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Helen’s family tree shows her parents, brothers and sisters, three marriages and her children. Edward Randell’s date of death remains a mystery, although he was officially declared dead on 27 May 1947. He disappeared in 1900 and may well have lived a full life under an assumed name. The date of death of Edward’s daughter Irene (known as Bob), who he probably never knew existed, also remains a mystery. However, Bob did come to England to visit her mother after she had moved to Germany.







FOREWORD



The love letters of a Toddington landlady only survived because a bank inspector could not bear to throw them away. He found them in a box in a safe in the 1970s, where they had been since they were deposited some time during the First World War. The branch had lost touch with the depositor and so the inspector took the letters home, making notes from the contents with a view to tracking down the owner. He was unsuccessful and they remained in his loft for nearly forty years until he read the book on the history of Lloyds published on the bank’s 250th anniversary, and noticed that the author, Richard Hart, came from Toddington. He had found a new home for the letters and passed them on.


With the help of modern technology, and the superb abilities and tenacity of researcher Delia Gleave, the story of Helen Nelson has been pieced together. Helen had a full life and enjoyed many adventures before she was consumed by a deep passion for James Norbury Franklin-Smith, following a chance encounter at a Leighton Buzzard horse show. The letters tell the story of their early relationship.


The bank inspector prefers to remain anonymous but we need to thank him and other members of the Leighton Buzzard Archaeological and Historical Society besides Delia who contributed to compiling this book. Chief among them is Jill Jones, who faithfully transcribed the letters, a daunting task. She was surprised and amused at some of Helen’s more risqué asides.


We have also had help from Chris Goddard in chasing down military details and obtaining photographs, and the Western Front Association for background on the Salonika campaign. The Dover Society and the Bedfordshire Archives and Record Service have also been helpful in providing material, as has Maureen Brown, the Society’s historical research officer.


Lastly, thanks again to Delia, we managed to track down Helen’s descendants, Tracey Queen and Stuart Pierce. It is fair to say that they were both astonished and delighted to hear of their grandmother’s colourful past and we thank them for their help and encouragement to publish Helen’s letters and record her life.




INTRODUCTION



A bundle of passionate but unclaimed love letters written a century ago and found in a London bank vault have led to the uncovering of an extraordinary story.


Research has revealed the adventures of a spirited young woman who by the standards of the time, or perhaps any time, behaved scandalously. Yet she managed to avoid disgrace, get her man, and go on to lead a respectable life.


Ellen, or Helen as she (and we) later called herself, Nelson’s behaviour appears shocking on paper. Among other misdeeds, she appears to have been bigamously married, twice. Given her circumstances, however, her survival is a triumph of fortitude over betrayal.


Nothing in her background would suggest the colourful life she would later lead. Ellen was a Bedfordshire policeman’s daughter. She was born in 1880 in Marston Moretaine where her father, Isaac, was stationed as the local policeman. He originally came from Cumberland but seems to have settled in Bedfordshire, where he held the post of constable in several of the county’s villages.


The 1881 census shows that he and Ellen’s mother, Catherine, aged 34, already had four children – three daughters and a son – by the time Ellen came along. The two eldest children had been born in nearby Lidlington, where Isaac had previously been stationed.




[image: Illustration]


The King William IV public house at 36 High Street, Kempston, where Helen Nelson grew up. She was 13 when her father Isaac took over the pub. This is one of the oldest buildings in the town and little has changed since Isaac retired from the police force and became a publican in 1893.





Ten years later Isaac had moved on again and he and his family were living at the police house in Ampthill Road, Westoning, but shortly afterwards, at the age of 44, he retired from the police force and became a publican. At the time this was a common career progression for policemen, who were welcomed by magistrates because they were well able to keep order when their customers became rowdy.


In 1893 Isaac became landlord of a flourishing establishment, the King William IV at Kempston, now a suburb of Bedford. The building, which dates from about 1600, had been a public house since about 1830, when the first licensees are recorded. It was quite large and had a quoits court in the garden and a separate building with a billiard table.


Downstairs the pub had a taproom, bar, cellar, smoke room, kitchen, and scullery. Upstairs there was plenty of room for the family, with four bedrooms, a box room and a WC, and outside there was stabling for five horses.
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The interior of the King William IV in 2018. Helen’s experience in helping her family run such a large and busy establishment came in useful later in life when she took on The Sow and Pigs at Toddington.





