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James Hall, who murdered his master in June, before carefully draining his blood into various pots and pans, and hiding his body. (See 18 June)
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INTRODUCTION


The years between the accession of George I on 1 August 1714 – Queen Anne having succumbed to gout – and the death of George IV on 26 June 1830 was one of the most eventful centuries in British history. It was certainly one of the bloodiest: from the French Revolution to the Napoleonic Wars and the American Revolution, some of the key events which defined Britain occurred in this age. Many of the events need no introduction: the Battle of Waterloo, for example, or the Declaration of Independence.


This age was defined by four Georges: German-speaking George I (king from 1 August 1714 – 11 June 1727), whose reign started with a Jacobite rebellion and who was born on the day that the victim of another rebellion, Charles II, re-entered London in triumph; George II (king from 11 June 1727 – 25 October 1760), who promised his wife, on her deathbed, that he should not remarry – ‘No, I shall have mistresses!’; George III (king from 25 October 1760 – 29 January 1820), the first George with English as his first language, whose reign saw the establishment of an independent United States and the battle against Napoleon – twice – and whose blindness, deafness and madness are legendary; and finally, George IV, the Prince Regent (who reigned as regent from 5 February 1811, and as king from 29 January 1820 – 26 June 1830). There are a few royal incidents in this book, including two of the most famous in the life of Queen Caroline, who unsuccessfully hammered on the door of what should have been her own Coronation (see 19 June).


The era began at the last dusk of the Golden Age of Piracy (and indeed, Mary Read of Bonny and Read fame was born in London) and was coloured a pleasing shade of crimson by the all-encompassing, notorious Bloody Code – a system which meant that, by 1815, a total of 220 offences carried the death penalty. Hundreds of Londoners stepped into the shadow of the Triple Tree at Tyburn – now the site of Marble Arch – or on to the gallows set up at Newgate’s debtors’ entrance (the site of London’s hangings moved in 1783). Executions at Tyburn were marked by the roar of the crowd, the oaths of the men and women climbing into the cart to be hanged, and the swishing of missiles – dead cats, sticks, dead dogs, stones, offal, dung – flying thickly through the air as the cart creaked along the route from Newgate to Tyburn. A psalm was sung over the roar of the crowd, last speeches were made, cheers went up for a popular rogue – and oaths and boos for unpopular ones, such as Mrs Brownrigg, whom thousands of people wished into Hell – and then, as the feet of the prisoner left the wooden platform of the cart, the crowd would surge forward to fight for a souvenir, or for the body, which the surgeons needed and the family wanted to protect. After the Murder Act was passed in 1751, supplies became somewhat more plentiful, as the Act demanded that every murderer be dissected or hung in chains after death. This led to some colourful resurrections on the doctor’s table.


Other methods of execution in this volume include: hanging, drawing and quartering, where the offender was choked, ripped open and his internal organs pulled out and burned in front of his eyes (after the genitals, of course); beheading with an axe, as in the case of Derwentwater and Kilmarnock; burning, as in the horrible case of Catherine Hayes; and decapitation after death, as in the case of the Cato Street Conspirators. In several instances, a bleeding skull was held aloft to the cry of, ‘This is the head of a traitor!’ Other corporal punishments included the pillory – a death sentence in itself in many cases – and the hot irons (burning on the hand for manslaughter), as well as whipping, which a London hangman once refused to perform until he got a pay rise.


It has not been possible to fit every grim event of the Georgian era into this book – the subject could fill many volumes: one volume on high life and royal scandals; one on politics and war; another on the brothels, gentlemen’s clubs and sexual scandals of the day. We have chosen to concentrate, in this volume, mainly on crime in the capital – and what crimes they were! From the ‘cupboard murderer’, John Williamson, to the death of the Marrs (and another set of Williamsons) in London’s East End – a Georgian serial killing that has never been conclusively solved – all manner of life and death is in this book. Almost all of the research has involved primary sources taken straight from the magazines and newspapers of the day, or from the trial records available at the magnificent Old Bailey Online.


We must thank the compilers of the phenomenal websites Capital Punishment UK (http://www.capitalpunishmentuk.org/) and georgianlondon.com, and also the people involved in the Old Bailey project: their exemplary research has made researching this book an absolute pleasure. We would also like to thank Neil R. Storey, who kindly provided some extremely rare images from his own collection for this volume. Graham and I both hope you enjoy reading it.


Graham Jackson & Cate Ludlow, 2011
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Elizabeth Canning, who vanished on the evening of 1 January. Had a London gypsy really stolen her underwear and locked her in a hay loft?





