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FOREWORD


When I was involved in filming the last series of Murder Most Foul, first shown on Channel 4 in 2007, it occurred to me that in over thirty-five years of service in the police force I have seen an unbelievable change in the way that my colleagues approach the investigation of murder. In just those few decades, the advancement of scientific knowledge as well as technology has brought about a complete revolution in proving guilt or otherwise, of eliminating suspects and reducing the risk of missing microscopic, yet vital, pieces of evidence. This is a far cry from the early years of my service in the 1970s, when the stereotypical image of the ‘big-footed copper’ destroying evidence as he blundered about a crime scene was perhaps more of a reality than we might like to admit.


What would our Victorian colleagues think – when many of the crimes in this volume were committed – of major investigation techniques of the twenty-first century? Is it perhaps any wonder that serious miscarriages of justice took place, that innocent men were sent to ‘the drop’, and that some offenders literally ‘got away with murder’ in those formative years of rudimentary investigation?


This book brings together many accounts of murders throughout the West Country, from yesteryear to comparatively modern times. The individual stories are retold in a way that makes it quite clear that the authors have spent countless hours of painstaking research, approaching each subject in a non-judgemental way and bringing the facts of the case to the reader in a clear, independent and concise manner.


Browsing through the varied and intriguing stories has literally been a trip down memory lane for me. As a fresh-faced young constable it was the indefatigable Dr Denis Hocking, the county pathologist of Cornwall mentioned throughout many of these accounts, who taught me how to prepare a body for his examination. My first post-mortem with him was late at night in a dim gas-lit stone mortuary at the rear of Cornwall’s Launceston Town Hall, when he had come direct from an evening function, still dressed in bow tie and evening dress. I was to meet him countless times throughout the county at various ‘morgues’ until his retirement some years later.


I’ve trod the beat along the streets of Falmouth, passing by the deserted and boarded up tobacconist shop (‘Murder on Christmas Eve, 1942’) wondering at what horrors took place all those years before in that gloomy building. My time as Community Constable at Constantine and Mawnan Smith brought me into contact with those people of the village who well remembered the events of the murder of Mr Rowe (‘Murder of a Recluse, 1963’) and made me realise that although years might pass, memories and pain last a lifetime. Even more recently during my service at Tavistock I rode my police bicycle along the same moorland lanes of Peter Tavy village that Constable Callard walked when he attended the double murder there (‘Atrocity at Peter Tavy, 1892’), resulting in his early retirement due to the trauma he suffered during the investigation.


This book pulls no punches in bringing out the facts, but it does so in a compassionate and factual manner, without being ghoulish. If these following murderous stories, covering the length and breadth of the West Country, leave you better informed as to how dastardly events of the past have shaped the development of modern-day police investigation, then this volume is well-worth the effort it took to meticulously research it.


Simon Dell, MBE QCB


Devon & Cornwall Constabulary




INTRODUCTION & ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


Over the last two or three centuries, a select few British murders – more often than not those committed by serial killers – have enthralled and horrified the nation. Others have been reported, made headlines and since then been little remembered except by the few, or by true crime historians.


The West Country may have few monsters of depravity on the scale of Jack the Ripper, the more recent Yorkshire Ripper, the Moors Murderers, or the Brides in the Bath Murderer, to name but a few, yet rural and urban Cornwall, Devon, Somerset and Bristol have all had their fair share of cases, which held attention beyond the immediate locality for a while. John ‘Babbacombe’ Lee, ‘the man they could not hang’ in 1885, has achieved semi-legendary status; the unsolved triple murder in the Maye family in 1936 provoked endless discussion for many years; and the guilt or innocence of Matthew Weekes, hanged in 1844 for the murder of Charlotte Dymond, continues to be a matter of debate to this day in the Bodmin area of Cornwall; while the brutal slaying of Sarah Watts in 1851, for which the prime suspects were tried but acquitted, cast a spell for some time.


These and many other cases of domestic differences between married partners or lovers which ended in tragedy, atrocities involving children, robberies which ‘went wrong’, and others, all feature in the chapters which follow.


We would particularly like to thank members of our families for their constant help, encouragement and support, namely Richard Sly, John Higginson, Kim and the late Kate Van der Kiste; the many friends who have ably assisted us, particularly Simon Dell MBE, Stuart Edwards, Dr Ian Mortimer, and Derek Fisher; and our editors at The History Press, Matilda Richards and Beth Amphlett.


Nicola Sly and John Van der Kiste, 2009




ALSO BY THE AUTHORS


ALSO BY NICOLA SLY















	

A Ghostly Almanac of Devon & Cornwall




	

Oxfordshire Murders









	

Bristol Murders




	

Murder by Poison









	

Cornish Murders (with John Van der Kiste)




	

Shropshire Murders









	

Dorset Murders




	

Somerset Murders (with John Van der Kiste)









	

Hampshire Murders




	

Wiltshire Murders









	

Herefordshire Murders




	

Worcestershire Murders












ALSO BY JOHN VAN DER KISTE















	

A Divided Kingdom




	

Gilbert & Sullivan’s Christmas









	

A Grim Almanac of Devon




	

Kaiser Wilhelm II









	

Berkshire Murders




	

King George II and Queen Caroline









	

Childhood at Court 1819–1914




	

Kings of the Hellenes









	

Cornish Murders (with Nicola Sly)




	

Northern Crowns









	

Cornwall’s Own




	

Once a Grand Duchess (with Coryne Hall)









	

Crowns in a Changing World




	

Plymouth History & Guide









	

Dearest Affie (with Bee Jordaan)




	

Princess Victoria Melita









	

Dearest Vicky, Darling Fritz




	

Queen Victoria’s Children









	

Devon Murders




	

Somerset Murders (with Nicola Sly)









	

Devonshire’s Own




	

