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FOREWORD


Back in 2006, I purchased, through the medium of eBay, a handsomely leather-bound set of the New Newgate Calendar, a scarce ‘penny dreadful’ issued in weekly parts from October 1863 until March 1865.1 Its two volumes are full of lurid accounts of celebrated criminals, like the mariticidal Catherine Hayes who ended her days being burnt at the stake, William Corder who murdered Maria Marten in the Red Barn, the gamblers Thurtell and Hunt who murdered William Weare at Gill’s Hill Cottage, and Mother Brownrigg who tortured and killed her young apprentice girls. Each penny issue has a gory frontispiece depicting some unfortunate individual being stabbed, shot or disembowelled; women are ravished, flogged or thrown out of carriages, and the sadistic Mother Brownrigg advances on her helpless, half-naked victim, whip in hand.


Issues 53 to 61 of the New Newgate Calendar contain another thrilling tale: ‘Eliza Grimwood, or the Mysteries of Crime’, beginning with the highly charged words:


Murder!


How the horrible sound rings in the night air.


Murder!


What a thrill of horror darts through the frame of the cry. What atrocity – what crime is conveyed in the sentence. The poor, ghastly, bleeding victim, with glazed eyes and livid features, launched into eternity with frightful suddenness … What horror, what agony must be endured by the victim of the assassin’s knife.


Murder! Murder!


The horrible cry wakes up the stillness of the night with dreadful effect. Such a cry was taken up from mouth to mouth one bright summer night in July 1838, in the locality of the Waterloo Road … On the night in question an awful and atrocious murder was committed on a weak, frail woman – a wretched creature of the town was cruelly and barbarously murdered with more than usual atrocity.


Although the account in the New Newgate Calendar is full of exaggerations and inaccuracies, it rightly states that the Ripper of Waterloo Road ‘with fiendly [sic], devilish and horrible atrocity, had inflicted the most hideous and diabolical injuries to the body of the wretched girl, abusing it in a manner that dare not be described’.


I decided to investigate the unsolved 1838 murder of Eliza Grimwood further, spending ten years gathering material for this book.2 For the researcher or genealogist, it will be a welcome reminder that even what may be perceived as a relatively insignificant historical episode has generated considerable amounts of contemporary and secondary documentation, making it possible to tell the dramatic and exciting murder story as if Eliza Grimwood had been done to death just a few years ago. Well-nigh uniquely for a crime of that period, the diary of the police officer leading the investigation has been preserved for posterity. This means that the murder of Eliza Grimwood can be viewed from a triple perspective: that of the police, that of the contemporary newspapers, and that of its impact on popular culture and tradition. Why did the murder of Eliza Grimwood arouse such intense feelings of revulsion and outrage at the time? What was it about the sexually sadistic murder of a beautiful young prostitute that fascinated people at the time? What was the ultimate fate of Eliza Grimwood’s restless spirit, said to have haunted the Waterloo Road murder house for many decades? And what can be deduced about the identity of the perpetrator, and how many victims did this proto-Ripperine Victorian man of blood really claim?




1


THE STAGE IS SET: LONDON IN 1838


In the year 1838, London was the greatest city in the greatest empire on the globe, and its inhabitants were ruled by the benign presence of the youthful, virginal Queen Victoria.1 Neither George IV nor William IV had been particularly popular monarchs, and there had been jubilation when the reactionary Duke of Cumberland had succeeded to the throne of Hanover and left Britain for good. To Londoners of all classes of society, Victoria’s accession to the throne in June 1837, when she was just 18 years old, seemed to herald a new and more prosperous era in the country’s history, free of the corruption, waste and excesses for which her wicked uncles had made themselves notorious. There was widespread sympathy for the queen, since she was young, not unattractive and politically innocent. Many books, pamphlets and poems heralded the beginning of her spring-like reign; they dwelt at length on Victoria’s great wisdom, goodness and sense of philanthropy. Although her looks owed more to youth than to regularity of features or shapeliness of figure, the early prints of her all depicted her as a beauty.2


The youthful Queen Victoria was fond of her old governess, Baroness Lehzen, who maintained a benign influence over her young charge. Although this formidable German lady had no formal position at court, she enjoyed a good deal of influence in royal circles. Queen Victoria’s relations with her mother, the intriguing and unpopular Duchess of Kent, had always been problematic. Although the duchess was allowed to keep her apartments at Buckingham Palace, Victoria dismissed her mother’s private secretary (and probable lover), the Irish adventurer Sir John Conroy. Lord Melbourne, the Whig prime minister, was a father figure to the orphaned young queen. A clever, educated gentleman, he dazzled her with his sparkling conversation and delighted her with his flattery. This experienced statesman was instrumental in helping her break free from the unwholesome influence of her mother and Conroy, and he did his best to guide her steps in matters of state after her accession to the throne. Queen Victoria was fond of simple pursuits, like counting the Canalettos in the Buckingham Palace picture galleries together with Baroness Lehzen (there were forty-three of them), amusing herself with puzzles and jigsaws, putting dissected pictures back together with the assistance of Lord Melbourne and Lord Conyngham, or watching her beloved spaniel Dash frolic in the palace grounds.
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The young Queen Victoria, from Vol. 2 of the Gallery of Engravings.
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Another engraving of the young Queen Victoria, from a portrait by Dalton after F. Winterhalter.


