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PREFACE

It must be nearly twenty years since I first visited Postman’s Park and, like many other people, I was looking for a quiet spot to eat my lunch. It is difficult to sum up and convey first impressions of the Watts Memorial, certainly amazement, admiration, captivation and melancholy, but also intrigue, speculation, confusion and questions; lots and lots of questions. At the time, the only study of the memorial was a small self-published booklet by Harry Dagnall which, although admirable, was little more than a reproduction of an earlier 1930s publication and gave very little information about the memorial itself or details of the people commemorated. At that time, I was in no position to seek answers to my questions, but over the years, life moved on and new horizons appeared. 

Since that first visit I have had the enormous privilege of being able to dedicate time and resources to researching and studying the memorial and the people who feature upon it in great detail. As a mature student studying history, it became the subject of my undergraduate dissertation, which grew into an article for an academic journal, then into a short book for the Watts Gallery. The monument inspired me to investigate the concept of ‘everyday’ heroism, which led to a Ph.D. in modern history, through which I gained the abilities and the time to explore the subject in depth and to write this book. This is the first study of all sixty-two people who feature on the memorial and it has become clear to me, while researching and writing it, why nobody had attempted it before.

The memorial tablets present single snapshot moments in the lives of otherwise unremarkable people who, predominantly, lived more than a hundred years ago and tended not to feature heavily in the records of the time; aside from the occasional census and the registers of births, marriages and deaths. As such, there is always going to be a limit to how much can be learned about their lives and their deaths. These problems were, however, further compounded by lax and inaccurate newspaper reporting, mistakes made by G.F. Watts when transcribing information, and the loss of records, particularly coroner’s inquests. A few of the people proved relatively straightforward to identify and locate, but the majority have required lengthy and protracted investigations. Even then, it has occasionally come down to educated supposition and settling for the ‘most probable’ candidate as conclusive proof has remained elusive.

My intentions throughout the book have been threefold: to provide a concise family history for each person, to detail fully the circumstances in which they lost their life and to provide some historical context to their life and death. I think it is important to know who each individual was and their background, so that each can be understood as a person, with a family and friends, rather than just a name on a memorial. To that end I have endeavoured to identify the parents and siblings of everyone commemorated; for those who married, I have identified their spouse, and for those with families of their own, their children. I have also, where possible, tracked the lives of family members following the death of the hero; for unmarried heroes I have followed their parents and siblings but, for married individuals, I have focused on their spouse, their children and, in some instances, their grandchildren. Given the scope of this book, I have had to be selective and there have been some families where sheer numbers or commonality of surname has made it unfeasible for me to trace multiple siblings. I have, though, tried to provide sufficient information to allow others the pleasure and satisfaction of continuing that genealogical research.

When writing the stories of the incidents, I have aimed to balance the factual history with the drama of the situation and to construct narratives which are as accurate and detailed as possible, but still entertaining and engaging to read. Drama and spectacle were often central components to the ‘heroism’ of the events and this is something I have tried to reflect. The narratives have been constructed primarily from newspaper reports, and to make them straightforward to follow I have often compiled multiple accounts into a single story. In some instances, different reports provided slightly different accounts, and on those occasions, I have based my narrative upon the most frequently cited details or those which are most plausible in the light of other information. In the interests of readability, I have kept references to a minimum but those interested in sources will find everything meticulously documented in the endnotes. 

This book could easily have been a straightforward directory or reference guide to the memorial, simply providing information about each individual and listing them alphabetically or in tablet order. However, as a historian, I have always been interested in the memorial as a historical source and as a portal into the past, which is partly why I decided to approach things differently. Adopting a thematic approach and placing each individual within a historical context allows us to explore Victorian and Edwardian London and gain a better understanding of the city in which they lived. Again, as with documenting the family history of the individual, this historical context helps to reveal the life and experiences of the individual, rather than just focusing on the circumstances of their death. This book is by no means intended to be a detailed history of London in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, but I do hope that readers discover interesting things about the city and the times while also learning about those commemorated on the monument.

During my research, I have really got to know each of the people commemorated on the memorial and I hope that readers will also come to know them through this book. Throughout the process, I have been struck time and time again by the fact that they were actual people, who lived real lives, and who, whatever the circumstances, experienced a sudden and untimely death that took them from their loved ones. As such, I have taken great care to treat them with the respect that they deserve, not because they were ‘everyday heroes’ but because they were genuine people. Where possible I have visited the graves of those commemorated and those have been inexplicably moving experiences which brought home the reality and gravity of otherwise distant events. The memorial is not a place for mourning, but it is a place for contemplation and remembrance; something which I hope visitors, perhaps inspired by this book, will bear in mind.

It has been at least ten years in the making, but this book is, essentially, the one I envisaged writing, and implausibly declared I would one day write, long before I really had the necessary skills or opportunities to do so. It is also very much the book I wanted to read all those years ago when I first came across the memorial, but which nobody at that time had written. It has been an enormous pleasure to write and I hope people will derive similar pleasure from reading it.


INTRODUCTION


THE WATTS MEMORIAL TO HEROIC SELF-SACRIFICE: POSTMAN’S
PARK, LONDON

In the shadow of the Museum of London and a short distance from St Paul’s Cathedral there is a small public garden, adjacent to the church of St Botolph’s Aldersgate, intriguingly named Postman’s Park. The large building to the southern end of the garden was once the home of the General Post Office and the park became a regular spot for postmen to take their breaks, hence its unusual name. As with many green spaces in central London, the park was a by-product of the Metropolitan Burial Act of 1852, which led to the closure of burial grounds and graveyards, many of which were converted into gardens. Officially opened by the Lord Mayor of London on 30 July 1900, Postman’s Park continues, to this day, to offer a beautiful oasis of tranquillity in the heart of the bustling city. It is, though, particularly well known for another reason, as the home of one of the most remarkable and enchanting monuments in London.1

The Watts Memorial to Heroic Self-Sacrifice in Postman’s Park contains fifty-four ceramic tablets, each of which tells an evocative story about a person, or people, who lost their own life while attempting to save the life of another.2 The tablets are fixed to a wall, approximately 50ft long, and protected from the weather by a wooden structure that stands about 9ft high and contains bench seating to encourage people to linger (see plate 1). The fifty-four memorial tablets are spread across two long rows of twenty-four, which span the length of the cloister wall, and a smaller row of six, starting from the left-hand side (see plate 2). Each tablet, manufactured using small glazed tiles, records the name of the individual and the date and details of the incident in which they perished (see plate 3). Illustrated tiles on either side act as a border and separate one tablet from another.

Every tablet has a unique story to tell and they are all fascinating in their own way. Some are truly heart-rending, such as in the case of Alice Denman who died, along with four of her children, all under 10, in a house fire in Hackney in 1902. Some are rather grizzly, like the deaths of Frederick Craft and James Hewins, both run over by trains while trying to pull people off the tracks. Others, though, are almost a comedy of errors, particularly in the case of some of the boating accidents where, in hindsight, easily avoidable and foolhardy mishaps end in dreadful and tragic catastrophes. Many of the stories illustrate the precarious nature of Victorian working-class life, with dangerous workplaces being the settings for many incidents, but also house fires started by oil lamps and young children being left to their own devices.

Sixty-two people are commemorated on the memorial: eight children, nine women and forty-five men. The ages range from 8-year-old Henry Bristow to Daniel Pemberton, who was 61 when he died. The earliest recorded incident is that of Sarah Smith, a pantomime artist who perished in 1863, and all but one of the people who feature died between 1863 and 1927. Six Metropolitan Police officers and two members of the Fire Brigade are commemorated, but essentially the memorial is dedicated to ‘everyday’ heroism; acts of life-risking bravery, undertaken by otherwise ordinary people, largely in the course of their everyday life, and usually within commonplace surroundings. Victorian heroes tend to be regarded as synonymous with military or imperial ‘great men of history’, but everyday heroism was also an important and prominent idea at the time, championed by some high-profile and influential figures, one of whom conceived and built the Watts Memorial in Postman’s Park.3

The memorial takes its name from its creator, the Victorian artist George Frederic Watts. Considered by many to have been the greatest painter of the Victorian age, Watts enjoyed an unparalleled reputation as a portraitist, a sculptor, a landscape painter and a symbolist; talents and skills which earned him the title ‘England’s Michelangelo’.4 In the 1860s, as incidents of everyday heroism became more widely reported, Watts became fascinated with the subject and began to formulate plans for a public sculpture or memorial to commemorate it. These initial plans did not come to fruition, but the artist’s passion and commitment were undaunted and he kept the idea in mind for the next twenty years.

