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INTRODUCTION & ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


All of the grim events mentioned in this book are from contemporary newspaper accounts. Many of the stories differed greatly from one newspaper to the next, especially the spellings of names, so the records of these dark deeds are only as accurate as the accounts I have used. When I began my research, I couldn’t believe that people could treat one another with such violence and disregard for life. I was also shocked at how many children died in fire-related incidents – I think there could have been an event for this tragedy every day of the year.


I would like to thank the following people for their contributions of information, illustrations and advice: Dennis Neale (www.blackcountrymuse.com); Ian Gibb; Lee Fellows; M. Smith; Will Knowles; and Ken, Pat and Ian Upton. Thank you also to The History Press, and particularly my commissioning editor Matilda Richards, for all her help and encouragement. I must send my love to Pete, Imogen and Pierce for their unstinting patience again! And finally, to all my colleagues at Delves Junior for making me feel so special.


Every effort has been made to clear copyright; however, my apologies to anyone I might have inadvertently missed. I can assure you it was not deliberate but an oversight on my part.


I would like to dedicate this book to my beloved and much missed grandparents who had their own fantastic stories to tell.


Karen Evans, 2015
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  1    JANUARY    1893    Sixty-five-year-old coach painter William Bolas had recently returned to his home in Macdonald Street after losing his sight. Bolas seemed depressed and, on 29 December 1892, asked a friend named James Cartwright to buy a razor so he could shave. Cartwright refused, however, believing Bolas wished to harm himself. On the morning of 30 December, Bolas’ landlady found him in his room in agony and realised that he had swallowed his wooden walking stick, a piece of which could still be seen sticking up at the back of his throat. The landlady’s son attempted to pull out the stick but the sudden pain caused Bolas to bite his finger. A constable was called and successfully extracted about 16in of cane. This caused Bolas to vomit violently and another piece of wood, approximately 15in in length, was pulled from his mouth. He was taken to the workhouse infirmary but died on this day from serious injuries to his windpipe. The inquest, three days later, returned a verdict of suicide whilst temporarily insane.


  2    JANUARY    1892    A group of friends, including nineteen-year-old screw maker Walter Eaves and twenty-year-old William Edward Russell, met up at the Stores beerhouse, Bristol Street, on this Saturday evening. The men decided to challenge each other by trying to see who could withstand the hardest blow to the chest. Eaves punched Russell, who then returned the blow. They agreed to try again but this time Russell collapsed unconscious to the floor and died almost immediately. Eaves was arrested on charges of manslaughter and tried at Birmingham Assizes in March. The post-mortem revealed heart failure as a result of the blow but, as there was no question the men thought the activity was dangerous, Eaves was acquitted.


  3    JANUARY    1836    When sixteen-month-old Mary Maullin showed signs of a bad cold this Sunday, her carpenter father decided to dose her with a ‘Morrison Pill’, which he swore by to cure any ills. With the help of his wife and neighbours at Sandpits, the pills were ground down, mixed with water and fed to the child. Little Mary showed no real sign of improvement, however, and over the next few days, her father fed her several more pills, including the more purgative ‘No. 2 Pill’, used to open the bowels. By Wednesday evening, Mary seemed in acute distress and the family finally called in a doctor who ordered leeches. Sadly the little girl died on Thursday evening in considerable pain. A post-mortem revealed twenty large patches of bleeding ulcerations in her intestines, caused by gamboge in the pills she had ingested. At the inquest, Mary’s father admitted giving his daughter up to fourteen pills a day but explained that she had been taking them since birth and ‘a nice fat baby it was’. The coroner, in summing up, did not blame the parents but felt that the public’s perception of the use of ‘Morrison Pills’ was ill judged and that Mary had died from their incautious usage.


