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            Introduction
 
            by P. D. James
            

         
 
         This book had its genesis in 1969 when I first read T. A. Critchley’s A History of Police in England and Wales, 900–1966, in which he gives a brief account of the 1811 Ratcliffe Highway murders on the borders of Wapping. The brutal murder of two families provoked an unprecedented nationwide panic and Tom Critchley deals in his book with the demand for the reform of the police to which this gave rise, as inexperienced magistrates with their pathetically inadequate and ill-equipped forces grappled with the mystery against a background of mounting hysteria and public criticism. By chance I had myself recently read a contemporary account of the murders which left me very doubtful about the guilt of the seaman, John Williams, who was eventually arrested. We decided to undertake our own investigation from such records as we could find, with a view to writing an account in collaboration. The Maul and the Pear Tree, originally published by Constable in 1971, was the result. It was for me an enthralling, exciting and deeply satisfying collaboration. Unhappily my co-author has since died, but this new edition, which he would have been delighted to see, is dedicated to him.
         
 
         There is surely no part of London which has seen greater changes since the book was first published than has riverside Wapping. If the ghosts of those pathetic victims and of Mrs Vermilloe’s seafaring lodgers could revisit their old haunts, little more than an occasional public house and the elegant octagonal lantern of Hawksmoor’s St George’s-in-the-East would remain to make them feel at home. It would surely seem to them that the Highway, with its gleaming tarmac and unending traffic, had replaced the Thames as London’s main thoroughfare, as busy and perhaps as dangerous as the river they knew. What, I wonder, would they make of St Katherine’s Dock yachting marina and the concrete bastions of riverside hotels, or the converted warehouses, once citadels of the trade which supported their precarious livelihoods, but which are now the coveted apartments of the rich? The hovels and the narrow streets with their teeming life have vanished and only the strong-flowing Thames remains the same.
         
 
         T. E. Critchley and I, drawing largely on contemporary records, have given our solution to the mystery, but a mystery it still remains. The Ratcliffe Highway murders, previously thought of as simple acts of extreme barbarism, are among the most interesting and extraordinary in the English criminal calendar.
         

      

      
    

  
    
       
         
            Foreword

         
 
         During the dark nights of December 1811 in the vicinity of Ratcliffe Highway, in the East End of London, two households, comprising seven people, were brutally clubbed to death within a period of twelve days. From the first the murders, in their barbarity and ruthlessness, powerfully gripped the public imagination. Never before, even at the time of the Gordon Riots, when London was brought to the edge of anarchy, had there been such a national outcry against the traditional means of keeping the peace, or a more vigorous and persistent demand for reform. The Government advertised the highest reward ever offered for information that might lead to the discovery of the murderers; for three weeks The Times gave the crimes pride of place over almost every other news; in De Quincey’s mind they inspired one of the great essays in the English language, On Murder considered as one of the Fine Arts, with its immortal version of the butchery of the Marrs and Williamsons added, years afterwards, as a Postscript. For decades legends of the brutalities continued to circulate until, three-quarters of a century later, Jack the Ripper set to work on a neighbouring  East End stage to steal the limelight from his  only competitor for the sanguinary laurels of the  British criminal calendar.
         
 
         Horror and mystery, as well as a similarly squalid  location, were common to the authors of both these  outstanding crimes, but in one respect the circumstances  of 1887 were very different from those of 1811.  Some 14,000 Metropolitan policemen, aided by hundreds  of detectives, were available to hunt the Ripper;  and although they never caught him, the police were at  least able to spread reassurance to a terrified populace.  But in 1811 Britain had no police force, and panic was  unbridled. One of the most fascinating aspects of the  study of these crimes is the insight they afford into the  way in which the moribund parish system, aided by  the innovation of ‘police magistrates’, rose to the challenge  of a major murder investigation – and apparently,  despite the public clamour, met with ultimate  success. But when we ranged beyond the printed  accounts of the murders it became obvious that the  case was a great deal more involved than anyone but a  handful of men then living has ever appreciated. From  unpublished sources and newspaper reports we reconstructed  the actual events; and as the story developed it  became clear that the system of 1811 had done no more  than pronounce a confident, convenient and ghoulish judgement on a corpse, while leaving the core of the  Ratcliffe Highway murders wrapped in continuing  mystery.
         
 
         Of all the published accounts of the murders we have  been able to trace only two that have any value. The  most important comprises three contemporary (and  now rare) pamphlets published at sixpence each by John  Fairburn. They are undated, but from internal evidence  it is clear that they were printed in December 1811 or  early 1812. The pamphlets narrate the circumstances of  the murders and include a useful amount of evidence  taken before the magistrates and, at three successive  inquests, by the Coroner. The other published source of  value is Sir Leon Radzinowicz’s History of the English  Criminal Law, vol. 8, where the outline of the story is  briefly told, but without the supporting evidence;  Radzinowicz, however, makes some use of the Home  Office papers, obviously not available to Fairburn. Most  of the remaining accounts appear to derive either from  Fairburn or from De Quincey’s fanciful essay; consequently  they have not been useful for our purpose.  However, because of the enormity of the crimes the  contemporary newspaper reports of the proceedings  are remarkably full, and we have relied particularly on  those in The Times, the London Chronicle, the Morning  Post and the Morning Chronicle, supplemented by the  Courier, The Examiner, and the Gentleman’s Magazine.
         
 
         Our other principal source has been the Home  Office papers (Domestic Series) now in the Public  Record Office. Before the Metropolitan Police were set  up, the Middlesex magistrates maintained a regular  correspondence with the Home Secretary on criminal  matters, and the bundles of papers for December 1811  and the early part of 1812 contain a wealth of material  on the Ratcliffe Highway murders that has never before  been assembled or, with the exception of a few documents  referred to by Radzinowicz, published.
         
 
         Two sources of material, either of which might  contain a final clue to the mystery, have eluded our  searches. The most serious loss is that of the original  depositions of evidence taken before the Shadwell  magistrates. They were sent to the Home Office by  order of the Home Secretary on 10 January 1812, and  returned by him to the Clerk to the Shadwell bench on  7 February. We have not been able to trace them since.  The magistrates themselves told the Home Secretary  in December 1811 that the newspaper reports of the  hearings were ‘pretty accurately given’, so the loss may  not be great. Nevertheless it seems likely that small  additional details contained in the original transcripts,  set against what we now know, might confirm what  must otherwise be tentative conclusions about the  true authors of the crimes. The other lost source seems  once to have lain among the records of the East India Company. We believe that particulars of a mutiny that  broke out on board the East Indiaman the Roxburgh  Castle early in 1811 would shed light on the events that  occurred in Ratcliffe Highway a few months afterwards;  and we think that the circumstances of that  mutiny, could they now be traced, would bear out our  own hypothesis.
         
 
         We are grateful to many people who have helped us  to collect material for this book, and in particular it is  a pleasure to acknowledge the always courteous, and  often enthusiastic, assistance we have received from the  following: the staffs of the Public Record Office, the  British Museum, the London Museum, the Archives  Department of the Greater London Council and the  Library and Print Room of the Guildhall; Mr Douglas  Matthews, Deputy Librarian of the London Library;  the Librarians of the Home Office, New Scotland  Yard, the London Borough of Tower Hamlets and the  Port of London Authority; the Curator of the Museum  of the River Thames Division of the Metropolitan  Police; the Rev. A. M. Solomon, the present Rector  of St George’s-in-the-East, who kindly produced for  us early parish documents bearing on the case; and  Mr Benton Hughes, to whom we owe a particular  debt of gratitude for his work in preparing the illustrated  street plan reproduced on pages x–xi. The plan  is based on a map engraved by Richard Horwood in 1807; the drawings of Marr’s shop, the King’s Arms and  St George’s church are from contemporary prints; that  of the Pear Tree is imaginary.
         
 
         For the illustrations we thank the following: the  print of the funeral procession of the Marrs by  courtesy of the London Borough of Tower Hamlets  Library Committee; for permission to reproduce the  handbill issued by the Parish of St George’s and the  account of rewards paid, we are indebted to the Keeper  of the Public Record Office; the drawing of Marr’s  shop together with the Maul is from the Guildhall  Library, and that of John Williams’s body on the cart  outside Marr’s shop from the Greater London Council  Print Collection.
 
