious attack. Not many yards away, partially obscured by foliage at the foot of the hedgerow, were a thin bag and the broken components of a shotgun.

Only then did Lench join Giles beside the corpse. ‘Stop looking at the man that is dead, but run after the one that is living and get him if we can!’ he implored. His words had an instant rousing effect on Giles, who lifted himself up and ran off towards the gate in pursuit. John Lench, suddenly alone with the smouldering body at his feet, turned back towards Pound Farm, where he hoped to find help. But before he reached the fold-yard he met Tustin in the lane. Minutes before, Tustin had heard shouts from the glebe meadow, but had thought it was just the shrieks of playing children. Now he saw Lench rushing towards him. ‘There’s a man shot in the glebe fields! Come along!’ the butcher cried.

Several fields to the west of the glebe meadow, Thomas Giles had quickly caught up with the man in the long blue coat. Giles was athletic, could run swiftly and, would later declare, ‘was almost level with him within the space of about three grounds’. Once within earshot, he called out for him to surrender.

It was a hazardous situation. Giles was fitter and faster than the man he chased, but to get too close was dangerous. The man had just committed a violent crime and had been disturbed at the scene by more than one person who would be able to identify him. His capture would almost certainly result in a swift trial and subsequent execution. He must have known that he had little left to lose.

Mindful of his own safety above all else, the butcher chose to trail the murderer rather than striking a blow at him. For almost a mile he tracked his target as they snaked westwards, always keeping a hedgerow between them for his protection. At length the man stopped, stooped down beneath the hawthorn and looked the butcher full in the face. He was a short man, Giles recalled, with a thick prominent jaw and a large bald forehead. He was deathly pale.

The murderer thrust his hand into his pocket and whispered to Giles that if he did not stop following him, he would ‘blow his brains out’.

This was too much for Giles, who watched as the murderer gathered up the skirts of his greatcoat and went off along two fields ‘very gently’ in the direction of Hindlip, a nearby village.

Rather than follow at a distance, Giles turned back and retraced his steps towards Oddingley. There, about a mile away, all thoughts of the clover harvest had now dissipated. The early-evening sun shone over a scene of growing confusion and outrage in Reverend Parker’s glebe meadow. His body lay where it had fallen, his midriff smeared with drying blood, horribly burnt and blackened. Like the hares in the meadows or the house martins in the lanes, his murderer had appeared only for a few moments. And before the last breath had left Reverend Parker’s body, he was gone.
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CHAPTER 1

Rev. Mr Parker of Oddingley

Nine months earlier, September 1805

The parish of Oddingley lay low and inconspicuous, sprawled over a shallow undulating valley in the mid-Worcestershire countryside. It was a picturesque but isolated place, a blend of open fields, twisting lanes, stray oak trees and fruit orchards, which all told measured about a thousand acres. The seven farms at the village’s backbone were distinct and self-contained. Their pretty half-timber or red-brick farmhouses stood behind trimmed hedges and wooden gates and were surrounded on all sides by barns, workshops, stables, ricks, muddy pools, old marl pits and, in the fields beyond, the huddled roofs of labourers’ cottages. In the summer months the meadows and open pastures rang with the rattle of traps, the moans of livestock being driven from fold-yard to market and the shouts of labourers at harvest. But now, with autumn approaching, the pace of life slackened as the leaves began to yellow in Trench Wood and the cold nights drew steadily in.

Oddingley lay roughly in the centre of Worcestershire, a short distance north of the fertile market gardens of the Vale of Evesham. Just three miles away was Droitwich Spa, where the local market was held each Friday and villagers met to drink and socialise. Further to the south-west, Worcester perched splendidly on the banks of the River Severn, the city’s cobbled streets laced with the smouldering chimneys of porcelain factories and the shop windows of its ‘forty or fifty master glovers’, who brought the city almost as much fame as the quality of its salmon and lamprey – a rusty-coloured eel and a particular local delicacy – that were fished from the moody waters of the river.1

Worcestershire attracted businessmen and travellers from all parts of Britain. On his tour of the kingdom the poet Robert Southey remarked rosily that Worcester was ‘a fine and flourishing city, in the midst of a delightful county’. His sentiments were echoed by Mr W. Pitt, a surveyor from Birmingham, who was commissioned by the Board of Agriculture in the early 1800s to complete a review of the area with ‘observations on the means of improvement’. The land to the north of Worcester, Pitt observed, was ‘most beautiful … one combination of noble hills, forming, as it were, the frame of a delightful picture … diversified with all the beauties of hill and dale, wood and water’.2