In Victorian days better quality public houses were used for all sorts of purposes. Isaac was clearly regarded as a pillar of the community because in August 1893 he was sworn in as a member of the jury at an inquest held at his pub.


Isaac remained landlord of the King William IV and occasionally got a mention in the local papers in cases where customers had to be removed for being drunk and disorderly, but he was always regarded as an upright citizen. This emphasis on law and order must have left a mark on Ellen but none of this is apparent from her later actions. However, she evidently learned a lot about running public houses from her time at the King William IV, which stood her in good stead in later years.


Sometime before August 1899 she met the man who was to become her first husband. How they met is not known, but her wedding ‘of more than ordinary interest’ was reported in the Bedfordshire Mercury of 25 August 1899.
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A GLITTERING WEDDING



The Bedfordshire Mercury reported Helen Nelson’s wedding at All Saints’ Church at Kempston near Bedford on 24 August 1899. Her husband seemed a major catch. He was 24-year-old Edward Randell, proprietor of the Empire Palace of Varieties at Dover, and the son of Edward Randell, of 25 Mark Lane, London.


The bride, the youngest daughter of Isaac Nelson, was bedecked in pearls and diamonds (a gift of the groom), and the bridal party was dressed in the latest fashion. So admired were the gowns that on the Saturday before the ceremony they had been displayed for the public to look at in the windows of E.P. Rose & Son, a department store at 50 High Street, Bedford.


The church was full and crowds waited outside for a glimpse of the wedding party.


The wedding, conducted at noon, was described as one of the most stylish that had been solemnized at Kempston for a long time, and the newspaper report goes into a lavish description of the outfits, costumes and flowers. There is a long list of guests and gifts, including a description of the jewels given to the bride by the groom. She in turn gave him a silver-mounted hunting crop.


But this grand occasion was not all that it seemed. There was a notable absentee from the ceremony – the bride’s father, Isaac. The bride was instead given away by her older brother, Thomas Nelson. Another oddity was that the best man, named as Percy Stevenson of Birmingham, was ‘prevented at the last moment from attending owing to a sudden illness’ and was replaced by a local man, Reginald Stratton.
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Kempston Parish Church, where Helen married Edward Randell. The lane approaching the church was packed with local sightseers for the grand wedding, and the church itself was full.
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Helen’s first marriage certificate, showing Edward Randell as proprietor of the Empire, Dover, a music hall. Both Edward and Helen lied about their ages. He was 21, she just 19.





Close examination of the guests listed in the report has failed to find any relation of the groom, even though every seat in the church was taken. Neither of Mr Randell’s parents were present at the ceremony. There were some guests which the paper describes as ‘from the theatre’, who were probably invited by the groom, but the rest seemed to be Helen’s friends and relatives.


The absence of the bride’s father, and his omission from the list of people who brought gifts for the couple, is both surprising and intriguing. The King William IV pub, at 36 High Street, Kempston, where the wedding breakfast was to be held, was about a mile from All Saints’ Church. According to a report of the wedding in the Dover Express, the wedding breakfast was provided by a Mr A. Mann (this was Alfred Mann, a cook from Bedford), but even if Isaac had been organising the reception, it seems likely that if he wanted to attend the ceremony he could have done so. There is no record of Isaac being ill, so perhaps his policeman’s instinct told him that the groom was not all that he seemed. Nevertheless, because Helen was under 21, he must have given his consent to the match otherwise the wedding could not have taken place. Perhaps this says a lot about the personality of the bride, and Isaac’s inability to resist his youngest daughter’s strong will to marry.


Adding to this rather odd set of circumstances is that the bride and groom did not attend their own reception. They had their wedding photographs taken, a rather unusual and expensive innovation at the time, and then left for their honeymoon directly from the church. As the paper put it: ‘Almost directly the ceremony was over and they had responded to the abundant congratulations the wedding couple were driven to the Bedford L. & N.W. Station and by the 2.48pm train started on their way to Scarborough, where the honeymoon is to be spent.’ After the honeymoon they were to go to Dover, where they would set up home.


Despite the absence of the happy couple, sixty people attended the reception held at the bride’s home, the King William IV, where Isaac had erected ‘a large marquee in the garden’.