 


1 JANUARY1771 On this day, John Joseph Defoe (grandson of Daniel Defoe, the author of Robinson Crusoe) was hanged at Tyburn, along with John Clark. They had been convicted of the highway robbery of Mr and Mrs Fordyce, who were travelling in their carriage to London. ‘There were three pistols in the coach at one time,’ said Mr Fordyce. ‘They put a pistol to my head, and another to my wife; the third pistol was pointed to a gentleman sitting on the other side of the coach.’ The thieves took their watches and their cash. The criminals were later identified, apprehended – Clark was cross-eyed, and hence very memorable – and tried at the Old Bailey, where they were found guilty and sentenced to death.


Fourteen years later, on this date, the first edition of the Daily Universal Register – later The Times – appeared in London.


2 JANUARY1753 In 1754, the curate of the Savoy Chapel was arrested, tried, convicted, and sentenced to fourteen years’ transportation for carrying out marriages without a valid license. 1,400 marriages were instantly dissolved.


The year before, on the evening of the 1st and through into the early hours of this day, Mary Squires and Susannah Wells may – or may not – have kidnapped Elizabeth Canning (18) and stolen her stays. According to Elizabeth’s testimony at the Old Bailey, ‘two lusty men’ had grabbed her near the gate of Bethlem Hospital, stuffed a handkerchief in her mouth, tied her hands and dragged her along by ‘her petticoats’. She then fell into a convulsive fit – which she had been prone to ever since an attic ceiling fell on her head. When she came to, she was entering a kitchen containing ‘gypsey woman Squires’. She said the old lady had taken her by the hand and ‘asked me if I chose to go their way [become a prostitute], saying, if I did, I should have fine cloaths.’ Elizabeth said no. Her stays were cut off, and she was pushed into a hay loft. A broken jug of water and twenty-four pieces of bread lay on the floor. This, with a mince pie she had in her pocket, was all she had to live on for a month.


Notices were posted in the papers by her desperate parents, such as this, on 6 January 1753, in the Daily Advertiser:


whoever can give any account where she is, shall have Two Guineas Reward… which shall be a great satisfaction to her mother. She is fresh coloured, pitted with the small-pox, has a high forehead, light eye-brows, about five feet high, eighteen years of age, well-set…


The truth of what happened has never been solved. Elizabeth claimed that she eventually pulled a board from a window and ran home. She gave enough information to suggest that she had been held at the house of Mother Wells in Enfield Wash, ‘a house of very ill-fame’, was carried there, and successfully identified her attackers and the room she was held in. The case came to trial at the Old Bailey, and both Mother Susannah Wells (who Elizabeth said she had seen through the window) and Mary Squires were found guilty and sentenced to death. However, many witnesses appeared to say that they had seen Squires in Dorset. Neither the judge nor the Lord Mayor of London, Sir Crisp Gascoigne – whose coach windows were shattered by the mob for his support of the case – were happy with the verdict, and the death penalty was suspended for six weeks whilst they investigated – ending with a very surprising twist, when Elizabeth found herself on the other side of the dock on 24 April, on a charge of perjury.


Her story was full of inconsistencies. The room she named as her prison had a large and easily opened window, so low that one man shook his wife’s hand through it: she ‘thought it was fast’, she retorted. Moreover, lots of visitors had been in and out of the room throughout that month, none of whom had spotted a half-naked kidnap victim hiding in the straw. Mr White, servant to the Lord Mayor, helpfully added that when he looked out the window, he saw ‘a heap of human dung as high as a quart pot, which did not appear to have been trod upon; and upon the whole it did not appear to him that anybody had got out at that window’. Elizabeth also identified Mary Squires so quickly that she caused her own friends to doubt her – before she had even seen her face, in fact, causing the woman to reply, ‘Lord Madam! I was 120 miles off at that time!’


Convincing arguments have been made for both the pro and the anti-Canning causes, both at the time and in more recent years. The truth of where Elizabeth spent a month of 1753 has never been discovered – but the Old Bailey decided that, wherever she was, it most certainly was not with Squires and Mother Wells, and she was found guilty. Elizabeth Canning was transported for seven years. She married in Connecticut, had five children, and died there in 1773.


3 JANUARY1818 A tragic accident befell Matthew Hirst (14) at the Three Hats, Islington Green, on this day, while he was playing with his brothers and sisters. He said, ‘I will show you how they hang men at the gallows,’ and looped a long rope attached to a ceiling hook around his neck. He climbed up onto a stool to make his demonstration particularly lifelike, but unfortunately he accidentally kicked the chair out from underneath him. The children, seeing his face black and distorted, ran to their mother, crying, ‘Mat is hanging himself to frighten us.’ The mother, thinking the children were playing, took no notice – until a porter went into the kitchen and found the boy suspended. When he was cut down he was quite dead.