Oddingley was buried deep in this rural landscape. It was a comely place of fairs, pear cider, religious festivals and the hunt, and it provided a home for some 112 inhabitants including a full cast of likely rural characters: dairymaids, carters, shepherds, stable boys, blacksmiths, farriers, threshers, reapers and drovers. Among these labourers literacy levels were low and traditions strongly kept. Glimmers of the village’s cultural past were captured in the names of the farmers’ fields: Calves Close, the Old Rickyard, Flax’s Close and Nuthill Sling. At work they wore the familiar uniform of flowing smock frocks, beaten corduroy breeches, heavy pairs of leather working boots and handkerchiefs tied at the neck. In winter this costume was supplemented by the greatcoat, often patched and torn or hackneyed with age. The labourers scraped their livings where they could: drawn like moths about a light from one temporary contract to another, occasionally straying out of the parish for two or three weeks at a time on the promise of something better.

By the end of September the pace and industry of the summer months was replaced in Oddingley by a quieter period in the farming calendar. There was also cause for relief. Across the county crops had fared far better in 1805 than in the preceding year. The bad harvest of 1804 had inflated the price of wheat in the Worcester markets by 47 per cent to 89s. 9d. a quarter, kindling memories of famine and unrest. But throughout the summer of 1805 the weather had held, and by the middle of September temperatures were still unusually high – the Morning Chronicle in London attributing a plague of wasps in the city parks to the warmth of the season.3, 4

There was no such irritation 130 miles away in Worcester, where the county newspapers continued to fill their columns with news of council meetings, notices of farm sales, adverts for patent medicines and reports of the continuing conflict with France. Of all issues, the war remained the driving subject. For the past two years the Worcester Herald had speculated about the possibility of Napoleon mounting a successful crossing of the English Channel and had kept a careful diary charting the movements of the Worcester Volunteers – a jumbled assembly of men armed with little more than muskets, knives and pitchforks – who were to form a home guard in the event of a successful attack. Many believed the long-threatened invasion was still imminent and on 17 August the paper reported that three days’ gunfire had been heard thundering along the French coast.5

This news filtered out from Worcester to the surrounding countryside, where it was absorbed in the farming communities. Of these, Oddingley was a typical parish, only differing from other villages in that it did not have a resident squire. The great local landowner, Lord Thomas Foley, resided at his lavish country seat eleven miles away at Witley Court, meaning there was a gap at the top of the parish hierarchy. Without the customary figurehead, Oddingley parish was instead led by an uneasy amalgam of its leading men, which included the seven village farmers – six of whom leased their properties from Foley – and the clergyman, Reverend George Parker.

As with most of his contemporaries, no physical description of Parker survives. The only clue to his appearance comes from a single woodcut, etched many years later.6 It depicts Parker in the seconds before his death, a young man wearing a broad hat which is perched loosely back on the crown of his head. The clergyman’s face appears strong and determined but also at the same count sunken and starved of expression. It is likely that the author did not know his subject, or that the detail of the piece was bent to serve the drama and required narrative of the moment. A more vivid image was left by Thomas Alsop, a local farmhand, who recalled Parker strolling languidly along the lanes, smoking his pipe and ‘tossing up a penny piece’.7
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This dramatic but untrustworthy depiction of Reverend Parker’s murder is the only surviving image of Oddingley’s clergyman



It was now more than 12 years since, on Friday 3 May 1793, he had arrived in Worcestershire to accept Lord Foley’s offer of the living of Oddingley parish and to claim its accompanying salary of £135 per annum and assorted benefits. These included the three-storey rectory on Church Lane, its accompanying gardens and the right to keep animals and cultivate the glebe – upwards of ten acres of meadow to the north of the village centre.

George Parker had been 30 years old when he first set foot in Oddingley. He was able, principled and worldly, still a bachelor and quite possibly an instant attraction for the eligible local ladies. There must have been every hope that the appointment, which constituted his second ecclesiastical post, would be successful and enduring. Yet it was a hope that soon faded. By the autumn of 1805 Parker was deeply unpopular with many in the parish. There had been sparks of violence and a succession of court cases with John Barnett of Pound Farm. Thomas Clewes from Netherwood had been heard damning his name in the Droitwich taverns, and as details of the poisonous quarrel seeped out into nearby parishes, it was said that opposition to Parker was led by Captain Evans of Church Farm.8 It was clear to all across the parish that the feud cut deep.

