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FOREWORD


Life in country areas, it has been said, tends to generate less of the pressure that leads to violence. Because of this, it should follow that the largely rural county of Devon has seen fewer murder cases than more urbanised parts of England. But both town and country areas in this corner of the British Isles have seen and reported their fair share of fatal husband-and-wife disputes, robbery with violence, baby farming and episodes of insanity with dire consequences. In September 1866, shortly after the murder of William Ashford and the Torquay baby-farming scandal had kept both local and national press and their readers agog, The Times was moved to record that ‘Devon, the fairest county in England, outwardly seems to be rapidly attaining a reputation among the worst.’ Less than twenty years later the same ‘fairest county’ witnessed one of the most celebrated true crime stories of all, in which the man found guilty and sentenced to death went down in history as ‘the man they could not hang’.


I hope the pages that follow will provide a satisfactory, and dare I say it entertaining, account of some of the cases that have regrettably tarnished Devon’s reputation over the years.


Any writer embarking on such a book cannot but acknowledge the work of previously published authors who have paved the way. I would like to record my thanks to Judy Chard, John J. Eddleston, Steve Fielding, Grant John Harrison, Paul Harrison and Colin Wilson, all of whom have been responsible for earlier titles on Devon murders, or exhaustive works of reference covering murder on a national basis. Their books, and others used, are recorded in the bibliography.


Among those who have been kind enough to help with personal advice and providing material are Sue Fletcher, Nicola Sly, Shirley Stapley, Graham Brooks, PC Simon Dell, Stewart Evans, Chris Graves, Steve Johnson, Dr Ian Mortimer, Paul Rendell, Tony Southern, Ken Wakeling, Greg Wall, the staff at Plymouth and Exeter Local Studies libraries, and at Ford Park Cemetery Trust, Plymouth. There are others who have specifically asked not to be named but to whom I am eternally grateful nonetheless. My wife Kim not only valiantly put up with a husband whose bedside reading for several weeks revolved around titles such as Encyclopaedia of Executions, but also helped generously with interest, suggestions, photographing relevant scenes (in all weathers) and research both online and offline. She and my mother Kate both provided invaluable advice, encouragement and research, and their reading through of the manuscript in draft form materially contributed to a very much better book than might otherwise have been. Lucy Simister also read through the draft and made some very helpful comments while Hannah and James Cosgrave assisted with some of the photography.


Finally, I would like to place on record my particular thanks to my editors at Sutton Publishing, Simon Fletcher, Annabel Fearnley, Michelle Tilling, Matilda Pearce, Anne Bennett and Sarah Bryce.
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MURDER IN CHURCH
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South Brent, 1436
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The majority of facts surrounding any violent death in the fifteenth century are bound not to survive, but that does not detract from the gravity of one of Devon’s most notorious murder cases, one which a contemporary, Bishop Lacey of Exeter, called ‘a crime without parallel in our time and in these parts’. One evening in June 1436 the Revd John Hay, who had been Vicar of St Petroc’s Church, South Brent, for eight years, was officiating at a service and had just said Vespers at the Festival of Corpus Christi, when there was a commotion in the building. One of his parishioners, Thomas Wake, entered the building, seized Hay and dragged him from the altar through a small doorway in the side of the church. There, with the help of a few partners in crime, he put the unfortunate man to death, either by beating him or stabbing him with a sword.


The nature of Wake’s motive is anybody’s guess. Rumour has it that though Hay was a man of the cloth, he may have been something of a womaniser, and was suspected of having an affair with Wake’s wife. The latter was apprehended, and duly hanged, drawn and quartered for his sacrilegious misdemeanour. Whether any of his accomplices suffered the same fate is not recorded.


It has been claimed that South Brent shares the sorry distinction with Canterbury Cathedral of being one of only two places of worship where such a barbaric deed has occurred, the instance at Canterbury being the notorious murder of Archbishop Thomas Becket in December 1170. However, a similar incident was recorded at St Winwaloe Church, Poundstock, Cornwall in 1356, when the Rev William Penfound was hacked to death on the chancel steps during a service there. Thankfully such occurences were rare, even in medieval times.


On 11 September 1436, Bishop Lacey reconsecrated the church and churchyard. He also sought to draw a line under the murder by dedicating three altars.