Queen Victoria’s household at Buckingham Palace was run to medieval standards by a number of inert functionaries, who jealously protected their ancient privileges, and resented trespass into the customary preserves of their departments. The office of the Lord Chamberlain provided lamps, that of the Lord Steward cleaned and trimmed them, and that of the Master of the Horse made sure they were lit. The insides of the Buckingham Palace windows were cleaned by the Lord Chamberlain’s department, the outsides by the Office of Woods and Forests; the cleaning was never performed simultaneously, meaning that Victoria had to gaze through windows that were translucent only. The average age of the royal servants was high; they had been employed through a corrupt ‘grace and favour’ system, and stayed in service until well past normal retirement age. No person took responsibility for royal security, since it was considered well-nigh unthinkable that any person would have intent to harm or injure the queen. It would take the depredations of Queen Victoria’s persistent young stalker, Edward ‘the Boy’ Jones, who stole her underwear and spied on her in the dressing room, lying underneath a sofa, and the pistol-toting would-be royal assassin Edward Oxford, who fired at the queen in her carriage, for royal security to be upgraded at long last.3
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The same police force that guarded Queen Victoria was also responsible for maintaining law and order among her humble citizens in London’s slums and rookeries. For centuries, London’s policing had been based on a voluntary system, with unpaid petty constables being selected for an annual term, elected by their fellow parishioners. Since acting as the local policeman was far from popular already in the mid 1700s, many people paid to hire a replacement; this would have been beneficial if these substitutes had been vigorous young men, but often they were just feeble old workhouse inmates. In addition to this system of voluntary petty constables, each parish employed a force of nightwatchmen. Led by their Night Beadle, these watchmen each had a beat to patrol, and were armed with a staff, a lantern, and a rattle with which to sound the alarm if they saw anything untoward. The nightwatchman’s lot was a hard one: their status in society was low, their salary a meagre one, and their working hours singularly unappealing. Many of them were elderly and infirm, and there were unkind jokes about the cracking sound of their rattles, their cracking arthritic joints, and their weather-cracked old voices calling out the time.


Already, in 1785, there was a debate whether this voluntary system of policing was adequate in a London full of vice and crime. It was suggested that the metropolis should be subdivided into nine police divisions, each with its own police office, magistrates, and a force of twenty-five fit and able policemen, properly armed and with far wider powers than the parish constables. This suggestion was turned down, however, and the only major difference in the policing of London between 1690 and 1790 was the addition of a small force of Bow Street Runners, tough and resilient thief-takers in plain clothes based at the Bow Street police office. The capital’s indifferent policing was shown up by the London Monster’s reign of terror in 1790. This serial stabber of women on the streets of the metropolis sparked an unprecedented mass hysteria, with the people of London seeing Monsters everywhere. Eventually, after the Monster had claimed at least fifty victims, a Welsh artificial flower maker named Rhynwick Williams was arrested and charged with the crimes; he was sentenced to six years in Newgate, although there have been doubts over his guilt. A ‘Foot Patrol’ and a ‘Horse Patrol’, both mainly intended to hunt down footpads and highwaymen around London, were added to the Bow Street force in the early 1790s, and 1798 saw the foundation of the Thames River Police. In December 1811, two families were wiped out in the East End of London by an unknown intruder. The Ratcliffe Highway murders caused widespread alarm, since seven respectable people had been slaughtered by the elusive murderer. After much uproar in the East End, a sailor named John Williams was arrested and charged with the murders, but he rather conveniently was found hanged in his cell before he faced trial. Doubts concerning his guilt and speculation regarding the possible existence of an accomplice have persisted, however.4


There was widespread criticism of the police after their failure to swiftly apprehend the Ratcliffe Highway murderer, and suggestions that a detective police should be set up according to the system in Paris, but in the debate that ensued, the traditionalists preferring the old voluntary system of policing once more prevailed. The young Tory politician Robert Peel, who became MP for an Irish rotten borough in 1809 at the age of just 21, was a firm proponent of police reform, however. This was not because he had concerns about unsolved murders or dangerous criminals on the loose in London, but because he was fearful of riot and civil unrest. In the Gordon Riots of 1780, a mob 60,000 strong had been at large, marching on Parliament, sacking prisons and burning down houses, wholly unimpeded by the feeble parish constables patrolling the streets. In the 1815 London Corn Law Riots, houses were looted and burned down by the mob, the police once more standing by uselessly. Calling in the army could be dangerous indeed when the rioters were at large. At the Peterloo Massacre in 1819, things got out of hand when cavalry charged a mob of 70,000 in Manchester, resulting in eighteen fatalities and many hundreds of wounded. At the London riots after Queen Caroline’s funeral in 1821, the mob blocked the road in front of the funeral cortege. After cobblestones and bricks had been thrown, the troops opened fire, and cavalrymen forming the guard of honour charged the mob with their sabres drawn. This time there were two fatalities among the civilians, and many wounded. The Duke of Wellington was more worried about the risk of mutiny in the Guards after Queen Caroline’s return. He wrote a strongly worded memorandum to the Cabinet that to prevent chaos and mob rule, London needed a professional police force.5


