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This book is dedicated to Glen and Emmeline – my own adorable ‘little rascals’.
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Introduction


Every county in England has had its rogues, rascals and reprobates over the years – and yet, Essex has perhaps had more than its fair share of them. Even today it is a county with a reputation, though the much-maligned Essex boy and girl are saints compared to some of the sinners that came before them.


Essex can boast (or perhaps rue) a diverse range of villains. Bordering the capital, the county has played an important role in many political events, a number of rebels having plotted and even took up arms against Parliament or the monarchy within its boundaries. And many travellers on their way to and from London had to pass through vast Epping Forest, the stomping ground of highwaymen such as Dick Turpin – perhaps the county’s most famous bad guy.


Despite its proximity to the capital, Essex has more shoreline than most counties in England. Smuggling was a big business and sometimes almost every inhabitant of a village was at it. Essex was – and still is – known as a witch county too. However, the man responsible for bringing witches to justice – the notorious Matthew Hopkins – was perhaps the biggest villain of them all.


Even royalty – who have used the county as a rural escape for centuries – have been more than roguish in their behaviour over the years; adultery and even murder being among their transgressions. Other notable persons of high standing have conspired or cheated to get to the top.


Not all villains in this book actually lived in Essex, but all knew it well or carried out their villainous acts within its boundaries. This is obviously not an exhaustive list of rogues, rascals and reprobates. There have, of course, been far too many. It is just a selection, concentrating on some of the more infamous or interesting bad guys.


It has to be said that sometimes things are not always black and white. Even some of our notorious miscreants may not have been as bad as they have been painted over the years. On the other hand, some of our so-called heroes had a dark side and might not have been as holy as our history books have portrayed them; time has a habit of distorting the truth. While every effort has been made to ensure the facts in this book are correct, one has to admit some of the villains included have become legends, and their lives – often romanticised by scribes over the years – may indeed now resemble something closer to fiction than fact.


One can only apologise to the ‘villains’ who might have felt aggrieved at being included in this book – and to those who might have been disappointed to be omitted!





Paul Wreyford, 2012




Chapter One


Highwaymen


‘Stand and deliver!’





You would not have wanted to hear those words outside your coach on a dark night. Travelling by road to and from London – in particular through Epping Forest – was once a risky business, but a profitable one for highwaymen. No traveller was safe. Even King William III was a victim of a gang of ruffians on one occasion.


Epping Forest was not the only haunt of highwaymen, but it became notorious for those preying on wealthy but vulnerable travellers. It was also home to the most famous bandit of them all.


Dick Turpin


Dick Turpin can stake a claim to being one of the most famous villains the country has ever produced. He is certainly Essex’s pride and joy when it comes to all things bad.


Turpin was not just a highwayman – though that is the trade he is most associated with – but he was also a poacher, thief, burglar and even murderer. His name is synonymous with villainy, though time has been kind to him, the Dick Turpin most know today being a romantic figure in the style of Robin Hood. However, Turpin did not rob from the poor to give to the rich. He stole whatever and from whomever he could, terrorising residents and travellers in and around Epping Forest, which was to Turpin what Sherwood Forest was to Robin Hood.
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The Bluebell Inn, Essex – Dick Turpin’s birthplace.


Richard Turpin was born at what is now the Bluebell Inn, Hempstead, near Saffron Walden, at the beginning of the eighteenth century. He was the son of the innkeeper, a former butcher. He followed in the footsteps of his father, becoming an apprentice butcher in east London, but was dismissed due to his improper behaviour. However, Turpin soon put his new-found butchery skills to good use after discovering that selling meat obtained with his own hands was far more profitable than purchasing it from a farmer. He targeted the cattle of his neighbours, though this might not have been the best idea. According to one account, after stealing two oxen from Plaistow, Turpin was followed home by two of the victim’s servants. Even with two carcasses hanging up in the Turpin abode, more proof was required that these were the two animals from Plaistow. A warrant for Turpin’s arrest was only issued after it was discovered that he disposed of hides at nearby Waltham Abbey, where two oxen skins were subsequently discovered. It is believed Turpin evaded capture by escaping through a back window of his house when the law came to call. It was a significant moment, as it was to lead to a life on the run.
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The plaque on the wall of the Bluebell Inn commemorating Dick Turpin’s birthplace.