         Finally it is a pleasure to record our thanks to Professor  Keith Simpson, MA, MD, Professor of forensic medicine  at Guy’s Hospital, London, for kindly agreeing to read  the medical evidence given at the inquest, and for  answering our questions arising out of it.
         
 
         T.A.C.  
         
 
         P.D.J.
         
 
         April 1971

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            ONE
            
 
            Death of a Linen Draper

         
 
         A little before midnight on the last night of his life  Timothy Marr, a linen draper of Ratcliffe Highway, set  about tidying up the shop, helped by the shop-boy,  James Gowen. Lengths of cloth had to be folded and  stacked away, rough worsted, dyed linen, canvas for  seamen’s trousers and serge for their jackets, cheap rolls  of printed cotton at fourpence a yard, and bales of silk  and muslin laid in to attract the wealthier customers  from Wellclose Square and Spitalfields. It was Saturday,  7 December 1811; and Saturday was the busiest day  of the week. The shop opened at eight o’clock in the  morning and remained open until ten o’clock or eleven  o’clock at night. The clearing up would take the pair of  them into the early hours of Sunday.
 
         Marr was twenty-four years old. He had been a  seafaring man, employed by the East India Company,  and had sailed on his last voyage in the Dover Castle  three years earlier, in 1808. It was also Marr’s most prosperous  voyage. He did not sail before the mast with the  crew, but was engaged by the captain as his personal  servant. He seems to have been an agreeable young man, conscientious, anxious to please and ambitious to better  himself. During the long return voyage this ambition  took shape. He knew precisely what he wanted. There  was a girl waiting for him at home. Captain Richardson  had held out the promise of help and patronage if Marr  continued to serve him well. If he came safely home he  would take his discharge, marry his Celia, and open a  little shop. Life on shore might be difficult and uncertain,  but at least it would be free from danger; and, if he  worked hard, it would hold the sure promise of security  and fortune. When the Dover Castle docked at Wapping  Marr was signed off with enough money to start him in  a modest way of business. He married, and in April 1811  the young couple found what they were looking for.  Property in the riverside parishes of East London was  cheap, and Marr understood the ways of sailors. He  took a shop at 29 Ratcliffe Highway, in the parish of  St George’s-in-the-East, on the fringes of Wapping and  Shadwell.
         
 
         For two centuries the Highway had had an evil reputation.  It was the chief of three main roads which ran  out of London to the east, following a ridge of firm  ground above Wapping Marsh. There had been a road  along this bluff since the days of the Romans, and the  point where the strand of reddish gravel came closest  to the water’s edge (‘red cliff’) had been a harbour from  earliest times. But already, by 1598, the year when Stowe published his Survey of London, Ratcliffe  Highway had become a ‘filthy strait passage, with alleys  of small tenements, inhabited by sailors’ victuallers’.  The degeneration had come about in Stowe’s own life-time.  Forty years earlier the Highway had run between  ‘fayre hedges, long rows of elme, and other trees’ to the  hamlet of ‘Limehurst, or Lime host, corruptly called  Lime house’. Wapping and all the land bordering the  river had been green fields and orchards, much as  the Romans had established it, with ‘never a house  standing within these forty years’.
         
 
         There was a particular reason why nobody wanted  to build at Wapping, despite the growth of shipping in  the Pool of London in Elizabethan times. The hamlet  ‘was the usual place of execution for hanging of pirates  and sea rovers, at the low water mark, and there to  remain, till three tides had overflowed them’. For years  superstition and dread had held back the builders, and  it was not until the gallows were shifted a little farther  down river that the first slums came. Then they spread  rapidly over the marshy ground, reaching out to the  gallows and beyond, to Shadwell, Ratcliffe, Limehouse  and Poplar. Life in these eighteenth-century  hovels was savage, and the rattle of a dead man’s chains  when the waves surged in on a rising tide was just  a reminder of its realities. So too was the twisted  street plan of Wapping. The piers and causeways and flights of tide-washed stone steps that led down to the  river – Pelican Stairs, King James’s Stairs, Wapping  New Stairs – still revealed the skeleton of an ancient  maritime village, but it was rapidly disappearing.  Dr Johnson witnessed something of the early transition.  ‘He talked today,’ Boswell recorded in March  1783, ‘a good deal of the wonderful extent and variety  of London, and observed that men of curious enquiry  might see in it such modes of life as very few could ever  imagine. He in particular recommended us to explore  Wapping.’
         
 
         The whole district was bounded to the south by  London’s dark blood stream, the Thames, a wide, busy  thoroughfare, alive with shipping.1 There were the  great vessels of the East India Company, bulky and formidable  as men-of-war, bearing cargoes of tea, drugs,  muslin, calicos, spices, and indigo; West Indiamen  bringing sugar, rum, coffee, cocoa and tobacco from  the Americas; colliers down from Newcastle; whalers  from Greenland; coastal vessels; packets; brigs; lighters;  barges; ferries and dinghies. The parishioners of
          Wapping lived their lives against a constant accompaniment  of river sounds; the sighing of the wind in sail  or mast, water slopping heavily against the wharves,  the raucous shouts of bargees and ferrymen. The rich  summer smell of the Thames, its sea winds and autumn  mists, were part of the air they breathed. Even the  shape of the waterfront was created by its manifold  associations with the river, and the names of many of  the streets expressed their function. Old Gravel Lane  brought sand for ballast from the pits of Kingsland to  the wharves of Wapping, while Cable Street was the  home of rope makers who twisted their cables in the  fields through which it ran.
          
 
          
          
         It was from the bustling trade of the river that nearly  all the inhabitants, rich and poor alike, drew their life.  There were the stevedores, or lumpers, who humped  the cargoes from hold to lighter; the watermen, who  worked the lighters and other craft which provisioned  the vessels as they rode at anchor; the suppliers of rope  and tackle; ships’ bakers; marine store dealers; instrument  makers; boat builders; laundresses who lived by  taking in the sailors’ washing; carpenters to repair the  ships; rat catchers to rid them of vermin; lodging house  and brothel keepers; pawnbrokers; publicans and  others who made it their business to relieve the returning  sailors as speedily and completely as possible of  their accumulated pay. All, in their different ways, served the needs of the ships and seamen; and it was the  sailors, a swaggering, disreputable aristocracy, coming  and going with the tides, who lorded it over all. They  lodged in cheap houses by the river, sleeping on straw  mattresses four or five to a room, their sea-chests stowed  between. After months at sea under harsh discipline  men came home rich, with thirty or forty pounds  in their pockets, and spent it fast – a cosmopolitan  breed, thugs as well as gentlemen in the making, one-eyed,  one-legged, ex-mutineers, heroes, pirates, Empire  builders homing to the greatest city on earth. There  was endless brawling between the English and foreign  seamen. In October 1811 the Home Secretary wrote  to the local magistrates warning them to stop the fighting  before someone was killed. Soon afterwards, as if  to emphasise this warning, a Portuguese was stabbed  to death.
         
 
         Marr evidently emerged from his encounters with  these ruffians of the Merchant Navy as a well-disciplined  man. In the few months since he had been in business  he had already gained a reputation for industry and  honesty. Trade was brisk, and for the past few weeks  he had been employing a carpenter, Mr Pugh, to modernise  the shop and improve its layout. The whole of  the shop front had been taken down and the brickwork  altered to enlarge the window for a better display of  goods. And on 29 August 1811, a son had been born to increase his joy and fortify his ambition. He could look  forward to the day when his shop front – perhaps the  front of many shops, stretching from Bethnal Green  through Hackney, Dalston, the Balls Pond Road to  Stamford Hill and beyond – would bear the inscription  ‘Marr and Son’.
         