The paper reports an extensive list of guests alongside a description of the lavish gifts the couple had received from them in order to set up their new home in style. There is, however, no explanation of the peculiar aspects of the wedding, particularly the absence of the bride’s father.
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The report of the glittering wedding from the Bedfordshire Mercury, giving a list of the lavish gifts from the guests. The report fails to mention that Helen’s father was absent but records that her brother gave her away. This leaves us to wonder if Isaac disapproved of the match.





If Isaac was hesitant about granting his daughter’s hand in marriage to Edward Randell, he was very quickly proved right. The ‘Dover Millionaire’, as Edward was later described in a press cutting in the Kent papers, had a dubious history.


In the wedding report he had given the address of his father as Mark Lane in London. This is a prestigious address, a street in the city near the Tower of London, which at the time was the home of the London Corn Exchange, a very important establishment that set the price for wheat and other grains for most of the country.


At first the authors doubted that the name and address of Edward Randell senior on the marriage certificate could be true. The address seemed far too grand for a father who did not turn up to his son’s wedding, but it turned out to be correct – Edward Randell had once been a well-to-do gentleman with a family business in Mark Lane.


The story of the bridegroom’s early life is sad, and may explain Isaac Nelson’s reluctance to welcome him as a son-in-law.


Edward Randell Smith was born on 29 January 1878, and at his baptism was registered with the father’s name, given simply as Edward, and his surname as Smith, after his mother, Emily Jane Smith, who was thirty-two years younger than the boy’s father and appears to have been his mistress.


Edward’s parents did in fact marry three years later, on 26 May 1881, in St John’s Church, Brixton, when the groom was 63 and the bride 31. The marriage was possible because Edward, who gave his profession as a malt factor, was a widower. He had outlived his first wife, although she had been considerably younger than him. Since she died in 1871, it is puzzling why he felt unable to marry Emily Jane before the birth of their son in 1878.


His new bride was a spinster, with her father being described as a soap manufacturer on the wedding certificate. However, Emily’s family had fallen on hard times when she was a young child and she had been admitted to the workhouse at the age of 8, her father having died young and leaving her mother, three brothers and four sisters destitute.


The electoral register of 1881, the year of Edward Randell senior’s second marriage, shows that he and Emily were living at The Elms, Acre Lane, Brixton, then a leafy outer suburb of London and still in the county of Surrey. The couple then moved to Knatchwell Road, Camberwell, but after nine years of marriage tragedy struck the young Edward when his father died at the age of 72. Edward Randell senior left an estate of £12,699, 11 shillings and 1 penny to his 40-year-old widow, equivalent to just over £1 million in today’s money.


This large sum reflected his status as a man of property and the long lineage of the Randell family, who had been businessmen in the City of London for generations. He also left his gold watch and chain, furniture, linen, plate and plated articles, jewellery, pictures, books and other household and personal effects, liquor and consumable household stores, plus an immediate legacy of £100 cash to be paid on his death to his ‘dear wife Emily’.


To John Charles Randell, his nephew, was bequeathed ‘the old cabinet saved from the Great Fire of London 1666 and now in his charge and the oval oil painting of my grandfather James Randell now at 25 Mark Lane, aforesaid and I desire that the old cabinet and the oil painting always be kept in the Randell family’.


Along with another £370 of legacies, his widow was to receive the income from his investments to live on. When she died ‘all the money, stocks and dividends to be paid to Edward Randell when he attains his 2lst birthday on 29th January, 1899’. It appears that by this stage Edward junior is simply being called Edward Randell – the surname ‘Smith’ on his birth certificate having been dropped by the family; erasing the inconvenient fact that he was born before his parents were married.


Emily Jane and her teenage son continued to live in Camberwell and it appears that her nephew, William Lack, and one of her half-sisters, Matilda Ward, came to live with them.


But only three years after her husband’s death, on 2 February 1894, Emily Jane died at the age of 43. It was three days after her son Edward’s 16th birthday. Emily Jane, who had been receiving all the income from her husband’s investments, left £1,558 15s 6d, a considerable sum for a girl from a workhouse. Apart from small bequests to her nephew and sister, the remainder of her estate was to pass to her son Edward, on his 21st birthday.


What happened to the orphaned Edward in the five years before he inherited the money is not known, but he appears to have made his way in the world and become a showman. By the time we rediscover him, the young Edward Randell had become a man about town – at least in Dover.