The door through which the murderers dragged Hay is thought to have been a small opening in the north wall of the chancel, an outline of which can be seen on the outside of the building. It was bricked up when new chapels were added at a later date. Sadly, John Hay was not allowed to rest in peace. Fragments of his tomb, with recumbent effigy, were discovered in the church in 1870 – a mutilated head is now all that remains of the figure.
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The doorway of St Petroc’s Church, South Brent, through which the Revd John Hay was dragged to his death. The doorway was later walled up. (© Kim Van der Kiste)
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SET UP TO PAY THE PRICE
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Hatherleigh, 1811
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Masters often used to ask their servants to undertake rather unusual jobs, but for sheer unpleasantness few can match the despicable behaviour of Arthur Tucker, a farmer at Hatherleigh in the early years of the nineteenth century. One of his maids was Jane Cox, a spinster of about thirty who lived with her mother Mary.


Aged forty-seven, Tucker already had a wife and eight children. A couple of years earlier he had had a brief affair with Elizabeth Treneman, whom he had employed as a servant for two years. She became pregnant and gave birth to a son, John, who took his mother’s surname. As soon as he knew she was expecting his child, Tucker turned Elizabeth out of the house. Mother and son lived in the nearby village of Northlew, and Tucker paid the parish authorities 1s 10d per week for their maintenance. Though he was reasonably well off, he wanted to be free of both this financial burden and the social stigma of having an unwanted child whom everybody in the area knew was his.


One day in June 1811 he came to Cox and asked her to do something for him. Ever ready to help, she accompanied him to a cowshed where he showed her a piece of paper concealing some powder in the wall. Handing it to her, he offered to pay her £1 if she would take it to young John Treneman. Cox suspected something was not quite right and, being a devout Christian, went home in tears to read her Bible. Her mother was very concerned and, being ignorant of what was going on, thought she must be ill.


Hoping Tucker would forget the errand, Cox thought no more about it for a few days. Then on 25 June she met him again and, when asked if she had done what he requested, told him she had lost the powder. He put his hand in his pocket and pulled out some more, suggesting that she should mix it with some sweets and then give it to the boy. Realising it would be difficult to get out of the deed if she wished to keep her job, she walked the 3 miles to Elizabeth Treneman’s house and offered to take John out, telling his mother she wanted to buy him a present at the fair. With grave misgivings she took the little boy with her, gave him the powder and sweets, and returned him home. The powder was arsenic, and later that day he developed lockjaw. Within a couple of hours he was dead. He was laid to rest in Hatherleigh churchyard three days later.
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Exeter gaol, the scene of every execution in Devon during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, c. 1830.





Cox and Tucker were both arrested and charged, the former with murder and the latter with inviting, procuring, aiding, counselling, hiring and commanding her to commit murder. At the Exeter Assizes on 9 August Cox made a full confession of her crime, which, if it had been considered carefully, amounted to little more than obeying orders from her employer, foolish and wicked though they may have been. There was no other material evidence against Tucker, and as a man of some social standing he was able to call several witnesses who testified to his good character. As a result he was acquitted.


After her arrest, Cox had confessed to committing murder, and said she did not mind being transported to any part of the world. If she had been led to believe that as an unwilling dupe she was unlikely to pay the full penalty of the law for her crime, she was to be sorely disappointed. Guilty was the verdict, and she was sentenced to be hanged at Exeter gaol on 12 August.


She was led on to the gallows, and there she addressed the crowd who had come to see her execution. She told them that Tucker had been able to persuade her to commit an abominable crime, for which she admitted she deserved to die. Her only regret was that the person who had instigated her to the commission of it was not there to share her fate with her. One can but hope that his conscience – if he had one – never ceased to trouble him afterwards. Her body was sent to a local surgeon, Robert Patch, for dissection.
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THE VIOLENT SAILOR
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Babbacombe, 1816
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In view of the exciting and often dangerous career Robert Finson led while serving in the Royal Navy during the Napoleonic Wars, it seems ironic that his ultimate fate should have been so ignominious.


Born in about 1776, he served against the Spanish in the Mediterranean Fleet in 1797 while Admiral Jervis, later Earl St Vincent, was Commander-in-Chief. Later he was involved in the blockade of Cadiz, and it was at this time that he came to meet his future brother-in-law. Both men were on board a vessel anchored off the coast of South Devon when Finson was introduced to his colleague’s sister Mary and their father – they had come to visit him while he was aboard. Finson became friendly with them, and was invited to the man’s wedding. Soon after this he proposed to Mary. Some of his shipmates were aware of her flighty reputation and warned him to think twice, especially as she was already carrying a child of which he was almost certainly not the father. Despite this, they were married in 1801.