 
         The first shop, though, was a very modest start. It  was one of a terrace of mean houses fronting on to  Ratcliffe Highway. The shop, with its counter and  shelves, took up most of the ground floor. Behind the  counter a door led into a back hall from which ran two  flights of stairs – downwards to the kitchen, in the  basement, and upwards to a first-floor landing and two  bedrooms. A second floor served as a warehouse to  store silk, lace, pelisse, mantles and furs. It was a plain  house, saved from drabness by the fine new bay  window, freshly painted in olive green. The terrace in  which the shop stood was one of four similar terraces  that formed the sides of a square. Within the block  each house had its own fenced-in back yard, accessible  by a back door in the hall. The ground inside the  square was common to the inhabitants of the whole  block. The terrace on the side of the square opposite to  Marr’s shop faced Pennington Street, and here the  houses were overshadowed by a huge brick wall, twenty  feet high. This was the wall of the London Dock, built  six years earlier, and designed like a fortress by the architect of Dartmoor Prison to protect the hundreds  of vessels moored inside. To build the dock eleven acres  of shacks and hovels had been levelled and their inhabitants  crammed into the slums alongside. Most of them  were cut off from the only living they knew, since the  ships they had once plundered were now protected by  the monstrous black wall of the dock. Baulked of  this easy living they preyed on the inhabitants of the  riverside parishes, and added to London’s growing  army of thieves and beggars. The wall that made  London’s shipping more secure did nothing to increase  the safety of Ratcliffe Highway.
         
 
         And it was a bad time, as well as an unsavoury district,  in which to set up shop. In 1811 Napoleon’s blockade of  the continental ports had almost halted European trade.  In the industrial midlands the activities of machine-breakers  fed fears of revolution. The harvest had been a  disaster; and, appropriately for a year of violence and  confusion, it was in 1811 that the old king was finally  pronounced by his doctors to be irrevocably mad, and  the Prince of Wales became Regent.
         
 
         Now though, as he tidied his shop at the end of a busy  week, Marr’s mind would be occupied with more  personal worries: the health of his wife, who was recovering  only slowly from her confinement; the wisdom  of the alteration of the shop – had he perhaps overreached  himself? the irritating matter of a lost ripping chisel which Pugh, the carpenter, had been loaned by a  neighbour and now insisted was still in Marr’s shop –  but which a thorough search had failed to recover; his  own hunger at the end of a long day. The draper paused  in his work and called to the servant girl, Margaret  Jewell. Late though it then was (about ten minutes  to midnight, as Margaret Jewell afterwards told the  Coroner) he gave the girl a pound note and sent her out  to pay the baker’s bill and to buy some oysters. At a  penny a dozen, supplied fresh from the oyster boats  from Whitstable, they would be a cheap, tasty supper  after a long day. And they would be a welcome surprise  for Marr’s young wife, Celia, who was then in the  basement kitchen, feeding her baby. Timothy Marr  junior was three and a half months old.
         
 
         As she closed the shop door and went out into the  night Margaret Jewell saw her master still at work, busy  behind the counter with James Gowen. The girl turned  left into Ratcliffe Highway.
 
         Here, it seems, she was unafraid to walk alone at  night; but this sense of security, about to be shattered  for a generation, was comparatively new. The parish  vestries of a few Queen Anne churches had brought  the first civilising influences – paving stones, oil lamps  and parish watchmen – but the principal changes had  come about in Margaret Jewell’s own lifetime. People  never wearied of recalling the fire of 1794, the most destructive since the fire of London, when the flames  had consumed hundreds of wooden houses and shacks  on both sides of the Highway. A kettle of pitch boiled  over in a boat-builder’s yard, and the fire spread to a  barge loaded with saltpetre. The tide was out, and  neighbouring vessels lay helpless in the mud. The barge  blew up and ignited the saltpetre warehouses of the  East India Company. Fire rained on Ratcliffe Highway,  as it was to do again 150 years later. But it was a  cleansing fire. The wooden shacks were replaced by  little brick houses, of which Marr’s shop was one, and  pockets of respectability grew up. The opening of the  London Dock in 1805 brought others, as wealthy  merchants moved into the parish, evincing their  quality every Sunday with a line of carriages drawn up  outside the church gates of St George’s-in-the-East.  On a wild winter night the Highway could still be a  fearful place for the superstitious, when the bowsprits  and booms juddered and creaked against the quays of  the London Dock and the wind moaned through old  rigging like the last sigh of a pirate swinging by the  river. But most nights were now peaceful, and by day  the Highway had become a cheery, vulgar, boisterous  street, brilliant with the colours of scores of painted  signs hanging outside inns and shops, and permeated  everywhere by enticing smells of the sea and river: of  fish, tarred twine, new ropes and sails, resinous timbers for ships’ spars. And on a Saturday night, especially,  when men were paid their week’s wages in the public  houses and the shops stayed open late, the Highway  had a glittering life of its own, sustained by the comparatively  new sense of security that enabled a servant  girl to walk out safely alone at midnight.
         
 
         Margaret Jewell made her way along Ratcliffe  Highway to Taylor’s oyster shop, but she found it shut.  She retraced her steps to Marr’s house, glanced through  the window, and saw her master still at work behind  the counter. It was the last time she saw him alive. The  time would then be about midnight. It was a mild,  cloudy night, following a wet day, and the girl may  have been glad of an excuse to stay out longer. She  continued past Marr’s shop and turned off the Highway  down John’s Hill to pay the baker’s bill.
 
         And now she was turning her back on safety. Round  the corner from John’s Hill ran Old Gravel Lane, the  historic land link with Wapping shore, winding down to  the river seventy yards east of Execution Dock, where  the pirates swung. Between the wharves the water heaved  under a scum of sludge and sewage; behind them  the tides of centuries had washed up deposits of old  decaying hovels like barnacles on a ship’s hulk. They  conformed to no plan. The old custom had been to  build in courts and alleys at right angles to the roads.  Courts were built within courts, alleys behind alleys. And more recently the girl had seen whole areas walled  in, dwarfed and darkened even in daylight by the eyeless  walls of warehouses, the bleak soaring walls of sailors’  tenements, and the cliff of the London Dock, sheltering  its alien floating city. She would have heard chilling tales  of life in the dark labyrinths taken over by squatters,  men and women crammed into derelict property that  offered a perpetual fire risk to the dens and warrens  where Old Gravel Lane twisted down to the Thames –  Gun Alley, Dung Wharf, Hangman’s Gains, Pear Tree  Alley. The starving people were quiet for the most  part, with the sullen fortitude of despair, but to respectable  Londoners they constituted a perpetual menace.  Occasionally it erupted into reality, when savage mobs  surged West to riot and plunder, or roared out for the  festival of a public hanging.
         
 
         ‘The baker’s shop was shut,’ Margaret Jewell later  told the Coroner. ‘I then went to another place to get  the oysters but I found no shop open. I was out about  twenty minutes.’ She did not venture down towards  riverside Wapping, but returned to the familiar safety  of Ratcliffe Highway.
 
         But now it was past midnight, and the street noises  were dying down. Public houses were closing, shutters  were being fastened, bolts shot. And as the street fell  silent Margaret Jewell would begin to hear her own  footsteps echoing on the cobblestones. Overhead, the rickety parish lamps of crude fish-blubber oil cast a  flickering light on the wet pavement, animating and  deepening the shadows; and between the lamps were  pools of total darkness. Nor, when Margaret Jewell  reached 29 Ratcliffe Highway, was any light shining in  Marr’s shop either. It, too, was dark, the door shut  tightly against her. The girl stood alone in the silent  street and pulled the bell.
         
 
         Immediately the jangling seemed unnaturally loud  to the waiting girl. There was no one about at this late  hour, except George Olney, the watchman, who passed  by without speaking on the other side of the street,  taking a person in charge to the lock-up. Margaret  Jewell rang again, more loudly, pressing herself close  to the door, listening for any sound from within. She  was not yet seriously worried. The master was taking  his time. Probably he was with her mistress, in the  comfort of the downstairs kitchen. Perhaps the family,  despairing of their oysters, had even made their way to  bed. The girl hoped that her master would not chide  her for taking so long on a fruitless errand; that her  ringing wouldn’t waken the child. She pulled again,  more vigorously; listened: and this time heard a sound  which, to the end of her life, she would never recall  without a frisson of horror. For the moment, though, it  brought only relief, and the comforting assurance that  she would soon gain the warmth of the familiar kitchen. There was a soft tread of footsteps on the stairs. Someone – surely her master? – was coming down to open the door. Then came another familiar sound. The baby gave a single low cry.
         
 
         But no one came. The footsteps ceased and again there was silence. It was an absolute silence, eerie and frightening. The girl seized the bell and rang again; then, torn between panic and frustration, began to kick the door. She was cold and beginning to be very frightened. As she rang and kicked a man came up to her. His drunken senses irritated by the noise, or imagining the girl was causing a nuisance, he began to abuse her. Margaret Jewell gave up knocking. There was nothing to be done but wait for the next appearance of the watchman. To continue with her useless ringing now would only expose her to fresh insults.
         
