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INTRODUCTION


CAMDEN WAS FORMED by amalgamating the three boroughs of Hampstead, St Pancras and Holborn in 1965, when London’s local government was restructured and larger administrative areas created. Today’s Camden extends from Highgate and Hampstead, in the north, and south through Kilburn, Camden and Kentish Towns to Bloomsbury and Holborn – and reaching almost as far as the River Thames.


This book contains bloody and bizarre events that occurred over a 2,000-year time span: Roman attacks, grave robbing, duels and highwaymen all feature, as do two of the twentieth-century’s best-known crimes – the cases of Dr Crippen and Ruth Ellis. We end with a look at the damage in Camden inflicted by two world wars, with personal stories from eyewitnesses.


Unless otherwise credited, all images are in the collection of the publisher or the authors.
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AD 304


EARLY CAMDEN HISTORY


IT MAY COME as something of a surprise to find that a brutal act in Rome AD 304 affected the history of Camden. That year, an orphan boy from Phrygia (a part of modern Turkey) was martyred by the Emperor Diocletian for his Christian faith. Pancratius was just fourteen years old when he died; he was later beatified as St Pancras. He was popular with early Christians, and St Pancras parish took its name from the church in Pancras Road, a very old establishment that may date from the fourth century.


In 1965 the three boroughs of St Pancras, Hampstead and Holborn were amalgamated to create Camden. A pillar of Gloucester Gate Bridge, Regent’s Park, has a replica bronze plaque depicting his martyrdom: the original was stolen when repairs were carried out in 2002. Here, Pancratius is shown being attacked by a fierce animal, though other reports say he was beheaded.


Soon after the Romans landed, in AD 43, they built Watling Street by straightening out and paving an ancient trackway which linked Kent and St Albans. The road still forms the western boundary of the borough of Camden, today renamed Maida Vale, Kilburn High Road and Shoot-Up Hill. It was extremely dangerous to travel through the dense Middlesex forest that fringed the road, and travellers would gather at Kilburn Priory to make the journey in groups. The priory was formed in about 1130 when a hermit called Godwyn gave his cell to the Abbot of Westminster, who, with the agreement of the Bishop of London, established a small group of nuns at Kilburn. Although it struggled financially, the priory continued to support travellers for 400 years. Then, in 1536, it was dissolved as a lesser monastery (under £200 value) by Henry VIII. The ‘Nonnerie of Kilnborne’ was then only valued at £74 7s 11d, including the priory, farm outbuildings and 46 acres of land. Extensive research has shown that the site was near where today’s Priory Road and Belsize Road meet.
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The St Pancras plaque.


There are several myths concerning Roman Camden and Queen Boudica. The first Roman settlement of Londinium lay north of the river, but it was outside the bounds of Camden. In AD 61, barely a decade after it was founded, Londinium lay in ruins, burnt to the ground by the Queen and her Iceni warriors. The Roman invaders had allowed the Iceni to keep their East-Anglian kingdom, but they annexed the territory when Boudica’s husband died. Boudica was flogged, and her daughters raped. She led a rebellion against the Romans, first sacking Colchester before moving on to London, and then St Albans. Boudica’s army took no prisoners, slaughtering all who opposed them. Various sources say between 70,000 and 80,000 people died. Those who were taken captive by the Britons were subjected to every known form of outrage. The worst and most bestial atrocity committed by their captors was the following: they hung up naked the noblest and most distinguished of the women and then cut off their breasts and sewed them to their mouths, in order to make the victims appear to be eating them; afterwards, they impaled the women on sharp skewers run lengthwise through the entire body. All this they did to the accompaniment of sacrifices, banquets, and other wanton behaviour.
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Boudica and her daughters, now immortalised as a statue by the Thames


The location of Boudica’s final defeat and burial place are unknown. The battle is generally believed to have been fought in the West Midlands, somewhere along Watling Street. There’s no evidence it happened in Camden, but the story still persists that the encounter took place at ‘Battle Bridge’, the old name for the neighbourhood of King’s Cross, and that Boudica herself lies buried beneath the station. It even appeared on a panel of historic information used to decorate the hoarding around the station during its recent redevelopment. Excavations have also proved an alternative claim – that Boudica is buried in a tumulus on Hampstead Heath – to be false. The mound is now generally believed to be an artificial feature created to give interest to the landscape.