  4    JANUARY    1873    After spending this evening at a local public house, thirty-one-year-old hawker Eli Williams was making his way home to Blews Terrace, George Street West, when he met his neighbour, thirty-year-old marble polisher John Lyndon, who was also rather the worse for wear. The two men were not on friendly terms and Lyndon struck Williams a blow to the face, telling him that he had been waiting a week to do so. Williams quickly retaliated and the men began to fight in earnest before Williams felled Lyndon with a blow to the side of the head. Lyndon collapsed into the crowd of spectators and died moments later. Williams was arrested on a charge of manslaughter but the judge at Birmingham Assizes in March 1873 discharged him, ruling that he had merely acted in self-defence.


  5    JANUARY    1883    When thirty-year-old Mary Ann Shelswell intervened in the argument between John Cooke and his wife on this Saturday evening, she could have had no idea of the consequences of her actions. Twenty-seven-year-old John Cooke, a hawker from Devon Street, Vauxhall, had been drinking heavily and followed Shelswell back to her home in Saltley Road where he found her talking to a neighbour. Without another word he swung a chopper he was carrying and struck her in the head, causing a wound over 1in long and resulting in a compound fracture to her skull. As she fell to the floor, Cooke continued to beat her with his fists even though she was unconscious. Shelswell was rushed to the General Hospital while Cooke was arrested. She survived the ordeal and Cooke was brought before Birmingham Quarter Sessions to be charged with malicious wounding. Found guilty, he was sentenced to five years’ penal servitude.


  6    JANUARY    1882    Lauretta Frances Salt worked as a ‘wrapper-uper’ at the warehouse of Messrs Empson and Harding in Oxford Street, Stirchley. The nineteen year old, who lived with her parents in Edward Street, was in the warehouse with other workers this Friday afternoon when the floor suddenly gave way, precipitating Salt and two others into the room below. Salt was buried beneath at least 7cwt of debris, including a box containing a quantity of tin. It took some twenty minutes to uncover her body and the post-mortem revealed that the girl had suffocated due to the pressure on her chest. The building was declared not fit for purpose and a verdict of accidental death was passed.


  7    JANUARY    1842    Although they had been married for less than two years, thirty-year-old painter Ezra Steapenhill and his twenty-six-year-old wife Bassillissa of Heneage Street, Aston, already had a reputation as an unhappy couple. On this Friday evening, Ezra was cleaning a shotgun in the sitting room, laying it on a table by the fire while Bassillissa played with their young daughter on a nearby chair. Suddenly and without warning, the gun went off. The shot hit Bassillissa in the chest and she fell to the floor, fatally injured with internal injuries to her heart, lungs and liver; she was dead before the doctor could arrive. The gun was examined and found to have a faulty lock, but the post-mortem, together with the couple’s unhappy relationship, led to Ezra’s arrest. The post-mortem had indicated that the gun must have been raised diagonally not horizontally when it discharged and Ezra was accused of the wilful murder of his wife. He stood trial at the Warwick Assizes in March 1842 but the jury felt that there was insufficient evidence to prove Ezra had intended to kill his wife and he was released without charge.
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  8    JANUARY    1889    On this day, George Nicholson was hanged at Warwick Gaol for the murder of Mary Ann Eccleston. When fifty-two-year-old master baker George married fifty-three-year-old widow Mary Ann in 1883, he had a successful business in Birmingham. However, in 1885 the bakery failed because of George’s drinking and the family were forced to move to Burlington Street, Aston. From then on, George could only find irregular work as a journeyman baker and the couple frequently argued about money, particularly as Mary Ann and her children were providing most of the income to keep the home together. On the evening of 22 September, neighbours heard the pair quarrelling; then there was silence, followed by the sounds of someone leaving the house. About an hour later, Albert James Eccleston, Mary Ann’s son, came home and walked into the sitting room to find a scene of horror. His mother was sitting in a rocking chair by the fire, her skull battered in five places and her brain protruding. There was blood all over the floor and a hatchet was discovered in the corner of the room, wet with blood and with some of Mary Ann’s hair stuck to the blade. Mary Ann was still alive but died before help arrived. George, meanwhile, was spotted pawning his wife’s watch in Birmingham before being arrested in Walsall. He strenuously denied any involvement in Mary Ann’s death, although his clothes showed signs of blood. At the Warwick Assizes on 17 December, George’s defence argued that it was a case of manslaughter but the jury found him guilty of murder and sentenced him to death.