4 JANUARY1725 ‘Captain’ Charles Towers, a butcher covered with scars, and ‘General’ John Webb of the Wapping New Mint, were indicted this day for storming into the house of John Errington. According to an old statute, anyone who lived in the area of the Mint was immune from prosecution. All of the criminal families in the area had signed a book, and paid a small subscription fee, in order to join the ‘New Minters’, a group which swore to rescue any member who was arrested. Errington lived at the Red Lion on Wapping Wall, opposite King James’s Stairs. At about 11 a.m., Towers, covered from his face to his waist in soot and grease, had burst into the house waving a giant quarterstaff. He cried out, ‘Damn ye, you have got one of our prisoners, and we’ll have him away!’ Towers and Webb then ran into the room waving the list of ‘New Minters’, and rescued the prisoner, John West, with many ‘huzzas’. Towers tried to claim that he was simply a bit dirty, but the court found that he had deliberately disguised himself for the purposes of rioting in the streets, and he was sentenced to death. His colleague, who had not blackened his face, was released. According to the ordinary’s report, Towers felt that ‘Prisons were all so full that men died like rotten sheep, and he had rather go to the place whither he was going, than dwell under that Tyranny’. He said, ‘I am going from a life of trouble and noise and confusion, to a world of quiet.’


5 JANUARY1716 William Hammond of St Mary, ‘Whitechappel’, used a visit to his client Thomas Hollis, whom he was to shave, as an opportunity to abstract a silver spoon. The prisoner told the court that he had been drunk at the time – hardly an ideal qualification for a job involving throats and razors – and ‘that it was his first Fact, and should be his last’. The jury reduced the value of the spoon for him, and he was whipped rather than transported.


6 JANUARY1727 In early January of this year, the ‘lunatic king’ was first admitted to St Giles’ Workhouse. This poor man became convinced that he was a king, and immediately appointed another lunatic as his prime minister, personal barber and servant. Sadly, however, one day the prime minister got so hungry that he ate his dinner before the lunatic king had come in – which made the king so angry that he attacked the prime minister on sight. The exiled prime minister shortly afterwards died of a fever, and the king, broken-hearted, refused to eat. He died of starvation a few weeks later.


7 JANUARY1772 On 6 and 7 January, one of London’s most famous hauntings took place in Stockwell. At about 10 a.m., as one Mrs Golding was sitting in her parlour, she heard the china and glasses in the back kitchen tumble down from the shelves and break. Her maid, Ann Robinson (20), rushed in and shouted that the stone plates were throwing themselves from the shelf. Mrs Golding went into the kitchen, and to her astonishment saw whole rows of plates and dishes flinging themselves onto the floor; an egg then flew across the room and hit the cat on the head. The next day, the ghost was back again: as the other servant, Mrs Mary Martin, went over to stir the fire, a pestle and mortar flew onto the floor next to her, followed by candlesticks, cups, brasses and many other small objects. The bewildered and terrified owners tried to save their goods by putting them onto the floor, but it was no good: the objects on the floor began to leap and jump like frogs, some flying 7 or 8ft in the air. Others smashed against the furniture, before the very furniture itself began to move! Bottles and hams hanging from the ceiling began to swing and leap to the floor, causing the whole family to flee in terror. When they returned to the house, a pot of water immediately began to boil of its own accord, before candles and other items flew at them. The only person who remained calm during these awful events was the servant, Ann, who told her mistress that ‘these things could not be helped’. This made the family rather suspicious, suspicions which were borne out when Ann confessed, years later, to attaching ‘long horse hairs’ and wires to the items as an elaborate and extremely clever practical joke. Every time she pulled on one of these invisible ropes, an item would fly into the air. The family had been too terrified to examine the possessed objects carefully, and so the trick had escaped detection. Ann later added that she had thrown the egg at the cat herself; her other tricks included adding chemicals to the pot of water to make it boil, and loosening the hams on their hooks so that they flew off at the slightest touch.


8 JANUARY1806 On 8 January, at about 10 a.m., the body of Lord Nelson began its last journey up the Thames from Greenwich Hospital. The procession of barges, all draped in black, was nearly a mile long, and guns were fired from the Tower as it passed; bells rang mournfully across London. The river had been cleared, but thousands of spectators lined the shore and crowded onto the boats moored at the side, or onto the bridges on the route, to watch the procession. At about 3 p.m., the body drew up at Whitehall, and more guns were fired. Trumpets were also sounded. An enormous hailstorm struck as the body was unloaded, but stopped as it reached the shore. Nelson was carried to Captain Hardy’s room at the Admiralty, which had been draped all in black for the occasion.


The next day, muffled drum rolls called out London’s mourners in their thousands. Troops, with black armbands, marched through the thronged streets in front of the six-horse carriage which was pulling Nelson’s gilded coffin. The front of the carriage was a replica of the Victory. Roofs, chimneys, windows – all were crowded with hundreds of thousands of spectators. More than 200 mourning coaches and 400 carriages joined the body as it rolled to St Paul’s. Twelve men from Nelson’s crew carried the body into the cathedral, and a great storm of weeping broke out as he was carried to his grave inside. As darkness fell, 200 lamps were lit over the funeral bier and the coffin was slowly lowered out of sight. Earth rattled on the top as Handel’s ‘His body is buried in peace; but his name liveth forever more’ was sung. Guns then rang out, and the staffs of Nelson’s household were snapped and placed on top of his coffin. His flag would have followed, but the crew carrying it ripped it into pieces to keep instead.
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Lord Nelson’s elaborate coffin.
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Nelson’s funeral car. The motto roughly translates as: ‘Let he who merits the palm possess it.’ Nelson’s coffin can be seen in the middle.