During a period of peace the following year Finson was paid off by the Royal Navy. He and Mary made their home at her father’s house in Babbacombe, Torquay. A young doctor made frequent visits to the family home in order to treat her father’s leg, but Finson became suspicious and wondered whether the doctor was having an affair with his wife at the same time.


He became restless, and was unable to obtain the work he wanted as a mechanic. After being encouraged by his wife, who may have had her reasons for wanting her husband a good distance away, he decided to return to sea. This time he became a fisherman off the Newfoundland coast, where there was intense rivalry between the English and Portuguese. He was involved in several fights during this period, but on one occasion nearly suffered a much worse fate. During a fierce gale he was thrown overboard and driven away from the ship, but the crew saw him in time and sheared back in his direction. He was able to grab the forechains and haul himself back on the deck. There were further adventures to come, including being captured by the French and held prisoner for eighteen months.


After a while he decided that he had had enough of the seafaring life and returned home. Now he found it even harder to settle down. His mother-in-law died at about this time, and his father-in-law found endless fault with him, complaining that he was enjoying the life of a gentleman simply by living off his wife’s earnings. After all Finson had been through during the previous few years, perhaps he felt he was entitled to an easier life. He thought Mary was being a spendthrift, and was annoyed that she would never tell him how she fared with the housekeeping. By this time there were two small sons to provide for as well.


The domestic arguments became more frequent and more violent. On 4 November 1816 Finson became so angered by Mary’s perpetual nagging that he threw a saucepan of boiling water over her. She chased him out of the house, wielding a hatchet, shouting obscenities and threatening to cut his head off. Next day they had a quarrel about his clothes. He refused to take his shirt off for her to wash, saying there was no need as he had two in the wash already, and he did not see why he should put another clean one on until the day he was going to die. She retorted that she wished ‘that would be today’.


Things quickly went from bad to worse. On the day after their public confrontation, there was a violent altercation about their ten-year-old son Robert’s dog, which Finson would not allow into the house. When it came in, he chased it out, then seized young Robert and hit him about the head repeatedly for bringing the animal indoors in defiance of his orders. Next, he picked up a towel in the kitchen, wiped his hands and face, and threw it on a pile of ashes in the fireplace. When Mary asked him what he had done that for, he snapped back, ‘Because I had a mind to.’


She moved closer as if to hit him, and he grabbed hold of her by the hair. In self-defence she picked up a knife and threw it at him, hitting him in the face. He checked his reflection in the mirror to see if he had been cut and finding he had not, turned to leave the house. As he did so, Mary threw a brush at him which narrowly missed him, crashing against a dresser. He threatened to knock her down, but after advancing towards her he changed his mind and turned towards the door again. She followed him outside to the gate, wielding a fender in her hand, shouting and screaming all the time. He aimed a punch at her but missed, and they went back into the house. She called him ‘a murdering rogue’, which ironically turned out to be the final self-fulfilling provocation. He lashed out at her, knocking her to the kitchen floor.


Young Robert and his nine-year-old cousin, Agnes Lane, watched in horror as Finson took a knife from his pocket and stabbed his wife repeatedly in the neck, chest and arm. The boy had been sitting by the fire trying to revive it with a pair of bellows; he now threw them at his father in desperation and ran off to seek help from the neighbours. Mary collapsed in the doorway and died instantly from loss of blood.


Finson wiped his bloodstained hands on Agnes’s head, then ran upstairs to attack his father-in-law who was still lying in bed. After striking him with the knife and mistakenly leaving him for dead, he went downstairs again, tried to kill himself by forcing one knife after another into his chest, then crawled away to his bed to die. He came close to making a success of his suicide attempt, to the extent that his bowels were partly hanging outside his body, but he passed out and lay there unconscious until the neighbours called a doctor who came and dressed his wounds.


[image: image]


Two days later Mary was buried at St Mary’s Church. Her husband was kept handcuffed to his bed for ten days to prevent him from doing further mischief to himself or to anyone else. He went on trial at Exeter Assizes in March 1817. One of the witnesses called was his doctor, Mr Pollard, who told the court that Finson had said his life was a burden to him and he wanted to shoot himself. Another, Mr Bailey of Devon County Hospital, said that the prisoner had been a patient there a year previously and was treated for a complaint which was probably venereal in origin. He had been unhappy, but they did not think he was insane.