In 1822, Robert Peel became Home Secretary in Lord Liverpool’s Tory government. He took the chair of a select committee on police in the metropolis, and worked tirelessly for police reform. Peel was no conventional and reactionary Tory squire; he identified himself with the prosperous industrial middle class. Not at all unreasonably, he felt that London society needed higher standards of social discipline, through the employment of a professional police force. Later in 1822, there was odium when a well-to-do London lady, Mrs Donatty, was found murdered by an intruder in her house. The police bungled the investigation badly, and the murder was never solved. In 1827, the elderly housekeeper Mrs Elizabeth Jeffs was found murdered in her house at No. 11 Montague Place, Bloomsbury. In spite of a multitude of leads – and a young ne’er-do-well named Bill Jones was arrested and tried for the crime but was found not guilty – the murder was never solved.6 Although by 1828 the seven London police offices employed constables of their own, and although many parishes had watchmen acting as extra constables, the total number of daytime policemen was just 450, a small force indeed for 1.5 million Londoners. In July 1829, Peel finally had success: his Police Bill received royal assent, and work started to build up the embryonic Metropolitan Police. London was subdivided into seventeen alphabetically named divisions, each of which would be led by a superintendent, and employ four inspectors, sixteen sergeants and 144 constables. The New Police was led by two commissioners, the Waterloo veteran Colonel Charles Rowan and the up-and-coming young Irish barrister Richard Mayne, from headquarters at No. 4 Whitehall Place, Westminster, in the front half of the ‘A’ Division station house, which opened into Great Scotland Yard.
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Robert Peel, the great Metropolitan law enforcement pioneer, from Vol. 4 of the New Portrait Gallery.


There was a good deal of unemployment in 1829, and recruitment of all these police constables proved surprisingly easy: discharged soldiers and sailors, labouring men of every description, and former Bow Street foot patrols joined the New Police with enthusiasm, although the hours were long and the pay low. To be eligible, the recruits had to be able-bodied and at least 5ft 7in tall, under 35 years old, literate and of good character. Former army warrant officers and NCOs secured many of the appointments as inspectors and sergeants. The New Policemen, or ‘Peelers’ as they were commonly known, were dressed in a distinctive uniform that was selected to be civilian-looking and uncontroversial: a swallow-tailed blue coat with a single row of shiny buttons, a stiff collar and leather neck-stock, and a reinforced tall hat; their trousers were white in the summer and blue in the winter. In contrast to the Bow Street Runners and Horse Patrols, who were armed to the teeth since they were dealing with dangerous ruffians and highwaymen, each constable carried only a rattle and a short truncheon. In order to appease the opponents of the New Police, Peel and the two commissioners emphasised that their police force was there to prevent crime, not to harass the good people of London. Neither of these three worthies considered that London needed a force of specially trained and selected detectives, however, and thus the uniformed officers of the New Police were in charge of investigating crimes of every severity, from capital murder down to petty theft.7
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Sir Charles Rowan and Richard Mayne, the two first commissioners of the New Police.
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Old Scotland Yard, from Vol. 3 of Hargrave L. Adam’s Police Encyclopaedia.


It would not be long before the detection skills of the New Police were tested. In August 1830, the middle-aged widow Mrs Jane Whillett was murdered in her house at No. 30 Upper Prince’s Street, Lambeth. She had been running a small marine store on the premises, selling second-hand clothes, empty bottles, and other humble articles to various needy locals. She had several sons, one of whom was still living at home, as was her daughter who had married a man named Norris; there was also a lodger named John Witham, who worked as a journeyman barge builder. It was Witham who had found Mrs Whillett beaten to death in her kitchen, with marks of repeated heavy blows to her face and head. Since she had been as poor as the proverbial church mouse, robbery seemed an unlikely motive; the ‘L’ or Lambeth division of the New Police, who were ‘using the greatest exertions to discover the actual murderer’, rather suspected a ‘family drama’. They knew, through the local gossip mill, that the lodger Witham had been more than friendly with Mrs Whillett. Since the remaining Bow Street Runners were unkind enough to make some snide remarks about the failure of the New Police to catch the murderer, the Union Hall magistrate Mr Chambers ‘hoped that no jealousy would exist between the old and new police upon this occasion, and that they would co-operate, and by their united exertions be the means of bringing the perpetrator of the murder to justice’. The New Police maintained that John Witham was the main suspect, since they thought Mrs Whillett had taken tea with her killer before he struck her down. But although Witham was examined by the Union Hall magistrates, there was no conclusive evidence against him, and his employer thought him a very respectable and hard-working man. When Witham was eventually discharged, and the murder of Jane Whillett remained a mystery, an article in the Morning Post took the part of the New Police. Unlike the old-fashioned and ineffective watchmen, and the corrupt Bow Street thief-takers, Peel’s system of policing aimed for crime prevention rather than punishment. Although the New Police had been ‘condemned for their over-anxiety to discover the perpetrator of the late murder in Lambeth’, the new system was honest, fair and free of corruption, the journalist asserted; his readers were reminded that under the old system of policing, the murderers of Mrs Donatty and Mrs Jeffs had escaped with impunity.8
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Bishop and Williams at Bow Street, from Vol. 2 of Percy Fitzgerald’s Chronicles of the Bow Street Police Office.