9 JANUARY1760 On this day, pensioner Esther Monk confessed to the murder of her husband, coachman Richard, whom she had struck on the side of the head with a poker. She added that he was a very good husband, but that she had thought about it for several weeks after ‘the Devil’ suggested it to her. Neighbours said she was often ‘very stupid’, and ‘in a strange way’, and talked of drowning herself. She was acquitted by reason of insanity.


10 JANUARY1765 On this day, thousands of destitute weavers asked the Houses of Parliament to ban foreign silks. Cheap foreign silks had decimated the demand for home-produced fabrics, and thousands of Englishmen and women went hungry as a consequence.


Also on this day, but in 1727, a 12in-stab wound to the chest finally got the best of Edward Perry. At the end of December, as he was walking across St James’s Park, drunken former Tower soldier Robert Hains (21) of ‘Thieving Lane’ in Westminster – the lane along which felons were transported to the Gatehouse Prison – came up and started ‘meddling’ with the party’s women, seizing one by the throat and throttling her while attempting to kiss her. When the men protested, Hains drew his sword and stabbed Perry through the chest. The blade went all the way through the man’s body and tore the thumb of Perry’s wife, who was standing behind him. ‘I am a dead man!’ Perry shouted as he fell. Perry’s lungs were ripped, and he died in great agony. Hains was hanged at Tyburn on 12 February.


11 JANUARY1804 A strange case came to the Old Bailey today, when Francis Smith (29) was indicted for the murder of Thomas Millwood at Hammersmith. On 3 January, John Locke had bumped into Smith, who informed him that he had just shot a ghost – the Hammersmith ghost, no less. The ghost was a man who had been running around the area, dressed up either in white or in calfskin, with horns on his head and glass eyes, frightening people. Servant Thomas Groom told the court that he himself had seen the ghost: as he was walking through the churchyard at about 8 p.m. or 9 p.m., ‘some person came from behind a tombstone … and caught me fast by the throat with both hands.’ He had punched it, and it ran away. According to Old Bailey records, another woman had seen the ghost ‘rise from the tombstones. The figure was very tall and very white. She attempted to run; but the ghost soon overtook her, and pressed her in his arms, when she fainted.’ She was allegedly so frightened that she died.


Whole gangs of men had been out looking for the ghost. When the local watchmen crowded into the churchyard, they saw a man stretched out with a bullet hole in his jaw. Unfortunately, it turned out that the ‘ghost’ was the innocent bricklayer, Thomas Millwood. Thomas had already been warned to change his outfit after he had walked past a couple and frightened them so much that the man had threatened to punch him in the head. The intrepid ghost-hunter was sentenced to death, but saved from the gallows and sent to prison instead for one year.


Another ghost was said to haunt Hyde Park – a headless woman who leapt over the railings – though London Lore identifies this as the work of a couple of naughty boys with a projector.


12 JANUARY1818 A fatal duel took place on this day, sparked by a quarrel in a London coffee house. The principals had forgotten where they were supposed to meet, and so the two seconds ended up fighting instead over which of the two would-be duellists was the coward. In a field by the Load of Hay, Chalk Farm, one second, Lieutenant Bailey of the 58th Foot, was shot through the intestines by the other. The injured man was carried to a nearby house, and shook hands with his opponent before he died. Bailey told his horrified killer, Mr Theodore O’Callaghan, that his first bullet had also grazed his leg: pulling up his trousers, he showed him where the bullet had passed through both legs of his trousers and one of his boots. O’Callaghan was arraigned on a capital charge, and was so grief-stricken that he could not read out his defence. He got three months’ imprisonment.


Today in 1731, Mrs Goodchild, wife of a Charing Cross linen draper, had a fit. Unfortunately, she pitched forward into the fire and was burnt to death. She was two months pregnant.


13 JANUARY1725 On this day, Mr James Wallis spied a pig sitting on top of a dung heap with part of a baby’s body hanging out of its mouth. The head and the arms of the child had already been eaten. A local farmer suspected that his servant, Deborah Greening of South Mims, might know something of this horrible case, and she was eventually forced to admit that she had buried a stillborn baby in the aforementioned dung heap. The court therefore acquitted her of murder.


Six years later, Mary Martin was found lying in a field in Hoxton with a piece of knife sticking out of her head, and another under her left ear. Mr John Chapel of Bishopsgate Workhouse was committed to Newgate, and there confessed to the crime.


