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INTRODUCTION


In 1843 the press reported a dreadful murder in Quadring, near Spalding; a schoolmistress named Mary Spencer was found in her cottage with her head almost severed from her body. Pupils arriving at the school had the horrendous sight of their teacher lying in a pool of blood. There was blood on the walls, and there had clearly been a struggle. As word spread, a labourer queried, ‘I wonder what Bill’s been up to? He was out all night and came in all over blood.’


The constable was called and William Howett was arrested. He was twenty-two and had been deaf and dumb since birth. An inquest was held at the Brown Cow Inn, where Howett’s mother claimed she and the constable had gone to her son’s room and found his shirt covered in blood. A committal warrant from the coroner directed Howett to be taken to Lincoln Prison. He was charged with wilful murder, but spared the hangman: instead he was committed to an asylum for the usual length of time in such cases – to be detained ‘at her Majesty’s pleasure’.


This case is not unusual. In spite of the popular narratives of murder in nineteenth-century England, and writings about children and young women being hanged, along with all kinds of petty offenders (by today’s standards), the fact is that it would be easy to compile a book listing and describing those who killed other people in Lincolnshire in days gone by and yet did not hang. Even in the decades ruled by the Bloody Code of the eighteenth century, when there were 220 capital offences, the professionals in the law machine often did all they could to avoid giving the accused a date with the hangman. There were far fewer children hanged in the years before 1830, when capital offences began to reduce in number. Of course, in addition to the commutation of sentence to transportation or a prison term in England, there was the issue of the defence in court: potentially, that could reduce the number of hangings. But defences of insanity were difficult to apply successfully. Howett was fortunate in that respect, but his fate in the asylum was probably far from pleasant.


One of the most dramatic cases of reprieve was that of Priscilla Woodford, a farm servant who, in 1831, set fire to a haystack at Haconby where she worked, after a row with her employers. In the March 1832 Lincoln Assize she was sentenced to hang, at just sixteen years of age. In the early 1830s there was widespread rural crime, in the wake of what is now called the ‘Swing Riots’, and it must have looked as if Priscilla would hang. But a petition saw her sentence commuted to one of transportation to New South Wales, where she married a man who had also escaped the noose, Thomas Winstanley.


Lincoln has been a fortress and a place of prisons and scaffolds for many centuries. From Tudor times, there had been a courthouse and a county gaol within the castle walls; in the debtors’ prison the chronicle shows that John Wesley’s father was a debtor who spent time there. In contrast to the courthouse, which handled cases from Lincolnshire generally, Lincoln people were tried at the Guildhall in the Stonebow. The prison reformer, John Howard, saw the old prison when he prepared his great work of 1776, The State of the Prisons. The new prison within the castle was completed in 1787.


The prison as seen by the visitor today is primarily Victorian; William Lumley designed the interior and John Carr’s famous design is evident in the exterior. Between 1846 and 1848 the prison was enlarged, and in 1872 the new prison at Greetwell Road was built. From the death cells in the various gaols came the felons who were destined for the scaffold. The first gallows was close to what is now the small roundabout by the Burton road, close to the walls and the Struggler public house. The condemned felon would be taken there in a cart, and then the hangman would fit the noose over a crossbeam and let the horse go. In 1817 the Cobb Hall tower was used. The crowds who came to watch the criminals die could book a place in one of the taverns opposite and see the ‘turning off’ at the tower. Now that the trees have been cleared from the walls by Cobb Hall (in 2008) there is more of a sense of what the dramatic ‘theatre of the scaffold’ would have been like in terms of space and the vista of the death.
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The prison in the castle. (Author’s collection)


There were occasional escapes, such as by a man named Ralph. He escaped just before he was due to be transferred to Armley gaol in Leeds. He had a replica key and a way of escape through a coal cellar. Not long after this, in January 1855, there was an advertisement for a turnkey in the Lincolnshire Times. The salary was £40 a year and applications had to be in writing; part of the duties was to instruct the male prisoners in reading, writing and arithmetic.


Public hanging was abolished in 1868, and Priscilla Biggadike was the first victim at Lincoln to be privately hanged, out of view of the crowd, though reporters were present. By 1861, the number of capital sentences had been reduced to four: murder, attempted murder, treason and piracy in the dockyards. But the criminal law still had no appeal system for the poorer people: the courts of criminal appeal were not created until 1907. There was also a problem with the nature of manslaughter, notably in cases of infanticide and hiding a child – these were not included within manslaughter until 1922, and so some of the murder cases which were related to the killing of children through a number of economic reasons persisted as a problem throughout the century. In many cases, such affairs would mean that the women in question would be committed to an asylum.
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The Victorian prison, showing the view towards the execution route. (Author’s collection)
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The graves of executed killers. (Author’s collection)
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The prison, showing the wings. (Author’s collection)
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The Strugglers Inn, close to the Burton junction where the first gallows stood. (Author’s collection)