Watts’ first tangible public suggestion for a monument to everyday heroism appeared in a letter to The Times, published on 5 September 1887 under the headline of ‘Another Jubilee Suggestion’.5 In this letter, Watts put forward his plans for a scheme to commemorate Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee by declaring that ‘The character of a nation as a people of great deeds is one, it appears to me, that should not be lost sight of. It must surely be a matter of regret when names worthy to be remembered and stories stimulating and instructive are allowed to be forgotten.’ In order to prevent this, Watts suggested that details of cases of everyday heroism during Victoria’s reign should be collected and compiled. These could then form the basis for monuments to commemorate those ‘likely to be forgotten heroes’ whose sacrifices were ephemerally reported in the newspapers. Regrettably, those planning the jubilee celebrations did not share Watts’ vision and his plans for a national monument failed to get off the ground. 

However, in 1898 Henry Gamble, the vicar of St Botolph’s church, invited Watts to utilise a proposed extension to Postman’s Park as the site for his monument and the artist gratefully accepted. Work began in 1899 and the wooden ‘cloister’ structure, constructed by J. Simpson and Son, was completed in time for the official opening of the park on 30 July 1900. At that time, there were only four tablets on the memorial and those had been manufactured by the noted ceramicist William De Morgan, who was a personal acquaintance of Watts’. These four tablets were followed in 1902 by a further nine, all of which were selected by Watts and manufactured by De Morgan. Watts had, for some years, been compiling long handwritten lists and transcriptions of acts of heroism from information collected for him from newspaper reports, so he had more than sufficient cases to fill his monument. It seemed he was perfectly poised to complete the project that had meant so much to him, but sadly it was something he would not live to accomplish. On 1 July 1904, George Frederic Watts died aged 87 at his London home, New Little Holland House, with his wife Mary by his side.

The Watts Memorial then developed in stages over the following thirty years.6 In 1905, an additional eleven tablets, made by De Morgan, were erected which completed the first row of twenty-four. In 1908, a second complete row of twenty-four tablets, manufactured by Doulton of Lambeth, was fixed to the memorial wall, bringing the total number to forty-eight. In 1919, a single tablet, dedicated to a constable killed during an air raid, was installed, but after the First World War, interest in the memorial waned. In 1929, following some press attention on the lack of new commemorations, the committee made a public appeal for funds and raised £250 to recommence the erecting of tablets. The Metropolitan Police submitted three names and the tablets were erected and unveiled in a ceremony presided over by the Bishop of London on 15 October 1930. At the same time, a single tablet was installed on the same row to replace one that had been removed from the De Morgan row (see chapters 2 and 10). This more or less marked the end of developments with the memorial until 2009, when a single modern-day tablet was installed. This prompted speculation that further modern cases might be commemorated, but decisions were subsequently reached which now make that extremely unlikely (see the Afterword).

The Watts Memorial is a wonderfully ‘historic’ monument, suffused with Victorian language and redolent with the morals, values and beliefs of that society; it is something of a curiosity from a bygone era locked in the context of its time, and that is what makes it particularly interesting and valuable today. For while the heroic actions of those commemorated are still familiar enough to evoke emotions such as sadness, empathy and admiration, the tablets also generate another reaction: curiosity. Each short narrative provides just enough information to fascinate, but insufficient to elucidate, and, as with many historic monuments, the Watts Memorial frequently gives rise to more questions than answers. Many of these are curiosities about the people commemorated: who were they, where did they come from, who were their friends and family, what sort of life did they lead and, ultimately, what exactly happened in the incident which cost them their life? In this respect, the memorial continues to fulfil one of Watts’s original objectives, in that it encourages the viewer to seek the person behind the act and to wonder what type of person would undertake it. 

In the chapters that follow, many of those questions will be answered and, for the first time, the lives and deaths of all sixty-two people commemorated will be revealed. Each tablet focuses on the death of an individual, but behind each death there was a life and because it was a life lived in a different time to our own there is much we can learn from exploring it. What is more, the lives that feature on the Watts Memorial were the relatively unremarkable lives of otherwise ordinary working-class people; the kinds of people who would have remained ‘hidden from history’ were it not for the newsworthy circumstances of their death. They are the kinds of people who, historically, are notoriously difficult to locate because they tend not to feature in many records. Moreover, when they do feature, it is often in negative contexts: when they break the law, when they enter an institution like a workhouse or an asylum, or in surveys of their poverty and deprivation. The circumstances recorded on the memorial may not have been exactly ‘positive’, but the monument does arguably provide a more neutral or objective perspective from which to gain insights into everyday life in Victorian and Edwardian England.

This is one of the wonderful but often overlooked qualities of the memorial: its value as a historical source and its ability to forge links between the present and the past as well as between imagination and reality. It is fascinating, when reading each narrative, to speculate about the life of the individual, but even more satisfying to really know about them and who they were. The memorial commemorates (and to some degree celebrates) ‘everyday heroes’, people who gave their own life while trying to save others, and that is what ultimately draws people in. But behind each hero there was also an everyday life and, by and large, they were people who got up and got on with it, who did their jobs, earned their wages, raised their families, cared for their loved ones, perhaps went to the pub, or went to the seaside, or out on a boat trip or skating in the winter; they might be people who did well, people who got by, or people who had next to nothing. They were, essentially, ‘people like us’ and this is why, although they themselves are long since gone, their stories can continue to inform and educate, as well as to captivate and enthral. What follows, then, are their stories; the stories of the otherwise ordinary people who have come to be known as the Everyday Heroes of Postman’s Park.

Notes

    1  Postman’s Park is located in the City of London and the nearest postcode is for the church of St Botolph without Aldersgate, EC1A 4EU. The park itself is situated between King Edward Street, EC1 and St Martin’s Le-Grand/Aldersgate Street, EC1.

    2  The full history and development of the Watts Memorial is documented in detail in John Price, Postman’s Park: G.F. Watts’s Memorial to Heroic Self-Sacrifice (Compton: Watts Gallery, 2008), and all the information about the memorial in this introduction is derived from that volume.

    3  For more on the development of the idea of ‘everyday’ heroism, see John Price, Everyday Heroism: Victorian Constructions of the Heroic Civilian (London: Bloomsbury, 2014).

    4  For more on G.F. Watts and his works, see Mark Bills and Barbara Bryant, G.F. Watts: Victorian Visionary (London: Yale University Press, 2008); Veronica Franklyn-Gould, G.F. Watts: The Last Great Victorian (London: Yale University Press, 2004); Colin Trodd and Stephanie Brown, eds, Representations of G.F. Watts: Art Making in Victorian Culture (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004).

    5  The Times, 5 September 1887.

    6  See Price, Postman’s Park (2008).
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CAUTION:
MEN AT WORK

[image: images]


1

MADE IN LONDON

There are two somewhat enduring myths about London and industrialisation: one is that London was more or less bypassed by the Industrial Revolution, with very little manufacturing taking place, and the other is that the limited manufacturing that did occur took place in tiny workshops or people’s homes rather than in large factories. Both of these myths are exactly that, myths, and Jerry White, in his book London in the Nineteenth Century, offers excellent evidence to counter them.7 White suggests that 630,000 Londoners – that is, one in three workers living in the county of London – made things in factories, in workshops or at home. He also estimates that 560,000 of those people worked in factories and workshops, and that a third of those, nearly 175,000 people, worked in factories employing more than 100 people. White argues that large factories were a central feature of London’s working life, but the city was so vast that it ‘swamped them and rendered them barely visible in the big picture’.