Turpin went into hiding and eventually joined the Gregory Gang (also known as the Essex Gang) – a band of poachers and rustlers whose chief place of work was Epping Forest and London. It has to be remembered that the forest was even bigger than it is now. It was the perfect hideaway and also rich with venison. However, poaching deer was not as profitable as Turpin and his colleagues would have liked. Not content to just target helpless animals, the outlaws turned their attention to vulnerable humans. Breaking into isolated homes throughout the forest proved to be even easier and far more rewarding.


Turpin was not an amenable man, and appears to have had few morals or a conscience. One successful burglary took place at Loughton, in 1735, and highlighted the gang’s cruel methods. The elderly resident was told she would be held over her roaring fire until she revealed where her life savings were hidden. Turpin showed little remorse in robbing a vulnerable member of society, and took to the bottle to celebrate a very profitable day’s work. It is said he got so drunk that he failed to turn up to the gang’s next job!


Force was often used on people in their own homes, and it was not long before a reward was offered for the capture of Turpin and his fellow outlaws. Most of the gang were eventually apprehended and either jailed or hanged.


It is believed at this point, that Turpin took another road on his way to the gallows – in more ways than one. He took to terrorising the highway, robbing travellers at gunpoint, and, in doing so, earning his reputation as one of Britain’s most famous criminals.


Life on the road also led Turpin to Matthew ‘Tom’ King, his most famous partner in crime, who was known as the ‘Gentleman Highwayman’. King was also a notable ‘celebrity’, but, according to legend, Turpin obviously did not recognise him when he tried to rob him one day. Believing King to be just another wealthy gentleman on his way through the forest, Turpin stopped King’s horse and produced a gun – demanding the contents of his purse. King certainly knew Turpin and is said to have declared, ‘What is this, dog eat dog?’ He invited the young outlaw to join his gang and Turpin accepted.


Further robberies enhanced the reputations of King and Turpin. Travellers on the Cambridge to London road were forced to carry firearms themselves, fearful of being apprehended by the outlaws.


The gang were based at the heart of Epping Forest, and famously took shelter in a cave in the High Beach area. Bushes and bracken camouflaged the secret hiding place, but while the outlaws remained unobserved, they themselves still had a good view of the road and any unwary traveller. Turpin’s wife is said to have brought the gang supplies and even resided in the cave herself on occasions.
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The road through Epping Forest was once a very treacherous route to take.


It was not long before Turpin was wanted for murder too. A servant to one of the keepers of Epping Forest – despite the gang’s ever-growing reputation – was presumably lured by the reward offered for the capture of Turpin. Some say Turpin at first mistook Thomas Morris for a poacher when he approached him with a gun, but Morris had come for more than rabbits. The highwayman shot the servant dead.


It was not the only time Turpin killed a man, according to some. At about the same time, he is believed to have been responsible for the death of his partner-in-crime King too. ‘Captain’ King, as he was sometimes known, may have escaped with his life when the two highwaymen first met, but it was a bullet supposedly fired by his friend that eventually did for him.


It all started when a traveller was robbed of his racehorse. After his ordeal, the victim raised the alarm, not prepared to let the highwaymen get away with it. Wanted posters were put up throughout London and Essex.


The newly-acquired horse, which some say Turpin named Black Bess, was later spotted outside a tavern in Whitechapel. The landlord of the establishment apprehended King’s brother who had come to collect it. The sibling of King was told that he would be set free if he ‘shopped’ the real culprits and he duly obliged, revealing that his brother was waiting for the horse close by. Matthew King was confronted and reached for his gun, but it did not fire. Meanwhile, Turpin had been watching from a safe distance and rode to the rescue – or Matthew King certainly must have thought that was what he was doing. He shouted to Turpin to shoot their apprehender. Turpin did fire his gun, but the bullet hit Matthew King, and Turpin fled the scene. King did not die instantly and, in fact, lived on for about a week, which was enough time to inform the authorities where Turpin was hiding, but, of course, the elusive highwayman had long gone before they paid him a visit.


Most assume Turpin shot his ally and friend by accident, and he apparently lamented his actions afterwards, but others claim he may have killed King in cold blood, perhaps in an attempt to stop him talking. Other historians are of the opinion it was not even Turpin who fired the fateful shot.


The incident marked the end of Turpin’s reign in Epping Forest. Fearing the game would soon be up for him too, he decided to make a clean break and moved up north to start a new life of crime. He eventually settled in Yorkshire and took on the guise of a gentleman horse dealer named John Palmer. He accompanied fellow gentlemen on shooting parties, and all were oblivious to his real identity and past misdemeanours. They were also unaware he was stealing their horses. It is said that he even resold horses to those he had stolen them from!