In the twentieth century the steady move towards the abolition of the death penalty was marked by a series of committees and reports on all matters relating to hanging. In April 1948, hangings ceased for an experimental period of five years. From the 1870s, the Greetwell Road prison had been the place with the death cell, and now it was unused, until the last Lincoln hangings in the 1950s through to 1961. In March 1957 the Homicide Act was passed: murder was no longer automatically a capital offence once a new offence, ‘capital murder’, was created. There were six grades of capital murder and these are reflected in the last Lincoln hangings: murder in the furtherance of theft; murder by shooting or causing an explosion; murder in the course of escaping custody; the murder of police officers; the murder of prison officers, and a second killing tried at court. Despite this, Lincoln still had its reprieve dramas, as in the case of John Docherty in 1954. Docherty was legless, and had tried to take his own life – after murdering his fiancée – by hurling himself across the railway lines at Grantham. The Home Secretary exercised mercy; Docherty did not hang because of the clemency applied in relation to a physical deformity clause in the Homicide Act.
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Mrs Van der Elst campaigning against hanging. (Author’s collection)


This book covers the period between 1200 and 1961, but for reasons of space I have selected only a representative group of pre-1700 hangings. The fact is that there is little known about the earlier hangings. The period I have covered comprises four phases in the history of capital punishment in Britain. First, the Medieval to Stuart years were dominated by the ‘Frank Pledge’ and then the Curia Regis and the King’s Bench courts; as the assizes developed, from the years of Henry I, execution gradually became more systematised in the new criminal justice procedure, rather than a matter of quick hangings carried out from a number of different courts (hence the number of ‘gallows’ references on early maps). Then, during the second phase, between the early Georgian period and around 1830, the Bloody Code dominated the scene. This is the term used to describe that period when there were so many capital crimes on the statute books. Up until 1800, about a third of condemned prisoners were actually hanged; one reason for this was the 1723 Black Act, mainly used to try to suppress poaching. The third phase was the period before the late 1860s, by which time public execution had ended and the number of capital crimes was reduced to four. Finally, the last century of hangings included a large number of issues, such as the training of hangmen (following a report of 1888) and the topics of diminished responsibility, hanging of children and the manslaughter/murder debate resolved.


Of hangings in the city before about 1700, there is little in the records, with a few exceptions, and I have listed these in the appendix. Some of those executions took place during times of great national furore, as was the case after the 1536 Pilgrimage of Grace, which had a prominent Lincolnshire following. In 1537 twelve men were tried at the Guildhall, including the Abbot of Barlings; all were hanged.


I have added an appendix in order to explain the Medieval and Early Modern legal system and the processes that led to hangings or otherwise, with a commentary on the lack of substantial detail of the material involved.
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Reminder of the hangman’s presence: Marwood’s attic room was in this building. (Author’s collection)


In earlier centuries, it is not possible to identify the hangmen at work in Lincoln. But from the early nineteenth century onwards we have some fairly substantial records. However, it is not until the famous and well-documented executioners; William Calcraft, James Berry, William Marwood, the Billingtons, Albert Pierrepoint, Steve Wade and Harry Allen, that we can add to the narratives of hanging at Lincoln with some biography of these men. Readers are referred to the books by Steve Fielding for this information.


Lincolnshire boasts the most innovative and humane of the famous hangmen; William Marwood was born in Horncastle and learned his trade, along with his advance in the use of the long drop, by hanging animals and bags of flour. James Berry, the Bradford hangman, carried out some work at Lincoln, including the hanging of Mary Lefley, of which he left a detailed account in his memoirs. In 1684, the notorious Judge Jeffreys came to the city, but as far as we know he did not hang anyone; at that time he was Lord Chief Justice.


Finally, it must be said that the legal and criminal history of the city is a factor in the tourist and heritage identity of Lincoln. It is a provoking experience to visit the castle, walk up the sharp slope to the Lucy Tower and see the sombre circle of gravestones belonging to executed felons beneath the trees, or to stand at the door of what was once the death cell and imagine the cries and despair of those about to die. What makes this experience yet more melancholy is the certainty that some of these unfortunates have since been proved innocent. The most prominent of these is Priscilla Biggadike. In the Lucy Tower we can still make out the initials ‘P.B.’ and the date, 1868. We know that she was innocent: Thomas Proctor confessed to the crime on his deathbed in 1882.


Not all murders ended in convictions of course, and the county is full of obscure and dramatic references to killings for which the perpetrator either did not hang or for which there was never an arrest. An example of this is a tombstone in the Sanctuary at St Mary’s Church, Long Sutton, which bears the inscription ‘Alas poor Bailey.’ This refers to Dr John Bailey, a surgeon killed on the Tydd road on 21 April 1795, and whose murderer, Thomas Newman, was never caugh but confessed on the gallows (see chapter 49).
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The Wig and Mitre, showing the connection with castle and assizes. (Author’s collection)
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Steps leading to the burial ground for felons. (Author’s collection)
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The entrance to the Lucy tower, burial place of the executed killers. (Author’s collection)




1


WILLIAM KILLS WALTER


William Malbis, 1203


This case is included to give one example from very early criminal history, and a perusal of the assize rolls for Lincolnshire up to the end of the fifteenth century show just how rare it was for a hanging to be the sentence, given that there were so many acquittals. A potential felon was tried at the assize, usually in Lincoln if it was the Easter term, but for the other terms of the legal year, the accused were tried in London. Many ran out into outlawry, many paid fines and some were imprisoned.
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