 
         She waited about thirty minutes. Promptly at one o’clock George Olney came calling the hour. Seeing the girl at Marr’s door and not knowing who she was he told her to move on. She explained that she belonged to the house, and thought it very strange that she should be locked out. Olney agreed. He said he had no doubt but that the family were within. He had passed when calling the hour at twelve o’clock, and had himself seen Mr Marr putting up his shutters. A little after midnight he had examined the window, as was his custom, and had noted that the shutters were not fastened. He had called out to Marr at the time, and a strange voice had answered, ‘We know of it’. Now, holding his lantern high against the window, he examined the shutter again. The pin was still unfastened. Seizing the bell he rang vigorously. There was no reply. He rang again, pounded on the knocker, then bent down and called through the keyhole, ‘Mr Marr! Mr Marr!’
         
 
         The renewed ringing, rising now to a crescendo, roused John Murray, pawnbroker, who lived next door. He was not a man to interfere with his neighbours, but he had been disturbed by Margaret Jewell’s earlier assault on the door. Now, at a quarter past one, he and his wife were ready for bed, and hoping for sleep. There had been mysterious noises earlier in the night. Shortly after twelve o’clock he and his family had been disturbed at their late supper by a heavy sound from next door, as if a chair were being pushed back. It had been followed by the cry of a boy, or of a woman. These noises had made little impression at the time. Probably Marr, irritated and tired at the end of the longest and busiest trading day, was chastising his apprentice or his maid. This was his business. But the continued din was another matter. Murray made his way out into the street.
 
         The situation was rapidly explained in a confused babble from Margaret Jewell of oysters, baker’s bills and baby’s cries, and George Olney’s quieter explanation of the unfastened pin, and the fruitless knocking. John Murray took charge. He told the watchman to continue pulling hard at the bell, and he would go into his back yard and see if he could rouse the family from the back of the house. He did so, calling out ‘Mr Marr’, three or four times. Still there was no answer. Then he saw a light at the back of the house. Returning to the street he told the watchman to ring yet louder, while he tried to get into the house by the back door.
         
 
         It was easy enough to get over the flimsy fence dividing the two properties, and he was soon in Marr’s back yard. He found the door of the house was open. It was very quiet and very still inside, but there was a faint light from a candle burning on the landing of the first floor. Murray made his way up the stairs and took the candlestick in his hand. He found himself opposite the door of the Marrs’ bedroom. Then, inhibited by delicacy, as habit sometimes does impose itself against all reason, he paused irresolutely at the door and called softly, as if the young people, oblivious of the clamour from the street, were sleeping quietly in each other’s arms. ‘Marr, Marr, your window shutters are not fastened.’
         
 
         No one answered. Murray, still reluctant to invade the privacy of his neighbour’s bedroom, held the candle high and made his way carefully down the stairs and into the shop.
 
         It was then that he found the first body. The apprentice boy, James Gowen, was lying dead just inside the door which led to the shop and within six feet of the foot of the stairs. The bones of his face had been shattered by blow after blow. His head, from which the blood was still flowing, had been beaten to a pulp, and blood and brains splattered the shop as high as the counter, and even hung, a ghastly excresence, from the low ceiling. Petrified with shock and horror Murray for a moment could neither cry out nor move. The candle shook in his hand, throwing shadows and a soft fitful light over the thing at his feet. Then, with a groan the pawnbroker stumbled towards the door, and found his path blocked by the body of Mrs Marr. She was lying face downwards with her face close against the street door, blood still draining from her battered head.
         
 
         Somehow Murray got the door opened and gasped out his news incoherently. ‘Murder! Murder! Come and see what murder is here!’ The small crowd outside, swollen now by the arrival of neighbours and a second watchman, pressed into the shop. They stood aghast with horror. Margaret Jewell began to scream. The air was loud with groans and cries. It took only a moment for fresh tragedy to be revealed. Behind the counter, and also face downwards, with his head towards the window, was the body of Timothy Marr. Someone called out ‘The child, where’s the child?’ and there was a rush for the basement. There they found the child, still in its cradle, the side of its mouth laid open with a blow, the left side of the face battered, and the throat slit so that the head was almost severed from the body.
         
 
         Sickened by the horror and brutality and almost fainting with fright, the little group in the kitchen staggered upstairs. The shop was becoming crowded now and there was light from many candles. Huddled together for protection they looked around the room. There on that part of the counter which was free of Gowen’s blood and brains they saw a carpenter’s ripping chisel. With shaking and reluctant hands they took it up. It was perfectly clean.

      
            1 Every year 13,000 vessels from all parts of the world dropped  anchor in the port of London – then the world’s greatest port in the  world’s greatest city. Before the London Dock opened in 1805 some  10,000 thieves preyed on the cargoes of thousands of vessels moored  in the open river. The losses ran to about £500,000 a year, but such  was the astonishing wealth pouring into London that this amounted  to less than one per cent of the total value of goods handled.
            

         



      
    

  
    
       
         
            TWO
            
 
            Person or Persons Unknown

         
 
         The sudden springing of watchmen’s rattles spread instant alarm. Bedroom windows flew open and night-capped heads emerged. People hurriedly dressed, and a small crowd gathered outside Marr’s shop. Some had heard Murray’s terrible cry ‘Murder!’, others flocked by instinct to a scene already half familiar in nightmare. But there was nothing to see; only the half-open door, the unfastened shutters and the white, terrified faces of the few who had seen inside.
         
 
         Within minutes the news reached the River Thames Police Office at Wapping, where Police Officer Charles Horton was on duty. He raced up Old Gravel Lane, forced his way through the crowd in Ratcliffe Highway and entered Marr’s shop. As the first policeman on the scene it was his duty to search the premises. He was lucky to be on duty that night. Two months afterwards, when the Home Secretary authorised the distribution of reward money, Horton received ten pounds for what he was to find.
 
         The policeman surveyed the corpses by the dim light of his lantern. Already the air seemed tainted with a sickly sweet smell of blood and brains. He searched systematically, thrusting the lantern under the counter, behind the door, into shelves, in every dark place where the murderers might have flung their terrible weapons. But apart from the ripping chisel he found nothing. Nor, it seemed, had anything been stolen. In Marr’s pocket Horton found five pounds, and there was loose money in the till. Then he went downstairs to the kitchen, where the dead child lay in his blood-soaked cradle. But that search, too, was fruitless. Whoever had sliced through the baby’s throat had taken the knife away with him.
         
 
         It remained to search the upper floors. Joined by Olney, Horton crept cautiously upstairs and stood on the landing, alert and listening, where Murray had so recently called to the young couple in their bedroom. Their door was still open. Taking a firm grip on his truncheon, Horton went in. The bed was undisturbed. Beside it stood a chair, and resting against the chair, the handle upwards, was a heavy iron mallet, or maul, such as ship’s carpenters used. The handle was covered with blood, and on the iron head the blood was still wet, with hairs sticking to it. The murderers must have dropped the weapon and fled, disturbed by Margaret Jewell’s ringing. Nothing had been stolen from the bedroom either. A drawer contained £152 in cash.
 
         Horton carried the maul downstairs gingerly. The sight of it caused the crowd in the shop to shrink back. Setting his lantern on the counter the policeman examined the weapon. The iron head was shaped rather like an anvil, the thick end, now horrible with blood and hair, flattened to drive nails into ships’ timbers. The narrow end, which tapered to a point about the diameter of a sixpence, was used as a punch for driving the nail in deeper beneath the surface of the wood. Here was the first clue. The end was seen to be broken at the tip.
         
 
         Someone else, meanwhile, had discovered other clues. Two distinct sets of footprints led away from the back of Marr’s house. The carpenters had been at work in the shop that day and the impressions contained traces of blood and sawdust. Evidently the murderers had escaped over the fence at the rear and made their way across the enclosed ground at the back. A man from Pennington Street confirmed it. He lived next door to an unoccupied house at the corner of Pennington Street and Artichoke Hill. Soon after the first alarm was given he had heard a rumbling in the empty house, and ‘about ten or twelve men’ were heard to rush out of it down Pennington Street. It was a fair inference that the gang had fled down Old Gravel Lane, where they disappeared.
 