  9    JANUARY    1877    At the Birmingham Police Court on this day, twenty-three-year-old bricklayer William Naughton of Lower Brearley Street was charged with violently assaulting his wife, Ann, on the previous evening. It appeared that Naughton had come home extremely drunk and began to beat her in a brutal manner. Ann escaped from the house but Naughton followed her, knocking her down and kicking her in the face and shoulders until she lost consciousness. In his defence, Naughton told the court that he had returned home to find no fire in the grate and his wife drunk in a nearby public house. The court found him guilty and sentenced Naughton to six weeks’ imprisonment.


10    JANUARY    1891    Twenty-six-year-old nail maker George Gallagher of New Canal Street had been seeing his paramour Kate Callighan only a short time when he demanded that she become a streetwalker to support him. When, on this Saturday evening, she refused, Gallagher struck her several times and kicked her so hard in the face that he split her lip right through. Tried at Birmingham Police Court on 13 January, the Bench found Gallagher guilty of assault and sent him to prison for two months’ hard labour.


11    JANUARY    1895    This day saw the inquest into the death of thirty-five-year-old ironworker Edward Birch of Upper Highgate Street. When Edward married Selina Jones, she already had a daughter called Caroline. Over the years, Edward and Caroline, who was nicknamed Carrie, became increasingly close, with some questioning if the relationship was really that of father and daughter. Edward was particularly angry when Carrie, now eighteen years old, was seen with other men and, in 1894, he wrote a letter accusing her of immoral behaviour. On the afternoon of 7 January, Edward told his wife that he was working late, while that same evening Carrie went out saying she was going to evening school. At about eleven o’clock, police were attracted by groans coming from a field in Sparkbrook. They found Carrie stabbed to death and Birch barely alive, with his throat cut and a strong smell of carbolic acid. Edward was taken to the Queen’s Hospital but died early the next morning. Police soon suspected that Edward was responsible for both Carrie’s death and his own – Carrie’s body was laid out in the field and there were traces of carbolic acid in her throat – so when letters were found where Edward told his parents he was going to die, they were unsurprised. There was some indication that it was a suicide pact but the inquest jury returned a verdict of murder on the body of Caroline Jones and recorded that Edward had committed suicide. The undertaker decided to raise money for the widow and the remaining six children by charging the public 1d to see the bodies of the couple; this continued until the police intervened.


12    JANUARY    1884    Charles Amos Elkington, a forty-eight-year-old stoker from Clarke Street, Ladywood, had only been working at Messrs Thomas Bolton & Sons’ metal works in Broad Street for five weeks. At about nine o’clock this Saturday morning, Elkington was in the boiler house, firing the flue of a Cornish boiler that had not been used for several weeks, when the flue suddenly collapsed, tearing the metal plates and allowing the steam to escape from the boiler. Elkington was enveloped in the steam and badly scalded. Although he was quickly taken to the Queen’s Hospital, he succumbed to his injuries later that day. The inquest heard that the exploded boiler had not been serviced in three years so, although the jury returned a verdict of accidental death on the married father of three, they recommended that Messrs Bolton have their boilers properly inspected.


13    JANUARY    1896    On this Monday morning, sixty-one-year-old boiler maker John Taylor of Norman Street, Winson Green, was working at Messrs Tangyes when a heavy boilerplate, which was leaning against a wall, suddenly tipped forward and fell on him. The metal fractured the base of John’s skull and crushed one of his legs so severely that it was almost severed from his body. The married father of four was taken to the General Hospital but he died of his injuries at three o’clock this afternoon.