The jury only took a few minutes to reach a verdict of guilty. In summing up, Mr Justice Holroyd refused to be swayed by evidence that Finson was in an abnormally low state of mind at the time of the murder, and said his actions could only be explained by ‘his having given way to an unruly and brutish passion’. He was hanged on 24 March.




4


THE FATAL TRIANGLE
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Plymouth, 1818
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The relationship between Rebecca Smith, her husband Edward (a rigger), and her lover, John Green (a porter) was a peculiar one which could only ever end in tears – or worse. It was known to some of their friends and neighbours in the Dock area of Plymouth, later Devonport, that all three sometimes shared a bed. Also common knowledge was the fact that Edward would sometimes let his wife sleep with Green for the price of some beer. At one stage she left her husband and their two children and settled with Green in Ireland for about eighteen months, before returning to her husband in Plymouth.


Green evidently hoped to persuade Rebecca to return to him, and took to making a nuisance of himself by hanging around outside the Smiths’ house in Fore Street. On 16 October 1817 she agreed to go with Green to his local public house, the Lion and Anchor, in Cherry Gardens Street, Plymouth Dock. It was thought that she might have planned to tell him that it was all over between them.




[image: image]


Plymouth Dock, c. 1820.





According to Sarah Coates, the landlady, both were regular drinkers who often retired to the back parlour. On this occasion they sat drinking for about three-quarters of an hour, before Green came into the taproom to light his pipe from the fire. He then went back to join Rebecca, taking some warm beer which he said would be good for her sore mouth.


Five minutes later Rebecca staggered into the taproom, blood streaming from a severe wound in her neck. The other customers helped her into a chair and sent for a surgeon, J.G. Sparkes, to come and attend to her. By the time he arrived she was already dead. In the meantime Sarah Coates’s husband Joseph, the landlord, had entered the back parlour, to find Green wiping blood from his face, hands and clothes. When Coates asked him in horror what he had done, Green replied that Rebecca Smith had tried to cut his throat, so he attacked her in self-defence.


A constable was sent for, and he decided to make a thorough search of the premises. Looking around the back parlour he found a white-handled knife, about 8 inches long, concealed beneath some paper in the grate. The point was broken off and it was still wet with blood.


Green was held in custody and tried at the Spring Assizes in March 1818. It was established that the knife belonged to Eliza Simeon, who was one of Green’s fellow-lodgers, and that she had left it in his room not long before the murder took place. Anne Wilson, a neighbour of the Smiths, recalled hearing a conversation in which Rebecca had told Green that ‘you mean nothing but to murder me’. Green replied, ‘I value not my own life, but I don’t wish to hurt you.’ She reminded him that the last time he saw her, ‘you said the next should be my last’.


Green’s bloodstained clothes and the knife were shown to the jury. It was apparent that he had invited Rebecca to the Lion and Anchor with the intention of murdering her unless she agreed to return to him. He offered no defence or explanation in mitigation of his crime, and the jury took only a few minutes to find him guilty.


In passing sentence, the judge told him that it was ‘a most horrible and atrocious act. You had taken her from her husband, and she had again returned to him, but you still followed her from known motives. You had determined to murder her if she did not quit her husband to live with you again in a state of adultery. The taking of the knife from your own lodgings is strong evidence of what were your intentions, unless she complied with your wishes’.


Aged forty-two, he was executed at Exeter gaol on 23 March 1818.
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THE KILLING OF A MOTHER-TO-BE
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East Worlington, 1823
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In the summer of 1823 twenty-year-old farm labourer John Radford from East Worlington was told by his girlfriend, Sarah Down, that he was going to become a father in a few months’ time. Radford was illegitimate himself and had never had much money to spare. From the age of seven he had been apprenticed to a local farmer, Robert Westacott, who was one of the parish overseers of the poor. That he was going to be responsible for another mouth to feed was the last news Radford wanted to hear. However, he and Sarah decided they would get married. As she had only been expecting for about six weeks, they had plenty of time.


