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Introduction


Although Lincolnshire is a rural county it has its share of cities and towns, and also its share of villains. Villainy occurs just as often in quiet country villages as it does in towns, and if you’ve ever visited a remote country store you will know that you have to count your change, just as you would in a big city supermarket.


Any survey of villains needs some sort of classification or it’s liable to get very confusing. Is someone who holds vehicles up at gunpoint on the highway a highwayman or a highway robber? Should he appear in the chapter on Highwaymen or that on Robbers? This is not too difficult. I’ve placed a man who rides a horse and shouts ‘Stand and deliver!’ as he points his pistol as a highwayman. All the others, sometimes called footpads, I’ve put in Chapter One, ‘Robbery’. But how would you classify John George Haigh, one of the most prolific and fiendish English murderers of the twentieth century? Without his skills as a conman and expertise as a forger he could not have done the things he did. And what about Robert Augustus Delaney? He conned a wealthy widow into marriage, spent her entire fortune and then decamped with her niece, but later became an infamous cat burglar. Or how about the man who made off with a Grimsby trawler and sailed it halfway round the world, until he ran out of fuel and food. Was he a pirate or a robber? Smugglers are comparatively easy to classify, though in bygone times practically everybody was at it and few people were actually caught.


Sadly, we just have to accept that for many villains, ‘turning a fast buck’, as the saying goes, is the main aim in life. For some, how they come by it is not so important; whether by beating a person over the head to rob them, breaking into a shop, or setting up an elaborate con – whichever is easiest at the time is the deciding factor. I hope this selection of criminal tales will entertain, inform and, possibly, terrify you.


As with all my stories I’ve tried to stick to the facts, but occasionally I’ve brought conversations which almost certainly took place at the time up to date. And in some cases I have altered names to avoid distressing those caught up in crimes through no fault of their own.


A Note on Money


Before decimalization, the smallest value coin was the farthing. Four farthings made one penny. There was also a coin for two farthings – a halfpenny; a coin for three pennies and one for six pennies. An old coin was the groat, which went out of circulation in the seventeenth century. It was worth four pennies (or pence). Twelve pennies made one shilling and two shillings made a florin. There was also a coin for half a crown, which was two shillings and six pence, and a crown, which was five shillings. There were twenty shillings in one pound or one sovereign. A guinea was one pound and one shilling. The coin was not used after 1813, but the term remained in use for many years afterwards. It is very difficult to know what an amount of money in bygone times would be worth today, but an idea can be obtained from the website www.eh.net.


Douglas Wynn, 2012




Chapter One


Robbery


The 1856 Rural Police Act compelled local authorities to set up police forces. Before this, policing was on a do-it-yourself basis. If someone assaulted or stole from you it was up to you to go out and find the person who did it. If you were lucky, you might call on the assistance of the local constable. His was a part-time job. He was appointed for a year and, since he wasn’t paid, the job was not too popular. He had to see to drunks and vagrants and, if there was a local lock-up, imprison them until he could take them before the local magistrates. If the constable was busy and couldn’t help, you had to go to the local Justice of the Peace yourself. If he issued an arrest warrant and the miscreant was caught, you would have to appear with your thief, together with witnesses, and the thief would duly appear with his witnesses. The magistrate would then adjudicate. If the matter was trivial he might decide himself. If not, for example if it was a case of theft, he would refer the matter to a higher court, where several magistrates would sit together, often with a jury. This was the Quarter Sessions, held four times a year. To wait for the next one, the accused would have to find two respectable friends to vouch for him and give sureties of £20 each. It was called being bound over. If the case was more serious, or it was feared the accused might abscond, he would be incarcerated in the local House of Correction.
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Assize Court in Lincoln Castle.