In the 1820s and early 1830s, the medical faculties and anatomy schools of London had a considerable shortage of fresh bodies for detection. This opened the door for organised gangs of bodysnatchers, who would purchase the bodies of moribund people from the relatives, or rob newly dug graves in the churchyards. A good-quality cadaver could fetch £10 or even £20, meaning that, undeterred by the grisly fate of their Edinburgh colleagues Burke and Hare, these London ruffians could make a good living from their wholesale grave-robbing activities. On 5 November 1831, the two bodysnatchers John Bishop and James May delivered the corpse of a 14-year-old boy to the King’s College anatomy school. They wanted 12 guineas, but were offered 9 guineas by the King’s College porter. The cadaver seemed uncommonly fresh, however, and there were no signs that it had ever been buried; the face was strangely swollen and the eyes bloodshot. The ‘F’ or Covent Garden Division of the New Police were called in, and Bishop and May were arrested, along with two other members of the gang, Thomas Williams and Michael Shields. Bishop lived in a Bethnal Green cottage, No. 3 Nova Scotia Gardens, and when the police excavated the garden, they found items of clothing suggesting that the gang had committed multiple murders. The boy’s identity remained a mystery, but the police suspected that he was Carlo Ferrari, an Italian who had made a perilous living by exhibiting a tortoise and some white mice in the London streets. Shields, who successfully argued that he had only been the porter who had helped to carry the boy’s remains, was liberated, but the other three ruffians stood trial for murder.


The three London Burkers were found guilty and sentenced to death, but May was eventually reprieved and sentenced to transportation for life. Awaiting execution, Bishop and Williams confessed to their crimes. They had drugged two boys and a slum dweller with rum and laudanum, and then drowned them in a water butt in the rear garden, and sold their bodies for dissection. The police allowed the public access to the house of horrors at No. 3 Nova Scotia Gardens, for a fee of 5s, and many of the domestic fixtures were carried off by the curious, who wanted some souvenirs from the murderers’ lair. Bishop and Williams were hanged at Newgate on 5 December 1831, in front of a crowd 30,000 strong. Rather suitably, considering the nature of their crimes, their bodies were dissected at the Theatre of Anatomy in Windmill Street, and the remains exhibited in public. The New Police were praised for the speedy arrest and conviction of the London Burkers.9


In December 1832, the 63-year-old clerk Henry Camp Shepherd was found murdered in the counting house of his employers, Messrs Williams & Sons, soap manufacturers, of Great Compton Street. His skull had been brutally bashed in with a poker. The counting house contained an unopened safe, for which Mr Shepherd held the keys. Although nothing had been stolen from the safe, Mr Shepherd’s watch was missing, and the motive for the crime was supposed to have been robbery.


For undisclosed reasons, one of the remaining Bow Street Runners, Lloyd of Hatton Garden, took charge of the murder investigation. Mr Shepherd had complained that when out on company business in rural Hampstead and Highgate, he had been followed by some ruffianly fellows who had the appearance of glaziers. Two men in similar attire had been observed skulking about near the soap factory. A young man named Samuel Newland was taken into custody on suspicion of being involved in the murder, since he was employed at the soap factory and had murmured against Mr Shepherd in the past, but he could prove a solid alibi, and was discharged. Instead, another remaining Runner, Lea of Lambeth Street, got a tip from a convict that Mr Shepherd had been murdered by two previous associates of this convict, named Tom Ainsley and Jem Martin. These two were promptly arrested and brought before Mr Allen Laing, the Hatton Garden magistrate. It turned out that Ainsley had no previous convictions, and since he seemed like a respectable man, he was released. Jem Martin, who had several convictions for petty theft, and who looked most dejected at being accused of murder, was several times examined by the magistrate. Runner Lea had discovered that Martin’s clothes had been stained with blood, and he took note of the man’s alibi for the time of the murder, which he hoped to be able to prove false. But in the end, Jem Martin was also discharged by the magistrate, due to the lack of evidence against him, and in spite of a government reward of £100, matched by another £100 from Mr Williams the soap manufacturer, the murder of Henry Camp Shepherd was never solved.10
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A handbill on Bishop and Williams, from Vol. 2 of Percy Fitzgerald’s Chronicles of the Bow Street Police Office.