George Parker was not a native of Worcestershire. He was born to Thomas and Jane Parker at a farm in Johnby in the Lake District, hundreds of miles to the north of Oddingley. Thomas Parker is recorded as being ‘a respectable yeoman, of good connections’ and like many in the locality probably filled his fields with flocks of Herdwick and Rough Fell sheep, which were traded at the market in Penrith, seven miles away. George Parker was baptised at Greystoke Church on 26 June 1762 in the grassy shadows of the Lakeland Fells.

In the 1760s Thomas Parker and his young family were comfortably set in life. Whereas almost all of his peers leased their slices of the Cumberland hills from members of the old landed gentry, Parker held a considerable estate in his own name, something that was a clear source of independence and pride. A quirk of Parker’s acreage was that a portion lay detached from the rest, intermixed with fields belonging to the Duke of Norfolk and controlled by his son, the young Earl of Surrey, who lived just two miles from Johnby at Greystoke Castle. At some point around the year 1770 Thomas Parker had approached Surrey, proposing to reorganise these boundaries so that they could manage their estates more effectively. It proved an astute move. The result of the ensuing arrangement pleased Parker and Surrey so much that a friendship was formed. To further express his gratitude Surrey promised Thomas Parker that he would provide an education for his son George.

It was an unexpected twist that carried George Parker’s life on a new and exciting course. Supported by Surrey, he enrolled in the endowed grammar school at Blencow, just a mile and a half from his family home, where he studied history and the classics alongside the sons of gentlemen. Thereafter, George Parker’s bond with Surrey strengthened. The earl was an eccentric politicking Whig famed in high society for his disregard for social and hygienic niceties and for the ‘habitual slovenliness of his dress’. Among commoners, though, he was highly popular, a charismatic figure known for his ‘conviviality’ of spirit, his reformist tendencies and for being something of a provocateur. During the general election of 1774 he supported several local freemen who managed to dislodge the Carlisle parliamentary constituency from the powerful and fabulously wealthy Tory-leaning Lowther family. At the elections of 1780 and 1784 he was himself elected to Parliament, where he instantly joined Charles Fox in fierce opposition to the American war.

How precisely George Parker served the Howard family during these years is unclear, though one theory suggests he was engaged as Surrey’s election agent. This fact was later questioned, but it still appears the most plausible explanation. By nature George Parker was ambitious, persuasive and hard-working, traits which displayed themselves in subsequent years and would have served him well while scrambling through the thickets of an eighteenth-century general election campaign. Agents were sent out into the boroughs, charged with cajoling, harrying and pestering the freemen for votes, reminding them of their allegiances and distributing financial incentives when necessary. A trusted knot of energetic lobbyists would have been indispensable for Surrey, who did not just have to trouble himself with his own election campaigns in Carlisle, but also had to orchestrate others intended to plant favoured Whigs in Westminster from constituencies scattered about the country in places like Arundel, Leominster and Hereford. That the young Parker was duly dispatched to such distant outposts of the Howards’ vast estates would explain his taste for travel, something that may well have developed in these formative years.

Parker would have been an able candidate for the role. Having concluded his education at Blencow, it is difficult to envisage him returning to labour on the family farm. Rather, as young, erudite and at ease among the gentry, it seems more logical that he would be employed in a sphere where he might use his ability to write and reason. Crucially, too, Parker’s loyalty was beyond question. Since his earliest childhood he had been allied to Surrey: he had grown up with Greystoke Castle hidden, symbolically, just beyond the horizon; his family were dependent on the Howards for their social standing and now he was indebted to Surrey for his education. The young protégé was absorbed into his patron’s inner circle, and most accounts agree that it was a role in which he thrived. They declared that Parker carried out his duties with such cool reserve and careful professionalism that Surrey recalled his contribution for years after.