Sons, Servants and Statesmen









	

Edward VII’s Children




	

Surrey Murders









	

Emperor Francis Joseph




	

The Georgian Princesses









	

Frederick III




	

The Romanovs 1818–1959









	

George V’s Children




	

William and Mary









	

George III’s Children




	

Windsor and Habsburg















chapter one


Cornish


MURDERS




1


‘DO, WILLY, GO AND CONFESS’
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Wadebridge, 1840
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On 8 February 1840, the merchant ship Orient was sailing en route from Manila to Cadiz. As it drew near St Helena its captain, Edmund Norway, was writing a letter to his brother Nevell, a well-known and highly-respected local timber and general trader, aged thirty-nine, who lived in Cornwall. Having finished his letter, Norway recorded in the ship’s log that he retired to bed at about 10.45 p.m. His sleep that night was anything but peaceful, being disturbed by what he later described as a ‘dreadful dream’ in which he ‘saw’ his brother riding along the road from St Columb to Wadebridge. To his horror he dreamed that Nevell was accosted by two men, one of whom grabbed the bridle of the horse he was riding. A pistol was fired twice, but Captain Norway heard no sound. Then he saw one of the men strike his brother, causing him to fall from his horse. Nevell was severely beaten, dragged by the shoulders across the road and left for dead in a ditch.


When called to watch at 4 a.m., Captain Norway recounted his nightmare to his second officer, Henry Wren, remarking that in the dream a house which he knew to be on the right-hand side of the road had inexplicably moved to the left-hand side. Although Wren made light of the dream, joking about the superstitions of Cornishmen, Captain Norway was sufficiently disturbed by it to record the details in his ship’s log.


Back in Cornwall, on 7 February, there had been a rare incidence of highway robbery. The victim, a miller named Derry, had enjoyed a prosperous day at Wadebridge market and had stopped at a public house on his way home to spend some of his profits. As he enjoyed a few drinks, he failed to notice that he was being closely but surreptitiously watched and, on leaving the pub, he had ridden only a short way when three men jumped out of the hedge and knocked him off his horse. Somewhat befuddled by the effects of his celebratory drinks, Mr Derry was unable to offer much resistance as the men rifled through his pockets, making off with approximately £75.


On the following day Nevell Norway set off to ride home from Bodmin to Wadebridge. It was a moonlit night and, for the first part of his journey home, Nevell was accompanied by a farming acquaintance, Abraham Hambly. The latter was aware of the robbery of Mr Derry and, as a precaution, he had armed himself with two pistols, vowing to ‘let daylight into the person of any man who might venture to attack him’. They parted company at Mount Charles gate, leaving Nevell to complete his travels alone. His road was isolated, but even at that late hour, quite well travelled.


He would have passed the house at Clapper, belonging to Mr Pollard. Just before Norway rode by, Pollard received a visitor, a preacher named Mr Harley. Seeing a man waiting outside the house, Harley had assumed that he was a manservant and had handed him his horse. When the mistake was discovered, Pollard and Harley went outside to investigate, finding the horse safely tethered to a fence and the mysterious stranger nowhere to be seen.


Later that night, John Hick and Christopher Bowen were riding the same route. On reaching Sladesbridge, just outside Wadebridge, they were hailed by a man shouting, ‘Stop! The horse is gone on before.’ Assuming that the man was tipsy, the two riders hurried on their way, but before long they spotted a loose horse in front of them, which galloped away as they approached it. A passer-by told them that he too had seen the horse and it bore a strong resemblance to Mr Norway’s grey mare. Feeling uneasy, the two men went to Nevell Norway’s house. Not wishing to alarm Nevell’s wife, they instead approached his waggoner, Thomas Gregory, told him about the loose horse and asked if his master was at home. Gregory checked the stables and found that the horse had returned home riderless, bearing a heavily bloodstained saddle.


Hick and Bowen rode off in search of a surgeon, while Gregory and another servant, Edward Cavell, set out to retrace Norway’s route home in search of the missing man. It did not take them long to find him. About two miles away, at North Hill, they noticed some scuff marks on the road, as if something had been dragged across it. Lifting their lantern, they could just make out a bulky shape lying in a ditch at the roadside. It was Nevell Norway, who lay seemingly lifeless on his back in the water, his feet pointing towards the road.


Hoisting the body onto the horse, they made haste back towards Wadebridge, meeting Hick and Bowen on their way. The two men had roused surgeon Mr Trehane Tickle from his bed, and it was he who examined the body at Norway’s home, pronouncing him dead. He determined that the victim had received several blows to the head and face from a blunt instrument, causing severe injuries. It was noted that one wound on the chin was darkened, as if contaminated by gunpowder. There were severe cuts to the insides of his lips and he had a broken nose and a particularly deep wound on one eyebrow, beneath which the bone was fractured. The surgeon also found numerous skull fractures which, he determined, would probably have killed him instantly.


When the servant, Edward Cavell, searched his master’s clothes, he found his wallet containing £25 in notes, watch and penknife, but noticed that an ivory writing tablet that Norway normally carried was missing, as were his purse and keys. Returning to the place where the body had been found Cavell and Gregory, accompanied by William Norway, a brother of the deceased, found evidence of a struggle having taken place. There were numerous bloodstains at the scene, along with two distinct sets of footprints from what looked like hob-nailed boots and the marks of a bare hand being drawn across the ground. They also found the broken hammer of a gun or pistol and, at a distance of 16ft from the first bloodstains, a button from Norway’s coat, broken into three pieces. His hat lay in a nearby field. In the same field, they spotted a loose dog, which they described as dark bodied, white-faced and ‘high on its legs’.


