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At Newbury a witch perceived to have been walking on water (though she was later found to be floating on a plank), caught the bullets fired by Cromwell’s troops and chewed them!









INTRODUCTION


Book No. 13. Yes, this is the thirteenth book that I have inflicted on the no longer unsuspecting public. Personally I can only shoulder 50 per cent of the blame, as Sutton Publishing approached me with the idea via the lovely Lyn Low of Bookends at Wokingham. They say that an author has made it when publishers approach him (or her) instead of sending a steady stream of sympathetic and photocopied rejection slips. If I have made it the fame is restricted to a couple of counties and the fortune has so far eluded me. I have, as yet, been unable to pack up the day job.


Now to the book: A Grim Almanac of Old Berkshire. I looked up grim in my dictionary, incidentally a dictionary that only goes from B to W having shed fifteen pages at either end. ‘Grim’ – of stern or forbidding aspect, relentless, joyless. Oh dear, I hope my regular readers do not find this book so. I hope I have touched upon the scary, blood-lusting, thrill-seeking, pleasurably frightening side of grim and occasionally the jovial and almost flippant aspect of grim; a sort of Grim(m)s fairy tale. There is, however, one very distinguishable difference between this book and a fairy tale: every one of the 380 reports is absolutely true and taken mostly from newspapers of the time.


Now for the almanac side: I cannot give a dictionary definition of almanac for the reasons stated above, but I think most people know what one is. When I first took on this labour of love I realised it was going to be difficult; murderers, rapists, burglars, suicides, natural catastrophes and even ghosts cannot be relied upon to appear on specific days. For instance you might get three murders on 4 April and then none until 10 July. What was I to do?


Cheat? Nay, too strong a word. Be flexible, that’s more like it. Thus ‘A’ went missing on 1 August, the search party was sent out on 2 and 3 August, the body found on the 4th. ‘B’ was questioned on the 6th, arrested on the 7th, charged on the 9th, made a local court appearance on the 11th. He appeared at Crown Court on 6 October, was convicted on the 7th, sentenced on the 8th and hanged on the 10th. Therefore the same event gives an author a dozen different opportunities for inclusion. After discovering this flexibility, life became a little easier.


My next problem was to find enough ‘grim’ facts to fill 365 days (note this isn’t an almanac for leap years). After numerous trips to libraries in Newbury, Reading, Slough, Maidenhead, Windsor, Bracknell and Wokingham, it became clear that I would have no trouble filling the book. I began to wonder what to leave out.


Those few readers who have read Murder in Old Berkshire, I’ll be Hanged and Final Commitment realise that I have dealt with the vast majority of the county’s murders up to 1950. It was impossible to omit these, as it would be impossible to write a ‘grim’ book without including fifty or so murders. However, I have kept these reports to a minimum and the vast majority of the grim tales here have never been seen in book form before. I hope you enjoy them.


Finally, when I was a kid and watching a Hitchcock film, shaking like a leaf, my old mum would say: ‘Don’t worry, they are only actors, they’ll all be having a cup of tea later.’ So, nervous reader, don’t worry when you read about burning babies and witches, tortured prisoners, ears being cut off, gossips, and lodgers who decapitated their landladies: it all happened a long time ago. But then I wonder if the Berkshire man who murdered three wives, boiling the last one for lard, resembled the cheerful chappy next door? I leave you with this comforting thought: however bad horrors were in the old days, they are far more prevalent today.


Unfortunately, today’s Berkshire, neatly bisected from east to west by the M4, is a strip of land 50 miles long and 10 miles wide – you know, the annoying piece of country between the outskirts of London and welcoming Wiltshire.


‘Twas not always so. One day in the early 1970s we awoke to find that Oxfordshire had stolen Abingdon, Faringdon, Wallingford, Wantage and about a dozen villages. We got Slough in return though! (I shall discreetly refrain from mentioning Betjeman.)