Two months before he married Helen in Kempston, and less than six months after his 21st birthday, an article appeared in The Era, a national weekly paper covering sport and theatre. On 17 June 1899 it described how ‘Messrs Engleman and Randell had taken over the management from Mr and Mrs Joe Chevers’ of the Chevers’ Palace, Dover’s music hall. Lavish gifts were exchanged between the old and new owners. Mrs Chevers was presented with a silver salver, silver purse, and diamond and ruby harp brooch from the new proprietors, ‘also two handsome bouquets from admirers’, while Mr Chevers received a ‘silver cigar box, from the new proprietors; diamond pin, from patrons; meerschaum cigar holder, case of pipes, and cigar case, from staff and band’.


The Era reported, ‘In a neat little speech Mrs Chevers introduced Messrs Engleman and Randell to the audience, and judging by the applause, these two gentleman already seemed very popular.’ The band played ‘Auld Lang Syne’ and Mr and Mrs Chevers appeared in their own sketch entitled Alphonso’s Bride. The paper also reported that in future, the music hall would be known as the Empire Palace of Varieties.


Two months later Edward Randell and Helen Nelson were married at Kempston. On the marriage certificate Edward’s age was given as 24, although he was actually 21. His profession was given as ‘proprietor’ and his residence at the time of his marriage as the Empire, Dover. Helen’s age was given as 20, although she was in fact just 19.


In view of future events it is worth noting that lavish gifts were reported at both the handing over of the ownership of the music hall and at the wedding. This, combined with the purchase of the music hall, suggests that Edward Randell was already spending a great deal of his inheritance.
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BANKRUPTCY AND ABANDONMENT



After their honeymoon, Edward and Helen went to live at 3 East Cliff, Dover, a pleasant house overlooking the sea, and the future must have seemed rosy to the new Mrs Randell. Certainly, Edward was continuing to splash his money around and was the life and soul of any party. For example, in a report of the Dover Wednesday Cricket Club dinner of 3 November 1899, it was stated that once the meal was over ‘the rest of the evening was devoted to toasts and song. The loyal toasts were enthusiastically honoured, Mr E. Randell, our Dover ‘millionaire’, standing champagne round for the purpose, and to spare. After this Mr Randell’s own health was honoured, and musically. In replying, Mr Randell made a very humorous speech, concluding with the hope of long life for the Dover Wednesdays.’


But all was not as it seemed. It appears that while Edward Randell described himself as proprietor of the Empire Palace of Varieties, he had, along with his partner Jacob Engleman, only taken up a seven-year lease from Mr Chevers, from 12 June 1899, paying a rent of £150 per year. Engleman, who came from Birmingham, knew the business because he had previously been under-manager of the same music hall. He had then left and had successfully run the Lion Hotel in Dover, before returning to take a stake in the Empire.
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Two playbills published in the Dover Express advertising shows at the Empire Palace of Varieties, which show Edward Randell as joint proprietor. The first, from 7 July 1899, shows a classic music hall programme with The Great Cazman, and featuring Minnie Dawn and her pet lamb. The second, from November, is a benevolent fund event held in aid of the dependents of soldiers who had died in the Boer War, which had only begun the previous month. Soldiers waiting to embark for South Africa made up much of the music hall’s audience.





How Edward Randell came to be in Dover remains a mystery, but perhaps it is more than a coincidence that both the best man, Percy Stevenson, who failed to turn up at Edward’s wedding, and Mr Engleman came from Birmingham. Perhaps Edward had spent some time in Birmingham and met Engleman there, although it may be that he just used the name as a convenience since the authors’ best efforts have failed to find anyone called Percy Stevenson in that part of the country.


In any case, the two partners had taken over and were running a very modern establishment in the Empire Palace of Varieties, also called the Empire Music Hall. According to the Dover Express at the time, the Empire claimed to have the ‘best London artists’ and ‘electric light throughout’, a rare thing in 1899. Seats cost between 6d (2.5 pence) and 10s (50p).


The pair purchased the fixtures and fittings for £1,000 – Engleman providing £400 and Randell £600.
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Few pictures exist of the Empire Palace of Varieties. The theatre is on the left in this picture of Market Square in Dover (below), taken in about 1900. The grainy picture shows how it looked during the brief time Edward was joint owner (above).





Whether Helen had any inkling of the problems ahead is not known, but less than five months after the couple set up home in Dover, Edward Randell disappeared. He was last seen in Dover on 23 January 1900, a week before his 22nd birthday.