Over the next few days, the same dog was frequently seen at the murder site and, in the belief that its owner might be in some way connected with the murder, several attempts were made to catch it. The dog evaded capture for some time and, even when it was finally trapped, police were unable to establish who the owner was. It was rumoured by local gossips – falsely, as it happened – that the dog had led police to the bloodstained clothes of the murderer, buried in a field close by.


The death was reported to coroner Joseph Hamley the following morning, and he immediately travelled from Bodmin to hold an inquest at the Ship Inn, Wadebridge, that afternoon. Having listened to all the evidence, he requested that members of the public should leave the hearing and recommended that magistrates should investigate the matter further.


The magistrates did not have an easy task. Nevell had been a popular and well-respected businessman in the town, and on the day of his funeral every shop in the town closed for the day. Over 3,000 people took part in the funeral procession, including many of the town dignitaries. Several funds were set up, partly to assist Norway’s widow and also to cover the expenses of investigating the crime. Some of this money was put forward as a reward for the apprehension of the murderer and an offer of £100, a small fortune in those days, brought forth a mass of information, almost more than the police could cope with. People were so keen to help with the murder enquiries (and perhaps to get their hands on the reward) that the daily meeting of magistrates in the Molesworth Arms public house quickly descended into chaos. The police were stretched to follow all the leads that came flooding in and, in sorting the wheat from the chaff, wasted a great deal of precious time investigating completely innocent people. They were soon forced to call in two police officers from London to assist in their enquiries.


One man who did provide a useful lead was shoemaker John Harris, who had travelled the same route as Nevell Norway and had noticed two men loitering at the place where the murder was later committed. His description of the two men, particularly of their being ‘of short stature’, led police to question James Lightfoot, a labourer and petty criminal from the small hamlet of Burlawn, just outside Wadebridge. When twenty-three-year-old James was arrested on suspicion of murder, the nervous reaction of his brother William, aged thirty-six, aroused police suspicions and he too was arrested and taken before the magistrates. Panic-stricken, William sang like a canary, believing that by betraying his brother, he could not only save himself but also claim the £100 reward.


The Lightfoot brothers were sons of the sexton of St Breock near Wadebridge, and had a reputation for being layabouts and ne’er-do-wells, opting for an easy life of crime over an honest day’s work. Their criminal exploits included stealing poultry, poaching and housebreaking, in both Cornwall and Devon. Nevell Norway and his family had always treated the Lightfoots with kindness, offering them employment and even helping them financially in times of need. Yet, despite this generosity, neither brother seemed at all perturbed at being brought before the magistrates nor showed any sign of remorse. Both appeared more interested in searching the crowds for familiar faces than in the legal proceedings.


Several witnesses were called to give evidence. One, Richard Caddy, testified that he had been at William’s house on the night of the murder and that William had arrived home late, his trousers soaked to the knees. To explain his wet clothes, William claimed he had fallen into a well.


Richard and Elizabeth Ayres, and Elizabeth’s mother Betty Bray, were neighbours of James. They told of retiring to bed on the night of the murder, and then being woken in the early hours of the morning by a commotion from the house next door. James’ wife was crying noisily while James beseeched her loudly to ‘Lie still, damn thee, or folks will hear you.’ Her response was that she would not lie still and could not care who heard her.


Richard Caddy had visited James’ house on the morning after the murder. There he had seen a distinctive pistol, heavily decorated with brass work. He noticed that the lock and stock were missing but could not draw any further information from James, who simply mumbled about shooting a cat and damaging a screw.


It seemed that the cat story might have been concocted in advance by the two brothers to explain away any bloodstains. Labourer William Verdoe heard about the cat from William Lightfoot who, on the day after his brother James was arrested, turned up for work unusually early and explained that James was ‘taken up’. Lightfoot told Verdoe that his brother had shot the animal on the previous Wednesday, bloodying the pistol. He blamed Betty Bray and her family for the trouble his brother was in, saying that if it had not been for them hearing James coming home so late nobody would have been any the wiser. Although a shot cat was subsequently found in James’ garden, Constable William Bray was later able to prove that the pistol stock had been intact and attached to the murder weapon when the animal was despatched.


On 13 February PC Bray conducted a thorough search of James Lightfoot’s cottage without finding anything of note. His companion, Constable Joseph Carveth, asked Lightfoot about the pistol and he too was told the story of the cat. Although reluctant to answer any questions about the pistol, the constables persisted and eventually James retrieved the barrel from a ceiling beam and handed it over. The barrel of the pistol contained powder, and, on closer examination, Bray found that it appeared to have been separated very recently from the stock.


A further search of James Lightfoot’s house on the following day revealed a paper screw of gunpowder in the pocket of a waistcoat belonging to James and two concealed powder flasks, one empty and one containing powder. In an upstairs room, the police also found the barrel of another gun, while numerous slugs were discovered hidden at various locations around the house. Meanwhile a local farmer had discovered a bundle of papers and a bunch of keys in a furze bush, in a field near where the murder was committed. The keys were found to fit Nevell Norway’s house and Norway’s brother identified the papers as being accounts, some in his brother’s handwriting, some written by his clerk.


Grace Verdoe, William’s mother, had visited Burlawn and witnessed the ongoing search for the missing pistol lock. She appealed to William Lightfoot’s better nature, saying, ‘If you are free, Jemmy [James] is free; if he is guilty, you are guilty. Do, Willy, go and confess.’ Her pleas fell on deaf ears. Even when she took him to one side and begged him to tell her about the pistol, he continued to pretend that he did not know what she was talking about. At this, Grace became exasperated. ‘You know what you have done,’ she told William. ‘If you don’t confess, I shall tell what you have told my son. If I were you, I would confess, and probably you may have the reward. But if it do go bad with you, perhaps your children will have it.’ And with that, she went straight to the house of the local constable, telling his wife to pass on the message that William should also be ‘taken up’ for his part in the murder.