Almost anything might be ‘made in London’, but the capital was an especially ideal location for large-scale production of ‘luxury’ food and drink because there was a ready and prosperous consumer market right on the doorstep.8 In terms of food, examples include Crosse and Blackwell pickling in Charing Cross, Bassetts making sweets in Wood Green, Keillers boiling jam in West Ham and Peak Frean baking biscuits in Bermondsey. To wash those down, there were numerous maltsters, distillers and mineral water manufacturers along the south bank of the Thames, and major brewers including Courage, Fuller’s, Truman’s, Watney’s and Young’s all established their businesses in the capital. These large manufactories required considerable manpower and they offered a range of employment opportunities to willing Londoners; from white-collar jobs in the offices, down to labourers in the yards, plenty of people clocked in at factories in London, but sometimes they did not clock out again.

[image: images]

In 1882, the pioneering sugar refiner William Garton moved his premises from Canute Road in Southampton, where he had been based since 1847, to a new refinery at Southampton Wharf in Battersea.9 Originally a brewer, Garton had developed a type of invert-sugar, which he called saccharum, that was ideally suited for the brewing industry, so he moved into producing that rather than the beer and he made a fortune. The site at Battersea was known as the Garton, Hill and Company sugar refinery and it was a large employer in the area. 

One of its employees was Thomas Griffin, who, in 1899, had been working at the refinery for around two years, having moved to London from Northamptonshire (see plate 4). Thomas was born in the village of Sibbertoft near Market Harborough in 1877. His parents were William Irson Griffin, a labourer, and Hannah Wilson, the daughter of an agricultural labourer, who married in 1868. Their first child was a daughter, Mary Jane, born in 1869, followed by another daughter, Hannah Elizabeth, in 1873 and then Thomas in 1877. In 1881, Hannah and Thomas were living with their parents in a house on Welford High Street but, presumably due to a lack of space, Mary Jane was living nearby with her paternal grandparents, Isaac and Mary Griffin, at their home on Front Street in Sibbertoft. By 1891, however, the family’s living arrangements had become even more complicated. 

Between 1887 and 1891 William and Hannah had three more children: a set of twins, Walter and Sarah Jane, in 1887 and then, in 1888, Margaret Ellen. William and Hannah’s home in Well Lane, Welford was simply not large enough to accommodate the sudden family increase and so a ‘needs must’ shuffling of family members was undertaken. William and Hannah’s son, Walter, lived with them and shared a room with his 7-year-old cousin, Fred. Meanwhile, their eldest son, Thomas, went to live with his maternal grandparents, John and Hannah Wilson, in their house on Back Street in Welford. 

This just left the couple’s three youngest daughters, Hannah, Sarah Jane and Margaret Ellen, who moved in with their paternal grandparents in Sibbertoft, Mary Jane having already moved out and sought work in London by that time. It would seem that the living arrangements were very much driven by practicalities, but the relatively close proximity of the grandparents assisted greatly. Furthermore, by that time William and Hannah’s two eldest children were both working, Hannah as a corset maker and Thomas as an agricultural labourer, so they were also able to help financially support the two households in which they were living.

When Thomas and Hannah’s eldest daughter, Mary Jane, left the home of her paternal grandparents, she headed for London and by 1891 she was working as a domestic servant for John and Ellen Dunn at 26 Santos Road in Wandsworth. Late in 1891, Mary married Edward Cronin in Wandsworth and the couple settled in the area, which is what then brought her brother, Thomas Griffin, to the south-western part of London. In around 1897, he secured work as a fitter’s labourer at Garton’s sugar refinery in Battersea, and by April 1899 he was living nearby at 75 Usk Road in Clapham Junction. It was an exciting time for Thomas, who was engaged to be married on 16 April, and on 11 April he travelled to Northamptonshire to discuss arrangements with his family and then back home to Battersea for work the next day. Griffin expected that by the end of the week he would be married; but that was not to be, and by the end of the following day, he was dead.

At Battersea Coroner’s Court on 17 April 1899, Walter Schroeder, the deputy coroner for London, Middlesex and Surrey, opened the inquest into the death of Thomas Griffin.10 Frederick Biggs, a friend and co-worker of Griffin’s, told the court that at around 6 a.m. on 12 April he and several other men, including Thomas, were in the hydraulic room of the factory, changing into their work clothes. Biggs relayed how he then went into the adjoining boiler room to drain some water from a steam pipe, leaving the other men in the hydraulic room. His memory of the events that followed was hazy, but he recalled the pipe shaking slightly, then a loud noise, a sudden cloud of steam, and a blow to the chest which had knocked him off his feet and sent him tumbling into the corner of the room. Realising the room was quickly filling with steam, he had staggered to the nearest door, which led him out into a yard, and then he had gone in search of the main valve to turn the steam off.

Next up to give evidence was William Woodman, a steam-engine driver who had worked for Garton’s for over thirty years. On the morning of the incident he had been getting changed with the other men when they suddenly heard a loud explosion, followed by a rush of steam from the boiler room. Woodman ran forward and pulled the door shut, telling the men that under no circumstances were they to go into the boiler room, and he then climbed out of a window and went to turn off the steam. When he returned a few minutes later, the hydraulic room was empty and, going to investigate, he found several of his workmates in an office tending to Griffin, who appeared to be badly scalded on his face and hands. Keen to establish what had happened, Woodman spoke to Samuel Tippler, who had been with Griffin at the time of the incident.

Addressing the coroner and the jury, Samuel Tippler explained how, shortly after Woodman had left the hydraulic room, Griffin, who was very agitated, suddenly cried out, ‘My mate! My mate!’ and before anyone could stop him, the young man disappeared into the boiler room. While waiting anxiously for Griffin to return, someone looking out through the window spotted a figure staggering around the yard and so Tippler and several other men climbed out and went to help. The figure was Thomas Griffin, his hands so badly scalded that the skin was hanging from them, and the blistering on his face had closed up his eyes. Tippler and the other men carried Griffin to the office, where they applied wet cloths to his burns and made arrangements to have him conveyed to the local infirmary.

When Griffin arrived at the nearby Bolingbroke Hospital beside Wandsworth Common, he was examined by Dr Cecil Lister, one of the house surgeons, who told the inquest that he was impressed by the ‘excellent first aid’ that the victim had received at the refinery. Nonetheless, Griffin was ‘severely scalded over the whole of his body’, and although he was admitted and treated, he died later that day, the cause of death being ‘shock and exhaustion’. As news filtered back to the refinery, there was dismay and sadness among the workers as they came to terms with what had happened; the only slight consolation was that Griffin had behaved so honourably. In Tippler’s opinion, ‘had he [Griffin] remained where he was before he entered the room he would have been perfectly safe’, and Biggs testified that ‘since the accident he had come to the conclusion that Griffin had run into the room to rescue him when he [Griffin] was scalded’.11 

Because it was an industrial accident, the inquest was attended by Mr Arbuckle, a factory inspector from the Home Office, and Mr Harper, a legal representative acting in the interests of Garton, Hill and Company. Harper was quick to point out that it was the first incident of that nature which had ever occurred at the works, that the steam pipe had been fully pressurised for three days prior to the incident and that the pressure was relatively low at the time the pipe fractured. It was believed that a small crack in the pipe had allowed cold water to mix with the steam, which had then caused the catastrophic failure. Harper also expressed the company’s sympathy with Griffin’s relatives and declared that they ‘fully realised the splendid conduct and high motive that prompted the deceased to act as he did’. With all the evidence heard, the jury delivered its verdict, ‘that the deceased was killed through the bursting of a steam pipe and that he died at his post as a hero in trying to rescue his mate, the sad death being due to misadventure’.12 

Schroeder formally released the body and announced that Griffin was to be buried near his family home in Welford, Northamptonshire. Following the death of their son, William and Hannah moved back to live in Welford High Street and continued to reside in the area until their deaths; Margaret in 1924 aged 76 and William in 1933 aged 85. All three of Thomas’ sisters got married: Margaret Ellen wed William Rogers in 1911 and they had at least seven children, Sarah Jane married Charles Woolmer, a road labourer for the county council, in 1908 and they had at least two children, and Hannah married John Golby Meakins, an agricultural labourer, in 1904, after which the couple ran the Swan Inn in Welford.13 Margaret died in 1969 aged 81, Sarah Jane died in 1962 aged 75 and Hannah died in 1956 aged 82. Thomas’ brother, Walter Griffin, lived with his parents until at least 1901, and in 1911 he was working as a domestic horseman for the Stapleton-Bretherton family at Wheeler Lodge in Husbands Bosworth in Leicestershire. It is not entirely clear what happened to Walter after this.