It seems that by this time he was deep in debt, having run through the entire family fortune in less than twelve months. On 9 February, under the headline ‘Millionaire Summoned’, it was reported in the Dover Express that Edward Randell had been summonsed for non-payment of rates. The paper said: ‘Defendant has been described as the Dover Millionaire and some time ago came into a large fortune. The clerk informed the Bench that Mr Randell had sailed for South Africa. The usual order was made.’ In other words, the bailiffs would call at the defendant’s home with an order to seize goods to the value of the rates owed.


Two weeks later, a notice of bankruptcy appeared in the Dover Express. The Official Receiver’s notice said: ‘Re. Edward Randell, lately carrying on business at the Empire Music Hall, Market Square, Dover, and residing at 3, East Cliff, Dover, Music Hall Proprietor. Receiving order made 20 February, 1900.’ Events then moved quickly. On 6 March, in his absence, Edward Randell was adjudged bankrupt.


It is not known exactly how Helen parted from her husband, but she returned to the family home in Kempston – the King William IV public house. Nor is it known what possessions she managed to save from the marriage. She may have been able to keep the jewels she had been given ‘as a gift from the groom’ at her wedding, but if Edward had not paid for them yet then the Official Receiver would have claimed them.


At the time of her abandonment by her new husband, Helen was two months pregnant. Whether Edward knew he was to be a father is unknown.


In those straitlaced Victorian times, it must have been a difficult period for a young woman so publicly married at a glittering ceremony to return home just months later, pregnant and on her own. Her neighbours, and regulars at the pub, must have wondered what had happened. Did they know that the dashing young man had absconded and was being pursued by his creditors? While his bankruptcy had been reported in the Dover papers, there is no trace of it being publicly announced in Bedford.
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The birth certificate of Irene Nelson, Edward and Helen’s daughter, who was born in the King William IV seven months after her father disappeared. Helen lists the father’s occupation as ‘music hall proprietor’ despite knowing that he has been declared bankrupt.





Helen’s baby, Irene, was born on 16 August 1900 at Kempston. The father is given as Edward Randell, music hall proprietor, and the mother’s address as High Street, Kempston.


The statements on the birth certificate are not strictly true because by that time Edward had been gone for more than six months, had been declared bankrupt, and his share in the music hall bought out by his partner from the Official Receiver for £400, the money being used to pay off some of his other creditors.


What happened to Edward remains a mystery. At the time foreign travel did not require passports and it would have been quite easy for Edward to simply pack a bag, catch the ferry from Dover to the continent, and disappear.


Alternatively, his disappearance was at the height of the Boer War, when many ships were going to South Africa. The opportunities for a young Englishman to change his name back to Smith and start a new life without too many awkward questions being asked must have been excellent.
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HELEN MARRIES AGAIN



Whatever the locals may have been told, or knew, Helen and her new baby remained in Kempston at the King William IV, the young mother no doubt helping out in what was a large and busy public house. The 1901 census shows the child, Irene N. Randell, aged 7 months, living at 36 High Street (the address of the King William IV) with her mother Ellen Randell, aged 22 and described as married. Also living in the pub was Ellen’s unmarried sister Florence, aged 24, her father Isaac, a licensed victualler, and his wife Kate Nelson. Isaac was aged 63 and Kate was 53.


The next news we have of the family is on 22 May 1903, when Kate Nelson dies aged 55. The Bedfordshire Times reported: ‘We regret to announce the death of Mrs Nelson, wife of the esteemed host of the King William Inn, who died on Friday morning after a painful illness. Much sympathy has been expressed with Mr Nelson and his family in their bereavement.’


Despite the loss of his wife, Isaac and his two daughters continued to run the pub.


Tragedy struck again two years later when Isaac had a fall. The local paper reported that on 2 August 1905 an inquest was held into the death of Isaac Nelson, landlord of the King William IV, Kempston. Ellen Randell was the chief witness, describing how her father, aged 66, ‘who had been ailing a long time’ but was able to get about, had a fall outside the back door of the pub the previous Friday evening. Two men had gone to his assistance but the Isaac said he had hurt himself and the doctor was called.
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A cutting from the Dover Express of 7 June 1901, recording the bankruptcy of the former landlord of the Ancient Druids public house, Dover, in which he recounts selling a catering business to the ‘Dover Millionaire’ Edward Randell, who disappeared following his bankruptcy. The Official Receiver says Randell is believed to have gone to South Africa.