Both men were escorted to Bodmin Gaol and, on the journey from Wadebridge to Bodmin, each brother was keen to implicate the other. Their journey was broken by a stop at the murder site, where the brothers were persuaded to point out where they had concealed Nevell Norway’s keys, personal papers and purse. When shoemaker Richard Harry removed a dresser in settlement of a debt owed to him by James Lightfoot, the missing ivory notebook was found beneath the dresser.


Both men made their confessions before the magistrates. William maintained that his brother had knocked Mr Norway from his horse and beaten him, having first shot at him twice with a pistol, which failed to fire. James’s confession accused William of beating Norway with a stick, following the misfiring of the gun, although he admitted to striking the victim several times himself with the butt end of the pistol and assisting his brother in dragging the body to the roadside ditch. In due course they were committed to the assizes for trial.


Shortly before proceedings opened on 20 March 1840, a labourer gathering sticks near the murder site made a significant find. He pulled a stout stick from the hedgerow, which was about fifteen inches long and had a large oval knob on one end measuring about four by three inches. The other end had been whittled with a knife, roughened as if to prevent it being snatched from the hand of an attacker. Despite lying abandoned for some weeks, partially covered in mud and washed by the rain, it still appeared to bear significant traces of blood. The labourer promptly took the stick to magistrates in Wadebridge, where they took steps to try and establish a connection between the weapon and the Lightfoot brothers.


The trial in Bodmin was besieged by crowds of people all hoping to watch the proceedings, many having arrived at the court as early as 6 a.m. The javelin men, whose job it was to escort the judge, had to belabour the spectators with their javelins in order to clear a path. Charged with the wilful murder of Nevell Norway in the parish of Egloshayle by beating him over the head and inflicting mortal wounds, both men impassively pleaded ‘Not Guilty’.


The prisoners were not legally represented in court, although they were allowed to question the witnesses themselves. They made the most of this opportunity by contradicting as much of the evidence against them as they possibly could. William Verdoe was accused of lying, as was another witness, William Roche, who testified that he was at Bodmin market on the afternoon of the murder and had observed William Lightfoot watching Nevell Norway as he took out his purse to make a payment. London policeman Charles Jackson introduced evidence he had obtained from James during the journey from Wadebridge to Bodmin, to the obvious displeasure of the judge who maintained that he had no right to question the prisoner when he had been committed to appear before magistrates.


The evidence presented at the trial was much the same as that which had been heard by the magistrates. Among the witnesses who testified was Thomas Dungey, a turnkey at Bodmin Gaol, where the brothers had been held in custody pending the trial. According to Dungey, William had been troubled by a guilty conscience on first arriving at the gaol and had wished to unburden himself. He had then confessed his part in the murder to Dungey, stating that it was he who had grabbed the bridle and that he had hit Norway with a stick after James’ pistol had misfired. He still maintained that James had struck the fatal blow, he believed with the pistol.


Dungey had left William at that stage and gone to the cell where James was confined. Apparently James had greeted him with a smile, which angered Dungey who exclaimed, ‘Good God! How can you smile knowing this dreadful thing hanging over your head?’ The gaoler then proceeded to question James about his part in the murder. The judge, Mr Justice Coltman, interrupted to ask if the prisoner had been cautioned at this stage, to which Dungey replied that he had not. At this point, the judge put an end to Dungey’s testimony against James, the evidence having been obtained in such an ‘objectionable’ way.


Once all the evidence had been presented to the court, the judge spoke to each prisoner in turn. First he turned to William, saying; ‘If you have any account of this matter to give, you may tell your story or you may say whatever you wish about it.’ All William had to say was; ‘I never murdered Mr Norway.’ Offered the same opportunity to speak, his brother James said only ‘I never murdered the man.’


Next, both prisoners were asked if there were any witnesses that they wished to be called. James Lightfoot declined to call any, but William asked for four – two miners named Wills, John Rouncevell and Mary Carveth. William proposed that since all four had seen him leave his home on the day of the murder at about 3 p.m. and, since he lived about six miles from Bodmin, their testimony would cast doubt on the evidence of William Roche who had testified that he had seen Lightfoot observing Norway in Bodmin an hour later. The miners did not appear, but both Rouncevell and Carveth were called. Both seemed vague about the actual time when William Lightfoot had been seen leaving Bodmin. Rouncevell agreed that it was at ‘about’ 3 p.m., but could not be certain to within half an hour or so. Carveth also testified that William had left at about that hour, but had told the time by her clock, which she admitted was fast.


In summing up the evidence for the jury, Mr Justice Coltman was fair enough to remind them that a substantial reward had been offered for information, and that such an offer often tempted people to exaggerate or falsify evidence. He stressed that if there were any doubts in the jurors’ minds, then the prisoners should be given the benefit of that doubt. Once again he questioned the admissibility of the evidence obtained by Jackson, saying that it was quite beyond the limits of duty of a constable to go into examinations and re-examinations of a remanded prisoner. He eventually ruled that Jackson’s evidence was admissible, while cautioning him against obtaining a confession by such means in the future.


The judge pointed out that the statement obtained by Jackson could only affect James, since it was he who had confessed; it could not be considered as evidence against William. He also stated that he thought that it was improper for a gaoler to go from prisoner to prisoner to get evidence, so he had disallowed part of Dungey’s testimony against James. Next the judge reiterated the evidence of Rouncevell and Mary Carveth for the benefit of the jury, stating that, if true, it made a strong case for suggesting that William could not have been seen in Bodmin at 4 p.m. on the afternoon of the murder.


Despite these wise words, the jury deliberated for only two minutes before finding both defendants guilty, and it was left to the judge to don his black cap and order that they each be hanged by the neck until dead. He urged the prisoners to prepare immediately to meet their God and to spend what little time remaining to them appeasing their offended Maker.