14 JANUARY1716 Dawks’ Newsletter of 14 January reported that ‘the Thames seems now a solid rock of ice’. Booths, food stalls and a printing press were set up on the ice, and even royalty visited. A week later, it was frozen so solidly that four men roped themselves together and walked upstream for days across the surface. They then vanished somewhere on the river, and were never heard of again.


On this day in 1762, William Tomlin (28) staggered into the Black Boy alehouse at Saltpetre Bank with his guts hanging out ‘a great way’. The landlord pushed them back in, and took him to the hospital. Several foreigners were arrested in accordance with the description given by the dying man, and taken to see William in his sickbed. Eventually he claimed to recognise a young Portuguese man called Francisco Wilkins as the man who had stabbed him, after a fight over a woman. In broken English, Francisco explained that he was indeed with the attackers, but that he had no knife of his own. He was acquitted.


15 JANUARY1769 Mary Grindall (1) fell into the New River on this day. Her body was raked out of the water on the 16th, and carried along to the nearest public house on a board. The moment that her mother, Elizabeth Grindall, saw her child, she kissed it and cried, ‘Let me wipe thy pretty face as I used to do. I wish you were alive again!’ She wept ‘very much’. It turned out that she had returned home the previous night without her child. When asked where it was, she ‘fell a crying sadly and said it was in the water’. She was arrested, but after she had recovered from her shock, she told the following sad tale of her evening walk to Islington:


The moon shone very fine; and whether the child saw the light of the moon in the river I cannot say, but it gave a spring from my arm into the water, and I ran away directly, being sadly frightened.


Countless witnesses testified to her adoration of her daughter – ‘She loved the child even to distraction: no woman in the world could love a child better,’ said one. She was found not guilty of murder.


Finally, today – a day for knowledge, for the British Museum opened on this day in 1759 – the Gentleman’s Magazine claimed that a large turnip had been discovered in the exact shape of a man’s head, a cast of which the Society of Phrenologists declared showed the tell-tale signs of ‘acute mind and deep research’. However, when they asked to make further examination, the turnip’s owner had to confess that ‘he and his family had eaten it the day before with their mutton at dinner’.


16 JANUARY1735 Moorfields servant Elizabeth Ambrook appeared in court on this day to answer a case of infanticide: she was accused of throwing her newborn out of a second-storey window. The neighbour had heard the window go up, and then saw ‘something’ fly out. He had poked it, and realised it was a dying baby. Ambrook said she had thought the house was on fire because of the pain she was in after giving birth, and had thrown the baby to save it from the flames. The ‘grisle’ of the child’s soft skull was warped by the fall, and it died soon afterwards. His mother was sentenced to death.


On this same day, booksellers advertised a handy pocket-sized copy of a bestseller: ONANIA; or, The Heinous Sin of Self Pollution, and all its Frightful Consequences, in Both Sexes. This book included a…


…surprizing Letter from a young married Lady, who by this detestable Practice, became barren and diseased; and two astonishing Cases, in a Letter from a Clergyman, of a young Man and a young Woman, who to his own Knowledge, had so abused themselves thereby, that they died.


Other books advertised included a guide to home-curing venereal disease, and The Life of Madam de Beamnount, a French Lady, who Lived in a Cave in Wales Fourteen Years Undiscover’d.


17 JANUARY1777 Rich widow Mary Eleanor Bowes, Countess of Strathmore – known to history as ‘the Unhappy Countess’ – tragically fell into the clutches of the notorious Andrew Robinson Stoney, a half-pay lieutenant aged 30. (The phrase ‘stoney broke’ is said to have been inspired by him.) They married on this day – and she regretted it shortly afterwards.


The husband’s abuses included imprisoning the Countess in her own home, raping her maids and bringing prostitutes into the house. On one occasion, he held a knife to her throat, and threatened to cut it if she spoke another word. Mary Morgan, her maid, deposed that his treatment had been ‘one continued scene of abuse, insult, and cruelty’, and that he had burnt the Countess’s face with a candle and beaten her with a stick. After the trial went against him, he contrived to kidnap the Countess to force her to return; he hounded her through the countryside, abusing her all the way, at one point threatening her with a red-hot poker. By this time the case was well known, and a nationwide search for the Countess was launched. Escape was thus impossible, notwithstanding that he avoided all roads and took his famished captive across moors and fields. A constable of the parish of Neasham deposed that when he saw Stoney, whose horse’s bridle was being held by a country labourer, the prisoner attempted to shoot him. However, the constable promptly knocked the lieutenant off his horse with a stout cudgel. The court revoked all his rights over the Countess’s property and sent him to prison in St George’s Fields for the rest of his life. An acquaintance of his suggested the following epitaph: ‘He was cowardly, insidious, hypocritical, tyrannical, mean, violent, selfish, deceitful, jealous, revengeful, inhuman, and savage, without a single countervailing quality.’


On this day in 1808, Horatio Viscount Trafalgar, Nelson’s nephew, died of typhus. He was buried with his famous uncle in St Paul’s.