At the time of the ‘grim’ happenings detailed in this book, every site and event was firmly ensconced within the boundaries of the Royal County of Berkshire. I make no apology for this and I cannot be held responsible for the past actions of boundary commissioners. I hope the reader will enjoy reading this book as much as I enjoyed writing it.


Later I intend to go for a stroll on the Berkshire Downs, you know, those hills in the south of Oxfordshire.


Roger Long


Crowthorne, 2004









JANUARY
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A gunner from Aldershot could remember nothing since New Year’s Eve when he was brought before Wokingham Magistrates Court on 3 January 1937. (Bob Wyatt)





1 JANUARY1863 On New Year’s Day 1863 a small party of boys from the newly formed Wellington College at Crowthorne could be seen carrying a long and heavy piece of timber. From Wishmoor Cross along the Devil’s Highway and across Broadmoor they laboured until they reached their destination and the applause of their colleagues. The prize, an ancient gibbet, adorned one of the dormitories for several days until it was discovered by Dr Benson, the headmaster. At his insistence the trophy was relocated to the wild and windswept Wishmoor Cross where it ultimately rotted away.


Among the criminals hanged at Wishmoor Cross in the mid-eighteenth century were the Wokingham Blacks. They led a lawless existence. Robbing with impunity, blackmailing and intimidating without fear of the law, they prospered. Terrified of, or related to, the Blacks, the local populace survived a nervy coexistence.


The local gentry, however, grew a little tired of the gang. The Blacks, a nickname gained from their dark attire and blackened faces, were becoming more audacious by the day. Led by William Shorter, the Blacks’ actions were swift and awesome. A magistrate, who had killed one of their dogs at Bagshot, returned home to find his house on fire. Sir John Cape, another magistrate who had sentenced a Black to a term of imprisonment, found his new plantation destroyed. The son of a caretaker who had annoyed them was waylaid by four Blacks and beaten to death. A local farmer’s son was blasted to death through an open window at Eversley. Thus they maintained their nefarious existence with impunity. The local dignitaries and sheriffs met in secret, many law officers thought to be in the employ of the Blacks were excluded. A very secretive plan was formed.


A trusted man was sent post-haste to London with instructions to contact Sir John Fielding (brother of Henry Fielding, the novelist), Commander-in-Chief of the Bow Street Runners. In the autumn two runners, Chalk and Fowler, especially selected for their rugged countenances and disguised as travelling labourers, arrived at Wokingham fair. The amount of money they spent was conspicuous, and it was but a short time before they were noticed by three young Blacks, who immediately struck up a conversation. Chalk, seemingly the worse for drink, became talkative, much to the annoyance of Fowler. Chalk informed his intent listeners that they were professional witnesses. If a lawyer was a little short of witnesses, to prove a conviction or an alibi, one could be bought and paid for with little trouble from just outside the court. (Incidentally, these men were known as ‘strawshoes’ because of ears of corn sticking out of their boots showing their availability.) Chalk informed his new friends that some lawyers paid a regular retainer to ‘witnesses’ and that he would gladly introduce them to such a man at Holborn the following week.


Unbeknown to Shorter and his fellow leaders, the three young Blacks kept a rendezvous with Chalk at a Holborn tavern. As their host bought them a drink they turned to find themselves looking down the barrels of a dozen pistols. Under the persuasion of the Bow Street Runners the Blacks told all, and a complete troop of horse grenadiers was drafted down to the forest. After a pitched battle no fewer than twenty-nine gang members were arrested. William Shorter, however, remained at large with three of his lieutenants. Baptist Nunn of Bigshot Rayles had been intimidated by Shorter into paying him money. Realising that he would be demoralised by the loss of so many men, Nunn informed a trusted sheriff of his intended meeting with Shorter at Crowthorne, the venue for which was a disused hunting lodge. Wary of a trap, Shorter and his men had watched the building for several hours before Nunn arrived, but as they entered the building a dozen runners surrounded them. The four men were taken without a struggle.