In 1892 five items of buried treasure were discovered close to the site. Three-year-old Edward Barrington Haynes was with his mother, ‘amusing himself in digging up mole-heaps in the neighbourhood of a supposed ancient tumulus’, when she saw something gleaming and pulled out what she thought was an old candlestick. Edward then dug up the remaining silver-gilt items. They were initially thought to be worth around £1,000, but sadly the treasure’s value soon fell: the British Museum declared that £12 to £13 was closer to the mark. None of the items were buried deeper than 8in beneath the soil. Two square bottles with a Paris hallmark of around 1672 were found, probably for spirits or perfume; a small, flat, two-handled cup was judged to be English and of roughly the same date; and, lastly, two broken items which once formed part of a candelabra or wall sconce were uncovered. As no owner could be traced, the artefacts were ruled to be treasure trove. They were bought by the V&A Museum and put on display later that year.


Although the theory has been widely dismissed, the jury is still out when it comes to Caesar’s camp, known as the Brill, near St Pancras Old Church. This was identified by eighteenth-century archaeologist Dr Stukeley, who was not the most reliable historian in later years. He made a detailed sketch of what he thought were the remains of the camp, some still visible on the ground. There were certainly earthworks and, although no link to the Romans has been established, there remains the outside possibility that a camp did exist.
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AD 1417


THE CRUEL DEATH OF


SIR JOHN OLDCASTLE


ON 14 DECEMBER 1417 crowds gathered to watch a brutal execution on the gallows at the southern end of Tottenham Court Road, close to the gates of the lepers’ hospital.


The man sentenced to die was Sir John Oldcastle, a leader of the Lollards, a religious sect that emphasised personal faith and believed everyone should have access to a Bible written in English. At the time Bibles were in Latin and the interpretation of the text was the sole preserve of the established Church.


Oldcastle was a fine soldier, and a trusted supporter of the Prince of Wales, later Henry V. But when Oldcastle stood firm in his religious beliefs he was tried, and convicted, as a heretic. Henry hoped Oldcastle might recant and imprisoned him in the Tower of London for forty days. Instead, Oldcastle escaped, with the help of William Fisher, a parchment maker. William made a fatal mistake by hiding Oldcastle in his home and was hanged, drawn and quartered for his hospitality. It was alleged that Sir John had been plotting to murder the King as he was celebrating Christmas at Eltham Palace. Further rumours claimed that 20,000 of his followers were expected to gather in St Giles’s Fields. In the event, however, less than 100 supporters gathered. They were easily captured or dispersed. On 13 February 1414 thirty-eight men were dragged on hurdles from Newgate Prison to St Giles’s Fields and hanged, in batches, on four new gallows. Seven were afterwards burned.


A price was put on Oldcastle’s head, but he evaded the King’s men until November 1417, when he was captured in Wales. Brought to London, he was condemned for insurrection and heresy and received a dreadful sentence: to be hanged up by the waist on a chain and burnt alive.
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The burning of Sir John Oldcastle.


John Foxe’s Actes and Monuments of describes Oldcastle’s last moments:





And, upon the day anointed, he was brought out of the Tower with his arms bound behind him, having a very cheerful countenance. Then he was laid upon a hurdle … and so drawn forth to St-Giles-in-the-Fields, where they had set up a new pair of gallows. As he was approaching the place of execution, and was taken from the hurdle, he fell down devoutly upon his knees, desiring Almighty God to forgive his enemies … Then he was hanged up there by the middle, in chains of iron, and so consumed alive in the fire…





Oldcastle appears as a named friend of Prince Hal in a play used by Shakespeare when writing Henry IV. Sources also claim that he was the inspiration for Falstaff.




AD 1665


BRING OUT YOUR DEAD


A Leper Hospital and Plague in Camden


IN THE TWELFTH CENTURY Queen Matilda, the wife of Henry I, ordered that a leper hospital be established in Holborn fields, some distance from the built-up area of London. She provided sixty shillings a year to support fourteen inmates while other citizens also made generous donations. The hospital and its chapel (under royal rotection) were dedicated to St Giles, the patron saint of cripples and outcasts. It was one of only three such institutions in England. The walls enclosed grounds that covered the area between the present St Giles High Street, Charing Cross Road and Shaftesbury Avenue. In 1299 the hospital became a cell of the order of St Lazarus of Jerusalem. The officials protested when Lazarus friars or aged retainers of the Crown were sent to live at St Giles, arguing that healthy people should on no account mix with the diseased. Continued quarrels and poor management meant the hospital was often in debt, and the number of lepers it could support was reduced.
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St Giles Hospital in 1560.





[image: Book title]


A map of St Giles Hospital.


In around 1400, a gallows was set up at the southern end of Tottenham Court Road and it became customary for the condemned man to be given ‘the St Giles’ bowl’ of ale as he passed the hospital gates. As London grew and the gallows moved west to Tyburn, the drink continued to be supplied by a nearby tavern. Jack Sheppard, the notorious highwayman, is said to have returned the bowl part full, saying, ‘give the rest to Jonathan Wild’, a reference to the double-dealing thief-taker who had turned him in. The hospital closed in 1539 and a new St Giles’ church was built on the site of its chapel.