The Lightfoot brothers remained seemingly unconcerned at their fate. James asked to address the court in order explain how he had been drawn into the situation by his brother, whereas William was heard to ask for refreshments. Even after they had been taken to Bodmin Gaol, they still showed little concern for their situation and certainly no remorse, despite both having expressed regret for the murder in their earlier confessions to the magistrates. They acknowledged that the robbery of Mr Derry on the day before the murder of Mr Norway and the fact that the robbers had escaped detection had inspired them to commit a similar crime in order to obtain money. They also admitted to being heavy drinkers and to indulging in petty crime, with William putting his troubles down to ‘bad company and keeping unholy the Lord’s Day’. Meanwhile James confessed to having stolen the pistol from a Mrs Kendall of Mawgan, a statement that seemed at odds with the previous assertions of both brothers that they had never before committed highway robbery or robbed either a man or a house.


During their imprisonment in Bodmin, the brothers were in close contact with the prison chaplain to whom William promised a full confession. In the end none was forthcoming and William took the truth of Nevell Norway’s murder with him to the grave. On the day before the brothers were hanged, the chaplain conducted a service in the prison chapel during which he asked the other prisoners to pray for their souls, pointing out that they could still enter heaven should they truly repent. Among the prisoners, only William and James showed no emotion at this service, although guards later heard William exhorting his brother from his cell to pray, and both men were observed kneeling in the early hours of the morning on which they were condemned to die.


The day of the execution saw Bodmin deluged by a constant stream of would-be spectators. Fearing a riot, authorities distributed notices entreating people to behave decently and maintain order. Meanwhile, the condemned men ate a hearty breakfast before leaving final messages for their wives and being led to the scaffold in chains. On their way to the gallows, they paused to shake hands with assembled dignitaries.


James was visibly afraid and trembling, but drew strength from his older brother who, as the rope was placed around his neck and the cap pulled over his eyes, again reminded James to pray. He then called for Parson Cole to come to his side, telling him ‘I die happy’ and asking to be remembered to his wife and family who, he hoped, he would meet again in heaven. Finally William beseeched his family to shun the paths of vice, not to break the Sabbath and to attend church regularly. When asked if he had anything to say, James too asked to be remembered to his wife and child and urged them to go to church.


These were the brothers’ last words. The Lord’s Prayer was recited and the chaplain made one last appeal to the Almighty to grant the sinners salvation. At this, the signal was given to the executioner to proceed. The bodies were displayed to the public for one hour before being cut down and buried without ceremony in the coal yard at the front of the prison.


It seems as though both men had seen highway robbery as an easy way of making money. After the attack on Mr Derry, they were, as William put it in his confession ‘determined to enrich ourselves by similar means.’ Whether they intended to go as far as actually killing someone is debatable. As William wrote, James visited his house on the day after the murder, saying; ‘Dear me, Mr Norway’s killed!’ However, since they were known to the victim, it is probable that his death was the only way to ensure his silence.


Anecdotal evidence after the execution indicated that the brothers had already committed at least one other highway robbery. A labourer returning home from work was accosted by the brothers and relieved of his week’s wages – the sum of 9s. The victim pleaded with his attackers not to take all of the money, as without it his wife and family would starve. Eventually the robbers agreed to give him back 2s, at which the labourer ran for home as fast as he possibly could. Soon he became aware that his attackers were following him. He quickly hid, hearing them pass by cursing and shouting, threatening to kill him if they could catch him. When the coast was clear, the labourer emerged from his hiding place and, on arriving home, was astonished to find that his attackers had mistakenly given him two sovereigns instead of 2s.


Perhaps the strangest aspect of the case is the uncannily accurate prediction of the murder by the victim’s brother who, despite being thousands of miles away, ‘saw’ the whole scenario played out in a dream. The only difference between the content of the dream and what actually happened was the positioning of a house, which mysteriously moved from one side of the road to the other. It later emerged that since Edmund Norway’s last visit to the scene, the layout of the road and been changed and the cottage he recalled so well had moved from the right to the left-hand side of the road.


Nevell Norway left behind a widow, Sarah, and six children unprovided for, but a subscription of £3,500 was made for their use, a noble testimony of the generous feeling of the public and the high estimation in which his amiable and spotless character was held. Sarah, who was also his first cousin, did not long survive her husband. Three years younger than him, she died at the age of thirty-six on 6 August 1840, the cause being recorded on her death certificate as ‘hart [sic] disease’. Husband and wife are buried together in the churchyard at Egloshayle, about one mile from Wadebridge. Reflecting the esteem in which Norway was held in the area, the inscription on the headstone of their joint grave reads: ‘Sacred to the memory of Nevell Norway, Merchant of Wadebridge, aged 39 years, murdered on 8 February 1840.’
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The grave of Nevell Norway, the ‘Merchant of Wadebridge’, in Egloshayle churchyard near Wadebridge. (© Nicola Sly)





The six children were all below the age of nine. The eldest, Arthur, was to become the grandfather of Nevil Shute Norway, who published several novels as Nevil Shute. In 1942 another novelist, John Rowland, published The Death of Nevill Norway, a work of faction which Shute made an unsuccessful attempt to have suppressed on the grounds of privacy.


[Note: In various contemporary accounts of the murder, the victim’s forename is alternatively spelled Nevill.]
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‘SEE WHAT A WRETCHED END I HAVE COME TO’
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Camelford, 1844
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Rough Tor, which lies on the fringes of Bodmin Moor, can be a bleak and desolate place, often shrouded in thick mists and low cloud. Dominated by Brown Willy, the highest natural peak in Cornwall, it is a wilderness broken only by granite outcrops, grazed by sheep and a few hardy moorland ponies. A shallow stream provides a source of drinking water for the animal inhabitants and close to this stream can be seen a sturdy granite monolith, marking the site of the tragic murder in 1844 of a young servant girl, Charlotte Dymond.