The following day he was removed to hospital, where he was found to have a broken thigh. He was put in splints but Mr Nelson became delirious and violent, and heart failure followed.


A few days later Isaac was buried at the Kempston Cemetery ‘amid many tokens of respect’. In addition to the relatives, a number of friends were present. Mr Nelson had been a well-known publican in the town for twelve years.


Isaac Nelson’s death created a crisis for the remaining members of the family. They would have to leave the pub quickly because the owners needed to appoint a new resident licensee to carry on the business. In the records Jack Evans took over the license in that year, although the precise date is not known.
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Helen’s second marriage certificate, in which she describes herself as a widow, although there is no evidence that her first husband had died. Her sister, who is a witness, must have colluded in this bigamous marriage.





Events moved swiftly. There was a sale of Isaac Nelson’s effects on 21 September 1905. The contents of the pub included ‘antique and modern household furniture, Dog Cart, 100 head of poultry etc.’ by direction of the representatives of the late Isaac Nelson.


Five days later, on 26 September, Helen married again. This marriage certainly came at a convenient moment for the young mother, being on the back of losing both her father and her home.


The groom was a 26-year-old Bertie Benjamin MacVicar Armstrong, the son of a Lincolnshire doctor. His occupation was given as a horse breaker, a respectable profession, and his address was Adelaide Square in Bedford.


Helen gave her address as 36 High Street, Kempston, so at the time of her marriage she was still living in the pub. At the time of her daughter’s birth in 1900, and in the census of 1901, she had described herself as married but, remarkably, was described on the wedding certificate four years later as a widow, although there is no record of Edward Randell’s death. As far as the authorities in Dover were concerned, Edward was reported to have become bankrupt and absconded, probably to South Africa, so this marriage could be described as bigamous.


One of the two witnesses to the marriage was Helen’s older sister Florence, who had also been a long-term resident at the pub. Perhaps with her mother dead, and her ex-policeman father no longer there to remind her of her past mistakes, Helen’s two sisters and brother Thomas conspired to conceal the fact that Edward Randell was probably still alive. In those days each county kept its own records of marriages and deaths, so there was no way of cross-checking whether entries on marriage certificates were accurate. Although it was a criminal offence – with a potential prison sentence – to give incorrect information, if her sisters and brother remained silent, who was to know?


Back in Dover, the effects of Edward’s bankruptcy were still being felt. For some years after his disappearance, a series of bankruptcy hearings were heard. Edward (again described as the Dover Millionaire) had paid £250 by cheque for a catering contract with Dover Athletic Grounds but had subsequently ‘become bankrupt and went away, and had never been seen since’. At this hearing in June 1901, the Official Receiver said it was believed that Randell had gone to South Africa, and there had been no news of him since his disappearance.


Edward’s partner, Jacob Engleman, had also been forced into bankruptcy in November 1901, in part due to an attempt to rescue the music hall business from the financial disaster that Edward Randell left behind.


Engleman had unsecured liabilities of £1,196 and assets of only £459, leaving a deficiency of £737. He put the failure of the business of the Empire Palace of Varieties down to ‘Bad Trade in consequence of the fine weather and the absence of troops from Dover’. This observation ties in with many of the troops being sent to South Africa to reinforce the army. Engleman described how his problems began when he had entered into partnership with Edward Randell in the proprietorship of the Empire Palace of Varieties.


The Official Receiver, in the course of his observations on the bankruptcy, said that part of Engleman’s problem was that his partner Edward Randell had absconded and been declared bankrupt in his absence. Engleman had acquired Randell’s share of the business for £400, a sum that he had borrowed, and this money was still outstanding.


It was not until July 1904 that this series of bankruptcy hearings were wound up, when the Official Receiver declared a third and final dividend to Edward Randell’s creditors on an outstanding debt of more than £1,000.


Four years after his disappearance, there were still no further clues given by the Official Receiver to Edward’s whereabouts, and he was still assumed to have absconded to South Africa to escape his creditors. The Boer War was over by then but he had not returned, or at least no one in Dover had seen him.