18 JANUARY1738 Covent Garden attorney Thomas Carr, who robbed William Quarrington of 93 guineas and a diamond ring in Shire Lane, near Fleet Street, went to the gallows with his partner, Elizabeth Adams, on this day. According to the Newgate Calendar:


They were both remarkably composed for people in their dreadful situation, and just as the cart began to draw away they kissed each other, joined hands, and thus were launched into eternity.


(Shire Lane was a row of squalid houses at the time, with a reputation ‘too black to be repeated’. It was so infamous that one murderer simply propped his victim against a door a little further up the street, and escaped capture for years.)


19 JANUARY1743 On this day, sailor Thomas Rounce was hanged, drawn and quartered at Execution Dock after being captured aboard a Spanish ship – one which he had been forced to join to save his life. He was dragged to the site of execution by horses covered in ribbons, with the gleaming scimitar that was to cut off his head in front of him, and a silver oar paraded in front of that. As soon as he was hanged, he was cut down; his belly was ripped up, his heart pulled out and thrown on a fire, and his head was cut off. His quartered body was put in a coffin and given to his friends. It was the first such execution since 1708.


On 19 January 1795, two ships freed from the ice on the Thames crashed into London Bridge. One lost all of its masts, knocked down two of the lamps and ripped through the central arch, shaking the whole bridge as it passed. It floated all the way to Somerset House, and beached there. The other boat lodged on the railings.


20 JANUARY1802 In 1780, Joseph Wall accepted a post as governor of a Goree, an African colony. When he returned to London, rumours about his inhumane treatment of subordinates began to spread. He appeared in court at long last on this day, to defend himself against a charge of deliberately murdering one Benjamin Armstrong by tying him to a gun carriage and ordering him to have 800 lashes, of which he died five days afterwards. To his dismay, Wall was found guilty; he was executed on 29 January 1802. As the platform dropped, the rope slipped and the knot moved to the back of his head. He choked to death over an agonising twenty minutes. The rope was afterwards sold for 1s an inch.


21 JANUARY1790 In 1790, ‘a large stone was thrown with great violence into the King’s carriage, during his majesty’s journey to the House of Lords’ by a half-pay lieutenant named James Frick, who was then sent to Bethlem Hospital. The stone did no injury to the King. On this circumstance, Peter Pindar wrote the following epigram:


Folks say, it was lucky the stone missed the head,


When lately at Caesar ’twas thrown;


I think, very different from thousands indeed,


’Twas a lucky escape for the stone.


It wasn’t a good date for royals, as today, in 1809, St James’s Palace caught fire, and £100,000 worth of damage was caused. However, this was a vast improvement to events on the other side of the Channel, where ‘Citoyen Louis Capet’, previously known as King Louis XVI, went to his death today in 1793. Sir Nathaniel William Wraxall read a note in St James’s Palace which said, ‘The unfortunate Louis is no more. He suffered death this morning, at 10 o’clock, with the most heroic courage.’ He had attempted to resist, so the executioners had thrown him down onto the plank under the guillotine’s blade, and tore his face.


22 JANUARY1815 Mary Emmott (24) walked into Hackney church on this day and wandered into Mr Bridges’ pew. The pew opener shooed her out, lest the ladies arrived and ‘they be offended’. At the end of the service, Emmott was first out of the door – carrying the Bridgeses’ Bible, which she had stolen. She told the court that she had abstracted it by accident, but was transported for seven years nonetheless.


23 JANUARY1820 On this day, the Duke of Kent, Queen Victoria’s father, was attacked by an inflammation of the lungs, and died.


Also on this day, but in 1815, Samuel Penney married Mary Davis in Surrey. Unfortunately, he already had a wife, Hannah Andrews, whom he had married six years earlier in St Giles’ Church. Fortunately, however, the first wife was very young and the court did not have enough evidence to prove that the original marriage was legal, and Penney was acquitted.


24 JANUARY1721 One of the most famous crashes in financial history occurred when the ‘South Sea Bubble’ finally burst. The directors were arrested on this day. The South Sea Co. had exclusive rights to trade in the Spanish colonies, and, as rumours of untold wealth began to spread, a bright scheme was laid: the company would lend the government money at an exceptionally good rate, and raise enough money to cover a massive proportion of the national debt by selling shares. More than £9 million was to be loaned. The idea of access to instant wealth suddenly gripped London. The stock madness was not helped by the main men behind the scheme, who whipped prices up. Single shares rose from £100 to £1,100. Then, when word got out that all the directors had sold up, and when people realised that the company couldn’t possibly cover the cost of all those shares, the price suddenly dropped – and selling panic began. Small tradesmen suddenly found their stock was worth a tenth of what they had paid for it – if they could even find a buyer. In March 1721, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, John Aislabie, was sent to the Tower for his part in defrauding the public for his own profit, and the first Lord of the Treasury was also charged (but acquitted) of the same. The Secretary of State was also implicated, and the entire property of his father, the Postmaster General, was seized.