At the Quarter Sessions it might be decided not to prosecute or the verdict might go against the accused. If the accused was convicted he could be fined, receive a prison sentence or be flogged, sometimes the last two together. Flogging could be done in the House of Correction, or the culprit would be tied to a horse and cart, stripped to the waist and receive between twenty and twenty-five strokes whilst being dragged through the town. For more serious offences, the accused would be referred to the assizes in Lincoln, which were held twice a year, in Lent (March) and Midsummer (July).


The death penalty could only be imposed by a judge sitting at the assize court. By 1819, hanging was the sentence for 222 offences. Apart from murder, manslaughter, rape, sedition (speaking against the king) and homosexual offences, there were bizarre ones as well. Damaging Westminster Bridge was one, impersonating a Chelsea Pensioner was another, as well as being seen with a sooty face if you were not a ‘real’ sweep. You could also be hanged for any theft exceeding one shilling (5p in today’s money). This was called grand larceny. It had a serious affect on the conduct of prosecutions and juries at Quarter Sessions. Most of them tried to keep the value of the articles stolen at under one shilling. However, receiving the death sentence did not always mean that you would be hanged. Many death sentences were commuted to transportation for life.
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A prison hulk.


Rebecca Bolton (sometimes spelt Boulton) was the wife of Thomas Bolton of Thimbleby. She was in the service of John Grant, who was a grazier at Withcall, near Louth. In May 1784, she left the household early one morning, before anyone was up, taking with her a cotton gown, an apron and a silk handkerchief, all of which belonged to the Grant family. When Rebecca did not return, John Grant went to Louth to lodge a complaint with the Justice of the Peace, Bentley Bennett. The magistrate took down particulars and issued a warrant for her arrest. The local constable was informed and he hired a pony with which to go and look for her. Rebecca was eventually tracked down in Keddington and brought back to Louth, where she made a full confession to the magistrate and also said that she had stolen some articles from the other servants. She was charged with petty larceny and sent for trial at the assizes, where she was convicted. Since she had already been before the magistrates in February for stealing some articles of clothing at Stickney, it’s possible that she received a heavier sentence than she otherwise would have. At all events, she was sentenced to be transported for seven years.
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The village of Thimbleby.
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The village of Withcall.


Prisoners sentenced to be transported were often sent from the gaol at Lincoln to one of the hulks moored in the Thames Estuary or Portsmouth Harbour to wait for a ship to take them to the colonies. Rebecca, however, spent three years in gaol at Lincoln, during which time she gave birth to a baby daughter. She then left England on the Prince of Wales, which sailed on 13 May 1787, for New South Wales. It was the first consignment of prisoners to Australia, after the loss of the American colonies, when that source of transportation of prisoners dried up. Eleven ships made the journey in convoy, including six transports carrying 600 convicts each. The voyage took nearly nine months and conditions on the convict ships were appalling. Four convicts, all wearing legs irons, had to share a space of 6ft (1.8m) by 7ft (2.1m). It was impossible to stand upright and conditions below decks – especially in the heat of the tropics – must have been insupportable. A quarter of the convicts died before they reached their destination, which was near the town of Sydney. Rebecca survived the journey, but died within three months of landing in Australia, her daughter dying soon after.
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The village of Keddington.


A Quartet Hanged at Lincoln, 1784


James Raynor and his wife Easter kept a boarding house at Saxilby, about six miles north-west of Lincoln. On Saturday, 13 September 1783, thirty-five-year-old Thomas Wood, who originally came from Yorkshire, and some friends booked in for one night’s stay. During the night Mrs Raynor was woken by the sound of a window being broken and a shadowy figure standing by the bed. She screamed, but the man grabbed her and threatened to cut her throat if she didn’t keep quiet. The sounds had also woken her husband, James, who sat up in bed, but the man, whom he now recognised as Wood, waved a knife at them and again warned them to keep quiet. They could now hear the sounds of other people moving about in the house.