[image: Illustration]


The end of the London Burkers, from the Curiosities of Street Literature (London 1871), sheet 190.
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Mr Shepherd is found murdered, from the Illustrated Police News, 23 April 1904.
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Catherine Elms is found murdered, from the Illustrated Police News, 28 November 1903.


In May 1833, the New Police faced yet another challenge when the elderly spinster Catherine Elms was found murdered in her house at No. 17 Wellesley Street, Chelsea. She had been stabbed around the face and throat with some formidable instrument. In her younger days, Miss Elms had kept a school in Smith Lane, but now she was retired and let out rooms in her house to lodgers. A quiet, inoffensive old lady, she was not known to have any enemies. A young woman known as Mrs Mortimer, who lodged in the house, appeared very keen to get up to her own room and check her belongings; since this attracted suspicion, she was arrested by the police. Mrs Mortimer asserted her innocence, and went as far as to put her hand on the mangled body of Catherine Elms, exclaiming, ‘So help me God, I am innocent of any participation in this murder!’ This exhibition of the old superstition of ‘touching the body’ impressed the police greatly, and Mrs Mortimer was promptly released. At the coroner’s inquest on Catherine Elms, it was revealed that before the murder she had gone to the Wellesley Arms to purchase half a pint of stout for her dinner. Since the jug she had brought for her stout was found to be empty, and since no remains of food were found in her kitchen, it was presumed that she had finished her frugal repast, before being surprised and murdered by some intruder or intruders. Two ruffianly fellows had been spotted lurking outside the pub when Miss Elms came to have her jug filled, and they were presumed to have been the murderers. There was no clue whatsoever to their identity, however, and the coroner’s inquest returned a verdict of murder against some person or persons unknown. On 15 May, a man named John Sharpe came up to a police constable and confessed that he was one of the men who had murdered Miss Elms. He was a man of low repute, and a suspected coiner; he had previously given himself up for murdering his two children, but they turned out to have died from the measles. After being examined by the magistrate Mr White, at the Queen Square police office, Sharpe withdrew his confession, and he was eventually released since there was no convincing evidence against him. It aroused suspicions among the police, however, that he had spoken of the pump in Miss Elms’ kitchen, since there was really such a pump – a fact that had not been made public. In spite of some late bruits that the nephew of Catherine Elms had returned to London from New York to murder her, due to some testamentary shenanigans from an uncle who had died in the West Indies and left £7,500, the murder was never solved.11 As for the murder house at No. 17 Wellesley Street, which was later to become Upper Manor Street and today is Chelsea Manor Street, it no longer stands.
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James Greenacre dismembers Hannah Brown, from an old print.


In late December 1836, a sack containing a woman’s headless and limbless torso was found at a recently constructed terrace of houses in the Edgware Road, near the Pineapple Tollgate. A week later, a woman’s severed head, with long grey hair, was found jamming a lock in the Regent’s Canal. In early February, a Camberwell workman found a sack containing two legs, which fitted the torso perfectly. This was clearly a case of murder with dismemberment, and the first task for the New Police was to identify the Edgware Road murder victim.


The severed head was put in a jar of spirits and exhibited in a workhouse, but no person could recognise its bloated and battered features. A washerwoman named Hannah Brown, the widow of a shoemaker, was reported missing by her relatives, and her brother Mr Gay recognised the severed head’s mutilated ear, the result of an earring being pulled out by a fellow servant. A naïve and trusting woman, Hannah Brown had answered a newspaper advertisement from a certain James Greenacre, and agreed to supply her savings of £300 to support the commercial exploitation of a novel washing machine he had invented. These two had become very friendly, and just before she had disappeared on Christmas Eve, Hannah Brown had told her relatives that they were planning to get married.
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James Greenacre on the frontispiece of a small provincial Newgate Calendar, printed in Derby 1844.


Inspector Feltham and Constable Pegler, of the ‘T’ or Kensington division of the New Police, found out that the 51-year-old James Greenacre was a businessman who dabbled as a grocer and tea merchant, and owned a number of slum houses. He claimed to hold an estate in Hudson Bay, something that had impressed Hannah Brown very much. Three of Greenacre’s previous wives had died of disease, and he had left the fourth behind in America. After Christmas, Greenacre had told a friend that the marriage was off since Hannah Brown had unexpectedly got into debt and left London.