The beginning of his end was perhaps, typically, self-inflicted. On returning from a day out with his newfound friends, the rash Turpin needlessly shot a fowl. When he was reprimanded by a labourer, Palmer threatened to shoot him too. A warrant was issued for his arrest.


The authorities soon discovered other crimes committed by the accused were more severe. Turpin might have gone to the gallows as just another highwayman and horse stealer operating in the counties of Lincolnshire and Yorkshire, as his real identity had not yet been discovered. The execution of ‘John Palmer’ would have probably barely raised an eyebrow.


It was the cost of a ‘stamp’ that ensured Dick Turpin would have the send-off he perhaps deserved. While in prison in York, Turpin wrote to his brother-in-law at Hempstead. The letter was returned to the post office unopened, as it appears the brother-in-law, for whatever reason, refused to pay the delivery charge. The letter fell into the hands of a schoolmaster who had taught Turpin to write. He recognised the handwriting and took it to the law. And so, John Palmer was revealed to be the notorious Dick Turpin.


People from all over flocked to York Castle to get a glimpse of the condemned man, though there are some even now who doubt Palmer was Epping Forest’s – and England’s – most wanted outlaw.


Turpin remained true to his character until the last. He even apparently mocked his own fate, hiring personal mourners for his execution. And so, in 1739, Dick Turpin was put into a cart, his mourners in tow, and driven to the gallows. Still seemingly indifferent to his destiny, he is said to have bowed to the crowds before his short, but eventful, life of crime was ended.


Swift Nicks


Author Daniel Defoe was of the opinion that Swift Nicks – and not Dick Turpin and Black Bess – made the legendary ‘non-stop’ ride from London to York. The incredible feat of endurance was accredited to Turpin for many years, but there is no evidence to suggest he made that journey in so short a time.
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The World’s End pub, in the shadow of Tilbury Fort and Tilbury power station, was once the haunt of highwayman Swift Nicks.


Defoe, writing in A Tour Through the Whole Island of Great Britain, attributes the ride to a man named Swift Nicks, of whom little is known. It took place in 1676 – long before Turpin was even born. The author said that the bandit committed a robbery in Kent in the early hours of the morning. Making his escape, he took the ferry across the Thames to Tilbury and rode through Essex, briefly stopping at Chelmsford to refresh. He arrived in York that evening. The idea was to establish an alibi – and it worked. He made sure he was noticed, talking to none other than the Lord Mayor of York while watching a game of bowls. Indeed, when Swift Nicks was accused of the crime and the case came to court, he was acquitted. It was said he could not possibly have committed the robbery being so far away in Yorkshire. Defoe said it was the King of England himself – Charles II – who gave the thief his nickname.


The identity of Swift Nicks has never been discovered. Most claim he was John Nevison – a Yorkshire highwayman who was executed in 1684. The outlaw is believed to have known at least a bit of Essex, however. It is said he frequented the World’s End pub next to Tilbury Fort – it being so close to the ferry – though it is unlikely he would have had much time for even a quick half on that memorable day in 1676. He must have liked a tipple there, however, as his ghost was also said to reside at the riverside establishment for many years following his death.


Defoe himself – who set the beginning of his novel Moll Flanders in Colchester – lived for a spell at Tilbury, so may have learned of the tale of Swift Nicks during that time.


Cutter Lynch


The people of Leigh-on-Sea were blissfully unaware new neighbour Gilbert Craddock was a notorious highwayman.


A good disguise was important to the average highwayman. Some led respectable lives by day, and neighbours were oblivious to what they got up to after dark. It was important they or – in the case of Jerry ‘Cutter’ Lynch – their horse were never identified. This is where Lynch, a notorious highwayman of Leigh-on-Sea, had a problem. While he himself may not have stood out in the crowd, Brown Meg – his trusty mare – certainly did, as she did not have any ears! It meant Lynch had to make some false ones in order that he would not be identified because of his steed’s conspicuous abnormality.
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Lynch, whose real name was Gilbert Craddock, was a respectable London businessman by day. He was educated and a gentleman – or so people thought. Not long before his death in the mid-eighteenth century, Lynch bought Leigh Park House, which was almost a ruin at the time. He and Brown Meg stayed at the Smack Inn on the waterside while renovating the property. His new home became known as Lapwater Hall. It is said the builders wanted more than the set number of pots of ale they had been provided with, prompting Lynch – anxious for the work to be completed as soon as possible – to respond with the suggestion that they should ‘lap water’ from the horse pond if they were thirsty.


