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INTRODUCTION


Each of these ten tales of murder in Essex reveals something of the rich history of the county, and the variety of its landscape. Salt-marshes, a doomed airfield, a protected forest, cornfields dotted with windmills, sandy beaches, industrial townships, country manors and lonely roads may all provide the backdrop to murder. Some of these stories are being anthologised for the first time, and I make no apologies for omitting the better-known and often-told tales in favour of the freshness of these new classics. We all love a good story, and for drama, the human touch and the occasional dizzying twist, these are unbeatable. And they are all true.


I have used only contemporary documents as my sources – accounts of inquests and trials which were fully reported in pamphlets and newspapers of the day, the memoirs of Superintendent Totterdell who personally investigated three of the cases, and documents held in local study archives, the Essex Police Museum, the Family Record Centre, the Essex County Archives, and the United States Army Judiciary.




1


COLCHESTER JACK, 1744–6


Smugglers have usually enjoyed a romantic reputation, and few more so than John Skinner. Well-known among his fraternity in Boulogne as Saucy Jack or Colchester Jack, he was the Casanova of smugglers. Handsome, and well dressed, he no doubt had manners which women found attractive, for he was adept at enticing married ladies from their husbands, and deluding single women that they were the sole object of his attentions.


He was born in Brightlingsea, in 1704, the son of John and Mary Skinner, sound middle-class folk, who did everything good parents should have done to teach him that advancement should come through honesty and hard work. He was provided with a good education, and in due course was apprenticed to a respectable and well-established wholesale dealer in oil, whose place of business was near St Andrew’s Church, Holborn, London. If his parents had a fault it was in over-indulging their son, so that as he left childhood and entered his wilder years, he continued to believe that he could have anything he wanted – and what he wanted he took. When thwarted of his desires, he would burst into a rage at those who opposed him. Predictably, his apprenticeship did not go smoothly, for he took liberties not appropriate to his humble position, but somehow all his little flights of folly were passed over as youthful high sprits. When the period of his apprenticeship was over, his proud parents set him up in business in a neat and well-furnished shop just outside Aldgate.


John Skinner was on his way to being a prosperous man. He married an attractive young woman from a good Essex family who brought with her a fortune of some £5,000 (about £475,000 today). The connections of both his own and his wife’s families brought a great deal of business his way, and before long he was supplying the greater part of the county.


Money rolled in, but John Skinner believed that there was only one thing to do with money, and that was to spend it on his own personal pleasures. His three weaknesses were, predictably, drink, gambling and women, and he took to spending much of his time in brothels, neglecting both his wife and his business. On one occasion he was heard to declare that he had been at a bawdy-house for ten days successively during which time he had spent £60 to £70.


If he had considered his business at all, he must have thought that his servants would take care of it, but they soon took advantage of his frequent absences and made away with both his money and his goods. Skinner, more than other men, must have known that servants may be tempted by the indolence of their master, but when he sobered up enough to have a look at his books, he was very surprised to find a substantial deficiency. While complaining bitterly about the situation, he was too far gone in his life of debauchery and profligate spending to mend his ways.
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Brightlingsea parish church, where John Skinner was baptised and buried. (Author’s Collection)


His wife, powerless to do anything to improve the situation, and seeing her fortune being slowly consumed, hardly knew which way to turn. She may have felt ashamed of her position, or believed that it was something she should be able to deal with herself – at any rate she was not able to bring herself to tell her parents what was happening. She was a woman of good education, knowledgeable about her husband’s business, well-mannered and patient. When he was home she tried to advise him as best she could, but, as a contemporary observed ‘he was one of those fine Gentlemen that could not bear to be talk’d to by a Woman’.


Skinner liked to live well, kept a brace of fine geldings and liveried servants, but when out and about taking his pleasures, seldom included his wife in the party, ‘some demolish’d Beau, Gamester, Sharper, . . . or Bawdy-house Keeper, were his constant companions; and he was so well known amongst those gentry, that he got the Name of Squire Skinner’.


This situation could not go on indefinitely, and in a few years the inevitable happened, and Skinner found himself unable to pay his debts. A bankruptcy order was taken out against him, and it was found that he owed in total £10,000, though when the commission was finally closed he was able to pay his creditors 15s in the pound.


Having settled that little matter Skinner thought no more of the oil business, and indeed no more of his wife, who was brought to a state of utter destitution and was obliged to enter the parish workhouse. Though Skinner was to prosper in the future he was never to send his wife a single shilling for her support. He left London, and returned to his roots in Essex, where he took an inn at Romford, called the King’s Head. It was here he discovered that large profits could be obtained with very little work in the business of smuggling, and was immediately attracted to a way of life that seemed to be ideal for his tastes. Before long, he was one of the most notorious smugglers in the County of Essex.