The pair lay terrified in their bed all night, not daring to move, but in the morning they got up to find that Wood and his friends had gone. Also missing was a silver tankard, a silver pint mug, £15 in cash and some other items. James Raynor went to the local Justice of the Peace and a warrant was issued for the arrest of the men. Thomas Wood was subsequently arrested in Nottingham and brought back to Lincoln. The other men were never found, nor were any of the stolen items. In fact, the only evidence against Wood at his trial at the Lent Assizes on 9 March 1784 was the evidence of Raynor, who said he recognised him. Wood was nevertheless found guilty of grand larceny.
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Saxilby High Street.


At the same assizes, twenty-six-year-old Richard Downind from Boston, and twenty-two-year-old William Davison from Stickney, were committed for trial on a charge of having stolen three silver tankards, three silver pint pots and one silver half-pint pot, which together were valued at £20. They belonged to William Thacker of Langrick Ferry, near Boston, who had them locked in a cupboard in his cellar. One night the cellar window was broken, the cupboard door forced open and the silver stolen. A week or so later the silver items, now broken into pieces, were offered by two men to a shopkeeper in Boston. He knew about the robbery and asked the men to return the following day, saying he would have a valuer ready to inspect the silver. The unsuspecting robbers did so and on their return the next day were arrested on the spot. Thacker was able to identify his silver by marks on the pieces, and Downind and Davison were committed for trial. Their defence was that they had seen two men burying the silver in a dung heap and had dug it up themselves to sell. The jury did not believe them and they were convicted.


Twenty-five-year-old Richard Bull was a tenant farmer at Frampton, just south of Boston. He was charged with stealing seven sheep from John Taylor of Kirton, the next village to Frampton. They were three male sheep and four female sheep and he unwisely asked a neighbour to look after them for him. John Taylor soon discovered them and was able to identify them by marks he had put in the fleeces. Bull was tried for sheep stealing and subsequently convicted.


Wood, Downind, Davison and Bull were brought into court on 10 March to be sentenced, and all four received the death penalty. It was thought that because Downind, Davison and Bull had all attempted to escape from the castle prison six weeks before that the judge, Baron Eyre, wanted to make an example of them. James Wood was probably sentenced to death because his robbery had included violence. At about half past ten on the morning of 19 March the four men were taken out of their cells, their leg irons knocked off and their arms tied behind their backs. They were then taken by cart out of the castle gate to the execution spot – just outside the castle walls, near to where the appropriately named Strugglers Inn public house now stands. The gallows was quite a substantial structure, with a crossbeam which could accommodate four prisoners. The men mounted the steps, nooses were placed around their necks by the two hangmen, and caps were drawn over the faces of each condemned man. Then the steps were pulled away and they were left suspended by the neck until they were dead. This could take up to half an hour and provided a grisly spectacle for the several thousand onlookers.
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The old square at Kirton.
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The Strugglers Inn, just outside the castle walls.


The two hangmen were actually two convicted horse thieves, Robert Preston and George Green, who had themselves been sentenced to death but reprieved when they agreed to hang the four robbers.


Ructions at the Castle, 1785


The Lent Assizes in Lincoln in 1785 opened on 7 March and, during the course of the trials, twelve death sentences were handed out. Only nine men were actually hanged, the other three were reprieved and transported for life. John Huson was convicted of robbing Thomas Holmes on the highway at Well, near Alford, and stealing a pair of pistols, a pair of boots and 13 shillings (65p) in silver. He was condemned to be hanged. Another street robbery occurred late at night in the area known as the Bail at Lincoln, between The Angel and The White Hart Inn. William Ligburn and George Brown robbed William Cumberland of two guineas in gold and 14 shillings (70p) in silver. Ligburn was condemned to be hanged, but Brown was reprieved. Thomas Rawson was committed on two counts of burglary. He had broken into the house of William Camplin of Bonby, near Brigg, and stole 2½ guineas in gold, some silver, two silver shoe buckles and, three days later, he also burgled the house of John Hunt of Castlethorpe and got away with 18½ guineas in gold and a gold ring. He too was given the death penalty.
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The village of Well.