When the coroner closed the inquest into Griffin’s death, he lamented that ‘the conduct of a man like him deserves to be recorded. No doubt there are heroes in everyday life, but they do not come to the front and so we do not hear of them.’14 These could almost have been the words of G.F. Watts, who most certainly felt the same way, and just over a year after the incident at the sugar refinery, Thomas Griffin was among the first four people to be commemorated upon the newly opened memorial in Postman’s Park. By the end of 1908, another forty-four tablets had been added, and among them was another to three men who died in an accident at a large industrial plant in London, manufacturing a product that had become synonymous with the capital: gin.
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In the nineteenth century, the area commonly known as ‘Three Mills’ in Bromley-by-Bow, east London, derived its name, ostensibly, from the three mill buildings which had been erected there in living memory: the House Mill, built in 1776, the Clock Mill, built in 1817, and a windmill, which was replaced by a steam engine in the mid-nineteenth century.15 However, the name ‘Three Mills’ had earlier origins, perhaps as far back as the fourteenth century, and the site, bordered by the River Lea to the west and the Channelsea river to the south, had been a location for milling since at least the eleventh century. In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the mills were known for supplying flour to the bakers of Stratford-at-Bow, but in the 1730s they began milling for another purpose that would entirely alter the area.

In 1727, a consortium led by Peter Lefevre, the son of a Huguenot refugee, acquired the site for the purpose of building a distillery. It was the height of the so-called ‘gin craze’ in Georgian London and it was estimated that around 10 million gallons of the spirit were being distilled in the capital every year.16 The mills ground the grain which formed the meal, and this was then brewed and distilled into base spirit, so it made sound business sense to build distilleries close to mills. Lefevre went on to set up another distillery nearby and the area became synonymous with producing alcohol for the gin trade. Daniel Bisson, Lefevre’s former apprentice, took over the management of Three Mills and it was Bisson who built the House Mill in 1776. After a downturn in their fortunes, the consortium sold Three Mills and in 1872 the site was acquired by one of London’s largest and best known distillers of gin: J. & W. Nicholson & Co. Ltd.17

Brothers John and William Nicholson began distilling gin in Clerkenwell in around 1802 through a partnership with their cousin, John Bowman, who had established himself as a distiller and brandy merchant some years earlier. They soon branched out on their own and built their own distillery, in Woodbridge Street, Clerkenwell, where they rectified, or re-distilled, base alcohol and added flavourings, predominantly juniper, to make gin. It is likely that the Nicholsons were already purchasing their base spirit from the Three Mills distillery, and acquiring the site in 1872 was a logical step to integrating the two stages in the process. Production of their trademark ‘Lamplighter’ gin was moved to Three Mills and for the next sixty years the Nicholsons continued to distil spirits on the site.18

J. & W. Nicholson & Co. was very much a family business, established by two brothers and then inherited by generations of their sons. John Nicholson (1778–1846) passed his share of the management of the business down to his son, William, who was born in 1824. William enjoyed a successful career as a first-class cricketer with the Marylebone Cricket Club (MCC) and the Middlesex County Cricket Club; he was said to be a free-scoring batsman and a competent wicket keeper.19 Upon retirement from the sport he took over the management of the distillery but kept close links with his former club, donating large sums of money to the MCC to purchase the freehold of Lord’s cricket ground and build the Lord’s pavilion. It also seems likely that the famous ‘egg and bacon’ red and gold colour scheme of the MCC was adopted in honour of Nicholson’s generosity, red and yellow being the brand colours of Nicholson’s gin.

In August 1858, William Nicholson married Isabella Sarah Meek, whose family were business partners with the Nicholsons, and sometime before 1861 the couple moved into 25 Westbourne Terrace in Kensington. Over the next fifteen years, William and Isabella had fourteen children, the twelfth of which was Godfrey Maule Nicholson, born on 31 March 1872.20 To accommodate their ever-expanding family, William and Isabella moved to 4 Sussex Square in Kensington, where Godfrey lived until at least 1881. By 1891, he had become a resident at the Grange in Hartley Witney near Farnborough in Hampshire, at what appears to have been a school or training establishment connected with the Militia. The Militia was a part-time voluntary defence force which had been created in 1757 and was organised on a county-by-county basis. 

The school had three tutors: Samuel Kirchoffer, army school tutor, Frederick Brewer, mathematics tutor, and Gustavas Oierke, modern languages, and five young men between the ages of 11 and 20 were living there. Two of the men were described as ‘students’ and the other three, including Godfrey, were listed as ‘militia officers’. Militia regiments, after 1881, were attached to units in the regular army, so it is possible that Godfrey may, at that time, have been considering a career as a military officer rather than following his father into the distilling trade. 

Despite his spell in the Militia, Godfrey did, after all, follow his father into the family business and by the mid-1890s he was the managing director of the Nicholson gin distillery at Three Mills in Stratford. Godfrey was still in his mid-twenties and in many ways his lifestyle reflected his status as a young, wealthy metropolitan bachelor. In 1901, just three months before he died, he was living at 2 South Audley Street in fashionable Mayfair with a full household staff: a housekeeper, a kitchen maid, two housemaids and a manservant. However, it would appear that, in the day-to-day running of the distillery, Godfrey remained very much a ‘hands on’ manager and he was not averse to supervising his men personally, even in the most mundane and laborious of tasks.

It was 12 July 1901 and a group of men, supervised by Nicholson, had made their way to the north-west corner of the Three Mills site where there was an old well which had been dug about ten years earlier to collect ground water.21 This waste water had been used in the distillery for cooling and condensing, but the well had been dry for about two years following the construction of a London County Council (LCC) sewer nearby. Nicholson had recently been informed that the LCC had suspended use of the sewer and so he wanted to check if sufficient water had accumulated in the well to make pumping it worthwhile. The work party consisted of Nicholson and three other men: Albert Dawkins, the yard foreman, and Thomas Pickett and Joseph Barber, both labourers. Dawkins had brought a ladder and an 11ft measuring pole, which would be dipped into the well to ascertain the depth of water. 

The well was opened, the ladder was lowered in and Pickett descended with the pole to measure the depth. Having done so, he handed the pole to Dawkins who was in the process of checking the water mark when he saw Pickett fall limply backwards from the ladder and down into the well. Nicholson exclaimed, ‘Good heavens’ and, rushing to the ladder, he hurried to the bottom where he found Pickett unconscious in the water. Nicholson managed to get hold of him and was moving towards the ladder when he too suddenly lost consciousness and slid back down into the darkness. Dawkins too was about to climb into the well when Barber said he thought Pickett and Nicholson might have been overcome by gas and he should not go down without a rope, so he could be pulled up if he passed out. Looking around for ropes, Dawkins spotted another worker nearby and called to him for help. The man who responded and ran over was George Frederick Elliott, who worked as a tunman at the distillery.