In the early 1780s George Parker’s life took its most significant turn. Perhaps fired by his travels and his own latent ambitions, he resolved to leave Cumberland and to journey south to the Midlands to study theology. This he did, and for several years afterwards he resided at St John’s Academy in Warwick, where he served as classical assistant. The move, however, did not mean a total splintering of his relationship with Surrey – who had now become the Duke of Norfolk following the death of his father in 1786. Indeed, the new duke lay behind Parker’s elevation to a curacy in Dorking, one of the Howard family’s parishes. Several years later Parker relocated yet again. It is unclear just what lured him to Oddingley. Perhaps it was the prospect of a sedate community and a reasonable income. Or he may have been tempted by its appealing location so close to Worcester Cathedral, a spiritual, intellectual and administrative centre of the Protestant Church.

As with Parker’s other appointments, the duke’s influence swirled like a current just beneath the surface. The opening at Oddingley came after Norfolk had appointed Reverend Samuel Commeline – Parker’s predecessor – to another of his parishes, at Hempsted just outside Gloucester. Commeline’s move left Oddingley temporarily vacant and enabled Norfolk to recommend Parker as a replacement to his parliamentary friend and fellow Whig, Lord Foley. It was a typical eighteenth-century transaction, and it concluded in May 1793, when Reverend Parker was presented to his new parishioners by Bishop Hurd of Worcester. George Parker’s unlikely rise from yeoman’s son to country parson was complete.fn1

Settling into Oddingley in the summer of 1793 Parker had his best years before him, but to his new parishioners he was unknown and untried and he must have been acutely aware that he was an outsider. In this corner of England the locals spoke with a slow, sloping accent. ‘You’ was ‘thee’ or ‘yaw’. ‘Nothing’ was pronounced ‘nought’ and ‘i’ became ‘oi’. Vowels were short and stunted, leaving ‘sheep’ as ‘ship’, and the ‘h’ was often lost altogether giving ‘ighest’ and ‘ill’. Pitt the surveyor remarked that during his time in the district he experienced many other provincialisms: of these, he explained, ‘an occasional visitor can pick up but a few; it requires long residence, and much colloquial intercourse with the middle and lower classes’.9 It was a new code to master, and one that Parker would never consider his own.

In the years before mass transportation, at least a generation before the railways, Parker’s northern roots, his accent and mannerisms, distinguished him from the other villagers like sand from stone. In the 1790s much of the population of rural Britain was born, raised, lived and died within a handful of miles. Until 1795 wandering vagrants could still be sent back to their home parishes if they were suspected of burdening the poor rate, a law which lent some credence to Adam Smith’s bleak observation that it was more difficult for them ‘to pass through the artificial boundaries of a parish than the arm of the sea or a ridge of high mountains’.10 And while the poor were repelled, other newcomers were often tolerated uneasily.

Parker’s life in Oddingley began quietly but with steady purpose. His appointment signalled a change for the villagers, who had been so neglected in recent years by their political and spiritual masters. The records show that Reverend Commeline was an absentee clergyman, paying clerical deputies to conduct services on his behalf with a portion of his salary. In the years 1780–92 the signatures of five curates fill the pages of the parish marriage register while Commeline’s does not appear once. Only with Parker’s appointment in 1793 does stability settle on the records.

[image: image]
Parker’s ornate handwriting across the front of Oddingley’s parish records is one of the few tangible traces of his personality11



The Oddingley marriage register comprises one of a tiny number of documents that record life in the parish in the last decade of the eighteenth century. It’s a world for the most part lost to history, and observing it at a distance of more than two centuries is like peering into a darkened room lit only by dim chinks of light. Even so, traces of the new Reverend Parker can be found in these frail records. It is clear that he devoted his time and attention to his new parish, his application shown by the fact that he conducted all the important services himself. Parker’s relish for the job is also suggested by an odd fragment in the marriage register. Hard against the top of the parchment at the front of the book a careful and florid hand has written, ‘The Marriage Register of Oddingley, from 1756.’ Underneath, with the ardour of an aspiring professional or of a freshly appointed manager keenly marking his new territory, comes in carefully crafted letters: ‘G. Parker, Rector.’