The indictments at Reading Court ranged from trespass to murder. Shorter and his three lieutenants were hanged and their bodies hung in chains on various parts of the moor. Shorter himself was displayed prominently at Wishmoor Cross where the three counties and four parishes meet.


2 JANUARY1915 Local newspapers reverberated with headlines such as ‘Dam Bust’. Mayor Norketts’s two-year-old dam at Maidenhead gave way under extreme flood conditions; houses and many acres of farmland were destroyed, but there were no fatalities.


In 1913 Norketts’s dam was complete, following many years spent securing both moral and financial support. The dam was said to have been weakened by legal agreements from the start. With the best of intentions, however, the earthworks went up and the unemployed helped trample them down tight. On 15 September 1913 the dam was opened: it was 4ft high, 3ft wide at the top, 15ft wide at the base and 1,000ft long. It was built complete with sluice gates, had cost £300, employed forty-five men in the building work and lasted two years.


3 JANUARY1937 A total loss of memory was pleaded by a gunner stationed at Aldershot when he was brought before magistrates at Wokingham. The soldier stated that he had been drinking with friends in town on Christmas Day lunchtime after which he remembered nothing. Sergeant Palmer of Wokingham police said that he arrested the man in Reading Road after the report of three house break-ins in the area. When he was searched at Wokingham police station, the man had secreted about him a notecase, a lady’s handbag and a second notecase containing a £5 note. All of these items had been taken from the break-ins. Magistrates decided that because of the gravity of the charges and the vast amount of money concerned the soldier should be sent to the assizes.


4 JANUARY1845 This day brought the news of a terrible murder at Salt Hill, Slough. Newspapers reported that Mary Ashley had heard screams coming from the cottage next door, the residence of John Tawell, his common-law wife Sarah Hart and Tawell’s two children. As Mrs Ashley approached the house she noticed someone walking quickly away and asked him what was amiss. He ignored her and carried swiftly on. Mary Ashley discovered Sarah Hart in severe pain, and she died before a doctor could be contacted. Dr Champney listened to Mary Ashley’s story and her description of the man of Quaker appearance. Realising he could do nothing for Sarah he set out to trace the suspect. Champney knew of Tawell’s liking for dressing as a Quaker and it was no surprise to him that Mary Ashley didn’t recognise him as he was so seldom at home.
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A scene from the trial of John Tawell. He was charged with the murder of Sarah Hart at Slough on 4 March 1845. Tawell was the first British criminal to be caught by electric telegraph. (Author’s Collection)


Tawell reached Slough station, took a train west to Windsor, got off and then returned to Slough before going on to London – an obvious attempt to put would-be followers off the scent. Tawell, however, had two pieces of bad luck. Firstly the engine driver noticed his unusual behaviour and secondly the tenacious and resourceful Dr Champney had seen him at Slough station and requested the staff to use the new electric telegraph to contact London police. Sergeant Williams followed Tawell from Bishops Road terminus to a nearby Quaker lodging house. Thinking Tawell to be safe for the night, he retired.


Police raided the lodgings at 7 a.m. but Tawell had already absconded. He was later arrested at the Jerusalem coffee shop known to be a favourite haunt of his. Tawell was tried before Judge Baron Parke in March 1845. There was no shortage of drama: Sarah Hart’s mother fainted while giving evidence, and Fitzroy Kelly, Tawell’s attorney, brought forth billows of laughter by stating that the prussic acid found in the victim’s stomach could have been caused by eating too many apples. A London chemist deposed that Tawell had bought prussic acid from him the day before the murder and so a farcical alibi was torn to shreds by the prosecution, thereby setting the seal on Tawell’s case.


Tawell, showing a misguided confidence, had ordered dinner at the White Hart at Aylesbury. The meal was never eaten. Tawell was convicted, sentenced and hanged, his place in criminal history ensured by being the first murderer entrapped by the new-fangled electric telegraph.