Charlotte was born in the nearby coastal village of Boscastle. Although her real parentage has never been reliably established, she was rumoured to be the illegitimate daughter of the village schoolmistress. If this was true, it had the potential to cause a scandal of epic proportions in such a small, close-knit village. The untimely birth of a daughter to a woman of such high social standing in the community would explain why young Charlotte, her very presence causing her mother untold embarrassment, was placed in service at the earliest possible age. Her first position was as a maid at Penhale Farm near Davidstow, owned by a 61-year-old widow, Phillippa Peter, who ran the holding with the assistance of her 38-year-old son, John. Here Charlotte met farm labourer, Matthew Weekes.


Six years older than Charlotte, Matthew could hardly be described as a good catch. By all accounts he was short, with a heavily pockmarked face caused by a childhood bout of smallpox, a pronounced limp and several missing teeth which gave him a permanent expression somewhere between a smirk and leer. He compensated for his appearance by dressing much more flamboyantly than would be expected of a farm labourer of the period, favouring velvet jackets and fancy waistcoats. His interest in clothes was one that he shared with Charlotte who, despite her lowly status, took great pride in her appearance, often adorning herself with scarves, beads and other trinkets. Although sometimes described as shy, Charlotte liked to make herself as attractive as possible to the opposite sex and was not averse to some gentle flirting on occasions.


Even if Matthew was not the most handsome man in the neighbourhood, he was steady and thrifty with his wages, and when Charlotte left to take up employment at another farm nearby, they began formally walking out together. Soon, to Matthew’s delight, Charlotte returned to work at Penhale Farm where their relationship flourished – until an old workmate of Matthew’s, Thomas Prout, arrived on the scene. Both men soon started arguing and Thomas threatened to steal Charlotte’s affections. Harsh words were exchanged, and the situation worsened when Charlotte was given notice to quit by her employer. Matthew must have felt as though his world was falling apart.


In the event Charlotte did not leave her employment, mainly because she had nowhere else to go. Yet while still living under the same roof as Matthew, she was seen in animated conversation with his bitter rival. Earlier that morning, Matthew had been in high spirits, teasing Charlotte with a letter which he held just out of her reach. Now the sight of his beloved Charlotte together with Thomas sent him into a state of jealous agitation.


Shortly after talking with Prout, Charlotte dressed herself in her best clothes and left Penhale. It was late afternoon on Sunday 14 April 1844 when she tried to sneak away for a secret tryst. Challenged by her employer, Mrs Peter, who was determined to find out where she was going so late in the day, Charlotte managed to evade the question before leaving, closely followed by Matthew, also dressed in his Sunday best and carrying an umbrella to protect them both from the rain.


Matthew was expected to be back in good time to do the evening milking. However it was 9.30 p.m. when he returned to the farm alone. Asked where Charlotte was, he mumbled that he did not know and soon found himself facing a barrage of questions from Mrs Peter as to Charlotte’s whereabouts. Mrs Peter stayed up waiting for Charlotte long after Weekes had retired for the night but, by milking time the following morning, she still had not returned.


According to Matthew, he had only walked with Charlotte for a little way before they parted company. Alone, he had walked to nearby Hallworthy, intending to visit the Westlake family, but on his arrival, everyone except Sally Westlake had been out. Over the next few days, under intense questioning, he first suggested that Charlotte might have run off with Thomas Prout. Finally he told ‘the truth’ – Charlotte had taken up another position working for Mrs Peter’s niece in Blisland. The letter offering her the position was the very one that he had been teasing her with on the morning of her disappearance. Concerned, Mrs Peter pointed out that Blisland was a 10-mile walk across the moors and, having set out so late in the afternoon, Charlotte could not possibly have reached her intended destination by nightfall. At this, Matthew argued that Charlotte could have stayed overnight with a neighbour, Cain Speare, who lived at Brown Willy, before resuming her journey in the morning.


Over the next few days, Matthew was the subject of much speculation by local people who suggested that he might have harmed Charlotte to prevent his rival from having her. Gossip and rumour abounded in the small community, until Mrs Peter felt obliged to tackle him once more on the subject of Charlotte’s mysterious disappearance. Once again he managed to evade her questions by retiring to his bed, ignoring her parting remark: ‘Matthew, I am quite frightened. If you have hurted [sic] the girl, you ought to be hung in chains.’ When a Mr Bethson asked Matthew what he had done with the girl, the answer was, ‘I don’t know where she is gone, but if she is found murdered, they will take up her mother for it, for she said she would kill her if she came home again.’ Though her mother’s aversion to her daughter was well known, nobody thought for a moment that the former would be responsible for her murder.


A worried Mrs Peter waited until Matthew was out tending bullocks in the yard the following morning before asking her son John and another labourer, John Stevens, to check the facts as he had related them. Exactly one week after Charlotte had last been seen, the two men set off to Brown Willy and Blisland in pursuit of the truth. Seeing them leave, Matthew must have got wind of their errand. He went immediately to his bedroom and once again changed into his best clothes before leaving the farm, refusing to answer questions on where he was going, but promising to be back in time for supper that evening.


Meanwhile Mrs Peter’s daughter, Mary Westlake, came to visit her mother and effectively broke Matthew’s alibi. He had not visited the Westlake family as he had claimed. Now even more concerned for the safety of her maid, Mrs Peter and her daughter decided to search Matthew’s belongings. To their horror, they found a handkerchief belonging to Charlotte in the pocket of the jacket he had worn on the day of her disappearance. They also found his heavily mud-stained trousers and a badly torn shirt that had been clumsily mended. A day or two earlier, Matthew had asked John Stevens, one of the other servants, for a needle and thread to sew a button to his shirt collar. John expressed surprise as the garment was a new one, but Matthew said it had been badly sewn. When Mrs Peter examined the shirt she found that it was not only new, but of good quality and particularly strong. She also found several spots of blood on the sleeve.