         Sometime before dawn Horton returned to the River Thames Police Office with the maul; and there he discovered three men already in custody. They were Greek sailors, seen loitering near Marr’s house, and one had spots of blood on his trousers. These were the first of many to be arrested in similar circumstances, picked up on the slightest suspicion, or none. The sense of horror, and especially a feeling of outrage at the murder of the baby, rapidly infected the whole community with a sort of mass hysteria which at first battened on foreigners. The Greek sailors were brought before the River Thames Police magistrate, John Harriott, but they were able to produce an alibi to prove that they had just come up from Gravesend and were discharged.
         
 
         So already, soon after daybreak on Sunday morning, within a very few hours of the murders, much had been accomplished. A police officer had searched Marr’s house and found the bloodstained maul with its distinctive mark; it had been established that nothing had been stolen; two sets of footprints had been discovered; the likely route of escape had been plotted; and three men had been arrested and brought before the magistrate. The impression gained is that there existed in London eighteen years before the Metropolitan Police were established in 1829, an organised, if rudimentary policy force, trained and equipped to react swiftly to events. Such an impression would be false.
 
         The primary responsibility for the fight against crime in the parish of St George’s-in-the-East was saddled firmly on the Churchwardens, Overseers and Trustees of the parish vestry, who were required by laws going back to the Middle Ages to go through the annual ritual of conscripting persons to the part-time, unpaid offices of High Constable and Constable. These offices, though honourable, were irksome. The constables, up to a dozen of whom might be appointed every year, were responsible for setting the nightly watch, inspecting it, charging prisoners, and bringing them before a magistrate in the morning. After a hard day’s work tradesmen and artisans had neither energy nor inclination for arduous and unrewarded public service; and by long custom they could avoid it, either by paying a ten-pound fine to the parish or by paying a deputy to act for them. Most of these deputies were corrupt, and many served on for years.
         
 
         Under the control of the constables (or their paid deputies) the parish of St George’s-in-the-East also employed thirty-five night watchmen at two shillings a night, together with a Night Beadle to supervise them. The watchmen’s duty was to call the half-hours from nine o’clock at night until four in the morning, and to ‘apprehend, arrest and detain, all malefactors, rogues, vagabonds, disturbers of the peace, and all persons whom they shall have reason to suspect have any evil designs, and who shall be loitering or misbehaving themselves’. That is what the local Act said, but the watchmen saw their job differently. For them it was the easiest way they knew of earning fourteen shillings a week plus perquisites. Between their rounds they sheltered in little watch-boxes which, according to a contemporary account in The Examiner, were ‘only a common piece of charity, considering what poor, superannuated creatures inhabit them, and what fogs and rains will often last a whole night’.
         
 
         These parish watchmen were invariably old. Most were employed on other work during the day, but were no longer physically strong enough to undertake hard manual labour; so they took on the night work to supplement a necessarily low wage. According to a Mr Jenkinson, of Charterhouse Square, there was a further reason of public – or rather, parish – policy why only old men were employed. ‘I have heard that some years ago the parish of Covent Garden tried the effect of employing young men as watchmen,’ he confided delicately to the Home Secretary, ‘but were obliged to abandon it on account of the connection which subsisted between them and the Prostitutes, who withdrew them from their Duty while Depradations were committing.’ But the old men were little more effective. They may have been too senile to be tempted by prostitutes, but they were also too weak and ineffectual to be a threat to burglars. What was evidently required was a body of strong, energetic and honest young men impervious to the sexual wiles of women, a species which, even had it existed, was unlikely to be attracted to the job or the pay of a parish night watchman.
         
 
         The Home Office papers contain a description of the job as one watchman saw it at the time. Thomas Hickey had been employed in five metropolitan parishes, and the rackets he reported were the same in each. A favourite trick was for a watchman to accept a bribe from a burglar (often a close friend) to arrest some stranger for a trifling matter such as loitering, take him to the watch-box, and keep up an argument long enough to enable the burglar to rob the chosen house and get away. Then when the constable came along to charge the arrested person he and the watchman would undertake to drop the charge for an agreed sum. ‘Then Mr Watchman and Mr Constable, to give you, Sir, the Phraise, divide the Bit.’ Hickey and his friends also had experience of the wiles of prostitutes. ‘Another Great Evil is the Unfortunate Females who from Actual Necessity parade the Streets late at Nights, they poor Creatures for their Personal Safety are obliged – I say obliged – to have a Protector, better known by the name of a Bully or a Flash Man – pardon this Language Sir – who are Noted Thieves – the Unfortunate Female from meeting with interruption from the Watchman is obliged, and is often planned, to Call him from his Bait to treat him with some Gin – this is never refused and answers the double purpose of giving her Freedom to prowl about and her Pall an opportunity of Breaking open a House or robbing the Unwary Passinger.’
         
 
         A watchman was not allowed to stray from his parish without permission from a neighbouring constable, and stories are common of old men looking benignly on while burglars ransacked a house across a road that formed a parish boundary. Frequently, however, they simply dozed through the night in a drunken stupor. The tools of the trade, beloved by generations of cartoonists, were a lantern (or ‘lanthorn’) and a rattle. The lantern was a heavy iron contraption encrusted with layers of tar and grease. The rattle served as little more than a rallying call to criminals, a fortissimo accompaniment (to quote The Examiner again) to the ‘old time-cracked and weather-cracked voice that seems to call the thieves together to rob where they please’.
         
 
         No one could expect this meagre parish force, even when supplemented in winter by twenty-four ‘night patrols’, to prevent murder; and the idea of using it as a detective agency would have been ludicrous. However, it was not the only agent of the law in the parish where Marr lived. Behind it (though not in charge of it) was a local bench of three magistrates at their Public Office at Shadwell. This was one of seven such Public Offices created in 1792. The statute might have been called the Anti-Corruption Act, for it finally swept away from Middlesex the disgrace of the old ‘trading justices’, who for upwards of a century had run justice as a highly profitable business. Having bought their way on to the bench they openly took whatever bribes they could get to buy thieves out of trouble, ran protection rackets with brothel keepers and blackmailed with the threat of imprisonment any who dared to oppose them. Sometimes they encountered rascals more clever than themselves. A confidential report to the Lord Chancellor spoke of ‘One Sax, a justice near Wapping; very poor and scandalous; lately a prisoner of the King’s Bench for debt; now skulks about in blind ale houses about Tower Hill and Wapping and takes affadavits at a little ale house near the Victualling Office’. But few justices sank as low as this. They had only to open up shops near their courts to make an excellent living by imposing surcharges of ten or twenty per cent on all goods sold to thieves and prostitutes as the price of immunity from prosecution. The object of the 1792 Act had been to replace these enviable little businesses by courts modelled on the pattern Henry Fielding had established fifty years earlier at Bow Street, where for half a century justice had been administered fairly. The magistrates in the seven new Public Offices were each paid £400 a year (later raised to £500) – enough, it was hoped, to put them beyond the reach of temptation.
         
 
         But the solution of one problem created another. The only qualification laid down for the appointments was one that applied to the magistracy generally: a person had to have a private income of at least £100 a year, so that he need not be a tool of government. The new jobs were filled, as was usual at the time, by patronage. By 1811 (to quote The Examiner again) ‘A number of persons, with whom their patrons are at a loss what to do, and who have neither time nor inclination nor any one requisite for the duties which they ought to perform, are seated in the Public Offices, to the great annoyance of themselves and injury of their fellow-subjects…. One of them would be writing novels, another studying politics, a third immersed in divinity, a fourth speculating on the girls that went by, a fifth gnawing his pen for an unfinished couplet and a sixth playing the fiddle over a life of Dr Johnson.’ The Poet Laureate himself (‘The poetical Pye,’ said Walter Scott, ‘was eminently respectable in everything but his poetry’) was one of the magistrates, and all were enthusiastic literati – ‘An offender might be taken up at a theatre conducted by one Magistrate, for creating a riot at a play written by another, and be brought before a third who criticises it in a magazine.’ The magistrates might be considered by day, the writer summed up, ‘what the watchmen are to us by night – poor creatures entirely out of their places, and of no use but to those who plunder us’.
         