5 JANUARY1883 At Maidenhead petty sessions a woman, who gave the name of Louise Hedges, was charged with being drunk and disorderly. PC Varney found the prisoner sitting on a water trough singing and carried her to the police cells. She was sentenced to be taken to the edge of town and sent on her way. Also on this day Jake Sexton was convicted of keeping a ferocious dog. The dog attacked neighbour James Hooper. Sexton was fined 3s 6d and sentenced to ten days in default. The dog was sentenced to death.


6 JANUARY1776 Twelve prisoners broke out from Reading gaol. On Monday 8 January the Reading Mercury and Oxford Gazette printed a report of 7 January:




Yesterday morning, between the hours of one and two, 12 prisoners confined in our county gaol for different felonies found means, by the help of a saw, to get into a loft over a cell in which they were usually secured. From this place they contrived a method of getting on to the roof, part of which they untiled and affected an escape by the assistance of a rope. Three of them have since been taken and brought back to their old lodgings and the strictest search is making after the rest.





Nine descriptions then follow and the piece ends with a reward: ‘Any person apprehending any of the above felons, shall receive a reward of two guineas for each so apprehending to be paid by me John Hill Gadler’.
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On 6 January 1776 twelve prisoners made an escape from Reading Gaol. (Berkshire County Library)


7 JANUARY1883 Windsor Borough Epiphany Sessions. Thomas Edes and William Smith were charged with knowingly possessing two counterfeit shillings. Ann Carroll, common-law wife of Smith, was charged with uttering (putting into circulation) one of the said coins. The case lasted nearly two days and involved over thirty witnesses, including high-ranking officers from Her Majesty’s mint and specialised weights and measures personnel. Numerous shopkeepers and police officers were also involved. Smith and Edes were found guilty and sentenced to one year’s imprisonment with hard labour. Ann Carroll was also found guilty and sentenced to a year in gaol.


8 JANUARY1886 Richard Dadd, a very talented artist from a middle-class family, died at Broadmoor Hospital, Crowthorne. In his early twenties he became a member of ‘The Clique’, mixing with such company as Augustus Egg, William Powell Frith and John Phillip. In 1843 Dadd returned from the Grand Tour and it was noticed by his family and friends that he was mentally unbalanced. He would lock himself in his room and paint pictures of friends with deep gashes across their throats. Dadd’s physician, Dr Alexander Sutherland of St Luke’s Asylum, advised that Dadd should be confined. Unconvinced, Dadd’s father, Robert, took his son on a trip to Cobham in Kent where they took lodgings at The Ship. During a walk by a chalk pit, called Paddock Hole, Richard Dadd committed a frenzied attack on his father with a knife and razor, leaving the poor fellow dead.


Richard Dadd fled across to France and down to Paris. He might have stayed at liberty a lot longer had he not attempted to cut the throat of a fellow passenger on a stagecoach near Fontainebleau. As a result Dadd was taken into custody in France, extradited to England, taken before Rochester’s magistrates and remanded to the assizes at Maidstone. There he was found unfit to plead and taken to Bedlam Hospital at Southwark. At Bedlam he was permitted to paint and turned out some of his finest works. Later he was transferred to Broadmoor Asylum where he died in 1886.


Also on this day at Windsor Court, Henry Fellows was brought up and indicted with his fifty-first drunk and disorderly charge. Sentence: seven days’ hard labour.
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Richard Dadd, the artistic genius who murdered his father at Cobham, Kent, died on 8 January 1886 in Broadmoor. The murder took place on 27 August 1843 and the body was later found in a chalk pit which was renamed Dadd’s Hole. (Author’s Collection)
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The unfortunate William Diggle lived at Broadmoor until his death. (Stewart Evans)


9 JANUARY1883 At the assizes held at Abingdon, William Henry Bristow (aged eighteen) Samuel Herbert (aged seventeen) and Francis Sanders were put on trial accused of attacking John Barker at New Wood. Two prisoners were accused of stealing a pocket watch and 11s. All three prisoners brought forth a host of witnesses placing them elsewhere at the time of the assault. Verdict: not guilty.