By nightfall, there was still no sign of Matthew. However John Peter and John Stevens returned with distressing news; there had been no offer of a job and Charlotte had not stayed at either Blisland or Brown Willy. Not until the following Tuesday morning, nine days after Charlotte had vanished, was a search party organised. Acting on information from two local farmers, both of whom claimed to have seen a young woman accompanied by a man with a distinctive limping gait, they concentrated their search on the fringes of the moor where, almost miraculously considering the length of time that had passed, they identified a woman’s footprints in the damp ground. Opposite were a man’s footprints, close enough to suggest there might have been a struggle.


These prints led searchers to a marshy area near Rough Tor Ford, where Charlotte’s body was soon discovered lying partially submerged in the stream, her throat slashed from ear to ear. Surrounded by pools of diluted blood, Charlotte lay with one arm stretched above her shoulder, the other by her side. One knee was bent upwards, part of her bodice had been torn away and her dress was raised above her knees with one of her stockings pulled halfway down her leg. Her treasured coral beads were scattered around her head.


A surgeon, Mr Good, was summoned to examine the body, which he loaded onto a cart, returning it to Penhale Farm where it was placed in an outbuilding. After a more detailed examination of Charlotte’s body, the surgeon concluded that she had died as the result of the horrific wound on her neck which, he surmised, had been caused by a rather blunt knife or similar cutting instrument. He could not rule out the possibility that the wound had been self-inflicted, but felt it unlikely and he further stated that Charlotte was not pregnant, nor could he find any evidence of sexual assault.
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Rough Tor on the edge of Bodmin Moor, where Charlotte Dymond was killed in April 1844. (© Nicola Sly)
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The stream on Rough Tor where Charlotte was killed. (© Nicola Sly)
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Charlotte Dymond’s grave, St David’s Church, Davidstow. (© Nicola Sly)





Back on the moors, searchers were still combing the area for any trace of Charlotte’s missing clothing. Her shawl, scarf, bonnet, shoes and the pattens that she had worn over her shoes to protect them from the mud were eventually found covered by moss, hidden in a bloodstained pit, almost half a mile from where her body was found. Her gloves and black silk handbag were still missing.


Several miles away, the prime suspect Matthew Weekes was visiting old friends at Coad’s Green. His friends found him pensive, preoccupied and uncharacteristically reticent when it came to answering questions about his beloved Charlotte. When the young daughter of the house proudly boasted about owning a handbag, Matthew briefly produced a lace-trimmed black bag from his own pocket to show her.


Local police were already on Matthew’s trail. Aware that he had relatives in Plymouth, Constable John Bennett hastened to the city and, quite by chance, bumped into Matthew on Plymouth Hoe, accompanied by his sister and her husband. He was immediately taken to Hallworthy Inn, Davidstow, where a search of his person located the missing gloves concealed in his jacket pockets. On this discovery he was charged with Charlotte’s murder and summoned to appear before ‘King John’, the magistrate John King Lethbridge. He was then escorted in a cart to Camelford, then a gig to Bodmin, where he was committed to gaol to await his trial.


Numerous witnesses now came forward to testify that they had seen the couple on the moor that fateful Sunday afternoon. Although their accounts did not conclusively prove that the sightings had been of Matthew and Charlotte, the circumstantial evidence against Weekes was persuasive. Besides, he had effectively been condemned by gossip and innuendo, even before Charlotte’s terrible fate was known.


Matthew was not allowed to give his own version of events in court, but maintained his composure in the face of a guilty verdict from the foreman of the jury. Only when the judge pronounced the death sentence did he react at all, slumping backwards in a faint, before being carried unconscious from the courtroom by two guards.


While awaiting his execution, Matthew seemed ashamed at having brought such disgrace to his family. In contrition he allegedly made a full confession, stating that he and Charlotte had initially walked together making idle conversation. Then he had jealously accused his girlfriend of behaving disgracefully with another man and, to his horror, the woman he loved so much had turned her back on him, retorting that she would do as she pleased and had nothing more to say on the subject. At this he had seen red, pulling out his pocketknife and lunging at her. Even then, he maintained that he had come to his senses and put the knife away without harming her and that it was only when she repeated her remarks that he lashed out again, this time with fatal consequences. Panic-stricken by the sight of Charlotte’s body toppling to the ground, blood gushing from her neck, he had quickly hidden her clothes and fled, discarding the bloodstained knife as he ran.
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A memorial to Charlotte Dymond, erected on Rough Tor near the scene of her murder. (© Nicola Sly)





In Bodmin Gaol, the illiterate Matthew dictated two letters which he signed with his cross. In one, he asked his family to distribute his few personal belongings and urged his brothers to adopt a more Christian way of life. He addressed the second letter to his former employer, Mrs Peter, forgiving her for standing as a witness against him and thanking her for her kindness to him. He also thanked the judge and jury for giving him his just desserts and the chaplain for his endeavours to save his soul. And, in both letters, he made an impassioned plea to other young men and women not to place too much trust in the opposite sex, saying; ‘See what a wretched end I have come to by loving too much’.


Weekes was executed at Bodmin Gaol before a crowd of almost 20,000 spectators on 12 August 1844. His body was suspended by the neck for the customary one hour and one minute, before being cut down and buried without ceremony in an unmarked grave in the prison grounds. Yet he was immortalised, forever tied to his true love by the wording inscribed on the granite monument, erected by public contribution, that still marks the site of her tragic demise:


This monument was erected by public subscription in memory of Charlotte Dymond who was murdered here by Matthew Weekes on Sunday April 14 1844.