Evading taxes has always been a popular pastime, and the imposition of high duties on desirable luxury goods will naturally attract the opportunist. In the eighteenth century, frequent wars prompted the government to raise finances by taxing imports such as Dutch gin, French brandy, tobacco and tea. At the same time, there were insufficient resources of men and ships to keep a watch on the coast. The result was a thriving industry of smuggling. The potential profits were high – in the 1740s the duty on tea was 4s per lb. Of the annual consumption of 1½ million lb duty was actually collected on only 650,000lb, a loss to the government of £170,000, (nearly £18 million today).


At first sight the coastline of Essex would seem to offer little opportunity to the smuggler. A large vessel, seeking to land its cargo would find few suitable places to approach undetected. Some of the rare locations that offered such easy access were Clacton, Frinton and Walton. There, landing contraband cargo from large ships would involve not just a few men but most of the local community. Labourers would assemble under cover of dark to help carry the goods, receiving payment in kind, and there was plenty of sparsely populated land where packages and barrels could be hidden, or moved without hindrance to a final destination in the larger towns, or even to London. Many publicans were actively involved in the trade, relying on cheap alcohol to stock their cellars, and there can have been few people of quality unaware of just how their silks and lace had arrived onshore.


Unfortunately for would-be smugglers, much of the Essex coastline is flat salt-marshes, with narrow inlets for shipping. Not only would a large vessel be too conspicuous in such a setting, its only means of approach to the inland harbours such as Colchester would place it in danger of having its escape route blocked. The alternative was for the laden ship to anchor out to sea at a safe distance, while the smugglers took small fishing boats out to collect the goods. They could then sail back between the sand banks where the larger Revenue ships could not follow, and land their cargo in the desolate marshlands between Wivenhoe and Brightlingsea.


Those few officials appointed to guard the coast were, for the most part, courageous and conscientious men, who were nevertheless overwhelmed by the enormity of the task, and often quite rightly hesitant to tackle gangs of armed criminals. In the early part of the eighteenth century there were, between Harwich and Colchester no customs officers at all, and just two boatmen at Brightlingsea. In 1721 matters were slightly improved by the appointment of an officer with an assistant, but there was a strong suspicion that the assistant was more than usually friendly with three of the most active smugglers in the area.


With most of the local community benefiting from the trade it was inevitable that smugglers felt they could rely on their fellow-townsfolk of every rank of society not to reveal their hiding places or movements. Even if prosecuted, the justices were reluctant to lose a source of discount luxuries. In 1731 at the Chelmsford Assizes a known villain, John Lilley, was tried for obstructing customs officers, and, much to their disgust, the judge ordered his acquittal without allowing the prosecution evidence to be given.


Local popularity gave smugglers their reputation as dashing fellows, but many were hardened and brutal men, carrying weapons, and not averse to committing murder. Such was the reputation of smugglers for callous violence that in 1736 an Act of Parliament was passed imposing the death penalty on smugglers who used arms against customs officials. Resisting arrest even if unarmed carried the penalty of flogging, transportation or imprisonment with hard labour. While this may seem severe, the actuality was that lesser penalties were often imposed instead, such as seizure of goods – a popular measure with the Customs official – or condemning the smuggler’s vessel. It was rarely felt to be worthwhile to prosecute a minor offender.


No one knows exactly how John Skinner operated his smuggling business. Did he roughen his hands on a fishing boat, putting to sea to collect packages of contraband, or was he a land-dwelling ‘Mr Big’ who financed the operation and relied on paid assistants to do the hard work? One known associate was Daniel Brett, often described as a servant to Skinner but also very much his partner in the smuggling enterprises.


Skinner soon abandoned the Inn at Romford, and moved to Colchester, where he was known to keep company with men and women of bad character. While his main business was now smuggling he sought to disguise this by renting two farms, called the Tan-Office and Cox’s Farm, each at £20 per annum, at Old Heath in the Parish of St Giles, and it was in a house on this heath that he was living in 1744. Elizabeth Cooper, a single lady, resided there as his housekeeper.