In the brief wave of stock popularity, more than 200 weird and wonderful companies, called ‘bubbles’, started to sell shares in the most unlikely of schemes. These included the chance to buy shares in the profits of whale-fishing trips to Greenland; the importation of beaver fur; companies promising to ‘inoffensively empty bog-houses’; trading in hair or the bleaching of hair; pox insurance; an ‘air-pump’ for the brain; and a company specialising in checking the virginity of prospective brides.


Things were even stranger on the other side of the Channel, as on this day in 1732, forty monks died after drinking from a barrel of wine in which a deadly viper had drowned, after it had wormed in through the bung-hole.


25 JANUARY1789 In 1789, former teacher Mary Patmore of High Street, Mile End, St Dunstan’s, died after her husband, stay-maker William, and his second wife, Rachel Walters, locked her in a soaking-wet garret (later attributed to the juices ‘violentally oozing’ from the woman, and the spilling of her chamber pot) and starved her to death. On this day, churchwarden Henry Eyre went to the house to view the body, and found…


…the appearance was the greatest scene of distress I ever saw. I saw a human body on the straw, and a few rags underneath, which were cut from her back all swarming with vermin: the appearance of the sight was extremely shocking … her belly shrunk in, her ribs started.


Mortification had eaten down to her bones. The husband had told visitors that when she was dead he planned to sell her to the surgeons; he told others, if they happened to hear groaning coming from the attic, that it was nothing but a ‘vagrant’ he was sheltering. One lady visitor found the wife weeping on the floor, and crying, ‘I’m very hungry, the child gnaws me!’ Mary was pregnant, and in fact gave birth in her lonely attic. She then sank, and was discovered with ‘each hand up to the side of her hair, fighting with death’. She died that night. The husband told his astonished lodger that he had found some men who, for a shilling each, would throw the body in the Thames for him. He had already sold her child, stillborn, to the surgeons for 4s. When the enormous poverty of the family was revealed – little money for food, and none for medical treatment – the pair were found not guilty.


26 JANUARY1715 John Hurrel of St Botolph, Bishopsgate, was convicted of stealing 16 yards of cloth from a shop on 26 January, after he was seen to push up his coat sleeve, thrust his arm into a hole in the glass, and bring something out. He pawned the material, and the pawnbroker identified him.


27 JANUARY1715 Itinerant fruit-seller and gambler William Rose (19) of St Andrew’s, Holborn, stole four pairs of stockings, after lifting the lock of a shop with a pocketknife. James Evans, who had turned King’s Evidence to save himself, told how he had helped by throwing his coat over the shop boy when he came out of the cellar during the theft: he had hugged him fiercely to his chest, and cried out, ‘Dear Jemmy!’, kissing him to distract him. Both men were later captured, and Rose was hanged on 2 October 1717.


28 JANUARY1785 Sir Ashton Lever advertised lottery tickets for the right to obtain his famous Leverian Museum collection from Leicester House, Leicester Square on this day; it cost 1 guinea per ticket. Natural curiosities by the thousand, many collected by Captain Cook on his travels, filled 1,300 glass cases. They included 200 ‘species of warlike instruments, ancient and modern’, the tomahawk, ‘the scalping-knife, and many more such desperate diabolical instruments of destruction, invented, no doubt, by the Devil himself’. The house had previously been known for its curiosities, including a moving painting which was alleged to be 4 miles long (but was actually 0.25 miles). It was a royal residence, most famous as the childhood home of George III. Prince Frederick died here – his father famously, on hearing the news, coldly finished his game of cards before informing his wife that their son was dead.


29 JANUARY1820 King George III died at Windsor on this day, at the age of 81. He had been virtually blind for ten years, and spent his final years in seclusion at Windsor Castle, talking to invisible courtiers.


A plate engraved ‘29 Jan 1721’ was stolen in 1732 by Aldgate gravedigger Thomas Middleton, and coffin-bearer Frances Warner, as part of a haul of 200lb of lead taken from the crypt of Bow Church, and eventually sold to John Newton. However, the provenance was hard to hide: ‘One of my Men,’ Newton told the court, said, ‘this Lead smells so strong of dead Corps that it almost choaks me!’ Newton went to the authorities, and both Middleton and Warner confessed that they hadn’t been able to resist the sight of all that valuable metal. The vault had been so completely rifled that one corpse – recognised by its lame leg and the post-mortem stitches running up the chest – was found slumped on the floor: the entire coffin had been taken, and the sawdust from inside dumped next to him. Middleton was transported.


[image: Images]


A coffin thief in action! This is one Jonas Parker, who took £5 worth of lead, in the form of a coffin, from Aldermanbury Church in 1778.


30 JANUARY1789 On this day, the Regency was formally announced – and then the King recovered! The whole of London was illuminated in celebration, and, according to the Gentleman’s Magazine, ‘from one extremity to the other and far out into the surrounding suburbs there was one blaze of light’.