Inside the calfskin cover of the other surviving parish register – a collection of notes tracking the church’s business in the parish back into the middle of the seventeenth century – is a more definite sign of Parker. Here the quill begins with the same autograph: ‘G. Parker, Rector.’ The ink is thin and the P of Parker surrounded by dashing loops. Below is a sliver of autobiography, all composed in the third person with the characters slanting confidently to the left: ‘G. Parker was first invited to the rectory of Oddingley by the Ld Tho Foley on the 31 April on the resignation of S Commeline, he being presented by his Grace the Duke of Norfolk to the rectory of Hempstead, Gloucester.’fn2

It’s a curious and enlightening passage. It is the source which reveals the duke’s role in his preferment, but it is also a throwaway scrap – perhaps penned in the idle hours of a lazy afternoon – that allows us to peer into Parker’s mind. There is pride and satisfaction at his achievement, which he relives in prose, jotting it down like a little victory. But there’s also something more. Why should Parker choose to record it in the parish register? Why should he, so new to the village, affix his signature and several celebratory lines to the head of a book which by then was more than a century old and intended for an utterly different purpose? None of Parker’s predecessors had been driven to such a thing, and it reveals either a calculated assertion of his presence or an unintentional slip of vanity.

These traces of Parker stem from his first years in Oddingley, which were seemingly his happiest. He forged several friendships, one with Reverend Reginald Pyndar of the neighbouring parish of Hadzor, a justice of the peace, and another with Oddingley’s ubiquitous clerk, John Pardoe. In the mid-1790s Parker met and married Mary, a lady from a humble background, and commenced a happy marriage, which produced a daughter in 1799, also called Mary.

The best account of Parker from this time comes in a memoir written by Benjamin Sanders, a button maker from Bromsgrove who met and befriended him while at Worcester planning his family’s emigration to America. The friendship between Parker and Sanders was brief, lasting just six months, but it was one of significant emotional intensity. Sanders’ recollections must date to the mid-1790s and they show Parker at his best.

At Worcester I became acquainted with a clergyman, in a singular kind of way; we met merely by chance.12 It is wonderful how, where congeniality of disposition exists, how soon and firmly friendship gets cemented. Such was the case with the gentleman, the Rev. Mr Parker and myself. He had two livings, one at Hoddingley [sic] and another at Dorking, he was a great favourite of the late Duke of Norfolk. We became most confidential friends. He would often hope my wife and I would alter our minds and remain in England, and that he would contribute half his fortune if we would do so, but our minds were fixed. We remained six months in Worcester. I went to Bristol and engaged our passage to New York (Alas! the time was now come for my father and me to part, never to see each other more in this world.) This was a severe trial, it seemed to penetrate to the innermost recesses of my heart; but my friend [Parker] was near me to give me consolation in my present affliction; he was a good and most sincere friend. He proposed to walk with us twelve miles, on the road, he informed me by the way that he should soon get married to a lady after his own disposition – a most amiable one I am certain.

Here we catch a glimpse of Parker and Sanders together at their parting, two figures suspended on the landscape, almost like characters from a Wordsworth poem. The clean south road stretches out before them. There’s a cool Midland breeze, a roadside inn with its jutting sign, the fingerpost pointing the way to Bristol, the clatter of horses’ hooves, the rattle of the mail or the Birmingham coach with its pack of weary horses pressing on along the turnpike. And among them all this little party of travellers on foot: Parker, perhaps in a cassock or with his Geneva gown billowing, holds a pipe in his right hand and is in deep conversation with Sanders, who is warmly and soberly dressed for the voyage in his greatcoat and heavy leather boots, perhaps gripping a bag of keepsakes or a purse of guineas for the ship’s captain. There is a hint of excitement and an element of sadness as Parker confides his plans to marry. They know that they will never meet again.

It’s an evocative account and about as close to Parker as one can get. Sanders depicts the young clergyman as a kind-hearted man, easy in the company of friends and capable of inspiring feelings of loyalty and trust. That Parker quickly fashioned a lasting emotional bond with Sanders – a man who was socially beneath him, as a member of the mercantile classes – pleading with him to stay in Worcestershire, comforting him for half a year prior to his departure and then accompanying him on the road for the opening stretch of a journey that would see him cross the Atlantic, evokes the image of a caring, altruistic personality.

Sanders’ description tallies with other accounts of Parker. For the poor in Oddingley he was an attentive minister, ready to aid them with a glass of brandy, or to care, advise and comfort. He was compassionate enough to forfeit his tithe of milk to the old or the infirm, prompting a labourer, William Chance, to declare Parker ‘was good to the poor, and as good a man that ever lived’.13 Another farmhand, William Colley, echoed this sentiment, claiming, ‘Parker was as good a master to him as ever he had, and that he had never heard any ill of him except from two or three of the large farmers.’