The two lovers are also commemorated in a poem, The Ballad of Charlotte Dymond, by Charles Causley.
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‘I SUPPOSE IT WAS TEMPER’
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St Erth, 1909
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In the early years of the twentieth century there was often more opportunity for miners to work abroad than at home. One young man who discovered this for himself was William Hampton, of St Erth, who spent a year or so working in the United States. Yet the pull of home remained strong, and in November 1907, at the age of twenty-one, he returned to his home town. Early the following year he became engaged to Emily Barnes Trewarthen Tredrea, who lived in a cottage nearby in New Row, Old Vicarage Gate. She too came from a mining family. Her father John also spent long periods away from home as he had found work in the mines at Johannesburg, and she shared the cottage with her mother Grace, and her three younger siblings.


In the spring of 1908 Hampton moved into the Tredreas’ cottage as a lodger. Towards the end of the year, he said that he was expecting to go to work in America again, but would not stay there long. By the time he returned, they would have enough money to marry and settle down together in a home of their own at or near St Erth.


Emily was a bright, cheerful girl of fifteen, and the neighbours said she always seemed to be singing. However the course of true love did not run smoothly in this case. Grace Tredrea had known William since he was a boy, and thought he would make her daughter an excellent husband, but after a while Emily had second thoughts. She was increasingly irritated by his uncouth manners and persistent swearing; at length she realised she no longer cared for him, to the extent of telling one of her friends in the village that she hated him, was afraid of him, and feared he might kill her. On Saturday 1 May 1909, she told him it was all over between them and she wanted to break off the engagement.


At first he did not react, and he probably assumed she would reconsider. It was equally probable that Grace Tredrea’s presence in the house acted as some kind of restraint on his behaviour. This was not the case on Sunday night, when Grace had to go out at about 10 p.m. to look in on her elderly mother, who suffered from a bad leg and needed to be kept a regular eye on. Unaware of any problems between the young couple, she was happy to leave them in the house. Also at the house were William, her nine-year-old brother, her sister of five, and the fifteen-month-old baby. The latter started to cry as Mrs Tredrea was about to leave, so she was brought downstairs and Emily held her in her arms, trying to settle her. Sometime after she had put her little sister down another conversation ensued, and Emily told William Hampton that she had not changed her mind. She did not want to have anything more to do with him. At this he lost his temper, grabbed her, threw her on the floor and pressed his hands tightly around her throat.
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St Erth. (© Nicola Sly)





William had been upstairs in bed, asleep. He was woken by what he later described as ‘a kind of rattling noise’, and got out of bed, partly dressed, then went downstairs to see what was going on. He saw Hampton with his sister on the floor, his knee on her body, keeping her down, with his thumbs around her throat, choking her. His first instinct was to go and fetch their mother, and tried to leave the house. Hampton would not let him go; ‘Step back, I am going out in a minute, and you can go out with me.’ William asked what the matter was with his sister, and Hampton said she was very sick. The boy insisted that he wanted to go into the garden. Aware that it would make no difference to his ultimate fate, Hampton allowed him to go.


Before William left the house, he saw Hampton lift Emily up and try to make her stand in the corner of the room. As she was almost certainly dead by this time, there was no point, so he then placed her in a chair, her head falling limply to one side. William went as quickly as he could in the direction of his grandmother’s house. He had only gone a few yards when he heard the door bang, and as he looked back he saw Hampton leaping over the hedge near the house and running off in the direction of Hayle.


Grace Tredrea soon came home, followed immediately by PC Ashford, who had been alerted to the problem. On arrival they found Emily’s body still in the chair where Hampton had placed her. The baby was in another armchair, and it was assumed that Emily had put her there while she went to get a cup of tea and some biscuits. Between them, Ashford, Frank Trevaskis, the local postmaster and his brother carried the body upstairs and attempted artificial respiration, but it was too late. Ashford then started to search for Hampton. They checked the house, garden and outhouses, but there was no sign of him.


News travelled fast, and already several of the neighbours were aware that trouble had been brewing. Ashford enlisted the services of several young men with bicycles, who went to Hayle, Levant, and other villages in the district to tell the policemen what had occurred, and to ask them to join him at St Erth where their presence was needed. Another local resident, Cardell Williams, came and offered to give Emily artificial respiration again, though it was too late. Two policemen soon arrived, as did Dr Davis, who made a thorough examination of the body. He found very severe injuries to the throat; such had been the pressure of Hampton’s hands that the skin was torn, and there was a small bruise on the left temple, which might have been caused by a blow sustained in a struggle.


By now the police had obtained a full description of Hampton. Sergeant Kent organised a search party, and there was no shortage of volunteers to help. They called at his father’s cottage, searched in several outhouses, and even checked a deep pit near the church in case he had jumped in. However Hampton was aware that there would be no hiding place for him, and he surrendered to the inevitable. After running out of the house, he went across the fields to Foundry, Hayle, and then to Copperhouse. After some hesitation, at around midnight he met two constables near the police station.


‘Have you heard the news?’ he asked them, and then added, ‘I might as well give myself up.’ When they asked him what news he was referring to, he said, ‘I think I have killed a maid at St Erth.’ Roberts questioned him further, and asked Hampton how he did it. ‘I choked her,’ he told him. After a few more questions, Roberts said it was ‘rather a funny story’ (one assumes he meant funny in the odd sense), and suggested that perhaps the girl was not dead. Hampton was more positive; ‘I think she is dead right enough, because I picked her up and she could not stand, and then I put her in a chair and her head fell over one side, meat came out of her mouth, and her lips were black.’


Why did he do such a thing, the policeman asked. ‘I was going with her, and now she won’t have anything to do with me. I suppose it was temper that caused me to do it.’ Roberts took him into custody, and then went to St Erth to tell Sergeant Kent that the search could be called off. All his helpers were relieved, as many had sworn they would not go to bed that night unless they heard that the killer had been captured.
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