On the evening of Friday 11 July 1823, Radford and his friend Samuel Melhuish were enjoying a drink of cider at the house of Mrs Cole at Moor End. Sarah and her sister Mary joined them later that evening and had a drink with the men. Mary went home on her own, and the others left together about a quarter of an hour later. Melhuish said goodnight to them outside the house, and left them in apparently cheerful mood.


Sarah failed to return home either that night or on Saturday. By the evening her family were becoming increasingly worried about her. As she had last been seen in Radford’s company, her younger brother, John, and brother-in-law, Richard Hodge, went to his house at about 1 a.m. on Sunday. The front door was answered by Radford, who was trembling and noticeably ill at ease. He had difficulty in speaking properly, but claimed he had left Sarah at Gatton Gate on Friday night, and that was the last he saw of her. Hodge told him that he was under suspicion, and he had the choice of being taken straight to the constable at Witheridge, or coming to help them search for Sarah.


Hodge did not know the area very well, so he asked Radford to show the way. They went to the Town Moor Brakes and a lake by the river. As they walked, Hodge and Down asked Radford if he knew that Sarah was expecting his child. At first he said he did not, but when they persisted, he admitted that on the Friday night she had asked him if he was aware of the rumours about her pregnancy, which he dismissed as nonsense.


As they reached the river, Radford was recognised by William Edworthy, who said that he had just found Sarah’s body. At this Radford became speechless, then burst into tears. He watched as the body was recovered from the water, denying through his tears that they had ever argued. He then admitted that he was responsible for her death, and that he had never thought of taking her life until the minute he did it. As her body was laid on the ground, he said that she had put her apron string around her neck herself in order to keep the rain off her shoulders, lest anyone should accuse him of trying to strangle her. There was a cut on her face, but he denied having struck her. A post-mortem was conducted by Mr Thomas Cross, a surgeon from Thorverton, who said that she had died from drowning and was six to eight weeks with child.


The case was disposed of relatively quickly. Radford was remanded in custody that day, Sunday 13 July. Constable Henry Burgess asked Radford if he had hurt the girl, and Radford admitted that they had been together on the Friday night. When Burgess told Radford he was sure he was ‘guilty of what you are here for’, Radford threw up his hands, denying that he had ever thought of committing the crime until the moment it happened: ‘I was very drunk, or I should never have done it.’ They had sheltered from the rain in the linhay (an open-sided agricultural building) for half an hour, he said, and then he told Sarah she ought to go home, but she was afraid to, as she and her sister would be sure to have an argument about her staying out too late. She wanted to wait a little longer until her sister was likely to be asleep. To kill time, they walked together along the riverbank. When asked whether he had thrown her in the river, and if so, whether she put up a struggle or not, Radford did not answer, merely repeating that he was drunk at the time.


The case came to trial at Exeter Assizes on 16 July. Radford was charged with having assaulted Sarah Down and deliberately causing her death by drowning. He pleaded not guilty, in a firm voice, and with what was seen as an air of indifference. His counsel, Mr Fisher, objected that not enough time had been allowed for him to prepare for the trial. He also thought that the indictment was flawed in two aspects, namely that it was apparent that Sarah had not died merely by drowning, but that the blow to her head had contributed to her death; and that it was not stated exactly where she had died. The judge, Mr Justice Best, left the court to confer with his colleague, Mr Justice Burrough, returning to inform Mr Fisher that both objections were without foundation.


The main witnesses were Constable Burgess, who repeated everything Radford had told him since being taken into custody, and Melhuish, who confirmed that he and Radford had both drunk a quart of cider at Mrs Cole’s house.


It took the jury only two minutes to deliver a verdict of guilty. In his final summing up, Burrough told Radford:


If any case of murder can be capable of aggravation, yours is that case; for it appears, from what passed early in the evening, that you led her to suppose you would make her your wife – one cannot doubt you were the father of her child; and thus, by one wicked act, you deprived one human being of existence whom you ought to have protected, and prevented another from coming into life with a similar claim upon you.


When visited by the chaplain after his return to gaol, he confessed that he had planned to kill his sweetheart about seven or eight days before carrying the plan into effect. The opportunity presented itself as they were walking beside the river, and when they passed the deepest point, he deliberately gave her a sudden push. Without waiting to ascertain whether she was dead or not, he then went home. Now, he seemed fully penitent for what he had done.