Such noble qualities manifested themselves in Parker’s friendship with Sanders. Perhaps the clergyman felt a kinship with the button maker, who was about to embark on a voyage of hope just as he had done himself 15 years before. Perhaps his motivation for trying to stop Sanders flowed from regret at his own ambition, or even a mournful longing for the quiet farm and settled life that he had left behind.

But subtle evidence of Parker’s vanity also escapes from Sanders’ account. Parker tells him that he was a parson of ‘two livings’, one that Sanders incorrectly records as Hoddingley and a second at Dorking. That this was the case is possible. At the turn of the nineteenth century pluralism – the practice of drawing a salary from more than one ecclesiastical living at a time – was rife and a tolerated way for clergymen to top up their annual incomes. There is, however, no evidence that this is the case with Parker, and this detail supports the image of an aspiring man keen to document his successes and perhaps embellish the truth. This suspicion can only be strengthened by Sanders’ mention of ‘his fortune’. Clearly Parker and Sanders had discussed money during their brief friendship and evidently they shared some traits: they were both young, financially ambitious and willing to surrender the emotional ties of their homes and extended families in pursuit of a better existence elsewhere. But although Parker had certainly fared well in life thus far, talk of a fortune in the 1790s was presumptuous, and the lasting image of the two together, walking south along the turnpike road towards Bristol, is one of a pair of able thinkers driven on by ambition and fixed upon their own self-improvement.

These were the qualities that would shortly drive Parker into a long and exhausting conflict with the Oddingley farmers. For them he had a problem of temperament: a maddening haughtiness that displayed itself at its very worst in his strict collection of the tithe, an ‘eternally vexatious subject’ which entitled Church of England clergymen to a tenth of the produce of the parish farms and formed the majority of their annual income. The tithe dispute deepened as the years passed, and by September 1805 of the seven ratepayers in Oddingley parish only two of them – Old Mr Hardcourt and John Perkins – could still sustain a conversation with Parker. By the rest he was seen as a rapacious swindler who stretched his powers to their furthest limit. The most militant farmers, Thomas Clewes of Netherwood, John Barnett of Pound Farm and Captain Evans of Church Farm, had come to consider each of Parker’s new demands as a test of character they were compelled to resist and challenge at every turn.

The fallout from the quarrel was profound. Parishioners were caught between the factions: forced to choose between their spiritual leader and their employers, whom they were dependent on for subsistence. Previous years had been pockmarked by furious arguments, outbursts of violence and poisonous court cases. The situation had been exacerbated by the absence of a local squire who may have mediated between the parties, by Commeline’s absence, which had enabled the farmers to cultivate their independence, and by the fact that Parker was an outsider. The two parties were further separated by politics, with Reverend Parker’s ties to the Duke of Norfolk and Thomas Foley connecting him with the Whig cause in a countryside which remained overwhelmingly and staunchly Tory.

Politics mattered during the 1790s. The French Revolution had fed a reformist movement in England which cleaved the country in two, with loyal Church and King enthusiasts, known as scrats, rising in noisy patriotic opposition to revolutionary sympathisers branded either Painites (after Thomas Paine’s Rights of Man) or Jacobins. This split dominated Parker’s first years in Oddingley, and was only soothed when the French Republic veered away from its early ideals and Bonaparte appeared as a common enemy.14 Divisions and uncertainties endured, however, and since the failure of the Treaty of Amiens in 1803 the Worcestershire countryside had throbbed with news about the renewed French war. Fears of a brutal English revolution had long simmered, with Robert Southey grimly confessing, ‘I believe that revolution inevitably must come, and in its most fearful shape.’15 By the end of September 1805 parishioners in Oddingley were feeling the same anxieties as those in other corners of the United Kingdom. They were determined and nervous, patriotic yet on edge.

Britain had been sustained throughout the war years by the career of Admiral Lord Nelson. His great victories at Cape St Vincent, the Battle of the Nile and the Battle of Copenhagen had become a source of national pride, a symbol of British courage, brazen skill and daring. Excited crowds had swarmed the streets during his brief visit to Worcester in 1802, where he had been granted the freedom of the city and had Copenhagen Street named in his honour. Three years later with Britain once again at war, the Worcester Herald had spent the summer months following his pursuit of the French fleet of Admiral Villeneuve across the Atlantic.