At 8 p.m. on the evening of 23 May, Skinner arrived home to keep an appointment. He had sent for a tailor called John Rallett also of St Giles, Colchester, to do some business with him. In his later statement, Rallett did not reveal quite what this business was except that it was connected with tailoring, and he left it to the courts to assume that what Skinner had been after was a suit of clothes. Since Skinner was known to deal in smuggled lace, it may well have been that the true nature of Rallett’s business was to purchase some contraband goods. When Skinner arrived, Miss Cooper at once drew him aside and had a conversation with him in a low tone of voice, which Rallett could not properly hear, but he gained the impression she was referring to a person and also some things, which were in a place he could not hear named. According to Miss Cooper’s statement, she was informing Skinner that some of the goods he had stored in the house were missing. It seemed that Daniel Brett, his partner-in-crime, had arrived there earlier and taken away some packages which the two men had smuggled together. Skinner at once flew into a violent temper, ‘and said that he would have his goods again, for he had ventured his life for them once, and would venture his life again for them, for that he would either kill or be killed’. He demanded she fetch him his powder horn, which she did, and stated ‘I will shoot him as dead as a carrion-crow, and then let him go and ask pardon of God Almighty’. Skinner loaded his carbine. He called for a dram of drink which she gave to him, and having swallowed it down, he left the house, and, with the words ‘now for conquest, liberty or death!’, mounted his horse, and rode away. If this was only to do with some missing goods, it does seem like something of an overreaction, but this explosion of temper was very much in keeping with his known character.
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Contemporary print of Colchester in the eighteenth century. (The Modern Universal British Traveller)
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Old Colchester town hall, demolished in 1893. (History and Description of the Ancient Town and Borough of Colchester, T.K. Cromwell, 1825)


It was then about 8.30 p.m., and Rallett departed. Miss Cooper waited some hours for her master’s return, but eventually retired for the night.


Skinner was searching for Daniel Brett. At about 10 p.m. he arrived at the house of Thomas Page, a victualler, and asked for Brett. Page said that Brett wasn’t there, and Skinner again started to rage, cursing bitterly, saying that wherever he found Brett he would shoot him dead that night.


At some later hour, Skinner did catch up with Brett, but when or where this was, and precisely what passed between them is not recorded. What cannot be doubted is that Skinner shot Brett as he had promised to do, and it seems probable that he then took the wounded man to his own house, for that is the next place he was reported to be.


It was at about midnight that Skinner returned home in a state of great agitation calling to Miss Cooper that she should get out of bed at once, and come to the window. She complied, and demanded that he tell her for God’s sake what the matter was. He spoke in a great hurry and with some confusion, and was unable to make a coherent answer, then abruptly, he turned away from the house and rode back full speed to Colchester. Not knowing what could be the matter, but suspecting that she would get no more sleep that night, Miss Cooper lit a candle, went downstairs and tended the fire, so she could sit by it and await her master’s return. She had not been sitting there long when Daniel Brett entered, his clothing heavily stained with blood. She saw that he was badly wounded through the body, and did what she could for him.


Skinner, having shot Brett as he had been threatening to do for some hours past was by now panicking at the result of his own actions. Between 12 and 1 p.m. he was back at Colchester and arrived at the house of Thomas Brand, a surgeon. Skinner at once called to him to get up as he needed his assistance as a man was shot, and feared he was dead or would die. He demanded that Brand go with him immediately. Brand quickly prepared to go with Skinner, but he had gained the distinct impression from Skinner’s manner that it was he who had carried out the shooting. As he got himself ready he asked Skinner what Brett had been shot with and Skinner confirmed that he had shot Brett with his carbine. Despite this worrying development, Brand went with Skinner to his house and there found Daniel Brett, with a wound in his body. There was no real treatment he could offer, indeed his sole action seems to have been to probe and search the wound, finding the bowels of the ailing man much lacerated and torn. The wound was triangular in shape and about half an inch long and as much wide, but he thought it was about ten inches deep. Whether he gave any kind of pain relief to Brett, such as opium, or whether the unfortunate man was unconscious or conscious during this examination he didn’t record. In the eighteenth century such a wound was almost inevitably fatal, and his probing can hardly have helped.


Brand returned home, but came back to see Brett the next morning at 9 a.m., when the suffering man was still alive. He lingered until 11 or 12 noon, and when Brand came back again that afternoon, he found his patient dead. Miss Cooper reported that several times she had asked him who gave him the wound, but he would never answer the question. If true, this is a remarkable piece of loyalty on Brett’s part, but Miss Cooper may well have been putting in a little invention to help her master.


The news of the murder had already spread around the district. Clement Boreham, a butcher of East Denyland, called at Skinner’s house between 2 or 3 p.m. and found Brett there dead, as reported. By now, it seems that Skinner was over his panic. Life, and trade, must go on. The fact that he had just murdered a man was not to hold up his normal business activities. That same day, Boreham heard that Skinner had some pigs and cows to sell, and went in search of him to buy the goods. Skinner was out and about in a place called Denyland Heath, about a mile from where he had shot Brett. Skinner told Boreham that he had found Brett in company with four or five people conveying away goods – almost certainly smuggled merchandise – in bags and sacks.