He was sent to the gallows on 28 July. As he walked out to the staircase, he told the crowds that he was ‘very happy’, and then said the Lord’s Prayer before the noose was placed round his neck.
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FRIEND BY NAME BUT NOT BY NATURE
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Wadland Down, 1827
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On 19 March 1827 Sarah Glass, a farmer at Weeks-on-the-Moor, Beaworthy, 4 miles from Okehampton, left her home on horseback to go and visit her two sons. As usual her 24-year-old daughter, also called Sarah, and her fourteen-year-old grandson, Edward (the son of one of her other children), saw her off, promising they would meet her as she returned that evening. Having spent much of the day with one son at South Yeo, she set off home at about 6.30, calling in at her other son’s house in Northlew about an hour later. He rode back with her as far as Wadland Down, near her farm. It was dark by this time, and as they rode across the Down her horse suddenly reared up for no apparent reason. Sarah could not see or hear anything unusual, so she thought nothing of it as she continued on her way.


As she had expected her daughter and grandson to welcome her back, she was rather anxious when they failed to do so. Her servant and next-door neighbour, Grace Pincombe, whose husband Abraham was a labourer in Beaworthy and who also helped out on a regular basis, confirmed that they had gone to meet her. Abraham offered to go and look for them in case they had got lost, though this was unlikely since they knew the area so well. Taking a lantern with him, he wandered around, calling their names repeatedly. Getting no answer, he assumed that they must have decided to see the elder Sarah’s brother at Northlew. However, it was unlike her daughter and grandson to make plans without letting her know first, and Sarah spent a sleepless night wondering where they were.


Also absent from the house, they noticed, was another servant, Thomas Friend. Aged thirty-nine, he had been in Sarah Glass’s employment for about eleven years, his main job being to slaughter her pigs and sheep. As a rule he was in or near the house unless he had been sent on some particular errand. For some time he had apparently been infatuated with the younger Sarah, but she rejected his advances.


Dawn had barely broken on the Tuesday before Sarah Glass’s worst fears were confirmed. The bodies of her daughter and grandson were found on Wadland Down, their throats cut, and suspicion immediately fell on the missing Friend.
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Thomas Friend.





An inquest was held at Exeter later that morning by the coroner, Francis Kingdon. The first witness to be called, Emmanuel Tucker of Ashbury, said that he had gone out to check his wheatfields at 7 a.m. when he was alerted by his servant, Joseph Rook, who told him he had just found two bodies. He went to look, and recognised them as Sarah and Edward. Clutched in the latter’s hand was a handkerchief, cut in two, which they assumed the assailant had used to stuff inside the boy’s mouth in order to prevent him from screaming. Scattered beside them were various possessions including a knife, lantern, hat, bonnet, cap and comb.


Next to give evidence was Grace Pincombe. At about 2 p.m. on the previous day she had gone to North Coombe, in Bratton Clovelly, and returned about four hours later. At around 7 p.m. Friend came into the house, changed his clothes, had his supper and then went out without saying where he was going. Sarah and Edward Glass and Abraham had supper shortly afterwards, and Sarah and Edward left at about 7.30 with a lantern to meet Mrs Glass. When Mrs Pincombe was shown the knife she said that it looked exactly like the one Friend used when he was killing pigs on the farm. Sometimes he kept it on the clock case and other times under his box in his bedroom. She had just searched for it in both places without success.


Sarah Glass then told the assembly where she had been that day, describing how her horse had taken fright on the journey back. As she went into her house at 10 p.m. she asked after her daughter and grandson, because she was so used to their coming to meet her whenever she was out visiting friends. She confirmed that Friend was not there, which was unusual. In the past she had often hemmed handkerchiefs for him, and when Tucker produced the one he had found she identified it as being one of hers. Grace Pincombe said that she had washed it several times, and knew it was one made by Mrs Glass, as it was hemmed by somebody who was left-handed. As for the weapon, Mrs Glass said it matched exactly one she had bought for Friend as a butchering knife.


Abraham Pincombe had witnessed an incident the day before between Friend and Edward Glass. The servant had lost his temper, thrown dung in the boy’s face, and rubbed it in with his hands. He had then told the younger Sarah that there would never be ‘any content’ between them ‘unless she would give her company to him’, to which she told him firmly that she never would.