Nelson had returned in late August, but there still remained a prospect of the French and Spanish fleets breaking out from their blockaded ports and massing in the English Channel. On Sunday 15 September Nelson was dispatched on what was to be his final mission from Portsmouth in the Victory. The newspapers reported that the admiral had sailed before a light breeze and at sunset was off Christchurch, to the west of the needles. At nightfall fog had come down and he was gone.16

All England followed developments, but locally there were other concerns. Many believed the country was being subverted by an organised network of French spies and conspirators. In Worcestershire a slew of robberies had been noticed and there were concerns over the rising number of animal thefts. Perhaps the worst indicator that the countryside was becoming more dangerous was the growing number of footpads and highwaymen who worked the county’s rural lanes. Particular attention had been given to the fate of a butcher named John Hilcox, who had been apprehended on his way northwards from Bristol the previous year ‘by a genteel-dressed man, mounted on a bay horse’ who had troubled him for his money and then shot him through the head.17

Then, on 28 September 1805, Berrow’s Worcester Journal carried a piece concerning the discovery of a concealed subterranean den in the Trench Wood, a thick oak and ash wood which sprawled across the long parish boundary between Oddingley and neighbouring Crowle.

The following extraordinary and interesting discovery was made … in Trench Wood, near Oddingley, in this county.18 As a boy was gathering nuts among some bushes, at that place, his foot suddenly slipped into a hole, and he lost his shoe … Not being able to recover it, he informed a person of circumstance, who came to the place, upon searching the hole he found that the sides were covered with soot; this, of course, induced him to search further, and, upon clearing away some moss, he discovered a door in the ground … large enough for a man to descend through, and, a few feet further, some clay steps, which led to an apartment being about six feet square; the covering was made of black poles running across, which were closely covered on the outside with moss and bushes: it had also a fireplace and one small seat: in it were found some meat, which appeared to have been lately dressed [and] some cheeses.

Trench Wood was a dwindling relic of the long destroyed Forest of Feckenham and for generations had endured a mean reputation in the area, with one local writer observing wistfully that it had ‘inherited all the romantic terrors of the ancient chase’.19 Children were warned against straying too close to its edge, and many believed it was inhabited by criminals from the murky Georgian underworld: smugglers, poachers and burglars, mythically gaunt and sallow men who lurked in the shadows and waited for their chance. For years there had been suspicions that such criminals operated from a base hidden deep among the trees. Now, it seemed, there was proof.

The discovery was also reported in the Worcester Herald, and both publications noted that the hideout had been planned with such ‘care and ingenuity’ that its detection seemed at once both captivating and disturbing. For how many years had criminals – sheep stealers, petty thieves or worse – slipped unnoticed along the country lanes? Did the den belong to strangers who practised their mischief in the cities and towns or was it a meeting place for, perhaps, familiar faces living in parishes nearby? Berrow’s Journal concluded it was most probably the work of a single, slinking individual, observing, ‘the road which the occupier appeared to have used was not by any regular path, but through a small brook, so that everything was contrived in the most artful manner’. The Worcester Herald disagreed, declaring archly, ‘There cannot be doubt that this den had been the receptacle for thieves of all descriptions.’ They added, ‘We trust we shall shortly have to publish their apprehension, and thus put an end to all further depredations which have been seen very frequently committed in this part of the country.’20

Whether the work of one man or many, at the moment of discovery all the den’s recent occupiers were gone, and little hope was placed on their return and apprehension. For the inhabitants of Oddingley, it must have been a disquieting matter. Both sheep stealing and robbery were capital offences, and those convicted often paid with their lives, a fact that added extra menace to the situation and made fugitives all the more dangerous. Yet the autumn of 1805 had brought signs of a fresh start for the parishioners of Oddingley. The harvest had been a successful one, Napoleon’s invasion had still not materialised, and most surprisingly of all there had come a conciliatory offer from the farmers that promised to bring a conclusion to their feud with Parker.