The others were convicted for beast stealing. William Holdsworth stole a black mare at Partney, and Michael Harrison another black mare, this time at Horncastle. Jonathan Warner stole ten sheep at Pinchbeck and John Wright five ewes at Sibsey. John Palferman was convicted of stealing two heifers at Wildmore Fen, and George Huntingdon managed to steal a milking cow at Skirbeck. All six men were sentenced to death.


A few days after they had been sentenced, seven of the nine convicted men attempted to escape. The attempt appeared to have been well planned, for, at the same time the convicts in the cells attacked the guards, some prisoners who were being held ready for transportation to the hulks also mounted an assault on the chief warder’s quarters, which were in the same building. At a prearranged moment, when the turnkey came down to the cells (which were in the cellars of the prison) with two assistants – one with a pitchfork to shake up the straw which the floor was covered with – the seven prisoners threw themselves upon the turnkey and his assistants. They were able to wrest the pitchfork from the grasp of the assistant and use it as a weapon to force the three warders into a corner before tying them up. While this was going on, Michael Harrison, one of the nine convicts condemned to death, managed to scramble up to a higher level and make contact with a debtor convict. He appealed to him to raise the alarm immediately, as the escaping convicts had threatened to kill anyone who stood in their way. The debtor rushed away to raise the alarm, only to find that it had already been done, since the attack on the chief warder’s residence had caused the local militia to be called out from their base, which was just up Burton Road.
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The White Hart Inn, Lincoln.
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The old barracks in Burton Road, Lincoln.


Two of the escaping convicts fought their way up to the castle yard, but there they were met with the dragoons and rapidly surrendered. They and the rest were placed in double irons and, a few days later, on 18 March 1785, they were taken to the execution site. It seems very unfair that Michael Harrison did not receive a reprieve but joined the others on the gallows.


Horse Stealing, 1789


Mr Stafford was a farmer at Quadring, a village just south of Donnington, which is between Boston and Spalding. He employed a certain John George, whom he found totally unsatisfactory and eventually sacked him. But George was a vindictive man and he was determined to have his revenge. On the night of 31 March he broke into the farmhouse around midnight, when Mr Stafford and his wife were asleep in their beds. When the farmer woke, George savagely attacked him – beating him until he could hardly crawl. Whether this was the main part of his revenge or if he expected to burgle the house as well we do not know, but he only took away a pair of breeches.


To make his escape he also stole one of his former employer’s horses and rode out of the county upon it. But whereas a man can hide, it was much more difficult to hide a horse, and when the description of the animal had been circulated it was spotted in Peterborough. A watch was kept on the horse and when George arrived to pick up his steed he was arrested. He was also found to be in possession of Mr Stafford’s breeches – they were identified by some papers in the pockets which clearly belonged to the farmer.


John George was taken back to Lincolnshire and came up for trial at the Summer Assizes. The judge pointed out that a lot of the evidence was circumstantial, but nevertheless compelling, and George was convicted of burglary and stealing a horse. He afterwards denied that he had broken into Mr Stafford’s house, claiming that he had received the breeches and the horse from someone who had. However, he did acknowledge stealing several horses and, since he was known under aliases, Smith and Flint being among them, it can be assumed that he was an habitual criminal. He went to the gallows on 7 August 1789.


Two Bales of Cloth, 1814


Forty-one-year-old William Ward and thirty-nine-year-old William Bell were general labourers who originally came from Retford. On the night of 12 November 1813, they broke into a draper’s shop belonging to D.W. Simpson in the village of Mareham-le-Fen, to the north-east of Coningsby. They stole two bales of cloth valued at £200.


The next day, Mr North, a farmer from the next village, Revesby, discovered that his boat, which he kept at Moorehouses, was missing. He set out to see if he could find it and soon saw it being poled along by two men in a waterway called Newham Drain.
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