Also on this day, but in 1734, Judith Defour of Bethnal Green wrapped a piece of linen around her daughter’s neck and left her, naked, to die in a ditch. The child was the bastard of a Spitalfields weaver. John Wolveridge heard an outcry in Bethnal’s fields and ran towards the sound. There he found a child (about 2 years old) stretched out, with a ‘black circle’ about its neck, ‘and a mark like the print of a thumb, under the right ear.’ When the mother was found and asked how she could possibly be so barbarous, she confessed, ‘in a violent agony of grief’, that she had choked it so it would keep quiet whilst she stole the new clothing it wore. She had taken it out of the Bethnal Green Workhouse to do so. When she had noticed that the child was still alive, she had bashed its head with a stone. She had received 8d for her share in the stolen clothing. She claimed that a ‘wicked creature’ from the workhouse named Sukey had ‘seduced’ her into committing this heinous crime. Judith was sentenced to death. The ordinary at Newgate described her as ‘Very hard-hearted … I have not seen one more stupid, nor less thoughtful’. She confessed at the end that she…


…drank and swore much, and was averse to virtue and sobriety, delighting in the vilest companies, and ready to practice the worst of actions. She acknowledged the justice of her sentence, and died in peace with all Mankind.


31 JANUARY1825 The Examiner on this day reported the suicide by poison of Italian flower-seller Christina Marie Briscolie (19). The inquest was held at the Three Cups, Oxford Road. Briscolie had been abandoned by her wealthy lover when their baby died. He afterwards rejected her pleas for money, writing, ‘Who ever dreamt of meeting with such sublime feelings in the bosom of an Italian flower girl? … The enclosed is the last assistance that you can expect of me.’ After reading this, she ‘wept all day and night’ and spoke wildly. Briscolie informed a friend that she had ‘settled everything this day, but it has cost me many tears’. She was shortly afterwards discovered lying slumped upon the floor of her room, her stomach filled with ‘laudanum in a quantity greater than [the surgeon] had ever seen before’.
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A trial in progress at the Old Bailey. Two hanging men can be seen out of the window.
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The famous Hogarth engraving of the Idle Apprentice at the Triple Tree, surrounded by orange-sellers and the rowdy, enormous crowds of a typical hanging.


1 FEBRUARY1715 On this day, a very strange and very horrible attack occurred. Richard Griffith, of the parish of Hadley, had been sharing a stable with his fellow servant, Richard Davis. One day, Davis vanished. When their employer enquired after him, Griffith replied that he had not heard from the other servant. This news rather surprised her – but not as much as the discovery, a fortnight later, of the servant’s body, missing its head, stuffed into a nearby dung heap. Another servant was horrified to discover the head perched precariously on the top of the pile, gleaming amid the ordure. The head had been picked clean by the hogs that lived in the field. All of the dead man’s money was gone, as well as the silver buckles from his shoes. It all looked very black for Griffith, blacker still when he fled, and blackest of all when the investigators discovered that he had sold all of the deceased’s clothes to a pawnshop. Griffith told the court that he had quarrelled with the prisoner and stabbed him in the head with a pitchfork that lay nearby. He was sent to the Triple Tree, lamenting his evil actions.


2 FEBRUARY1785 Servant Sarah Panton, who worked at a pub in Poland Street, Soho, was examined today to determine whether she had just given birth to the naked baby found attacked and abandoned in a Hampstead hedge. Surgeon George Rodd was called to see the child, who had been taken to a chandler’s shop at Kilburn. A rip ran down from the mouth to the chin, the neck had two wounds, and the top of its head and skull was covered with punched wounds. The cold had kept these wounds closed, but the moment that the child was brought into the house it started to bleed. Thomas Webb, surgeon of Coldbath Fields Prison, came to examine Panton – whereupon she burst into tears. Her employers noticed that she seemed much thinner, all of a sudden. The court could not prove that the child was hers, however, and so she was acquitted. The truth about the baby was never discovered.


3 FEBRUARY1814 Three people were trapped on a piece of ice that floated free from the rest on this day, during another of the Thames’ spectacular ice fairs. Above Westminster Bridge, two more young men stood on a piece that broke free: they floated under the bridge at top speed, crying piteously for help all the way. One then sat – or fell – down and hurled them both to their deaths in the icy water.


Also on this day, but eleven years earlier, Peter Woulfe died at Barnard’s Inn. This tall, thin man was the last true exponent of alchemy. His unusual method of curing any feeling of illness (by travelling all the way from London to Edinburgh – and back – by the mail coach) proved his undoing: he caught the cold that killed him on the way. According to the Literary Gazette, his room was ‘so filled with furnaces and apparatus that it was difficult to reach his fireside’. A visitor once made the mistake of putting down his hat – and never found it again amongst the chaos.
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