14    JANUARY    1861    A group of platelayers and a railway inspector were working in the New Street south tunnel at about eleven o’clock this Monday night when a worker called out to say that a train was coming in. Forty-seven-year-old inspector Thomas Dilks and platelayer William Bonham stepped on to the up line but, in the darkness, they did not see a set of carriages being shunted along. The carriages knocked Dilks, a married father of eleven, under the wheels where he was crushed and killed instantly. Bonham was caught on the side of his body, fracturing his right arm and smashing the side of his face; he was taken to the General Hospital, where his arm was amputated. Sadly, Bonham’s injuries proved serious and he died five days later. Although evidence suggested that the shunting engine did not blow a warning whistle, the inquests returned verdicts of accidental deaths on the two men.


15    JANUARY    1858    Towards the end of October 1857, Emma Smith gave birth to her illegitimate son in the workhouse. From the moment of George William’s birth, Emma refused to care for him properly saying, ‘If it were not for you, you little d___, I might go and have a home at my mothers … you will keep me in the workhouse all my life.’ The baby was often left in a filthy condition and Emma regularly had to be forced to feed him at the breast or give him food. Witnesses saw Emma adding salt to his pap so he was sick and pinching his tiny body. In the middle of December 1857, George contracted bronchitis, which the workhouse surgeon felt was not serious. However, after initially responding well, the little boy suddenly became extremely unwell, dying on 3 January. An inquest took place on this day and the post-mortem revealed that the baby was suffering from a severe want of nourishment. It could not be determined if the death had proceeded from emaciation, however, and as a result the jury returned a verdict of death by visitation of God but wished to convey their detestation of Emma’s conduct.


16    JANUARY    1877    After her husband’s death, thirty-year-old Mary Saunders began living with her paramour Frederick Edwin Baker, a thirty-year-old barman, in Lichfield Road, Aston. Frederick wanted to marry Mary but she obviously didn’t feel the same way and would frequently be seen around the area in the company of other men. Baker became increasing jealous, particularly when Mary seemed to favour George Silvers, a former friend of her late husband. On Monday, 15 January, Mary and George spent the evening together before returning to Lichfield Road where Frederick refused to allow Silvers into the house and began violently arguing with Mary. Neighbours reported hearing shouting until two o’clock the following morning before all became quiet. At approximately nine o’clock on the morning of Tuesday, 16 January, a servant living at Lichfield Road came downstairs and, in the semi-darkness, stepped on Mary’s body. Mary’s throat had been cut from ear to ear, so deeply that she was almost decapitated. The police were summoned but Baker had gone. Tracked down in Stafford two days later, he made no attempt to deny killing Mary but claimed she had been playing him false with other men, including Silvers. At the inquest, Frederick saw Silvers in court and became extremely agitated, threatening to kill him: ‘Oh let me have him for five minutes and then hang me. Take my neck and have done with it.’ Unsurprisingly, Baker was tried and found guilty at Warwick Assizes on 20 March. Executed at Warwick Gaol by hangman William Marwood on 17 April, Baker admitted the justice of his sentence and hoped that his fate would be a warning to others.
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William Marwood, executioner.


17    JANUARY    1891    The continuing cold weather meant that Park Mills Pool, private water in Nechells, was frozen over. On the afternoon of 16 January this proved too much temptation for a group of boys, including ten-year-old Charles Ernest Acton, who climbed through a gap in the fence to play on the ice. Acton, who lived on Cheatham Street, was sliding across the frozen pool when a crack suddenly appeared and he fell backwards into a hole, disappearing beneath the ice. Friends and witnesses tried to rescue the boy but more cracks appeared and the body wasn’t retrieved until early this Saturday morning when police used a boat to drag the pool. Acton was found with his feet embedded in the mud bottom. The inquest returned a verdict of accidental death after recommending that police should be paid to attend private pools.


18    JANUARY    1841    In early 1841, seventeen-year-old farm servant Thomas Nicholas purchased a large horse pistol to shoot birds and, on this Sunday morning, was on his way to some fields near Minworth when he saw Thomas Fellows. Fearing he might be questioned about the pistol, Nicholas rammed it into his trouser pocket, muzzle upwards, so that it wouldn’t be seen. However, just after passing Fellows the pistol went off, causing a wound 4in in length and exposing the bone and nerves. Fellows ran back to the heavily bleeding Nicholas and led him to a nearby house where he was conveyed to the Birmingham hospital. Unfortunately, the wound proved too great and Thomas Nicholas died from his injuries three days later; the subsequent inquest returned a verdict of accidental death.