10 JANUARY1645 The execution of William Laud, Archbishop of Canterbury. Laud was born in Broad Street, Reading, in 1573. He was short and nicknamed ‘Little Vermin’. His father and mother were born in Wokingham. His uncle Sir William Webbe was Lord Mayor of London. Laud was educated at Reading Free Borough School and became a fellow of St John’s, Oxford. In 1626 he became Bishop of Bath and Wells, Privy Councillor in 1627, Bishop of London in 1628, Master of the Ecclesiastical Situation in 1629 and Archbishop of Canterbury in 1633. Laud was Charles I’s right-hand man from 1629 to 1640, a period known as ‘The Eleven Years of Tyranny’. This enabled him to be a benefactor to Reading and successfully order its charter. Laud made many enemies and was finally thrown into the Tower by Parliament. In 1645 he was beheaded at Tower Hill.


11 JANUARY1831 Of all those arrested, charged and convicted after the 1830–1 farm riots only one man in the county of Berkshire was actually hanged. Many were sentenced to death but were finally reprieved and transported for life: England needed strong workers in the Colonies. At noon on 11 January 1831 William Winterbourne climbed the scaffold alone. He knelt briefly in prayer and then, without a word to the small silent crowd, took the drop.


12 JANUARY1951 William Diggle (aged twenty-six) of Bury, Lancashire, took the Broadmoor dive to death. He had gained access to an outer door while cleaning and eventually found his way to the roof. After waiting ten minutes he made a swallow-dive. At the Coroner’s Court death was attributed to haemorrhaging, caused by a skull fracture.


13 JANUARY1787 John Johnson of Coleport, London, was not expected to live after being beaten in a bare-knuckle fight staged at Wokingham. Johnson fell unconscious after a two-hour boxing match with a man named Ward from Bristol.


14 JANUARY1887 Michael Kelly, an extremely dangerous offender, escaped from Broadmoor in an unusual way. While helping a painter outside the walls, Kelly, a native of Boston, Massachusetts, pointed in the direction of a small copse and shouted, ‘Look at all those rabbits’. The painter looked away and when he looked back Kelly was running at a great pace some 50yds in the distance. The painter didn’t know whether to give chase or sound the alarm. As Kelly was 6ft 4in tall and of an extremely violent nature the painter decided on the latter course. Kelly was never caught, but in 1910 he returned to Broadmoor Asylum. He was a very poor old man and wanted to live the rest of his life secure in Broadmoor. Several retired warders were summoned to verify that the old man’s claim to a place at the asylum was genuine; he was identified and permitted to remain.


15 JANUARY1898 Richard A. Prince (born Richard Miller Archer) was committed to Broadmoor. Prince, a talentless and poverty-stricken actor, had knifed to death William Terris, a very talented and wealthy actor, outside London’s Adelphi Theatre. The motive would seem to have been jealousy. Prince had a chip on his shoulder against Terris, believing he had caused him to be sacked on a previous occasion. On the contrary, Terris had gone out of his way to find Prince walk-on parts (he was capable of little else) and had helped Prince financially on numerous occasions. Doctors and police were soon on the scene, but nothing could save Terris. Prince, who offered no resistance, was apprehended by a man named Greaves who was a long-standing friend and companion of Terris. The Adelphi, where Terris was appearing with Jesse Milward, was closed for a week. On 13 January 1898 Prince pleaded not guilty at the Old Bailey. The poor would-be actor finally had his large audience, but the trial only lasted one day. Prince was found to be guilty but insane, and was soon despatched to Broadmoor.


16 JANUARY1766 This was the day of the first Newbury bread riots. A vast number of the poor attacked stallholders at Newbury market. Stalls were overturned and carts burnt. To quiet the mob, bakers reduced their prices by 2d. Unpacified, the mob marched to Shaw Mill where machinery was smashed and flour dumped in the river. Over the months things worsened: other mills were attacked and a mill-owner killed. Finally troops were called in, order was restored and many marchers were transported.