According to Boreham, he and Skinner then talked about the pigs and cows. A Mrs Bevan who was present, was more forthright and asked Skinner how he could be so passionate to shoot the poor man, to which Skinner replied, ‘I wish I had been in heaven; I am an unfortunate man, and wish I had never done it.’


Matters moved slowly. There is no record of Skinner being officially questioned about Brett’s fate, but on 26 May, the various witnesses to the events of the fatal night were gathered together and examined separately and each gave their own story, swearing an affidavit.


It must have dawned upon Skinner eventually that if he remained in the neighbourhood he would soon be under arrest. Justice had paused too long, and when it came looking for him, John Skinner was nowhere to be found. It is assumed that he left the area and lived incognito for a while. Had he continued to do so, he might never have been caught. In the interim, the matter was brought before the courts, and a Bill of Indictment was found by the Grand Inquest against John Skinner for the wilful murder of Daniel Brett, but where the murderer was, no one seemed to know.


Nearly two years later, Skinner came into some property, and he must have had friends who secretly advised him of his good fortune. It wasn’t especially valuable, an estate worth just £15 per annum (about £1,500 today), and the snag, from the point of view of a man in hiding, was that in order to claim the property, he was required to attend a copyhold court in person to effect the transfer. A sensible man might have decided to let it go. John Skinner was not that man. Assuming perhaps that his past indiscretions had been forgotten he strolled into the court on 29 April 1746 with as much assurance as if he was not guilty of any crime at all, and apparently without any fear that he might be brought to justice. He was recognised at once, and Mr Grayes the steward of the court being informed of the Bill of Indictment, at once had him arrested and committed to the County Gaol in Chelmsford.


Whatever Skinner had been doing since the murder, it had been profitable, for on being confined to gaol it was found that he had plenty of money and could therefore be indulged with every comfort he required, as far as was consistent with security. He was carefully watched, as it was thought that he would try to escape, but he never seemed inclined to make the attempt. He appeared perfectly confident that he would be acquitted, an opinion which no one else felt able to share with him. Skinner was very active in promoting his version of the events of 23 May 1744, which was that he had shot Brett while his associate had been attempting to rob him, but there was too much knowledge of the man and his methods for anyone to believe him.


On 15 August 1746, at Chelmsford, he was brought to the bar before Sir Michael Foster, Judge of the Assize. As a minor celebrity in the County of Essex, his trial attracted a great many people to the court, and it was reported that throughout the trial he behaved with great modesty and decency.


Confidently, Skinner pleaded not guilty to the indictment. Perhaps he was relying on people’s memories being hazy after two years, in which case he was unaware of the affidavits that had been so fully recorded only three days after the shooting. Mr Page the victualler gave evidence of Skinner’s impassioned threats to murder Brett. The prisoner’s counsel asked if the deceased was not a smuggler, to which Page, who may have had his own reasons for a sudden loss of memory, replied cautiously, ‘He may be a smuggler for ought I know’.
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Deposition of witness against John Skinner. (The Life and Behaviour of John Skinner)


Mr Rallet the tailor stated that he had seen Skinner load a pistol and carbine at his house then leave in a great rage vowing speedy revenge against Brett. Several other witnesses were called, all of whom were able to prove premeditated malice against the deceased. One of the principal witnesses was reputed to have had a personal reason for wanting to see Skinner hang – the handsome smuggler had enticed his wife away. Skinner continued to use the lame story that he had acted in self-defence and called some character witnesses, who testified that they knew him as a quiet, peaceable man, but this was hardly proof of innocence. Some of them had only known him a short while, and were unable to speak of his behaviour in the past, so their evidence carried very little weight. The one witness notable by her absence was Miss Cooper. It was suggested that this was deliberate, as she would have been able to confirm that she had told Skinner that Brett had taken his goods, thus supplying the motive for murder, and she may have absented herself either from loyalty or at her master’s instigation.


Inevitably the jury found Skinner guilty of the murder, and as it was the only capital conviction in court, he was at once brought to the bar to receive his sentence, which was death by hanging. The judge made a moving speech of which there is no detailed record, but he must have reproached Skinner not only with his guilt in the murder but also his life of dissolute conduct and crime. Skinner had probably never been spoken to like that before and seemed very shocked. The desperate nature of his situation now came to him with full force and he was observed to shed tears, whether of remorse or self-pity no one will ever know.