19    JANUARY    1865    Sixteen-year-old John James of Communication Row worked as a soda water maker for a soda water manufactory in Broad Street. On this Thursday afternoon, James was playing with a piece of string in the bottling department, throwing it at a rapidly revolving shaft and then unwrapping it. His game went horribly wrong, however, when the string caught around his left hand. James was drawn up by the spinning shaft and thrown around several times before the machinery was turned off and he landed on some empty crates. He was taken to the Queen’s Hospital suffering from broken ribs and severe cuts but, after initially making good progress, he contracted tetanus and died on 2 February. A verdict of accidental death was returned on the unfortunate youth.


20    JANUARY    1877    When thirty-five-year-old Susannah Norbury answered the door of her house in Ryland Road, Edgbaston, late on this Saturday evening, she was shocked to see her twenty-seven-year-old neighbour Jane Powell covered in blood and asking for help. It soon transpired that the blood was from Powell’s forty-seven-year-old husband Thomas, who was lying severely injured in his kitchen with a large, 6in-deep stab wound in his abdomen. Jane maintained that Thomas had stabbed himself but asked Susannah to help hide her bloody apron and carving knife. Thomas was taken to Queen’s Hospital but he died a few hours later and suspicion fell on Jane, who was arrested for murder and Susannah for an accessory after the fact. The Birmingham Stipendiary decided that the evidence against Susannah was inconclusive and discharged her but Jane was committed for trial at Warwick Assizes on 27 March. The prosecution argued Jane had killed her husband during a drunken quarrel but the jury felt there was no direct proof and she was acquitted.


21    JANUARY    1868    After breaking her leg in the winter of 1867, Miss Mary Milbourne needed someone to do odd jobs around the house. Mary’s cousin, Mrs Beasley, assisted the sixty-one year old for some weeks and it was during this time that she realised Mary kept several hundred pounds in the house. Mrs Beasley discussed this with her stepsons – Thomas Beasley, a costermonger; Joseph Beasley, a twenty-one-year-old shoemaker; and William Beasley, a twenty-seven-year-old costermonger – and they came up with a plan to steal the money. Along with thirty-five-year-old hawker Charles Grayson and his wife Elizabeth, the brothers went to Miss Milbourne’s home in Heneage Street on this Tuesday afternoon and, believing the house to be empty all day, broke a window in the kitchen to gain access. However, as the gang searched for the money, Mary returned and, realising she was being burgled, she tried to call for help. In a frantic effort to avoid detection, a member of the group grabbed Mary by the throat and suffocated her. Unable to find the stash of money, the thieves fled with only a few pounds, which they split between themselves, and Thomas went to Bristol. Miss Milbourne’s body was soon discovered and, when a £50 reward was offered, a witness called John Mack came forward to tell the police he had been with the Beasley brothers when they were discussing the break-in. The Beasleys and Graysons were arrested. Thomas Beasley admitted stealing from the house but said none of the others had entered the building and a man named George had killed Mary. At Warwick Assizes in March 1868, Mack’s evidence was shaken in cross-examination while several of the prisoners had an alibi. Thomas was sentenced to fourteen years’ imprisonment for robbery but the others were found not guilty and discharged. ‘George’ was never traced.


22    JANUARY    1859    On 20 January 1859, fifty-year-old widow Sarah Brane and her daughter were at New Street Station meeting a relative who was arriving at four o’clock. Sarah decided to pop back to her house in Gooch Street and was attempting to cross the line near the Queen Street entrance when an engine suddenly came up the line. Railway policeman Joseph Pass realised the danger and attempted to push Mrs Brane out of danger. Unfortunately, the buffer of the tender caught her and knocked her under the train. When the train passed it was clear Sarah was dead; her skulled had been fractured and the engine wheels had amputated her foot. The inquest today returned a verdict of accidental death.