1828 A gang of no fewer than a dozen young poachers entered the grounds of Crutchley Park, Sunninghill. Splitting into groups of three the men were successful, jubilant and noisy; loud enough, it seems, to attract the attention of head keeper Mansell, who gave chase, blowing his whistle for assistance. Weighed down as the poachers were with firearms and ill-gotten gains, the head keeper was soon within striking distance of them. One man turned and blasted Mansell in the chest; he fell, terribly wounded. Thinking him dead they dragged his body into the undergrowth.


At this point they were approached by Robert Glasspool, the assistant keeper. Summoned by his governor’s whistle he had witnessed the actions from afar. Although outnumbered, he was determined to hold on to at least one of the poachers, but he was beaten to the ground and kicked senseless by his adversaries. The three young thugs took to their heels, but not before they had robbed Glasspool of a particularly fine set of new boots.


The keepers were found in a horrendous condition; Mansell survived but was crippled for life. No stone was left unturned as a large troop of constables from four counties and aided by dragoons questioned every known poacher in the area. By the end of February nine men were in custody. Six received lengthy prison sentences for trespass and poaching. Three young men, Henry Burnett (aged twenty-two) of Hounslow, Thomas Field (aged twenty-one) of Egham and Samuel White (aged twenty-one) of Englefield Green, were accused of shooting Mansell, knocking Glasspool to the ground and stealing his boots. The trial was brief and the verdict a foregone conclusion. On 22 March 1828 a vast crowd watched the hangings. The Reading Mercury gave a graphic description that ended with: ‘Samuel White’s rope slipped causing him protracted suffering for several minutes, Burnett died instantly and Field without much pain.’


1891 The Warren Farm tragedy occurred at Wash Common near Newbury. It was a freezing cold night when Superintendent George Bennett arrived at the farm. He was greeted by a demented man and shown two still bodies. The bodies were those of Sydney Heath, who had apparently been shot while playing the piano, and Annie Marie Chamberlain, his sister. She had been shot in the back as she headed for the front door. Sydney at the piano had literally had his brains blown out; they were scattered across the keyboard of the piano and a large part of his skull was in the corner of the room.


The demented man was John Chamberlain, husband of Annie Marie and owner of Warren Farm. An account of the tragedy supplied by Chamberlain was outlined as follows: John had asked Annie to ask her brother to join them that evening. John had made a will and as Annie and Sydney were joint executors, he wanted to discuss some minor details with them. On arrival Sydney, an accomplished pianist, left the others in the kitchen while he amused himself on the piano in the sitting room. After a few minutes Annie stated that she wanted to spend some time with her brother to discuss some matters appertaining to the will. John agreed. Several minutes later John heard the shotgun blast. He rushed in to find his brother-in-law blasted at the piano and his wife holding his shotgun with her finger on the trigger. Fearing that Annie might let loose the other barrel he grappled with her, and this resulted in the fatal wound in his wife’s back.


It was John Chamberlain’s contention that Annie had intended to kill herself, and a suicide note of sorts was discovered. At the Coroner’s Court much was made of Annie’s being mentally unbalanced and even more of how she had come to be shot in the back. After much deliberation the jury returned with the verdict of accidental shooting by her husband while she was attempting suicide. They concluded that Sydney Heath was shot by his sister during her temporary derangement. Over the following days there was intense press speculation about John Chamberlain. It was discovered that he had been adopted by the Chamberlains and had been born Moses Belcher Whitehorn. He had already inherited from a previous death and would benefit from Annie’s, having recently taken out a massive life insurance on his wife. Makes you wonder, doesn’t it?