 
         The three Shadwell magistrates, Robert Capper, Edward Markland and George Story, had their Public Office in Shadwell High Street, and from there they were supposed to cover the six densely populated parishes of Shadwell, Wapping, St Anne’s (Limehouse), St George’s-in-the-East, Ratcliffe and Poplar. To help them they (like each of the other Public Offices) were authorised to employ not more than eight police officers. These men wore no uniform and had no badge of office or equipment of any kind. They formed, in effect, a tiny, isolated police force of which the magistrates were in personal command. Each police officer was paid twenty-two shillings a week, but this was in the nature of a retaining fee. It was expected that the men would undertake jobs for private individuals, track down suspected criminals and recover stolen goods for an agreed reward. By these means the police officers earned as much as £100 a year over and above their nominal salaries. Relations between them and the parish constables and watchmen were deeply hostile; the parish force regarded the little band of police officers as spies, whom they were reluctant to help in any way. They were animals of the same genus, a magistrate declared, but ‘the one is the natural enemy of the other’. This was inevitable, as they were competing for the same perquisites, and they served different masters.
         
 
         Charles Horton, the police officer who searched Marr’s shop, was not one of the Shadwell men. He belonged to yet another organisation, and one more recent, even, than the Public Office at Shadwell. The River Thames Police Force, with its Police Office at Wapping New Stairs, had been set up by statute in 1800. Its purpose was to protect the valuable cargoes and ships at anchor in the Pool of London, and although it was authorised to employ five ‘land constables’, as well as forty-three water men, its operations were ordinarily confined to the river. But the man who had been in charge of the force ever since its inception, John Harriott, was no ordinary man. To understand his part in investigating the crime it is necessary to glance at his background.
         
 
         Harriott joined the Navy as a boy and sailed to the West Indies. He was shipwrecked off the Levant, then served under Admiral Pocock at the taking of Havana and again at the capture of Newfoundland. When peace came he enlisted as first mate in the Merchant Navy, lived for some time with the American Indians, then suddenly re-appeared in the East as a soldier, where he was acting chaplain and Deputy Judge Advocate. Sent to quell a refractory rajah, he sustained a matchlock wound in the leg, sailed off to Sumatra and the Cape, then after a spell in the wine trade settled down to farm in Essex, where he became a magistrate. In 1790 the farm was destroyed by fire. Harriott emigrated to the United States, returned after five years to England, and then (in 1798) helped Patrick Colquhoun to plan the River Police, with its headquarters at Wapping. He had been the magistrate in charge of the force ever since its inception. In 1811 he was sixty-six; a flamboyant, brave, crafty old buccaneer, a founding father of the first British Empire, type-cast for the pages of Robert Louis Stevenson.
         
 
         Yet Harriott’s memoirs show him to have been more than the conventional buccaneer. He was a man of astonishing energy and versatility. No subject was alien to his fertile and inquiring mind. He was something of an amateur theologian, always ready to speculate in print on the existence of God and the efficacy of the Sacraments; an inventor of considerable engineering ability, although some of his schemes were more ingenious than practical; a humanitarian who was one of the first to expose the evils of private lunatic asylums, and a philosopher whose mind, speculating on death, was ‘elevated to a mental satisfaction far beyond what language can express by the experience of transferring the putrefying remains of his first two wives, his father and a number of his infant children to a tough oak coffin’, while tidying things up for his own reception. Moreover, he was a practical moralist whose advice to his sons embarking for the East Indies, ‘at a time when the passions will become strong and the warm climate will increase a desire for gratification’, deserve better than to be buried in the now rare pages of Struggles through Life (3 vols. 1815).
         
 
         These, then, were the arrangements for policing London in 1811. Out of a total population of just over one million, about 120,000 people lived in the City; and here alone in the Metropolis was a properly organised system of government, and the money to pay for an efficient nightly watch. The urban sprawl outside the City boundaries was divided into fifty separate parishes, each like a tiny independent state, whose only common rulers were, remotely, the King and Parliament. Each parish was governed by its own vestry, comprising the Churchwardens, Overseers and Trustees; and between them these parishes employed about 3,000 parish constables and watchmen. Scattered among the parishes, but in no way set in authority over them, were the seven new Public Offices, each with its quota of three magistrates and eight police officers. These, too, were independent units. Down by the river there was the Thames Police Office to look after the shipping. And finally, primus inter pares, there was the prestigious Bow Street Office, where there were also three magistrates and a corps d’élite of sixty Bow Street Runners, whose operations, however, were normally confined to patrolling the main highways that led into London. Under this system – or rather lack of it – there was no regular focal point, and no one was answerable to anyone for anything. Animosities and jealousies were endemic, and it was a point of honour not to exchange information.1 The Home Secretary could use his authority to order the temporary loan of Bow Street or Thames police in an emergency, but any other mutual aid was inconceivable.
         
 
         Nearly eighty years later, when Jack the Ripper set about his midnight butchery a little to the north of Ratcliffe Highway, some 14,000 Metropolitan policemen drawn from all over London failed to solve the crimes. In 1811 the forces available in Ratcliffe Highway to detect and apprehend the murderers of the Marrs comprised: one Night Beadle, one High Constable, one Constable, thirty-five old night watchmen and twenty-four night patrols employed by the vestry of St George’s-in-the-East; three magistrates at their Public Office in Shadwell, with their eight police
          officers; and an inquisitive old adventurer, Harriott, with a force of River Police and five land constables.
          
 
          
          
         The parish vestry was next in action after Harriott, and it acted in the only way open to it. Good detection depended on reliable information, and information had to be paid for. It was an old, well-proven formula; the only question was, how much to offer? Not a penny more than was needed, for the parish of St George’s-in-the-East was as poor as any in London. Yet the enormity of the crime and the danger that would still hang over the parish so long as it remained unsolved both pointed to a considerable sum. Having viewed the bodies, the Churchwardens, Overseers and Trustees held an urgent, anxious meeting in the vestry of St George’s. The clerk, John Clement, drafted a hand-bill and rushed it round to Skirven, the printer of Ratcliffe Highway. Skirven put it in the press at once, and the same afternoon it was pinned up on the church door and on the doors of all the churches and public houses in the neighbourhood.
         
 
         Poor James Gowen was the least regarded of the victims. His short life must have held more toil than pleasure, and he died brutally in an agony of terror. Now, when it came to issuing the reward bill, no one seems to have known his real name. But there was someone who remembered him. A week later an anonymous letter arrived at the Home Office from ‘a distant Relation of the poor apprentice who was so barbarously murdered in Ratcliffe Highway’, observing that ‘the lad’s name was not James Biggs but James Gowen’. ‘Query?’ a disbelieving Home Office clerk wrote on the letter; but the point was perhaps not without interest, and might be followed up sometime – ‘Mr Capper, speak,’ he added.
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               2 Hand-bill issued by the parish of St George’s-in-the-East

               
            

         

          
         The Shadwell magistrates, meanwhile, assembled in their Public Office in Shadwell High Street. But what to do? Little but wait: the vestry’s offer of a fifty-pound reward for information was bound to bring rapid results. Moreover they learned that Harriott’s man Horton had found a bloodstained maul; so they sent a message to the River Thames Police Office inviting Harriott to join them in examining Margaret Jewell, John Murray and George Olney.
 
         Already on Sunday morning, therefore, three separate authorities were active in the case: the Churchwardens, Overseers and Trustees of the parish, with their offer of a reward; Capper and his fellow magistrates at the Shadwell Public Office, waiting for any information the offer might throw up; and Harriott at the River Thames Police Office. During the succeeding days, as news of the crime spread, this confused situation grew worse. Suspicious characters were rounded up all over London and brought before the magistrates at the other six Public Offices and at Bow Street itself. Each bench worked largely in isolation from the others, sending messages to Shadwell only when they felt inclined to do so. Nevertheless, there existed one central point at which, in theory at all events, the various threads could, exceptionally, be pulled together.
         
 
         The magistrates in the Public Offices were appointed by the Home Secretary and they acted under his direct authority. In the case of Bow Street the relationship was intimate: the Chief Magistrate, Sir Richard Ford, was constantly in and out of the Home Office with plans for capturing enemy agents; and William Day, a Home Office clerk, played a leading part in operating the Bow Street Runners. The Thames Police, too, were strictly controlled, as Harriott was soon to be reminded. The other seven Public Offices, by contrast, were relatively independent (except for their staff and annual budgets) but they were encouraged to draw the Home Secretary’s attention to anything of importance. This explains why, from the beginning, detailed reports flowed into Whitehall describing every new suspicion, almost every prisoner examined, and every fresh turn, until eventually the Home Secretary was obliged to take a very close personal interest in the case himself.
         