George Frederick Elliott lived in Bow but he was not originally from the area. He had been born in the Huntingdonshire village of Swineshead, where he was christened on 13 May 1866. He was the eldest child of George Frederick Elliott senior, an agricultural labourer, and Hannah Bass, a lace maker, who had married in Risely in Bedfordshire on 24 July 1865. George junior had five siblings, Walter (b. 1870), James Alfred (b. 1873), Esther Emma (b. 1875), Rachel Mary (b. 1877) and Ellen Elizabeth (b. 1880), and sometime around 1877 the family moved from Swineshead to Raunds near Thrapston in Northamptonshire. Like his father, George worked for a short time as an agricultural labourer before moving to London, where he found work as a porter and settled in Camden Town. On 9 November 1890, George Elliott married Emma Neale, the daughter of a labourer, at the parish church of St Leonard and St Mary in Bromley, and shortly after the couple moved into 16 Goldington Street in St Pancras, where their first child, Dorothy, was born in 1891. The couple then had two more children, Frederick George, born on 9 August 1892, and Flora Ida Emma, born on 28 September 1894. To accommodate their growing family, George and Emma moved to 24 Imperial Street in Bromley and that was how George came to be working at the distillery, which was just around the corner from the house.

Hearing the cries for help, George ran over to the well, and realising what had happened, he said he would go down and help the men. Barber implored Elliott to wait until Dawkins returned with the ropes, but Elliott dismissed the risks by saying, ‘I’ll go down, I am used to a little gas.’ Barber warned him not to descend too far until he had the measure of the situation, but Elliott went down to the bottom and Barber saw him pass out and disappear into the water below. Barber began shouting loudly for help and this roused the attentions of other men around the distillery grounds. Two men working in some nearby workshops heard the alarm and, wondering what the commotion was, they ran over to where a small crowd was gathering around the well. One of the men, a labourer named Smale, placed his head over the entrance of the well and, turning to his co-worker, cautioned, ‘Good god, mate, it is full now,’ referring to the level of gas. This did not, however, deter the other man – a labourer named Robert Underhill.

Evidence suggests that this labourer was Robert Arthur Underhill, who had been born in North Aylesford near Strood in Kent in 1877. His father, Robert senior, was a blacksmith who, on 29 December 1873, had married Eliza Mary Merritt in Rochester in Kent. The couple’s first child, Richard William, was born the following year, then Robert Arthur in 1877 and Alice Maud in 1880. In 1881 the family was living at 2 Garden Row off Dunnings Lane in Rochester, but by 1891 they had moved to 18 Franklin Street in Bromley-by-Bow, a few streets away from the distillery, and a fourth child, May (b. 1892), had arrived. The family were still in the area ten years later, living at 38 Egleton Street, and Robert junior was working as a labourer at the Three Mills distillery. He was entered on the census by his middle name of Arthur, rather than Robert, and his age was incorrectly recorded as 19 when he was actually about to turn 24. He was also about to become a married man, with a wedding booked for 5 August, the bank holiday Monday. It was, however, a date he was sadly not going to keep.

The crowd watched on as Robert Underhill grasped the rails of the ladder and, drawing in a huge breath, descended down into the well. Within minutes, a splash was heard and then nothing; Robert too had been overcome by the gas and passed out in the water. Dawkins arrived with ropes and Job Vanning, a joiner at the distillery, was lowered down into the well under instructions to hitch the rope around whichever body he could find and then the two of them would be pulled back up again. He reported that he felt fine as he was being lowered into the well; he did not taste or smell any gas and he was not in any pain. He managed to locate one of the bodies but as he was trying to tie the rope he suddenly ‘felt as though he was going to sleep’ and, afterwards, did not remember being pulled unconscious from the well. 

In the end, it was the fire brigade that recovered the four bodies, with firemen using smoke hoods, which trapped fresh air under them, as improvised breathing apparatus. A doctor, George Hilliard, had been called to the distillery at about 1 p.m., but as the bodies were recovered it was clear there was nothing he could do. He declared each man dead at the scene and, at the coroner’s inquest held at Stratford Town Hall on 13 July, he gave the cause of death as asphyxiation caused by carbonic acid gas (carbon dioxide).22 Evidence presented at the inquest suggested that in the time that the sewer had been sealed, rotting weeds had given off the gas, which had been exacerbated by recent hot weather, and it had accumulated under the water. As Pickett broke the surface with the measuring stick, some of the gas escaped, which suffocated him, and as he fell into the water he released more of the gas, which subsequently suffocated Nicholson, Elliott and Underhill. 

The coroner, Walter Attwater, questioned Charles Drake, one of the senior distillers, about why the air had not been tested using a lit candle, as was common practice, before any of the men ventured in. Drake replied that there was no reason to suspect an accumulation of gas and nothing to indicate that gas was present when the well was opened. He agreed with the coroner that it would, in hindsight, have been better to have tested the air before anyone went down. However, given the way in which the gas had been trapped and then released, it was likely that the air would have initially appeared clean and the disaster would have unfolded in the same fashion. Verdicts of ‘accidental death’ were recorded for each of the men and the coroner ‘warmly commended the courage of the men who successively went down the well to rescue the others’ and said that ‘much credit was due to Banning’. A Mr Soames, representing the distillery owners, expressed the Nicholson family’s ‘sympathy with the relatives of the three men, two of whom had made such gallant attempts to save the life of Mr Godfrey Nicholson, who too had done his duty as a man and a citizen’.

Godfrey Nicholson’s family were very well connected in official positions and offices. His father, William, had been elected Liberal MP for Petersfield in Hampshire on two occasions: first in an 1866 by-election, after which he held the seat until 1874, and then in the 1880 general election, serving until 1885 when the seat was disenfranchised. He then stood as a Conservative Party candidate but was defeated in both the 1885 and 1886 general elections.23 Godfrey’s brother, William Graham, had also been elected as MP for Petersfield in 1897 and Godfrey’s brother-in-law was Sir Edward Bradford, the Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police.24 Consequently, Godfrey’s funeral was quite a grand affair but also a relatively private one and not overly reported upon. He was laid to rest in the churchyard of Holy Trinity church in Privett near Alton in Hampshire, his father having been a major benefactor to the church. The other three men were all buried in Woodgrange Park Cemetery on Romford Road in East Ham.

Following her husband’s death, Ellen Elliott continued to live at 24 Imperial Street with their two daughters and her sister until at least 1911, when Dorothy and Flora were both working as cardboard box makers. Dorothy Elliott, Frederick’s daughter, married John W. Hawkes in Rochford in Essex in 1915 and the couple had at least three children: John W. junior (b. 1916), Norman (b. 1919) and Derek (b. 1925). Frederick’s son, Frederick George Elliott, remained in London and in 1915 was working as a cinema attendant when he married Dorothy Maud Collier, the daughter of a clock maker, at Christ Church in Haringey on 16 August. At the time, the couple’s address was given as 83 Avondale Road. Frederick appears to have died, aged 77, in Hitchin in Hertfordshire in 1970.

Robert Underhill’s father, Robert senior, died aged 63 in Poplar in 1906 and by 1911 his wife Eliza was living at 24 Franklin Street with her two daughters Alice and May. Alice had married a lighterman, Richard Bailey, in 1898 and the couple had two boys, Arthur and Albert, as well as having had a daughter, Alice junior, who died in infancy. Eliza and May were both working as matchbox makers, which was generally quite exploitative and poorly paid piece-work which would probably have been undertaken at home rather than in a factory. Eliza Underhill, Robert’s mother, died in 1928. May, Robert’s youngest sister, married Joseph Stapleton in 1920. The couple do not appear to have had any children and May died, aged 43, in 1935.

Godfrey’s father, William Nicholson, died in 1909 and his mother, Isabella, in 1934. Most notable among his sisters was Edith Mary, who married Sir Edward Bradford, the Chief Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police, 1890–1903. Most notable among his brothers, other than William Graham, was John, who became a brigadier-general in the British army, serving in India, and then a commandant-general of the British South Africa Police, succeeding Robert Baden-Powell as inspector-general in 1903. In 1921, he was elected as the MP for the constituency of Westminster Abbey and he was re-elected in the following two general elections. He did not marry and died aged 60, on 21 February 1924. Most of Godfrey’s other brothers served in the military and five of his six sisters married.