1939 PC Selwood received a call at Reading’s Eldon Road police station at 10.45. The call came from a local police call-box. Selwood listened intently as a man’s shaky voice stated: ‘Go to 44 Rodway Road – I’ve lost my head’. Asked to elucidate the caller reiterated: ‘Just go to 44 Rodway Road’, then replaced the receiver. PC Selwood communicated through another police box to PC Trotman of the CID. Trotman in turn rushed to the original box where he found a man who looked ill and white and was shaking uncontrollably. ‘I’ve done her in. Please get me a solicitor. I know I shall be hung,’ gasped the shaking man between sobs.
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PC Selwood answered the telephone at Eldon Road police station to frightened murderer Sydney Pricket. ‘Go to 44 Rodway Road’, the scared voice said, ‘I’ve lost my head.’ (Berkshire County Library)


Later Detective Inspector Knight forced his way into 44 Rodway Road, Tilehurst, the home of Mr and Mrs Sydney Pricket. There he found Mrs Edith Pricket lying on a bed. There were pressure marks around her throat and blood on the pillow. She had been dead for some hours. The body was later identified by PC Timms, the unfortunate woman’s brother. A post-mortem examination proved that death had been caused by asphyxia.


On 16 May 1939 at Reading Assizes Sydney Pricket was charged with the murder of his wife Edith Pricket. He pleaded guilty but insane. Evidence was given as to Pricket’s long history of mental illness. Convicted, he was despatched to Broadmoor Asylum.


17 JANUARY1872 On this day Broadmoor was the destination of Christiana Edmunds, the notorious Brighton chocolate poisoner. Edmunds was convicted at the Old Bailey of the murder of a young lad, Sydney Albert Barker, and the attempted murder of Mrs Beard, wife of Dr Beard, a Brighton GP. Edmunds had an insatiable infatuation for Dr Beard and found his wife an inconvenience. She therefore sent poisoned chocolates to various residents of Brighton in an attempt to cover up the murder of Mrs Beard. Christiana Edmunds died in Broadmoor in 1907 and was buried in the institution’s graveyard.


18 JANUARY1707 This is said to be the day when Frances Kendrick, a beauty from the famous Reading family, dressed herself as a man and picked a quarrel with a young lawyer named Benjamin Child. A duel was arranged at Calcot Woods. With weapons drawn and seconds at the ready, Frances Kendrick threw down her cloak and mask with the alleged lines:




It was I that did invite you,


You shall wed me or I shall fight you.





Child chose the former and they married at Wargrave on 28 May 1707.


19 JANUARY1915 At Burnham petty sessions William Goom was charged with stealing five trusses of hay, the property of George Edward Dodds. Arthur Joseph Woodley was charged with receiving the same, knowing it to be stolen. As the hay was valued at 12s 6d the case was considered serious enough to go to Reading Assizes.


20 JANUARY1943 Reginald ‘Smiler’ Buckfield arrived at Broadmoor Asylum. Smiler had been convicted of the murder of Ellen Ann Symes on 9 October 1942 in Strood, Kent. The unique thing about Buckfield was that while waiting to be charged he wrote a forty-page work of ‘fiction’, casting himself as a private investigator and Mr X as the villain who slaughtered the young damsel – a thinly disguised version of Ellen Ann Symes. It obviously did no good as Smiler was convicted. He spent many cheerful years at the asylum where he got involved in many and varied activities, not the least of which was being found in very suspicious circumstances with a female warden after lights out.
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‘Smiler’ Buckfield was convicted of murdering Ellen Ann Symes on Friday 9 October at Brompton Farm Road, Strood, Kent. (Stewart Evans)


21 JANUARY1802 A Coroner’s Court sitting at Maidenhead brought a verdict of accidental death in the case of John Quelch, aged thirty, who died of gunshot wounds while helping his master to ‘ramrod home’. The shot took off two of the unfortunate man’s fingers before entering his bowel. All present gave sympathy to Quelch’s young wife who was about to give birth.