Many outbreaks of plague have been recorded in London. In 1603, a blighted year, some 30,000 citizens died. Many fled the town in terror, but took the disease with them. They crept into yards and outhouses, or died ‘under hedges in the fields whereof we have experience weekly here at Hampstead.’ During the 1631 epidemic an official visited Highgate twice a week to make certain anyone infected was ‘shut up and sequestered from going abroad’.


The Great Plague struck in 1665 and killed 69,000 Londoners. It spread from the poorer streets in and around the church of St Giles, with the first deaths at the northern end of Drury Lane. Rats carried the fleas that spread the disease, generally believed to be bubonic plague. Their bite attacked the lymphatic system, and one in three sufferers died within a fortnight. Daniel Defoe, writing in his Journal of the Plague Year, describes the dreadful scenes:





Some were immediately overwhelmed with violent fevers, vomitings, insufferable headaches and pains in the back, with ravings and ragings: others with swellings and tumours in the neck or groin or armpits, which, till they could be broke, put them into insufferable agonies and torment; while others were silently infected, they seeing little of it till they fell into swooning, and faintings, and death without pain.
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Jack Sheppard, who returned the St Giles’ bowl half full.


People tried to ward off the pestilence by wearing amulets or charms, even carrying a piece of paper with the word ‘abracadabra’ written on it. Unscrupulous quacks pedalled cures such as ‘anti-pestilential pills’ or the ‘Royal Antidote’. Samuel Pepys, in his diary, notes that he was given a bottle of ‘plague water’. None of the cures were effective, and some were actually harmful; the King’s doctor, Sir Charles Scarborough, for example, wrote a Practical method as used for the cure of the plague which recommends drinking ‘oil of vitriol’ (sulphuric acid), scarifying the body ‘with deep Gafhes’ and then, if that fails, ‘to make use of the Actual Cautery, until, in all parts, there be a Senfe of Pain’ – quickly afterwards washing off the scabs with a ointment made of ‘oyl of scorpions’. Smoking tobacco or soaking clothing and coins in vinegar were also thought to prevent infection. However, many of the prostitutes of Baldwin’s Gardens in Holborn erroneously believed themselves immune, by virtue of their having contracted a venereal disease.


At its height over a 1,000 people a month died in St Giles. The wealthy left as soon as they could; the sick and the poor remained. Defoe wrote:





I went up Holborn, and there the street was full of people, but they walked in the middle of the great street, neither on one side or the other, because they would not mingle with anybody that came out of houses, or meet smells and scent from the houses that might be infected.





Londoners were desperate to hide their symptoms, for when a family member fell ill the authorities began to shut up houses, this time for forty days. A red cross was painted on the door, with the words ‘LORD HAVE MERCY UPON US’ in capital letters. The people shut in were terrified, begging to be allowed to leave. Watchmen patrolled the streets but some families managed to escape their boarded-up properties, breaking the locks, escaping over back garden walls or even travelling over the rooftops. Others bribed the watchmen. In Hampstead village, of the 180 persons who died, almost all were local residents. Just a dozen were Londoners, who probably brought the plague with them.


Stories about plague pits have entered London’s mythology: in particular, that they were numerous and that their location was subsequently forgotten. Or that certain tube lines in central London curve to avoid them. However, it’s now believed that very few were dug. Disposing of the bodies was certainly a problem and large common graves were excavated, often within existing churchyards. St Giles provided the resting place for many victims. Bodies were transported in the dead cart, to the call of ‘bring out your dead’, and burials were restricted to the hours between sunset and sunrise. The story is told of a man who had a lucky escape after he fell asleep on the steps of St Andrew’s church, Holborn Hill. Taken for a corpse, he was placed in the cart. Fortunately, his dog’s howling was so loud it woke him, saving him from being buried alive.




AD 1678


THE MYSTERIOUS DEATH


OF JUSTICE GODFREY


IN 1678, FIFTY-SIX-YEAR-OLD Edmund Berry Godfrey was a prosperous merchant and well-respected magistrate. A single man, he lived in Hartshorn Lane (now Northumberland Avenue) with his secretary, a housekeeper and a maid. Edmund came from an old Kentish family. He was knighted for his fearless work during the Great Plague and the Fire of London: when many people left the city he stayed, despite the danger.