23    JANUARY    1894    Thirty-six-year-old Henry William Gill of Wastwater, Yardley Road, Acock’s Green was a partner in the firm of Ash, Gill & Co. electricians, Bletchworth Works, Birmingham. He had recently patented a new electrical process, which was being acquired by a London syndicate, and the future was looking extremely prosperous. On this Tuesday evening, Gill remained in the office alone to write some letters and at some point decided to drink some whiskey. Needing some water for the alcohol, Gill went into one of the rooms and poured what he believed was water from a jug. Tragically, the liquid was actually cyanide of potassium and Gill fell to the floor in agony. When workers arrived the next morning, they found Gill dead with the jug close by. The inquest jury returned a verdict of death by misadventure and the coroner remarked that it was an extraordinary thing that such a poison should not be kept under lock and key. Gill left a pregnant widow and three young children.


24    JANUARY    1891    Five-month-old William Edward Parrott lived with his parents Henry and Sarah Parrott and his four siblings in appalling conditions at No. 23 Court, No. 5 House, Lower Tower Street. Eighteen months ago, bailiffs had taken away various pieces of furniture, including a bed, leaving the family of seven just one bed to sleep in. On this Saturday night, Henry (who was drunk), Emma and the five children retired to bed but woke in the night to find baby William had been overlain and suffocated. At the inquest the deputy coroner said that the death was evidently due to overcrowding but he did not know what could be done; the jury returned a verdict of accidental death and thought the father was deserving of censure for not providing for his children.


25    JANUARY    1894    On this Thursday morning, seven-year-old Rose Collins went to several neighbours near her home at No. 7 Court, No. 9 House, New Summer Street, asking for urgent assistance. When they arrived at the Collins’ home they found forty-year-old Catherine Collins cradling her unconscious ten-year-old son, Robert, who was bleeding heavily from a head wound. The neighbours tried to staunch the blood and took Robert to the General Hospital but he died soon after. Robert was found to have a circular punctured wound to the scalp, which penetrated through the skull into his brain. When questioned, Catherine gave several versions of the circumstances that led to the injury but finally admitted that she had thrown a poker at Robert because he was misbehaving. The poker caught Robert in the head but he seemed fine when the poker was removed; however, he suddenly collapsed ten minutes later. Catherine pleaded guilty to manslaughter at Birmingham Assizes and was sentenced to two months’ imprisonment with hard labour.


26    JANUARY    1860    On 11 December 1859, Mary Heeley was in the yard of her home in Carey’s Court, Moor Street, when eighteen-year-old James Davitt (accompanied by his brother Thomas and Edward Finn) approached her using ‘indecent language’. When she ignored him, he grabbed at her throat and tried to strike her. Luckily, at that moment her father, Martin, and brother, John, appeared. John Heeley intervened but Thomas Davitt suddenly produced a hammer, striking Martin Heeley so hard that his skull suffered a compound fracture from the blow. John went to his father’s aid but was attacked by Thomas, James and Finn so severely that he was left unconscious on the floor. The two Heeleys were taken to the General Hospital where Martin’s life was despaired of for a while. Over the next few weeks their three attackers were arrested and this day saw them brought before Birmingham Police Court on the charge of assault. The magistrate considered the evidence against James and Finn insufficient but Thomas Davitt was committed for trial. At Birmingham Quarter Sessions in April 1860, Thomas was found guilty of malicious wounding and sentenced to eighteen months’ imprisonment.
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27    JANUARY    1883    This day saw an inquest into the death of twelve-year-old Mary Elizabeth Hassam of Wharf Street. Mary’s mother Emma told the coroner that the family of eight occupied only two bedrooms and Mary (the only daughter) slept in her parents’ room with three other siblings. On Monday, 22 January, Mary showed signs of a severe cold. Emma tried to treat it with cough medicine and moved the girl into the smaller bedroom, which had no fireplace. Mr Barratt, a surgeon, was called and recommended moving Mary into the downstairs parlour in front of the fire. Unfortunately, Mary was suffering from an inflammation of the lungs that quickly turned into pneumonia and, despite every attention, she died on the Wednesday evening. Mr Barratt ascribed Mary’s death to her atrocious living conditions and felt that the whole court was unfit for human inhabitation; the coroner sympathised with Emma in trying to treat the girl ‘in that wretched place, which the authorities allowed to be let to poor people’ and the jury returned a verdict of death from natural causes.