 
         But that came later. At first the Home Office treated the Ratcliffe Highway murders as it would have treated any other – with bland indifference. The Right Hon Richard Ryder, a pompous man of forty-five, lacking in humour (Harrow and St John’s, Cambridge, Lincoln’s Inn, Judge Advocate General before being appointed to the Home Office) had been Home Secretary for two years, but he seems to have taken little interest in the Department’s affairs. In his office in Dorset House – a building on the site of Henry VIII’s old tennis court on the north corner of Whitehall and Downing Street – he employed two undersecretaries, a law clerk, a précis writer and a private secretary, supported by eighteen clerks; and at the end of 1811 public business was pressing. The Peninsular War was at a critical stage, and Napoleon’s Continental System was beginning to take effect; much of the Department’s time was occupied with subversive activities at home. In November 1811, too, the Luddites’ frame-breaking in Nottinghamshire had risen to a peak, and it was the Home Secretary’s duty to supervise a full-scale military campaign against the saboteurs. So when the first letters from the magistrates came in little notice was taken of them.
         
 
         Harriott, characteristically, was the first to get in touch with the Home Office. He wrote at once, on Sunday. The startling account he had heard from Margaret Jewell and Murray deepened his interest. Directly the preliminary examination at Shadwell was over he elbowed his way through a vast crowd outside 29 Ratcliffe Highway and inspected the house himself. Then he returned to the River Thames Police in Wapping to write to John Beckett, the senior of the under-secretaries.
         
 
         ‘For the information of Mr Secretary Ryder,’ he began, ‘I deem it necessary to lose no time in acquainting you with the following account of the extraordinary inhuman Murder of four persons.’ The letter went on to summarise what Margaret Jewell and Murray had told the magistrates that morning, and already Harriott had his ideas. ‘It is pretty evident,’ he wrote, ‘that at least two persons were concerned, and most probably had planned their operations for a Saturday night as the shops are then kept open so late, when watching the master’s putting up the shutters, and leaving the door open when he went in to fasten the Bolts. They rushed in and perpetrated the horrid Murders; but being disturbed by the girl’s returning and ringing for admittance, they made their escape at the back door.’
         
 
         What of the prospect of detection? Harriott was optimistic. There were two points to follow up. First, he would discover whether any of the dozen or so young women Marr employed part-time would know that he had money in the house, and had been concerned in planning the murders; the offer of a reward and a free pardon might induce someone to come forward. Second, a ‘singular mark’ on the maul should enable it to be traced. The reference to Marr’s ‘dozen or so young women’ is curious. Marr was in a small way of business in modest premises, and was a man’s mercer not a tailor. It seems unlikely that he employed any labour other than James Gowen and one female servant. It may be that Harriott, in his zeal and enthusiasm, too readily accepted rumours as truth or misunderstood an informant. Certainly no servant other than Margaret Jewell and her predecessor gave evidence, and we hear no more of the dozen or so young women.
         
 
         Harriott was restless, eager to strike fast while clues were fresh. Having dispatched his letter he made further inquiries, and soon additional information came to light. It could be vital. Three men had been seen outside Marr’s shop for half an hour, one of whom kept looking through the shop window. Their descriptions had been obtained. One was dressed in ‘a light coloured sort of Flushing Coat, and was a tall, lusty Man’. Another was wearing ‘a Blue Jacket, the sleeves of which were much torn, and under which he appeared to have also Flannel Sleeves, and had a small-rimmed Hat on his Head’. No description of the third man had been given. Such promising clues had to be followed up without delay; and on Monday, 9 December, Harriott had his own hand-bill printed, setting out the men’s descriptions and offering twenty pounds for their arrest.
 
         This was the day on which the murders ceased to be local news and became a national event. ‘Horrid and Unparalleled Murders’, announced Monday’s Morning Chronicle; and The Times reported: ‘We almost doubt whether, in the annals of murders, there is an instance on record to equal in atrocity those which the following particulars will disclose.’ The account was gruesome enough, but ‘the magistrates are making every exertion to find out the murderers’. Certainly this was true of Harriott.
         
 
         But the Shadwell bench, having carried out their preliminary examinations the day before, seem to have lapsed into a sort of baffled resignation. Throughout Monday they waited for suspects to be brought in, but none came. Markland sat down to write his own account of the case for the Home Secretary, declaring bleakly, ‘We have no clue which promises to lead to a discovery.’ The broken and bloody maul, the footprints, the ripping chisel, it seems, were scarcely relevant. When they spoke of ‘clues’, the magistrates meant first-hand information that would lead directly to a conviction; and information had to be bought. ‘The parish of St George have issued hand Bills offering a Reward of £50 on Conviction of the Offenders,’ Markland concluded, adding delicately: ‘Permit me to suggest the propriety of His Majesty’s Government taking notice of it in the Gazette in such manner as to them may seem most proper.’
         
 
         Little can be discovered about this Shadwell bench of magistrates except that, in contrast to that of the impetuous Harriott, their behaviour throughout was that of well-meaning dilettantes. Story, the senior, had been one of the original stipendiaries appointed in 1792. He would have been an old man now, and took no part in the correspondence with the Home Secretary or, so far as can be discovered, any interest in the case. His colleagues were much junior, and both were new to stipendiary office. Markland, formerly an unpaid magistrate in Leeds, had only been on the Shadwell bench since February 1811; and Capper, a Hertfordshire magistrate, since March. They would both know a great deal about rural crime – poaching, sheep stealing, vagrancy – and Markland might well have punished some of the men the Industrial Revolution had soured, and who were now enrolling in the armies of King Ludd. But neither would know anything of the life of East London slums or understand the ways of sailors. Nor is it likely that either man had the slightest experience of a major criminal investigation. They merely waited for the information that never came, and it is scarcely surprising that on Tuesday The Times was obliged to report, ‘Every effort of the police, and of every respectable inhabitant of the parish of St George’s-in-the-East has hitherto proved unavailing.’
         
 
         Harriott’s initiative, meanwhile, in offering twenty pounds for information about the three men who had been seen outside Marr’s shop on the night of the murder, had produced nothing – except a reprimand for his zeal. The Home Office could tolerate inefficiency, but not a breach of regulations. The Home Secretary tartly reminded the old man that he had no discretion to offer such a reward. His job was to get on with policing the river, and Ryder demanded an explanation. Harriott’s reply was a nice compromise between dutiful submission and pained reproach. ‘Feeling vexed with myself that I should suffer my zeal for discovering the atrocious Murderers to run me into an error,’ he began, and not knowing that the discretionary powers of police magistrates ‘on such an extraordinary occasion’ were limited, he had thought it best to issue the hand-bill without delay. But for the future, ‘I will take special care to keep my zeal within proper bounds’. Unfortunately for the progress of the investigation Harriott seems subsequently to have done so.
         
 
         Meanwhile the bodies of Marr and his wife with the child beside her were laid out on their bed. James Gowen’s body was placed in another room, probably the one normally occupied by Margaret Jewell. There they were left until it was time to coffin them for the funeral. They were no doubt guarded – at least in the sense that there was a Shadwell police officer in the house – but there was no restriction on sightseers and little control of the stream of neighbours, acquaintances and the curious and morbid from all over London, who passed endlessly up the narrow staircase into what was virtually a morgue. Fine ladies drew their skirts to one side as they brushed against the artisans of Ratcliffe Highway and the seamen and their women who had surged up Old Gravel Lane from the lodging houses near the river. The narrow landing was a crush of bodies as the visitors pushed their way from the mean room which held James Gowen’s pitiably mangled corpse, to view the even more poignant scene in the Marrs’ bedroom. There was a constant buzz of conversation broken by exclamations of horror, while the stench of the mob, the strong and ever-present smell of nineteenth-century Wapping, overlaid the first sickly-sweet intimation of decay. There lay the bodies, drained of all blood, their unsutured wounds gaping like those of butchered animals, yet wearing on their waxen faces the secret and committed look of human dead.
         