Instead, his mistress Sarah Gale had moved back into his house. The police suspected that Greenacre had murdered Hannah Brown on Christmas Eve 1836, dismembered the body and distributed its mutilated parts all over London, before getting on with his life as well as he could. Greenacre and Sarah Gale were both arrested by Inspector Feltham on 24 March, just as they were making preparations to sail for America, and they were committed to stand trial at the Old Bailey the following month. The sack containing Hannah Brown’s remains could be traced to Greenacre, and her earrings had been found in Sarah Gale’s possession. Greenacre asserted that Hannah Brown had died accidentally when her chair had tipped over backwards, but he was not believed, since she had clearly been hit hard with a stick or bludgeon, putting her eye out. Both James Greenacre and Sarah Gale were found guilty and sentenced to death, although Gale received a reprieve and was transported to Australia, where she lived on for another fifty years, not expiring until 1888. The public execution of Greenacre in front of Newgate was a fairground event, attracting 20,000 spectators. The New Police could exult that they had been able to bring a cunning and premeditating murderer to justice.12 Greenacre’s head was shaved after death, for phrenological examination, and his death mask was exhibited at the Black Museum for many years. In his poem ‘A Lay of St Gengulphus’, Richard Harris Barham included a topical reference to the sanguineous career of the Edgware Road murderer:


They contrived to pack up the trunk in a sack,


Which they hid in an osier-bed outside the town,


The clerk bearing arms, legs and all on his back,


As that vile Mr Greenacre served Mrs Brown.
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The end of James Greenacre, from the Curiosities of Street Literature (London 1871), sheet 192.
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Prostitution was a subject that both repelled and fascinated the Londoners of the 1820s and 1830s.13 According to the conventional morals of the time, prostitution was the Great Social Evil, a cancer in the midst of society that could not be cut out. Moralist authors emphasised the harm done by the prostitute, corrupting the minds of young men and infecting them with venereal disease, and described the brothels as hellholes full of every vice and debauchery. Respectable men should pass the harlot flaunting herself in the street with downcast eyes, and decent women should not even have knowledge of what she was doing. A woman falling into prostitution was supposed to be an accursed creature who could not live long in her sin and shame. Debauched, drunken and disease-ridden, the prostitute was wont to destroy herself in a fit of anguish and remorse, and leap headlong into the Thames.


The slums of London were more symmetrically distributed in 1838 than they are today. Whereas Kensington, Chelsea and Bloomsbury were respectable middle-class suburbs, parts of Westminster and most of St Giles were notorious slum rookeries. The East End was quite a black spot already in the 1830s. The 1837 Return of the number of Brothels and Prostitutes within the Metropolitan Police District lists 3,325 brothels and an estimated 9,409 prostitutes throughout the metropolis; of these, 209 brothels and 1,803 prostitutes were based in the ‘H’ police division, incorporating Spitalfields, Whitechapel and Ratcliffe, some of the most deprived slums of London.14 Similarly, an academic study of the first point of contact between prostitute and client, estimated from the Old Bailey proceedings from 1820 until 1829, shows a sinister cluster in the East End, where brothels were plentiful and streetwalking prostitutes a common sight. There is a second cluster in the Covent Garden area, the traditional headquarters of London vice in Georgian times, with many theatres, coffee houses, taverns and brothels. Quite a few prostitutes were active in various parts of the City of London, fewer in Westminster, and very few in Kensington and Chelsea.15


Several early authors on prostitution made attempts to estimate the number of prostitutes in the metropolis. As early as 1791, the police magistrate Patrick Colquhoun claimed that the capital was home to 50,000 prostitutes, half of them ‘kept women’, the other half common street prostitutes. In 1839, Dr Michael Ryan, another anti-prostitution campaigner, claimed that London had between 80,000 and 100,000 prostitutes. This vast army of fallen women, a veritable scourge on decent society, each had a ‘bully’ or protector: vicious men capable of murder, or any other crime. Although he was a respectable medical lecturer and editor, Dr Ryan seems to have had a bee in his bonnet about prostitution and its vices, and his figure is not based on practical experience but on extrapolation alone.16 The 1837 estimate of about 9,000 London prostitutes is likely to be closer to the truth.


An impediment for any attempt to estimate the number of prostitutes in London is how to define a ‘prostitute’, since the profession was heterogeneous enough. At the bottom of the social scale, there were the East End wretches inhabiting the slum brothels: poor, drunken, prematurely aged and riddled with venereal disease, and resembling the victims of Jack the Ripper although living fifty years earlier. Some of the more ambitious streetwalking prostitutes wanted to escape the brothels, rather understandably so, since the brothel-keepers took much of their earnings, and employed ‘bullies’ who beat them up if they complained. These independent prostitutes often had boyfriends of their own, who doubled as pimps who protected them from perverts and violent drunks, and made sure the customers paid their fee. The better class of prostitutes had houses or lodgings of their own, and mostly saw ‘regulars’ – either jolly young rakes or respectable gentlemen who wanted some extramarital ‘fun’. They could choose their customers rather than accept all takers, and prostitute themselves if and when they wanted to, leading a normal life most of the time; they did not walk the streets, but might occasionally pick up customers in the West End theatres. It sometimes happened that one of these ‘regulars’ wanted to ‘keep’ their favourite to have her for himself; all over London, there were ‘kept women’ supported by wealthy Lotharios, who might have a wife at home and a different mistress for every day in the week. Nor was it unknown for the better class of prostitute to retire at the age of 30, and buy a nice coffee house or lodgings for the earnings she had accumulated, to lead a humdrum and respectable life for the remainder of her days. At the very top of the social scale of London prostitutes were the courtesans of high society, ‘kept’ by noblemen and wealthy magnates.