As he does not feature on the Watts Memorial, Thomas Pickett tends to get overlooked in accounts of the Three Mills incident, and it is true to say that his actions were not necessarily heroic in comparison to those of his co-workers. He did, nevertheless, lose his life in the incident and, as such, he should also be remembered. Thomas was born in 1875 to John Pickett, a bricklayer, and Eliza Kidd. In 1898 Thomas married Eliza Knappett, and in 1901, just before the incident, the couple were living with Eliza’s family at 20 Marcus Street in West Ham. They did not have any children. 

In 2001, to commemorate the centenary of the Three Mills incident, a new memorial was erected on the site of the well, which was, by then, Three Mills Green. The memorial features a contemporary sculpture, Helping Hands, by the artist Alec Peever, which depicts two clasped hands, one lifting the other, alongside pieces of inscription from an older monument which had consisted of a stone cross (see plate 6). One of the panels reads: 



Of your charity pray for the souls of Thomas Pickett, Godfrey Maule Nicholson, Frederick Elliott and Robert Underhill who lost their lives in a well beneath this spot on 12 July 1901. The first named while in the execution of his duty was overcome by foul air. The three latter, successively descending in heroic efforts to save their comrades, shared the same death. Godfrey Maule Nicholson rests in Privett churchyard Hants and the other three were laid in Wood Grange Park Cemetery.25 



In 2011, this memorial was moved about 50m to the west of its original position and the exact site of the well is now marked with a small stone disc carrying the words ‘in memoriam’ and the initials of the four men who died. It is hugely evocative to stand at that spot and know of the drama and tragedy that unfolded there over 100 years ago, and to remember the four men who perished in such dreadful circumstances.
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‘STRIVING TO SAVE A COMRADE’

Disposing of sewage has always been something of an issue for London and certainly a pressing concern since the medieval period, as rapid and continued population growth has kept the city among the most densely populated in Europe.26 Up until around the 1840s, waste was generally collected in cesspools, which were then emptied by ‘nightsoil’ men who sold the contents to farmers for use as manure. The rudimentary system of sewers that had developed in the capital in the early modern period largely consisted of various tributaries which flowed into the Thames, and it was only ever intended for surface water; in fact, up until 1815 it was illegal to discharge effluent from buildings into the sewers.

However, in the mid-nineteenth century, two factors combined which led to enormous problems with London’s waste disposal system. Firstly, imports of guano from South America undermined the market for human waste, and as nightsoil men increased their removal fees to compensate for their losses, fewer people had their cesspools emptied regularly. Coupled with this was increased use of water closets, which ‘flushed’ the waste using water and thus caused cesspools to fill and overflow far quicker. In an attempt to relieve the pressure on the system, the prohibition on discharging waste into the sewers was lifted and the River Thames became the new destination for the bulk of London’s sewage. 

Over the next decade or so, the condition of the river worsened as increasing levels of waste drained into it. The smell and the appearance were highly unpleasant, but as the river was also the main source of water for most Londoners there were serious public health implications as well. In 1858, a particularly hot, dry summer led to the so-called ‘great stink’; an almost unbearable stench that emanated from the festering waters of the Thames. Overlooking the river, MPs in the new Palace of Westminster were so appalled by the situation that, having spent years discussing options and aborting plans, they finally settled on a solution. The chief engineer for the Metropolitan Board of Works, Joseph William Bazalgette, was charged with the task of revolutionising London’s sewage system, and it was a challenge he rose to with enormous success.

Bazalgette’s scheme was described as ‘the most extensive and wonderful work of modern times’, and much of the system he designed and built still underpins waste disposal in twenty-first-century London.27 For south London, a 12-mile network of tunnels running from Clapham, Putney and Bermondsey deposited the sewage at Deptford, where a pumping station with four huge beam engines lifted the waste into the southern outfall sewer for the 7-mile journey to Crossness. Upon arrival at Crossness, the sewage was either released directly into the Thames at high tide or pumped into a reservoir to await the next high water. 

On the northern side of the Thames, 9 miles of tunnels carried waste from the Hampstead area out to Old Ford on the River Lea, and another 12 miles of tunnels delivered sewage from Kensal Green and Piccadilly to the same destination. Running parallel with the Thames, a low-level sewer between Vauxhall and Blackfriars was incorporated into the ambitious Victoria Embankment development and beyond there it continued eastwards to Stratford in east London. There, at Abbey Mills, a grand and ornate pumping station was built and eight large beam engines lifted the waste into the northern outflow sewer for its 5-mile journey to the East Ham Sewage Works, where it was held in reservoirs until hide tide and then released into the Thames at Beckton along with the sewage from the southern outfall. The idea was that the tide would then carry the sewage out to sea and away from the population of London.

The system was not without its teething troubles but, overall, it was a huge success and the Prince of Wales opened Crossness Pumping Station in April 1865. The northern system became operational in 1868 with the opening of the Abbey Mills Pumping Station, and thousands of gallons of sewage began arriving at the Beckton Sewage Works. By 1895, the practice of discharging raw sewage directly into the river had ceased and the waste was being treated and then taken out to sea. Nevertheless, Bazalgette’s system was adaptable to this and the East Ham Sewage Works became a site for treating waste rather than expelling it. A large workforce was employed at the works, covering a wide range of different occupations from managers and engineers down to engine-drivers, stokers and labourers. For most of the workers, it was not a pleasant or particularly well-paid job, but it offered stable and regular employment with the local council and, as such, opportunities were much sought after. In August 1895, ninety men applied for a single vacancy, which might not necessarily sound that remarkable, until the circumstances behind the vacancy are revealed.
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It was around 7 a.m. on Monday, 1 July 1895 and a labourer at the East Ham Sewage Works, Walter Digby, was given a particularly unpleasant job to do.28 An engineer had identified a problem with the pressure in one of the pumping systems and the most likely cause was that the filter screen had become blocked. The screen needed to be manually cleaned and access was via an inspection chamber which was reached by descending into a brick shaft, similar to a well. Digby needed assistance to get into the shaft, so he enlisted the help of another labourer, Charles King, who helped him to remove the heavy manhole covers. Peering into the darkness, Digby grumbled as he realised that sewage had backed up into the chamber, which would make his job all the more disagreeable. Transit down the shaft was via a metal ladder fixed to the inside wall and King watched as Digby lowered himself down onto the first rung of the ladder and slowly descended, step by step into the gloom.

Digby had got about halfway down the ladder when King heard him shout, ‘I feel faint; I’ll come back up again,’ but as Walter got within a few rungs of the top, he suddenly appeared to lose his balance and his grip and he fell backwards from the ladder and disappeared into the blackness of the shaft. Assuming he had slipped, King called down several times to see if Digby was all right, but receiving no reply he began shouting for help. A number of men were working nearby and several ran over to find out what was going on. When King explained to them that Digby had slipped and fallen, the most senior of the men, a chief engineer, took charge of the situation. He sent a labourer to fetch some ropes and said that, in the meantime, he would go down to the bottom of the shaft and tend to Digby so that when the ropes arrived they could both be pulled up.

That chief engineer was Frederick Mills, the son of Charles Henry Mills, a ship’s mate, and Mary Ann Barnes who married in Barking in 1857. The couple moved to the Limehouse area of east London, close to the docks where Charles worked, and children duly arrived: Charles Henry, born in 1858, and Mary E., born in 1860. Frederick was their third child, born in 1868, and by 1871 the family were living at 21 Cotton Street, again very close to the docks where Charles was, by that time, working as a stevedore, unloading goods from cargo ships. Two schoolmasters, William Carver and Harry Sheppard, were also lodging with the family and it is likely they were employed at the Poplar and Blackwall Free School in nearby Woolmore Street. 