The exact timing of the farmers’ offer is not recorded, but it seems likely that it was in the autumn of 1805 when they approached him with a proposal to renegotiate payment of the tithe. The moment would come to represent a crucial turning point in the story, as it was an opportunity Parker would miss. This incident, coupled with the discovery of the den in Trench Wood, marked the definite beginning of a sequence of events that terminated in the terrible attack just nine months later. Reverend George Parker, a precocious child from the distant Cumberland hills, would become the figure at the centre of one of the great criminal cases of the early nineteenth century. The crime was very much of its time: encouraged to its conclusion by a fragile climate of war, of patriotism and revolution, and committed by a terrible concoction of personalities who had been thrown together by fate.

fn1 Although the £135 stipend was not an extravagant parochial salary, it was still substantial and compared well with other professions. Just a few years later, in 1801, the brilliant young chemist Humphrey Davy would resign his post at the Pneumatic Institute in Bristol to accept the role of director of the Chemical Laboratory at the Royal Institution in London for a far more modest salary of £100 per annum, plus ‘coals and candles’.

fn2 Parker muddles the date of his arrival. All other sources agree that he was presented to Oddingley on 3 May, and in any case 31 April is an erroneous date.


CHAPTER 2

The Gun

Oddingley, Worcestershire, 7 April 1806, Easter Monday

On Easter Monday 1806 Elizabeth Fowler, a 25-year-old dairymaid, was at work at Church Farm in Oddingley.1 The date was among the most important in the Christian calendar and across the kingdom parishes were celebrating the festival in their own style: playing annual sports or exchanging pasche eggs, hard-boiled eggs dyed in cochineal and inscribed with the end of a tallow candle. At Church Farm, though, Elizabeth Fowler’s routine continued uninterrupted. A little after daybreak she stepped out of the farmhouse into the thin morning light and crossed the fold-yard to the cowshed, where the farm’s little herd of dairy cattle were housed throughout the winter months. She fed the animals with hay and cake, then prepared to drive them on the mile-long journey to Tibberton.

Over the past few weeks the first signs of spring had settled on the village. The winter of 1805–6 had been cold: icy winds had drifted down through the middle of England from the north, bringing with them snow, hail and sleet. On 9 January a terrific storm had ripped right across the county, tearing up trees by their roots and blowing down chimneys.2 A few weeks later the River Severn had broken its banks at Worcester after a heavy snowfall upstream in Shropshire, causing a torrent that ‘rushed with incredible strength and fury, bearing away everything before it which had not been previously secured’. It was not until the Easter weekend that the frequent showers and dreary clouds that had darkened the skies in February and March gave way to a brighter spell of weather. By the first week of April fields set aside for cultivation had been tilled and crops sown. Cowslips and dandelions skirted hedgerows, lending the lanes a shot of seasonal colour.

Church Farm was a large and handsome property. Its half-timbered farmhouse had perhaps served at some point as the local manor house and it dated back around 200 years. Still grand and imposing, it had nonetheless lost its gleam of perfection and at certain points holes in the outer walls had been filled with restorative patches of brickwork. The building stood three storeys high, was crowned with a fine thatched roof and occupied the most beautiful setting in the parish on the rim of a shallow valley a little distance down from the cool limestone walls of the church. Since 1798 Church Farm had been leased from Lord Foley by Captain Samuel Evans. The Captain – as he was generally known – was a towering figure in the parish. Now aged about 73, he was a clash of conflicting characteristics. To visitors he was polite, formal and welcoming: one remembered him as ‘a remarkably fine old man, with hair as white as snow’ with manners reminiscent of ‘a gentleman of the old school’. But Evans also had a more restless, combative edge, something that seemed to stem from his army days. To his servants he could be short-tempered, keen-eyed and demanding, and at Church Farm he had instilled a work ethic that was unmatched elsewhere in the village. One labourer remembered him as a ‘passionate old fellow’ who was ‘not particular before whom he used violent language’. Another recalled his narrow aquiline features, and the sight of him striding the lanes ‘as upright as a lath’.

Most people who met the Captain were left with a strong impression of his personality. One of these was Mary Sherwood, a prolific and successful children’s author. A frequent visitor to Oddingley, Sherwood would occasionally meet the Captain on her walks through the country lanes. Later she jotted down a pithy character sketch, describing him as a ‘fine person with a superior military air, with the command when it suited his turn, of a manner much superior to that which is met with in general rural life’.3

As Sherwood’s portrait suggests, the Captain was somewhat misplaced in the countryside. He had not been born or raised in Oddingley and had spent the majority of his working life in towns or on active duty with his regiment. Over the past decade, though, he had carved out a position for himself at the helm of local politics, merging into the community in a way Parker never had. He was a capable man, trusted for his judgement and engaged in public life as a magistrate in nearby Droitwich. Indeed, the Captain was far more interested in social than agricultural matters. He kept Church Farm more as a country residence to underpin his status as a minor member of the
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