How many of these events Helen was able to follow from Kempston is not known, but it seems likely that she would have been informed. After all, the Official Receiver would have had to decide what personal effects she could keep, and which of the couple’s possessions should be sold to help pay off Edward’s debts. It is also possible that he had some remaining assets, which she would have been entitled to.


By the time Helen remarried, she would have had plenty of time to have formed her views on her first husband’s behaviour. It is possible, having known him for such a short time, that she never really knew who he was, and after his disappearance, whether he was alive or dead. Either way, he seems to have vanished, completely abandoning his new bride and baby daughter.


Regardless, Helen put her first marriage behind her and began a new life. Her parents were dead, but she and her daughter were safely under the protection of a new husband and ready to start all over again.
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THE TODDINGTON LANDLADY



Up to this point Helen may be described as headstrong, but she also appears to have had a lot of bad luck. In the Victorian era, for a woman to be abandoned by a new husband was socially disgraceful. But for a pregnant bride to be abandoned by a new husband who left behind a string of debts, with no assets and no home, it was catastrophic.


That Helen survived at all is a tribute to her strength of character. The motives for her second marriage, so rapidly after losing her father and her home in the pub, are perhaps for the readers to decide.


What follows, however, is entirely down to Helen. The next twelve years would be tumultuous by anyone’s standards. Her love letters reveal that Helen led a complicated life. This was made a lot worse by the fact that the three new men in her life all ended up serving as officers on the front line in the First World War.


To attract such men, all of whom seem to have courageously served their country, there must have been something special about Helen. Sadly, we do not have a photograph of her in her youth, but we do know from her letters that she was very conscious of the fact that she had to look young and pretty. She was worried that as she got older, the man she really loved would not want her anymore.


***


We take up her story again in July 1907 when the newly married Mr and Mrs Armstrong took over the licence of the Sow and Pigs, a large public house and hotel in Toddington, Bedfordshire. As far as we know, Bertie Armstrong, the horse breaker, had no experience of running hostelries and must have been relying on his new wife to teach him.


At the time he took over the licence, Bertie gave his address as Church Square, Toddington, which is the same address as the pub, so he was already living there.


Although the pub was only about 12 miles from Kempston, this tenancy marks a complete break from Helen’s old life. From her letters it is clear that she is in charge of this new establishment, and has her own staff. The couple were renting the pub from the Wells and Winch brewery at £33 a year. Although one of a number of inns in Toddington, it was one of the largest. Downstairs it had a bar and tap room, a commercial room, reception room, kitchen, larder and pantry. Upstairs was a billiard room, six bedrooms (including four to let), a bathroom and WC. Outside was two lots of brick-and-tile stables for a number of horses, a coach house, timber-and-thatch barn and loft, brick-and-tile warehouse, saddle room and a garden with a plum tree.
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A LICENSED VICTUALLER’S
BANKRUPTCY

' RE EDWARD SWINDFORD FKY, LICENSED VICTUALLER,
SANDWICH, FORMEELY OF LOVE.

The Oflicial Receiver said that the deficiency
was returned at £435, but it would not be so much
as that, as he hud disposed of licensed premnses for
the deblor. Debtor stated that he commenced
business in 1593, taking the Ancient Druids at
Stembrook, Duver. He then had a capital of £135,
borrowed frum his mother, which was still out-
standing. That was ulways a good house, and for
|| seven years he carried on the business succesfully.

During a portion of that time be had certain con-
tructing rights in_counection with the Athletic
Grounds, but be disposed of them in the latter
| part of 1899 for £250, which sum was paid by u

cheque of Edward Randell, the ““Dover millionaire,’”
who became bankrupt in that court and went away,
and had never been seen eince.

The Official Receiver said it was believed he
went to South Africa.

Continuing, debtor said he used to pay £20 a
year for the right of catering und supplying
Tefreshments, but he never made anything out of
On leaving the Ancient Druids he took
Ye Olde New Iun, Sandwich, the valuation of
, £210 of which was provided by
the cheque Kandell gave him. The balance of the
£290 was provided ont of the money he received in
respect of the valuation of the Ancient Druids.
This left the sum of £150 balance in his hends
with which he paid bis Dover creditors. On the
1ith of February last he gave a bill of sale over
his effects for £220, and in this sum was inclnded
the amount of the dishonoured cheque given him
by Randell. The bill of sle had been abandoned.

e was insolvent 18 months ago when he left the
Ancient Druids.
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