In Georgian times, there was little sympathy for the London streetwalking prostitutes. Immoral, sinful and disease-ridden, they were viewed as common street pests. The police made the occasional raid, arresting a number of prostitutes, but they were not kept in custody for very long, returning to work the streets after just a few days in prison. But in the 1820s and 1830s, there was finally some compassion for London’s downtrodden fallen women. They were known as ‘unfortunates’, seduced and let down by some village rake, and forced into prostitution as a result. Efforts were made to close down the brothels, and to reform their inhabitants by various stratagems.17 As for the brothel-keepers and ‘bullies’ who lived on the earnings of the unfortunates, they were viewed as the scum of the earth, scoundrels capable of any atrocity.


[image: Illustration]


In 1838, London extended north as far as Camden Town and Islington, east as far as the West India Docks, south as far as Lambeth, Kennington and Walworth, and west as far as Chelsea and Kensington. From west to east, the Battersea, Vauxhall, Westminster, Waterloo, Blackfriars, Southwark and London bridges crossed the Thames. Peckham, Clapham and Tooting remained small villages situated just south of London.


In 1806, the Strand Building Company had decided to construct another bridge across the Thames. The Strand Bridge, as they initially decided to call it, would be situated midway between the Westminster and Blackfriars bridges, and the company hoped to recoup its investments through the income from bridge tolls. North Lambeth, on the southern side of the proposed bridge, was still very rural in the early 1800s. It contained a number of woollen cloth manufactories and breweries, as well as several small farms. On the southern bank of the Thames were a number of shipyards and timber yards. The Strand Building Company purchased 3 acres of land from Jesus College for the southern approach to the bridge. They decided on an attractive bridge design by John Rennie, with nine semi-elliptical river arches made of Cornish granite.


Following the Battle of Waterloo, the Strand Building Company became the Waterloo Bridge Company, and Rennie’s bridge became Waterloo Bridge. The bridge and its approaches cost in excess of £937,000 to construct. It was opened by the Prince Regent and the Duke of Wellington on 18 June 1817, with much pomp, on the second anniversary of the Battle of Waterloo.18 The artist John Constable was present at the opening of Waterloo Bridge, and made several sketches, which he made use of to paint a monumental canvas of the opening ceremony, exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1832. The great Italian neoclassical sculptor Antonio Canova was deeply impressed with Waterloo Bridge, calling it the noblest bridge in the world, and declaring that, for a foreigner, it was worth going to London solely to see it. A French art lover named M. Dupin called Waterloo Bridge a colossal monument, comparable with the efforts of the Pharaoh Sesostris and the Caesars. But in spite of these plaudits from the Continental aesthetes, there were soon worrying signs that Waterloo Bridge would not become a commercial success. The bridge did not lead to anywhere particularly interesting, since the Lambeth side was still largely undeveloped in 1817. Furthermore, impecunious Londoners could save their halfpenny toll by crossing the river on the nearby Westminster or Blackfriars bridges instead, since they were both toll-free.
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A drawing showing the plan for the new Strand Bridge.
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Waterloo Bridge and Somerset House. An engraving from an aquatint by T.S. Roberts.


When Waterloo Bridge was opened in 1817, work was already under way to transform North Lambeth into another London suburb south of the river. Waterloo Bridge Road, later called Waterloo Road, would run in a straight line from the new bridge to the junction with Westminster Bridge Road, Blackfriars Road and Borough Road at St George’s Circus. By 1838, Lambeth had been fully ‘developed’ and incorporated with London. The old farms, fields and rustic cottages were all gone, although a few of the factories, and many of the riverside shipyards and timber yards, had been allowed to remain.19 Not far away from Waterloo Bridge was a curious Thames-side edifice known as the Shot Tower or the Lambeth Lead Works, a tall and distinctive tower constructed in 1826 for the manufacture of lead shot through dropping molten lead from a great height.


The southern approaches to Waterloo Bridge were carried on a series of brick arches, along which was a terrace of houses and shops on each side: Wellington Terrace to the east and Southampton Terrace to the west. In the 1830s, rows of terraced houses in a main street were often given names of their own, and numbered independently; this was the case for ‘Wellington Terrace, Waterloo Road’. Wellington Terrace was first mentioned in the newspapers in May 1826. It consisted of twenty-five terraced houses, numbered from south to north. It may well have been constructed in 1823, since an authority on old London street tablets makes mention of a tablet inscribed ‘Wellington Terrace, 1823’ situated between what had become No. 35 and No. 37 Waterloo Road.20
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North Lambeth in 1844, from Laurie’s Map of London.


[image: Illustration]


The area around Waterloo Road in 1876, from McIntosh’s Plan of the Parish of Lambeth. This is the only London map to show the situation of Wellington Terrace.