This was the time of the Restoration of the Monarchy after Cromwell; Charles II was King and his brother James was the Duke of York. Although Charles favoured religious tolerance, many influential people held strongly anti-Catholic views. In September 1678 Titus Oates and Israel Tonge, two fanatical anti-Catholics, went to Justice Godfrey to swear, on oath, that their allegation of a Popish or Catholic plot to overthrow the King was true. They produced a document purporting to give details of the conspiracy. In fact, it was a pack of lies. The document was shown to the King and his most senior advisers, the Privy Council, on 28 September. Charles dismissed the allegations and left for Newmarket to attend the races. But the Lords believed Oates: they issued warrants, and Oates was given command of a force of officers to arrest the people he had named.


It was such a volatile situation that Godfrey became concerned for his personal safety. He was last seen alive on 12 October. Five days later, a discovery was made by two men walking through the rain towards the White House, later renamed the Chalk Farm tavern. As they skirted a ditch at the bottom of Primrose Hill they noticed a cane, a belt and pair of gloves but took no further notice. However, when they told the landlord he went with them to investigate. A short search revealed a dreadful sight: the body of a man facedown in the bramble-covered ditch, impaled on a sword that was sticking out 8in through his back. It was Sir Edmund Berry Godfrey. The inquest produced some startling facts. Godfrey had been strangled before the sword was plunged through his body – and despite the muddy ground, his shoes were clean. It seemed certain, therefore, that he’d been killed elsewhere, his body taken to Primrose Hill and dumped. This theory gained strength when cart tracks were found close by the ditch. Word quickly spread through the country that Godfrey had been murdered by the Catholics, which of course suggested that Oates was right: ‘the murder proved the Plot, the Plot the murder.’
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The murder of Godfrey as represented in the Gentleman’s Magazine.
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Somerset House (seen here at a later date), where the body of Godfrey was allegedly seen


The King offered a reward of £500 (over £60,000 today) for the discovery of the murderers, and a pardon to any of the murderers who informed on the rest. This huge sum brought forward ‘discoverers’, people who claimed they knew what had happened. The first was William Bedloe, who said he’d been offered £4,000 by the Jesuits if he would join five other men to kill a man at Somerset House. This was the home of Charles’s Catholic Queen Catherine and was a well-known Catholic refuge and gathering place. Bedloe gave the Privy Council the names of three men he said had been involved; further, he claimed that he’d actually seen the body of Godfrey at Somerset House, though he had not, he insisted, been directly involved in Godfrey’s death. This was a complex fabrication, but it was just what the Lords wanted to hear. In October and December, the first Catholics were hanged, drawn and quartered at Tyburn. The next of the discoverers was Miles Prance, a Catholic silversmith. He accused three men who worked at Somerset House, Robert Green, Henry Berry and Lawrence Hill, of being the murderers. They were tried, found guilty and executed.


Many innocent men lost their lives as a result of the widespread fear of a Catholic revolution. While the Popish Plot was a fabrication, there were real grounds for suspicion. In 1670, at the secret Treaty of Dover, Charles had agreed to support King Louis of France in return for money, promising England would adopt the Catholic faith at a later date.


Godfrey’s death has been called the greatest unsolved crime in history, and numerous theories have been put forward to explain what happened. One view was suicide by self-strangulation, but a modern re-examination by a Home Office pathologist, Keith Simpson, showed this was not really possible. He may indeed have been killed by Catholics because of his Protestant beliefs (or by supporters of Oates and Tonge if he knew the plot was a fabrication). Stephen Knight (1984) showed that Godfrey was a member of a small group working under Sir Robert Peyton. Peyton was part of the Green Ribbon Club, whose members were aware of the Treaty of Dover. Unable to confront the King directly, instead they plotted to replace Charles with a republic, headed by Cromwell’s son Richard. Knight believed that Godfrey had told a close Catholic friend, Edward Coleman, to escape before he could be arrested, and that he was killed by members of the Green Ribbon Club for his betrayal. This is one of the more likely theories, but there is no definitive answer.


Sir Edmund was buried at St Martin-in-the-Fields, where the priest reading the funeral sermon declared, ‘his death was untimely, and bloody, and treacherous.’ The grave no longer exists, but there is a memorial to Edmund and his brother Edward in Westminster Abbey.
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AD 1700s


STAND AND DELIVER!


THERE ARE SOME actual reports, and many more unsubstantiated stories, of robberies by highwaymen and footpads in Camden. In the days before street lights and policemen, the roads out of London were dangerous places. There were no banks, so people often carried large sums of money. Hampstead Heath came in for its fair share of attacks but wasn’t as popular with robbers as Hounslow Heath or Finchley Common. It was a foolish man who dared to ride alone. From the 1100s until the Dissolution of the Monasteries, travellers were given food and rest at Kilburn Priory, close to the Edgware Road. They gathered in groups, to continue their journey along Shoot-Up Hill and the forest of Middlesex, hoping by virtue of numbers to deter robbers. This was the pilgrimage route to the very popular shrine of St Albans.
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