He was taken back to prison, and was from then on watched with very much greater care than before, for he was known to be a resourceful man with associates of bad character who might very well have arranged a daring escape. The strict watchfulness made him uneasy, and he raged at his keepers, as the contemporary writer of The Life and Behaviour of John Skinner recorded: ‘You need not look so sharp after me, for I don’t want to run away!’ He continued to deny that he had had any premeditated malice against Brett, and appealed to everyone who had spoken to the stricken man asking if Brett had ever charged him with murder. It was true that Brett had never done so, but notwithstanding the sworn affidavit of Miss Cooper there were those who would testify that the reason Brett had made no such allegation was that he was scarcely able to speak, and when he did, it was only in broken words, which were hardly intelligible.


Some of Skinner’s smuggler friends came to visit him in gaol, and he was in a good position to offer them valuable advice. According to The Life and Behaviour of John Skinner he told them ‘never to trust their Servants with their Secrets, especially to keep them ignorant where their Goods were deposited; because, (said he) if you don’t submit to their Humours, they’ll not only inform against you, but rob you of whatever they can.’ He added that the King lost more duties annually by lace-smugglers than all the smugglers in the kingdom beside, and he was sure that more French laces were annually worn in the three kingdoms than paid duty in ten years. The business of smuggling was also, he revealed, more than just a matter of goods. He said that since the French war, smugglers had also carried intelligence on events in the kingdom and what shipping was being fitted out, for which they were amply rewarded, and they always had free liberty to land in any port they wished.


Before the judges left Chelmsford the calendar was sent to the Sheriff, and he advised the keeper of the gaol that Skinner’s execution was to be on 29 August. When Skinner was told of this he seemed much shaken, but remained hopeful of a reprieve. Friends prepared a petition and delivered it to the judges, and application was made to the King, but all to no avail.


Skinner now tried a new tactic. There was no more misplaced confidence, no more rage. He put on a melancholy face, took to praying long and intently, listened carefully to the priest sent to counsel him, and stated piously that he would much rather die than live. Often he would pretend to be ill, and sigh that he wished only for death, and for the happy day that would finally release him from his troubles. No one really believed either in his indisposition or the sudden change of heart. It was generally thought to be a pretence by which he hoped to obtain some special treatment from his gaoler which would facilitate his escape. He continued to be watched just as carefully as before.


Whatever one might say of Skinner, who was a scoundrel on many fronts, he was not as it turned out, lacking in physical courage, and he was not afraid to die. His real dread was of being hanged before a jeering crowd. He spent some of his last hours in writing, and this included a letter to a London friend, a copy of which was preserved. It was never intended to be published, and when it was made public after his death, certain names were omitted to protect the individuals named. It should not be surprising that in this letter – the text of which is given below in the original spelling – Skinner should reveal that his unhappy position was all the fault of other people.


My dear Friend


All that my Friends can do for me cannot save me; and I am greatly shock’d at my approaching Fate, because I no more expected to die for Daniel’s Affair than you did. It’s all the Doings of Tom P——, and that Rogue ——. I was bewitch’d to come home, for you know you always persuaded me to stay on t’other Side of the Water, or to keep in London. That Man who meddles with another’s Wife is sooner or later brought to Destruction – You know what I mean; – that Jobb has brought all this Misery upon me. – What a terrible Shock it is for me to lay here in Irons, within a few Hours of Death, when you know how genteely I have liv’d in the World? Here’s an end of all my Equipage and Grandeur, and poor Skinner is no more. To be exposed to a gazing Mob of Rabble, and unthinking silly people, has a greater Effect on me than Death, and I could wish to die in the Goal where I am. – I suppose Mr G—— and Tom W——s have heard of this, for I have read it in the Colchester and Ipswich News-Papers, and I know that Tom has them always sent over to him. – I don’t expect any of my Acquaintance to come to see me, nor do I desire any, because my Time is so short; therefore God bless you and yours,


Your dying friend J Skinner


Chelmsford Prison, Aug. 21 1746


On the morning of the execution, the keeper of the prison went to advise Skinner that he must prepare himself for death, only to find that his charge had taken matters into his own hands. Blood was saturating Skinner’s clothes, and pooling in the room, and the prisoner, while still alive, was weak and in great pain, though it was not immediately obvious what had caused his injury. A surgeon was sent for at once, and on searching the prisoner, it was found that Skinner had attempted to take his own life by stabbing himself. The knife he had used was so small, that having run it into his stomach with great force, it was wholly inside his body, handle and all. How he had obtained the knife was not known, perhaps it had been passed to him by a friend, for it seems unlikely that he had been permitted to have one in his cell.
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