Ironically, the same pond was to play a big part in the death of Lynch. His body was discovered in it after officers of the law had given chase. The highwayman was wounded as he tried to escape the authorities. He had managed to get back to Lapwater Hall and, as his pursuers reached his property, had seemingly evaded capture by creeping out of the back of the house. Presumably, officers thought he had given them the slip and gave up the chase, as he was not discovered until the following day. It is believed Lynch had either hidden in the pond or fallen in, his wound preventing him from climbing out of the water. It was said Brown Meg was found close by, along with a pair of wax horse ears.


Sixteen-String Jack


Not all highwaymen kept a low profile. While the likes of Cutter Lynch took pains not to be noticed, Sixteen-String Jack – such was his audacity – deliberately drew attention to himself. He gained his nickname because of his unusual attire, notably the eight coloured tassels that dangled from both knees of his breeches. He wore stylish waistcoats and ruffled shirts, while also donning hats covered with buttons and ribbons. The clothes were as flamboyant as the man that wore them.


The real name of this eccentric of the road was John Rann. He was another to operate in Epping Forest and there is now a pub at Theydon Bois, named in his honour. Rann is believed to have started to don extravagant clothes while working as a coachman to wealthy gentlemen. He probably aspired to be like them, but – realising he would not achieve his goal in this way – eventually became a pickpocket. Even that was probably not as profitable as he would have liked, and he soon realised even more money could be made as a highwayman. Rann operated all over London and not just in Epping Forest. He would openly boast about his life as an outlaw. On one occasion, he is said to have pushed himself to the front of the crowd watching an execution and boldly declared he would one day be the main participant. He was right; Rann was just 24 when he was hanged at Tyburn in 1774.
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The Sixteen-String Jack pub in Theydon Bois.


Despite his outlandish appearance, Rann proved to be hard to get as far as the authorities were concerned. He was accused of various crimes on at least six occasions, but was acquitted each time. As well as being a natty dresser, Rann was a smart talker as well. He is believed to have escaped the gallows on so many occasions because of his guile and brazenness. One of his great escapes came in the same year as his death. Rann was before the famous Bow Street magistrate Sir John Fielding and, when asked whether he had anything to say in his defence, the highwayman coolly replied, ‘I know no more of the matter than you do, nor half so much neither.’ After hours of questioning, Rann, sporting coloured bows in his leg irons and a bundle of flowers fixed to the breast of his coat, was freed.
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The fate of Sixteen-String Jack is made abundantly clear on the pub’s sign.


However, the end of Sixteen-String Jack was not long in coming. Rann was arrested after robbing the chaplain of Princess Amelia. This time he could not talk himself free.


Perhaps unsurprisingly, Rann was brash and seemingly fearless to the end. While awaiting his fate in prison, he is said to have dined in his cell with seven pretty ladies on one occasion, the party going on well into the night.


Even on the day of his execution, this colourful highwayman reputedly showed no remorse or apparent fear, accepting his fate with an air of indifference. Some claimed he even cheerfully swapped banter with the onlookers and danced a jig on the scaffold. It was almost as if Sixteen-String Jack believed his meeting with the hangman’s noose was inevitable – the natural finale to an eventful and theatrical life.




Chapter Two


Smugglers


Essex has more coastline than the average county in England. Low-lying, blessed with many tributaries and hidden creeks, it is perhaps the perfect location for landing illegal cargo.


For many remote villages, smuggling became a way of life – and death. Author Sabine Baring-Gould, in his novel Mehalah, suggested smugglers could be brutes that stopped at nothing. He spoke of a boatload of revenue men who had their throats cut at Sunken Island, and were then buried beneath their upturned vessel in a local churchyard, reputedly at Salcott-cum-Virley – not too far from the writer’s own home on Mersea Island.


Many ordinary and even respected pillars of the community were also involved in the ‘free trade’, including clergymen who often allowed booty to be stored in the church vestry. In the isolated village of Paglesham – surely once the home of smuggling in Essex – it was said the entire community was involved in some way. It was reputed so much gin was landed, locals used it to clean their windows! It is in Paglesham where we find the most famous of all Essex smugglers, a man that did his best to live up to the romantic notion many still have of a smuggler.


William ‘Hard Apple’ Blyth


It is perhaps ironic that William Blyth – often labelled the king of the smugglers in Essex – was never actually charged with any smuggling. The romantic would probably say that was because of his guile and skill at evading the customs officers, though others have suggested his many amazing exploits were more fiction than fact.
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Paglesham was once a smuggling hotspot, as the village sign highlights.
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