22 JANUARY1930 An inquest was set up concerning the mummified remains of a newborn baby found in the belfry of Thatcham church. Workers maintaining the belfry found the body in a small coffin beside an air vent. The foreman deposed that he had opened a small box and was shocked to find the tiny remains inside wrapped in brown paper. A pathologist suggested that the baby may have been strangled and a local undertaker estimated that the makeshift coffin was forty-five to fifty years old. The jury brought an open verdict.
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Thatcham church, where the mummified remains of a newborn baby were found during alterations to the tower. (Brenda Allaway)
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In 1879 the River Thames, near the ferry at Wargrave, was the scene of a fatal skating accident. The ferrymaster’s daughter, ten-year-old Mary Anne Thomas, was drowned. (Brenda Allaway)


23 JANUARY1870 At Sandhurst, the four-year-old daughter of the head laundress at Wellington College died when her dress caught fire. A neighbour, John Hilton, gave brave assistance by wrapping the girl in his jacket, but unfortunately to no avail.


24 JANUARY1877 On this day strangers were seen in the Duke’s Head and Rose and Crown at Sandhurst. Rumour suggested that they were plainclothes police officers on the lookout for Charlie Peace. Charlie was a brutal murderer who had escaped from police custody. He was thought to frequent the area.


25 JANUARY1879 January 1879 was the middle of a very harsh winter. At Wargrave, Colonel Markham of Shiplake House had set out with his teenage daughter to go skating on the Thames. Tiring of the sport the colonel hailed the ferry to carry them across the icy water. On the journey the boat was struck by floating ice and capsized. All four occupants (the ferryman was accompanied by his small daughter) were thrown into the freezing water and swept upstream. The colonel and ferryman succeeded in reaching the bank; Miss Markham was pulled to the side near the George and Dragon thanks to the courageous act of two local men, Fisher and Wyatt; but the ten-year-old daughter of Essex Thomas (the ferryman) was unfortunately lost. At the time there was much made of the Markham’s unfortunate accident in many local newspapers. The class system being as it was, the ferryman’s daughter was only mentioned as an afterthought. It was only quite recently, through the diligence of a local writer, that she was identified as Mary Anne Thomas. Incidentally, there have long been stories of a water ghost near the George and Dragon. A genderless sprite, nicknamed Benji, is said to lure people to their death in the water.


26 JANUARY1887 At Ascot there was an all-out alert as a man resembling Kelly, the Broadmoor escapee, was sighted at Swinley Woods near Ascot (see the 14th). The man turned out to be a harmless tramp.


27 JANUARY1877 A horrendous accident occurred at Wellington College. The house of William Barnes, a butler at the college, collapsed killing his infant daughter Ada. At the ensuing inquest at the Waterloo Hotel reactions naturally ran high and there were many emotive outbursts. Several experts brought in by the family’s solicitors all agreed that improper and deficient bricks had been used in the building of the house.


28 JANUARY1887 Strangers were seen and thought to be undercover detectives. The men called at the Spotted Cow, the Who’d A Tho’t It and the Pig and Whistle at St Sebastian’s near Wokingham. It was assumed they were looking for Charlie Peace. Charlie has become a local legend. Many imagine him to be a romantic highwaymen, but nothing could be further from the truth. Charlie Peace was thief and a double (possibly triple) murderer. He finally met his maker at the end of a rope at Armley Prison, Leeds. Charlie’s main stamping grounds were Manchester, Leeds and Blackheath. It has never been proved that he even visited the area.


[image: Images]


Charlie Peace, the ‘Devil Man’, a master of disguises and amazing escapes. It was thought that the double murderer was once in hidingat Sandhurst. (Stuart Evans)


29 JANUARY1839 Dr Thomas Peacock of Thames Street hanged himself at Sonning. This was the third of three suicides within the week. Sara Tagg of Sonning Eye drowned in the lock and Mrs Silver threw herself into a pond at nearby Woodley.


30 JANUARY1877 This day brought the outcome of the case of Ada Barnes, daughter of the Wellington College butler (see the 27th). The building firm from Sandhurst was found guilty of using inferior materials and was fined £1,000. This crippled the company and put it out of business.


31 JANUARY1887 The last day of the month yielded yet another sighting of Broadmoor escapee Michael Kelly, this time at Windsor, and once again it was totally unfounded. It was later proved that by this time Kelly had already sailed for Boston.
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