 
         Such visits to the houses of the bereaved to view the bodies of the dead were nothing new or strange to early nineteenth-century Wapping, particularly among the Irish immigrants who flocked into East London to escape the greater poverty and misery of their homeland, and who supplied a considerable part of the casual and unskilled labour of the metropolis – as well as of its army of professional beggars. Few of their domestic habits were acceptable to their more respectable and prosperous neighbours, and the custom of the Irish Wake was particularly disturbing. The corpse, no matter what was the cause of death, was laid out on the only bed, and burial was delayed until sufficient money had been collected from visiting neighbours to provide drink and food for the Wake. Wakes always led to drunkenness and often to violence, illness and death; although the worst case did not arise until 1817, when a Mrs Sullivan, whose prostitute daughter had died in the workhouse, persuaded the parish authorities to release the girl’s body for what she described as ‘decent burial’. This they unfortunately did. Mrs Sullivan raised three separate subscriptions for the Wake, all of which were spent in drink and feasting, and delayed the decent burial so long that twenty-six people who had viewed the decaying corpse were stricken with fever. Six of them died, and the parish was obliged to bury the girl in the end. We are not told whether Marr’s brother took the opportunity of raising some cash for the funeral expenses, although it may be significant that burial was deferred for a week. It is not unlikely that one or two visitors, particularly if they were Irish, moved by pity as well the high level of horror and interest of the spectacle provided, dropped a coin or two in a cup on their way out. They would not have been unacceptable. The bill for the recent alteration to the shop had still to be met, and it transpired that Marr had left only sufficient capital to pay his creditors nineteen shillings in the pound.
         
 
         Among the sightseers who came up from the slums close to the river to view the bodies was a German sailor called John Richter, who lodged with a Mr and Mrs Vermilloe at the Pear Tree public house. He pushed his way up the narrow staircase, saw what he had come to see and went unobserved away, telling no one at the Pear Tree where he had been.
         
 
         The inquest on the four victims was arranged for Tuesday, 10 December, at the Jolly Sailor public house in Ratcliffe Highway, nearly opposite to Marr’s shop. While his wife bustled from taproom to kitchen preparing for an unusual influx of customers, the landlord suitably arranged his largest room. An imposing table was set ready for the Coroner, bearing candles to lighten the gloom of a December afternoon; two longer tables were placed together for the jury; a chair was set in place for witnesses. The fire was banked high. Outside could be heard the muttering and movements of a vast crowd.
         
 
         Early in the afternoon the jury began to assemble, and soon after two o’clock the Coroner, John Unwin, made his appearance. He and the jury first crossed the road and inspected Marr’s premises and the four corpses. Then they returned, visibly shaken and stern faced, to the Jolly Sailor, and the inquest was opened.
 
         The first witness called was Walter Salter, the surgeon who at the request of the coroner had examined the bodies. There was something of self-importance in his manner as, with no concessions to the education or vocabularies of the locals of Shadwell and Wapping, he translated into Latinate obscurity the brutal realities of battered skulls and slit throats which many of his hearers had seen for themselves. The Times reported:
         
 
         
            Timothy Marr the younger had the left external artery of the neck entirely divided; from the left side of the mouth, across the artery the wound was at least three inches long, and there were several marks of violence on the left side of the face. Celia Marr, the wife, had the left side of the cranium fractured, the templebone totally destroyed and a wound about the articulation of the jaw extending two inches to her left ear, and another at the back of the same ear. Timothy Marr the elder had his nose broken, the occipital bone was fractured and the mark of a violent blow was over the right eye. James Gowen, the apprentice boy, had several contusions of the forehead and nose. The occipital bones were shattered dreadfully and the brains were partly protruding and partly scattered about. Mr Salter swore that these violences were all in themselves a sufficient cause of death.
            
 
            Margaret Jewell was examined next. She described how her master had sent her out with a pound note to buy oysters, her fruitless search along Ratcliffe Highway and in the surrounding streets, her return after about twenty minutes to find the house locked against her, the arrival of the watchman and the subsequent appearance of Murray. She described how Murray had got into the house at the back and opened the street door. At this point in her evidence the girl was so much overcome by shock that she fainted away, and every effort to restore her was used for a considerable time without effect. She was not examined further.
            
 
            John Murray next took the stand. He testified that he was a pawnbroker and resided in the next house to that in which the murders were committed. About ten minutes past twelve on Sunday morning he was sitting at supper when he heard a noise in the shop floor of the next house which resembled the falling of a shutter or the pushing of a chair; he also heard the sounds of a human voice as if arising from fear or correction. The voice he thought to be that of a boy or a woman. All this happened in one minute. A little before one o’clock he heard the continued ringing of Mr Marr’s bell; this ringing continued until nearly half past one and at last he went to the door to know what was the matter. The watchman said that the pin was not fastened and that the girl was shut out. Murray then described how he had succeeded in making his entry from the back, his brief visit upstairs and his subsequent discoveries of the bodies. He testified that after the child had been found dead he had seen a mallet or maul in the hands of a police officer which was covered in blood and hair. Mr Marr had been living in Ratcliffe Highway only since last April. He was twenty-four years of age, his wife about the same. The child was only fourteen weeks old.
            
 
            George Olney next took the stand. He said that he was a watchman belonging to the parish of St George. His evidence entirely corroborated the testimony of the girl. When he got into the house the bodies were dead but not cold. He described how he had seen Mr Marr about twelve o’clock putting up his shutters. He had been present in the backroom when the police officer found the maul. The head of it was on the ground and the handle standing against a chair. The blood was running from it on the ground. He also saw the chisel which was found but there was no blood upon it.
            
 
            
                

            
 
            These were the only witnesses examined before the Coroner.
 
            The examinations being closed, the Coroner stated to the jury that having now before them the melancholy statement of the facts unassisted by a particle of testimony calculated to point out the perpetrators of the atrocious and wicked act of murder to which their attention had been so painfully directed, their verdict unfortunately must be given generally on the imperfect evidence before them. He trusted, therefore, that they would not suffer their verdict to be influenced by the passing reports originating from the laudable anxiety of everyone to trace out and detect the wretches, whose future existence must evidently be marked with remorse and conscious guilt, and who perhaps in a little time, by the hand of providence, the prayers of humanity, and the exertions of the police, would be brought to detection and merited punishment.
            

         
 
         The jury, after a short deliberation, gave a verdict on each of the bodies of wilful murder against some person or persons unknown.

      
            1 When John Gifford, a magistrate at the Worship Street Office, was asked by a Parliamentary inquiry (in 1816) whether there was any ‘regular correspondence’ between his and the other Offices, he replied firmly: ‘Certainly not…. Different Police Offices keep their information to themselves, and do not wish to communicate it to others, that they may have the credit and advantage of detecting offenders.’ (Gifford’s real name was Green. By the age of twenty-three he had run through a large fortune, fled to France and changed his name. He returned to edit political and literary magazines and was rewarded by the appointment of the Worship Street Office after writing the history of Pitt’s political life in six vols., 1809.)
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FIFTY POUNDS

REWARD.
Horrid Murder!!

WHEREAS,

The Dwelling House of Mr. TIMOTHY MARR,
29, Ratcliff Highway, Max'sMercer, was entered this
morning between the hours of Twelve and Two
o' Clock, by some persons unknown, when the said Mr.
MARR, Mrs.CELIA MARR, his wife TIMOTHY
their INFANT CHILD in the cradle,and JAMES
BIGGS, a servant lad, were all of them most inhu-
manly and barbarously Murdered ! !

A Ship Carpenters Pen Maul, broken at the paat, and a Bricklayer's long Iron Ripping Chissel
aboat Twenty Inches in length, have been found apon the Premises, with the former of which it is
supposed the Munder was committed. Any perscn having lost such articles, or any Dealerin Old
fron, who has lately Sold or missed such, are carcpstly requested to give immediate Information.

‘The Churchwardens, Overseers, and Trustees, ¢f the Parish of St. George Middlesex, do hereby
uffer a Reward of FIFTY POUNDS, for the Discorery and Apprebeasion of the Person or Persons
who committed such Murder, to be paid on Conviktion.

By Order of the Churckwardens, Overseers, and Trustces,

P— JOHN CLEMENT,

NI NDAY. Mib, DECENBER, 1811, VESTRY CLERK.

SKIRVEN, Priater, Ratstif Highway,
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