28    JANUARY    1837    At about six o’clock this Saturday evening, midwife Rebecca Tong was called to the home of Henry and Ann White in Vauxhall Road to assist in the birth of their child. Although the labour was easy the baby boy was stillborn. Mr White, when called to the room, was intoxicated and belligerent, exclaiming, ‘you have brought me up to see a b__y dead thing’ before leaving. Neighbours, who had aided Ann, told the midwife that Henry had treated his wife very roughly, including sitting on her stomach and threatening to cut off the baby’s head when it was born. When Rebecca called a few days later, Ann was bruised on her face and the midwife saw Mr White strike his wife saying, ‘die you b___r’. By 1 February, Ann’s health had deteriorated to such an extent that she was removed to the workhouse infirmary where it became clear she was bleeding excessively after the birth. Although she rallied for a while, Ann died on 4 February. An inquest revealed Henry’s violent and drunken behaviour in the weeks leading up to the birth and described how he had thrown his full weight on to his wife hours after the delivery, placed his hands around her neck and told her that he hoped she would die. However, as there were no marks of violence on the baby and the surgeon attributed Ann’s death to ‘flooding’, the inquest jury decided that they had both died natural deaths and Henry White was released without charge.


29    JANUARY    1872    When thirty-two-year-old labourer Henry Boden began lodging with eighty-year-old Mary Sanders at her home in Sherborne Street, he started paying his addresses to her twenty-five-year-old niece Mary Ann Jones. On the evening of 27 January, Boden came home drunk and, when the women complained, he remarked that ‘he was in no mood to be played with’. When Jones continued to rebuke him, Henry pushed her off the chair so she banged her face on a nearby table. Sanders, who was in the yard hanging clothes on the line, felt a ‘stunning’ sensation on the back of her head before she lost consciousness; Boden had hit the old woman with a poker. Henry then returned to Jones and struck her several times before she managed to escape and call for assistance for herself and her aunt, who was taken to Queen’s Hospital. Charged with two counts of assault at Birmingham Police Court on this day, Boden apologised for his behaviour, blaming jealousy; the magistrate told Henry he should consider himself fortunate that he was not standing in the dock charged with murder, before sentencing him to twelve months’ imprisonment with hard labour.


30    JANUARY    1837    As twenty-seven-year-old labourer John Roberts was on his way home this Monday evening, he met two men in Witton Road who he recognised as railroad labourers. One of the men, seeing Roberts, said ‘D__n his eyes, knock him into the ditch’ at which the other, Edward David Nicks, ran at Roberts, knocked him down and kneed him in the stomach. Luckily for Roberts, several witnesses came to his assistance and he was able to break free without further injury. Although one man escaped, Nicks was taken into custody and brought before Birmingham Police Court on 2 February, charged with assault. Nicks said he remembered nothing as he had been drunk at the time but the Bench, after commenting upon the impossibility of anyone being able to pass safely through Witton or Aston owing to the violence of the railway employees, found him guilty and fined him 5s.


31    JANUARY    1890    This day saw the inquest concerning the death of fifteen-year-old George Smith of Adderley at the paper works of Messrs Smith, Stone and Knight on Landoe Street. On 16 January 1890, Smith finished work for the day and went to the boiler house to ask permission to leave. A steam-run grindstone was working in the room when the stone, weighing about 17cwt, suddenly split and pieces flew across the boiler house. Smith was hit in the back of the head, thrown to the floor and began bleeding profusely from the mouth and nose. He was rushed to the General Hospital where he was diagnosed with a severely fractured skull but he died shortly after. At the inquest it was found that the spindle hole in the grindstone was too small and the engine had been spinning at a velocity of about 200 revolutions a minute, which was considered in excess of a speed consistent with safety. The jury returned a verdict of accidental death but suggested precaution should be made to regulate the speed at which grindstones were worked.