Charles and Mary Ann clearly felt comfortable sharing their home with schoolmaster lodgers, as they continued to rent rooms to men of that profession when they moved to 21 Locksley Street. In 1881, the couple and their two youngest children, Mary and Frederick, were living at that address with Charles’s niece, Betsy, and three schoolmasters, James Simmonds, John Dowling and Jonathan Winkworth. By 1891, the reduced family, by then comprised of just Charles, Mary and Frederick, had moved a few doors along Locksley Street to number 41. The 60-year-old Charles was still working as a stevedore and Frederick was also contributing to the household income through his employment as an engine fitter, which was a fairly skilled job assembling and repairing parts of industrial steam engines. It was this trade that eventually secured Frederick his position as chief engineer at the sewage works; quite an achievement for a 27-year-old.

King and the other workmen looked on as Mills lowered himself into the opening of the shaft, but after just a couple of steps he too slipped from the ladder and fell. Again, it possibly did not occur to the workmen that anything other than a slippery ladder was to blame but, in actual fact, the men entering the shaft were all being overcome by sewer gas which had built up in the shaft. Modern technology means that workers today are equipped with monitors that signal to them if gas appears, but in 1895 men just took their chances and the first they tended to know of it was a feeling of light-headedness or nausea before they quickly passed out. At the sewage works that day, the men around the manhole did not realise that sewer gas had suffocated their two workmates, and this is why three more of them, one after the other, attempted to get down to the inspection chamber at the bottom of the shaft.

The first of these three victims was Arthur Rutter and, as with much of the capital’s labour force, he was not a born-and-bred Londoner but had moved to the city from Ipswich in Suffolk to find work in the manpower-hungry metropolis. Arthur’s father, George Rutter, was a butcher in Ipswich as had been his father before him. In 1868, George married Ellen Whiterod from Denston in Suffolk, but the couple must have been based in London at the time because their marriage took place in Southwark and their first child, George William, was born in Bermondsey in 1868. The couple were, however, back in Suffolk by 1870; the birth of their second child, Mary Amy, was registered that year in Ipswich and by 1871 they were living at 2 Victoria Street. 

Arthur was the last of the couple’s three children, born in Ipswich in 1872, and by 1881 the family were living at 3 Rope Walk in Ipswich. At some point before 1891, Arthur moved to West Ham in Essex and found work as a general labourer. He lodged for a while with the Vine family at 18 Grace Road and sometime around 1892 he managed to secure regular employment as a labourer working for the council at the sewage works. It was here that he met Walter Digby, who told him that there were good lodgings along the road from him in Wakefield Street. Rutter moved in shortly after and, on the morning of 1 July 1895, it is easy to picture the two men walking to work together; Walter, a married man, listening patiently but sagely as Arthur keenly outlined to him the plans and arrangements for his wedding later that month. Given that the two men were friends and neighbours, it is easy to see why Rutter was the second man who went down the well to try and rescue Digby.

The third person to try was known to everyone as Robert Durrant but, legally, his name was Robert George Mothersole, who had been born in Bury St Edmunds in Suffolk in 1869. His father was Robert George Durrant (b. 9 December 1830), the son of Augustin Durrant, a Suffolk brick maker. In 1853 Robert Durrant married Deborah Cross in Bury St Edmunds, but she appears to have died just two years later in 1855. Robert then moved to London, and in 1861 he was living at Sion College and employed as a railway inspector when, on 4 April, he married Jane Kerrison, the daughter of William Kerrison, a Suffolk farmer, at St Alphage church in Southwark. It is not entirely clear if Robert and Jane had any children or exactly what happened in their marriage, but by 1871 Robert had inherited his father’s brickworks and was living, without Jane, back in Norfolk at 12 Nowton Road in Bury St Edmunds. 

Living with him was Ellen Mothersole, who was recorded as Robert’s domestic servant, and her two children, Robert George (b. 1869) and Ellen Elizabeth (b. 1871). It is not clear if Robert Durrant was the father of the two children; the couple were certainly not married and the births of both Robert George and Ellen Elizabeth were registered with the surname Mothersole. It seems likely, though, that he may have been because Robert senior and Ellen went on to have at least four more children together, Laura Maria (b. 1872), Maude Miriam (b. 1876), Flora (b. 1881) and Harry (b. 1883), but all of them were registered under the surname Mothersole, suggesting that Robert was still married to Jane.

By the time of the 1881 census, the family was still living at 12 Nowton Road, but with Ellen listed as Robert’s wife and all the children with the surname Durrant, despite the fact that the couple had not married. This fact was reinforced when Robert senior died on 19 April 1885 and his estate of £1,461 passed to his brother Thomas rather than his ‘wife’ Ellen. The matter was confirmed once and for all when, in 1889, Ellen ‘Mothersole’, not Durrant, married Frederick Wheeler, an army pensioner, confirming that she and Robert had not been married and that, although the children continued to go by the name Durrant, they were technically Mothersoles. Ellen Wheeler, Robert’s mother, continued to live in Suffolk until her death aged 59 in Bury St Edmunds in 1905.29 Her husband, Frederick, entered the Royal Hospital for Army Pensioners in Chelsea and died there in 1911.

Robert George ‘Durrant’ left the family home and moved to London where, in 1891, he was lodging in the home of a widow, Eliza Rothery, and her family at 9 White Hart Lane in Tottenham and working as a railway porter. In 1893, Robert married Mary Ellen Garrard, the daughter of a shoemaker, in Braintree in Essex and the couple had their first and only child, Robert George Edward Durrant, later that year. By 1895, the family had moved to 2 Napier Road off the Barking Road in Essex, just a short distance from the sewage works where Robert was, by then, employed as a steam-engine stoker. He had been working in the engine shed when he heard the shouts for help, and upon being told that three men had fallen down the shaft, he too went down but was overcome by the gas.

The final man to share that fate was Frederick David Jones who, although his family were very much Londoners, was born in Doncaster in Yorkshire in 1866. His father, George Frederick Jones, was born in Southwark and worked as a house painter’s assistant before becoming a material cutter for a clothing manufacturer. In 1864 George married Emma Clayden Corby, the daughter of a Southwark labourer, and they had their first child, Alfred William, in November that year. At the time, the couple were living in Gravel Lane in Southwark, but they must, for some reason, have been visiting Yorkshire in 1866 as Frederick, their second child, was born in Doncaster in the autumn of that year.30 It must have been a relatively short visit as the couple’s following two children, Ernest (b. 1868) and Emma Maria (b. 1871), were both born back in Southwark and by 1871 the family were living at 114 Rolls Street in Bermondsey. By 1881, they had moved again, to 3 Deverell Street in Southwark, following the birth of a fifth child, George William, in 1873. 

Frederick Jones trained as an engine fitter, which was a relatively skilled trade and would have involved assembling, and possibly making, parts for industrial steam engines. In 1889, Frederick married Catherine Hayward Crutcher, the daughter of an engine driver, in Poplar, east London and by April 1891 the couple were living at 33 Uamvar Street in Poplar with their first child, Winifred Margaret, born earlier that year. It would appear that another child, Winifred Elsie, was born in the spring of 1873, but died almost straight away. This was followed, a month or so later, by the death of the couple’s first child, Winifred Margaret, aged just 2; a double tragedy for the couple, but more heartache was sadly to follow. As with Frederick Mills, Jones’ engine-fitting skills secured him a good job with the council and, by 1895, he was an assistant engineer at the sewage works, probably working under Frederick Mills, which might help to explain why he insisted on going down the shaft when four other men had already done so and not returned.

Not long after Jones had descended, a labourer named Robert Wheal returned with some lengths of rope and began preparing to go down. At that point another man, Herbert Worman, who was unknown to the sewage workers, stepped forward and explained that he worked for Mr Hollington at a neighbouring farm but had heard the commotion and come to see if he could help. In light of what had already happened, several people were trying to dissuade Wheal from entering the shaft, but Worman agreed that he could hear at least one of the men breathing and volunteered to help Wheal by taking it in turns to go down. Worman was first, and after a couple of failed attempts he managed to get a rope around Frederick Jones and the two men were hauled to the surface. Jones was unconscious but breathing, so he was taken straight to the nearby West Ham Hospital for treatment. There were also concerns for Worman, who was seen ‘reeling like a drunken man’, but after a few minutes he seemed to recover and then continued to help Wheal bring up the other men.