Dr John Fisher, a surgeon from Hatherleigh, said that he had examined both the bodies. The wound on Sarah’s neck was 3 inches long and 2 inches deep, extending across the throat to the right ear, dividing the carotid artery and jugular vein. The trachea was wholly divided, as was one half of the oesophagus, exposing the cervical vertebrae. Half an inch lower down on the neck was a transverse incision through the skin, 11/2 inches in length. Her hands were badly cut, probably as a result of her trying to fight off her attacker. Edward had similar wounds, but less severe. There was a bruise on the back of his head, which looked like the result of a fall, and the knees of his trousers were very dirty.


A verdict of wilful murder was returned against Friend, and the coroner issued a warrant for his arrest. He was described as 5 feet 9 inches in height, with dark hair and whiskers, and black eyes. When last seen he was wearing an unwashed, white fustian jacket, a dark striped waistcoat made of swan’s down, breeches partly covered with corduroy, long gaiters, nailed shoes and a common shag hat. He had a deep cut on his left hand caused by an accident with a reap-hook, and a bruise on the forefinger of his right hand. It was assumed that he went in the direction of Plymouth, and that he would be unable to elude justice for long.


In fact, after the murders he had hidden himself in a gorse bush only about 20 yards from the farmhouse. He stayed there for a couple of days, then concealed himself in a hayloft, and after that went to a linhay in the middle of a field about 7 yards from the house. Early on the morning of 23 March William Weeks, one of the cowhands, went to do the milking and found Friend, who said he had always intended to give himself up. He had never made any effort to escape – he had had time to put a reasonable distance between himself and the scene of the crime.


He had saved a large sum of money, perhaps in the hope of impressing Sarah Glass and assuring her that they had enough to live on should he be able to persuade her to marry him after all. It was established that he had savings amounting to £57 in the Devon & Exeter Savings Bank, and £50 was held by Mrs Glass’s son Thomas, who lived at Northlew. These sums would surely have been enough had he wished to travel further afield from the West Country in the hope of escaping justice.


When he was asked what he had done, he said that after lying in wait for the younger Sarah Glass on the Down, he seized her by the clothes and killed her. Edward tried to deflect him by attacking him with a stick, but after Friend cut her throat he promptly despatched the boy as well. He expressed some contrition, especially for murdering the boy, but admitted that he had first decided upon killing Sarah earlier that evening.


An inspection of his clothes revealed bloodstains near the pocket of his jacket, and traces of blood on his breeches. He was taken to Mr J.M. Woollcombe, the local magistrate, and made a full confession, which was taken down in writing by the clerk, Charles Seymour. As Friend was illiterate, he placed his mark at the end after it had been read back to him for his approval. His version of events read thus:


That on Monday night last, the 19th inst., I left my mistress’s house, called Weeks in the Moor, in Beaworthy parish, and went away across the corner of Venn Down, in the way in which people of the house generally pass. I then came up to Wadland-down, up to the gate against the inner moor, close to the corner of the wheat-field, in the parish of Ashbury. I knew they (Miss Glass and the boy) were coming that way, if they went, they were going against their mother. The mother went away to North Yeo to her son’s, before us went to dinner. When I was up at the gate by the wheatfield, when I saw a candle and stopped till they came forward; when they came forward where I was, I took Miss Glass by the clothes. Then she began to throw to me and the boy. She screeched out. She said I should not kill her. I made no answer. Then I got the knife and cut Miss Glass’s throat; then I went to the boy Edward and cut his throat with the same knife. I had no other. I drew the body of Miss Glass some way further down from the place where she fell. I then took up the bonnet and cloak and carried it a little further down by the hedge. I then came homewards. I went a little above-side the house into a furze-brake. I stayed there in the brake two days and two nights. Then I came out, and went away into the hay-trellet, belonging to the farm of Weeks on the Moor. I stayed there one night and one day. I went from the trellet in the evening, and went away up in a linhay adjoining a field, and there I stayed last night – there I stayed till morning, when they came to meet the cattle. Wm. Weeks came up to me at the cattle; I asked him if Mr Glass and (they) his brother Thomas was in [sic], for I wanted to speak with them. Then Abraham Pincombe came. Then William Weeks went in to tell Mr Glass of it. Then he came up when I was there; we came off for Ashbury. I have had nothing to eat since Monday night, until this morning. I seem I could not be easy, but that I must come in for the purpose of being taken, as I thought ’twas as well to come in first as last. I have had no promise of favour, so as to induce me to make this confession, as I was sure to be taken, and did not expect any other thing.
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