FEBRUARY
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  1    FEBRUARY    1846    When an unknown man collapsed in the street on this Sunday morning, he was taken first to the police station and then to the workhouse where he died a few hours later. Evidence on the body and statements from witnesses seemed to identify the man as forty-two-year-old William Sumner and he was buried as such. However, five weeks later, a William Wall from Derby arrived in the city claiming that the body was of his father, Thomas Wall, who had been missing since 16 February. Despite the obvious disparity in dates, the body was exhumed and examined by William Wall and his mother who swore that the decaying corpse was Thomas. Surgeons pointed out that the marks on the neck and legs, which the family took for scars, were in fact decomposition and a former employer of Wall said the body was too tall to be the missing man. The inquiry decided that the body was William Sumner and reburied him; Thomas Wall was never found.


  2    FEBRUARY    1865    When bricklayer John Bateman married Susan she already had an illegitimate son, also called John. John Bateman Senior adopted John Junior and the family lived together in Moor Street. However, as John Junior grew older, he was often violent to his parents and on one occasion he stabbed his stepfather with a bayonet, kicked him in the stomach and blackened his eyes. At about one o’clock on 1 January 1865, twenty-five-year-old John Junior returned home intoxicated and began quarrelling with his stepfather, pulling out a knife in an attempt to stab him. Fifty-two-year-old John Senior, fearing for his life, grabbed a pair of iron tongs and hit the younger man over the head, causing a wound 3in in length and 1in in breadth. John Junior collapsed and was rushed to the General Hospital where his brain became inflamed and he died today. John Bateman was tried for manslaughter at Warwick Assizes on 2 March but the jury felt that he had clearly acted in self-defence and he was acquitted.


  3    FEBRUARY    1881    Single woman Sophia Mellor had managed to procure lodging with her four-year-old daughter Ada at the house of fifty-seven-year-old brass founder John Mills and his family in Ashted Row. On this Thursday morning, Sophia left for work, leaving Ada in the kitchen, with Mr Mills and one of his sons in another part of the house. During the morning, according to Mill’s son, Ada shouted out so John went into the kitchen in a great rage, coming out a few minutes later and telling his son that Ada was dirty so he had poured the kettle water on her. When Mrs Mills came home she found Ada in great distress with a large burn or scald on her back some 5in in diameter. Mrs Mills told Sophia she would take Ada to the General Hospital but, when nothing was done to this effect, Sophia took the child herself. The wound was so deep that bone was clearly visible and the horrified doctor admitted Ada straight away. Ada, too terrified to explain how she was injured, died on 7 March from pneumonia brought on by the scalding. At the inquest on 11 March, John Mills was found guilty of manslaughter and sent to Warwick Assizes but the assize jury decided that Mills was unaware of the true temperature of the water and found him not guilty.


  4    FEBRUARY    1868    Unable to fend for herself and her daughter, sixty-year-old Mary Pritchett entered Erdington Workhouse with twenty-three-year-old Mary Ann Pritchett early in February. Within a few days the two women and another inmate named Mary Baker were found to be suffering from the ‘itch’ so were moved to a separate ward where they were prescribed a lotion of sulphur and lime. However, on this Tuesday evening, in the absence of the regular nurse, her assistant Louisa Bosworth went to the surgery and picked up a bottle of carbolic acid by mistake. Bosworth smeared the three women with this lotion but when they were all seized with dreadful pains she called for help and the dreadful truth was uncovered. Medical aid was given but although Mary Baker recovered, Mrs Pritchett died a few hours later and, after lingering in great pain, Mary Ann died on 6 February. The inquest returned a verdict of accidental death but censured the workhouse board for not employing sufficient nurses.
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