One by one, the four men were recovered from the well but, unlike with Jones, there were no signs of breathing and none of them responded to artificial respiration. There was much speculation among the bystanders as to the cause of the accident and Wheal told them he did not think it could be gas as he had not smelt anything or felt any symptoms. He also explained that ‘he had crawled through sewage in some of the roughest sewers in London’ but had never known gas to accumulate in a sewer or shaft like this one. Wheal was puzzled, though, because Worman’s behaviour seemed to suggest gas and the men who went into the shaft certainly appeared to have been overcome by something, so he had to concede it was the most likely conclusion. In due course, a doctor arrived and after examining the four men he declared them dead at the scene. As each body was wrapped in a blanket to await transfer to the mortuary, thoughts turned to Jones in the hospital and hopes that he might prove to be at least one survivor of the terrible tragedy. Unfortunately, this was not the case and Frederick died in the West Ham Hospital the following morning.

Amidst much interest, the inquest into the deaths of Digby, Durrant, Mills and Rutter was opened by the Essex coroner, Charles Lewis, at a crowded room in the offices of East Ham Urban District Council on Tuesday, 2 July 1895.31 News of Jones’ death arrived while the court was sitting and the coroner announced that a separate inquest would be held for that particular case. Charles King then presented his account of the incident and told the jury that he ‘had worked at the sewage works for three years and never seen anyone become insensible there before’. Under questioning, King explained that the manhole cover had been removed for about fifteen minutes before Digby went down, but also that there was an air vent in the cover which could not be shut and was designed to ventilate the shaft. Having heard King’s evidence, the coroner announced that the inquest would be adjourned to allow the jury to visit the site of the incident and also for a post-mortem to be carried out on the body of Robert Durrant.

The inquest resumed on 11 July, but only briefly as Dr Smith, who had carried out the post-mortem, was not available to give evidence; he had been working in London covering for a colleague but had subsequently returned to Birmingham. The coroner, rather angrily, told the court that the inquest would have to be adjourned again because of Smith’s absence: ‘I have never heard such a thing before in all my experience, it is imperative that he should be here; he made the post-mortem and should not have undertaken it if he knew he could not be here.’ The jurors did, however, hear evidence from Mr Savage, the council surveyor, who told them that there were no protective measures to prevent men falling into the shaft because none was ever considered necessary; there had never been the slightest mishap in the past and none of the men had ever complained about working in it. When questioned as to whether the council would now make safety provisions, Savage explained that a leather cradle for lowering the men into the shaft had already been purchased and there were plans to provide a respirator. At that point, the coroner adjourned the inquest to the following week.

The final session of the inquest into the deaths of Digby, Durrant, Mills and Rutter took place on 18 July when the previously absent and very contrite Dr Smith was present to give evidence.32 During the post-mortem, Smith found Durrant’s lungs full of water and sewage matter, leading him to conclude that the actual cause of death had been asphyxia from drowning, but that ‘the deceased had probably been first overcome by sewer gas’. External examinations of the other men suggested a similar cause of death in each case. The council surveyor was recalled and questioned about the possible presence of gas, but he reiterated that there was more than adequate ventilation for the space and, in fact, far more than was usually the case for sewers of that size. If the men had been overcome by gas, he could not be sure how it had accumulated, but it might have been the effects of recent warm weather on sewage at the bottom of the shaft. The jurors then retired for over an hour and when they returned they delivered verdicts of ‘accidental death’ for each of the four men, adding ‘a recommendation to the council to post up at the manhole printed regulations to workmen, which should be rigidly enforced, and in dry weather to frequently flush the sewers with clean water’. The coroner thanked the jurors and closed the inquest.

It was 7 August before the inquest into the death of Frederick Jones was concluded and, as with the other proceedings, there had been several adjournments for evidence to be collected and presented.33 Dr Stewart Blake, a house surgeon at the West Ham Hospital, told the court that Jones had been unconscious when admitted and that ‘every remedy was applied, but with no success’. He had then undertaken a post-mortem, which was relatively inconclusive and only showed congestion of the brain and softening of the spinal cord. Despite the lack of evidence, Blake ‘had not the slightest doubt that death was due to poisoning by sulphureted hydrogen gas’, which was commonly found in the sewers. The jurors examining the case of Jones were far more scathing than their counterparts and found that ‘the deceased died from inhaling noxious gas and expressed an opinion that the East Ham Council had shown neglect in not taking the necessary precautions to prevent such an occurrence’. No action, however, appears to have resulted from this declaration, although much controversy continued to stalk the council in the months following the incident.

At a meeting of the East Ham Urban District Council on 2 July, a series of resolutions were proposed and passed; letters of condolence were to be sent to the widows and relatives of the five victims, enquiries were to be made as to whether anything could be done to assist the families, and the funeral costs for each man should be paid.34 Councillor Long declared that he had not known of anything in all his public life which had sent such a thrill of horror through the district and that the council should do everything it could to express its thanks to the men who had lost their lives in the well. In reply to this, Councillor Keys contended that ‘thanks are very poor payment; I think the time must come when their services must be recognised in some other way’. A suggestion was made that a subscription fund could be started and this was wholeheartedly approved, with a total of £60 being subscribed by council members on the night. 

Two days later, on 4 July, a letter appeared in the local press written by John Brooks, the vice-chairman of the council, in which he appealed for donations to the fund ‘on behalf of the widows and orphans of the men who lost their life’. However, the letter contained an interesting statement which read, ‘As the East Ham Urban District Council has no means of officially compensating the widows and orphans for the irreparable loss they have so suddenly sustained, a subscription has been opened.’35 This comment implied that the council was not intending to pay compensation to the families, despite the fact that the men were its employees. In the weeks following the initial council meeting, further letters and comments in the press revealed that several of the families had been in touch with solicitors about issues including compensation for the widows and provision for other dependants such as Rutter’s invalid mother. When it eventually closed, the fund had raised nearly £1,000 and the council began using it to pay 15s per week to each widow and 2s 6d for each child; however, the controversy over the money rumbled on.

Representatives from the East Ham District Ratepayers’ Association accused the council of mismanaging the fund and using the money to avoid its own responsibilities. As one member wrote, ‘I sincerely trust that the progressive Council of East Ham will not be mean enough to shelter itself behind this fund and escape paying due compensation.’36 The Ratepayers’ Association also alleged that when making payments from the fund ‘members of the committee had entered the house of the widow and orphan with the weekly dole in one hand and a document in the other, coercing these poor people into saying they would not take legal action’ against the council and then getting them to sign the document as proof.37 In reply to the first of these charges, the council declared that it actually had no legal responsibility to compensate the families but that the matter would be revisited when the fund had been expended at its current rates. In answer to the second, the council maintained that the form being signed was simply a receipt; an acknowledgement from both parties that the money had been paid and received. 

However, when a copy of the form emerged, it turned out to be far more than just a receipt, the full text reading ‘in consideration of being allowed to share in the Relief Fund, raised by the members and officers of the East Ham Urban District Council for the widows and children of the men who lost their lives by the accident at the East Ham Sewage Works on July 1st, we withdraw all claim to compensation against the authorities and acknowledge the receipt of the following sums’.38 This was quite damning evidence and it was clear that the council had, indeed, tried to induce people to sign away any legal claim against it when accepting payments from the relief fund. Furthermore, if the council was, as it had previously stated, so confident that it was not legally responsible for compensation, why was it so keen to secure waivers? In response to accusations of coercion, the council said it was simply trying to prevent the relief fund from being used by relatives to fund legal cases against the council, which was not why subscribers had made donations. However, many subscribers declared that, while they would prefer not to see their money handed over to lawyers, neither did they intend it to relieve the council from payment due as compensation.
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