The Feathers tavern, situated at the northern extremity of Wellington Terrace at No. 25, was really two public houses, the upper one in Waterloo Road itself, the lower in Commercial Street, far below the arches of the bridge. A forgotten Victorian novel, Albert Smith’s Christopher Tadpole, gives a lurid description of this strange part of London, a street above a street. The houses were all cellars, storeys under storeys of cellars, the lowest of which no one could fathom. From these subterraneous regions, inhabited only by dray horses and coal heavers, the wind rushed up frightful chasms from the unknown depths below, through the iron gratings in Waterloo Road. According to Smith, the neighbourhood was a seedy one, and prostitution abounded: ‘The streets adjoining are nearly all tenanted by the same fallen fair ones of creation; or, more properly, by persons who live on them, and with whom they live and lodge.’
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The Feathers public house and Wellington Terrace, from Vol. 6 of Walter Thornbury and Edward Walford’s Old and New London (London ND).
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Intent on self-destruction, a desperate woman leaps from Waterloo Bridge, from the Illustrated Police News, 13 June 1885.


A look at the relevant Post Office directories tends to put the lie to Smith’s statement, however, since most of the Wellington Terrace householders are listed as respectable tradesmen: bakers, cheesemongers, plumbers, tailors and fruiterers. Many, but not all, of the houses had shops on the ground floors. Albert Smith was right, however, that the area south of Waterloo Bridge was a seedy one: many of the streets leading into Waterloo Road were infested with prostitutes, bullies and brothels, Granby Street and the New Cut in particular. It was not for nothing that Waterloo Bridge became known as a ‘suicide bridge’ where desperate women jumped into the Thames to destroy themselves, inspiring Thomas Hood’s poem ‘The Bridge of Sighs’.


The Frenchwoman Flora Tristan, who wrote a book after visiting London in the 1820s and 1830s, went across Waterloo Bridge one evening to titillate her Paris readers about this London black spot of vice, accompanied by two sturdy Frenchmen armed with canes. She was appalled to see that:


The neighbourhood is almost entirely inhabited by prostitutes and people who live off prostitution: it is courting danger to go there alone at night. It was a hot summer evening; in every window and doorway women were laughing and joking with their protectors. Half-dressed, some of them naked to the waist, they were a revolting sight, and the criminal, cynical expressions of their companions filled me with apprehension.21
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Busy traffic on Waterloo Bridge, from a postcard stamped and posted in 1912.


The London lecher ‘Walter’, author of the pornographic book My Secret Life, went to Granby Street to meet a prostitute in 1845, and was equally impressed by the amount of vice going on in the streets leading off Waterloo Road.22


But enough of ‘Peelers’, enough of prostitutes, enough of bridges and Lambeth topography; the stage has been set, the acting company is waiting in the wings; let the Waterloo Road tragedy commence! There will be blood, there will be murder, there will be suspense – let us investigate one of the great mysteries of old London: the unsolved murder of the beautiful Eliza Grimwood back in 1838.
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THE WATERLOO ROAD HORROR


It is the evening of Friday 26 May 1838.1 We are at the Strand Theatre, a fashionable establishment managed by the celebrated playwright Douglas William Jerrold, and situated at Nos 168–9 Strand. In spite of its narrow façade to the Strand, the theatre boasts a dress circle, a first circle, twelve private boxes and a capacious pit, giving it a capacity of not less than 1,500 souls. The theatre had been constructed as recently as 1832 and handsomely decorated in white, silver and gold. It was considerably enlarged in 1836. A reviewer called it an elegant little theatre, and admired the performances laid on by Douglas Jerrold and his partner William John Hammond: plays based on the early novels of Charles Dickens, and various popular burlesques, melodramas and extravaganzas.2


It is not known what performance was playing at the Strand Theatre on 26 May 1838, but we know that on the night, the theatre was quite crowded.


Among the throng of people in the pits is our beautiful young heroine Eliza Grimwood, elegantly attired in a fawn-coloured dress, a dark shawl and a blue bonnet with a flower in it. She speaks to some female friends belonging to the better class of prostitute, just like herself. Many of them are at the theatre for prearranged meetings with various regular customers. About fifteen minutes before the play is to end, Eliza spies a dapperly dressed, foreign-looking young man, whom she was obviously planning to meet at the theatre; she taps her friend on the shoulder with her fan, and says something that sounds like, ‘I am going out with … He is here.’ After the performance has ended, Eliza goes to meet her gentleman friend, and they leave the theatre together. In spite of his foreign looks, the man speaks good English; he is well dressed in dark clothes and a wide-brimmed hat, and although it is a warm and dry summer evening, he is carrying a mackintosh across his arm. At the cab rank opposite the Spotted Dog public house, Eliza and the Foreigner take a cab across the bridge to her home at No. 12 Wellington Terrace, Waterloo Road; as he takes her hand, she gaily steps into the chariot of death. The Devil had beguiled her, and she did eat!
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