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“For a long time I could not conceive how one man could go forth to murder his fellow, or even why there were laws and governments; but when I heard details of vice and bloodshed, my wonder ceased, and I turned away with disgust and loathing.”

Frankenstein, by Mary Shelley

––––––––
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A sense of injustice and anger courses keenly through the blood of Bristolians. In fact, much blood has been spilt in the name of inequality, discrimination, revenge, retribution, jealousy, and greed – to name but a few driving factors. For the noblest and most selfless of reasons, to motives of the darkest and most dangerous kind, Bristol: Bullets, Blades, and Barricades, takes you on a journey through some of the murky and murderous chapters in Bristol’s history.

Featured among the stories are some of the vilest and most gruesome murders from the city’s past, including some recently discovered new material, offering possible solutions to previously unsolved crimes. Any reflection on Bristol’s violent past would not be complete without a journey through just some of the riots to that have taken place on the city’s streets. On each occasion I have attempted to place the reader on street level, among the baying mob, almost dodging the flying bricks.

Equally, in-amongst the stories of murder, the reader will take their place in the public gallery at a series of some of the most shocking and grisly High Court trials in the city’s history. From the case of the body under the floorboards, to the mysterious vanishing wife murderer, the darker side of Bristol’s past is contained within these pages.

Not all criminals and murderers are masterminds, as you will discover. Many suffered almost as much as their victims. Perhaps, in a city with a keen sense of justice, there is some comfort in that.

Mark Bridgeman

www.markbridgemanauthor.co.uk
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THE PORTWAY TAXI-CAB MURDER

(PART ONE)
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In the early hours of Wednesday 6th August 1947, Joseph Goessens, a lock gateman at Avonmouth Docks, was cycling home from a late work shift along a quiet stretch of the Portway (the road linking Avonmouth Docks and Avon Gorge with the centre of Bristol). As he rounded a bend in the road he noticed a black-and-white taxi-cab parked at an unusual angle in the middle of the carriageway, along a lonely stretch of the road. Although the time was close to 3am, the waning full moon still provided Joseph with enough light to illuminate the vehicle in front of him. Although it was not unusual to see taxis, at all hours of the day and night, ferrying merchant sailors to and from their vessels at the Avonmouth Docks, this particular cab caught the gateman’s attention. As he pulled alongside the vehicle, Goessens noticed that the taxi’s starting handle was sitting in the crank position, yet there was no one close by, and the cab, at first glance, appeared to be unoccupied.

Suddenly a young, slim man appeared from the shadows and flagged Goessens down. In a thick Irish accent, the man asked Goessens to help him push the taxi-cab to the verge at the side of the road. Goessens would later make a statement to the Bristol police, describing what happened next.

‘He wanted me to help him turn a car around and push it, because he couldn’t start it,’ the gateman explained. ‘It appeared to me that the man did not know what make the car was, because he asked me if I knew how to start a Morris car when the taxi was actually an Austin. It was pitch black at the time and the taxi’s headlights were dim. The man did not even know how much petrol there was in the vehicle. Then I noticed, slumped down in the front of the taxi, in a dazed condition, was another man. I thought he was drunk or asleep. The first man and I pushed the car for about fifty yards, and then I opened the driver’s door and pulled the hand brake on. I could still see the other man in the front passenger seat; he looked very drunk to me. It was too dark to see anything else though. I was there helping for about twenty minutes, but I made an excuse to get away as soon as I could, ‘cause I thought the car was stolen. I asked the man with the Irish accent what the time was. He looked at his watch, and said it was 3:20am. I cycled to the nearest police station at Brandon Hill, and told the officer on duty what had happened.’

After reporting the incident to the police, Mr Goessens then returned to his home in Ashton Gate, while two constables from Brandon Hill station were despatched to the scene. On arrival they were surprised to find the taxi still there, having assumed that the strange affair had been merely a bungled attempt to steal the vehicle. As the two constables approached the vehicle, the first glimmer of dawn was illuminating the gorge. They jotted down the vehicle’s registration number in their pocketbooks – ‘EHU 232’. The officers also noticed that the starting handle was still in its crank position and removed it carefully with a handkerchief in case any fingerprints might remain. Cautiously shining their flashlights through the passenger window, they could clearly see the unconscious man still slumped in the front seat of the car. However, the unidentified man with the Irish accent who had asked Joseph Goessens for help was nowhere to be seen.

One of the police officers opened the rear door of the taxi-cab and there, sprawled in the shadowy footwells in the rear of the cab, was another body – that of the taxi driver, William John Herbert Delong. His face and body were badly bloodied, his legs on the seats, and his upper torso and head wedged and twisted in the footwells. He appeared to have passed away recently – probably within the last two or three hours, the constables thought – as the body was not yet cold. Superintendent Fred Carter, the head of Bristol C.I.D., was hastily recalled from his fishing holiday to head up the murder enquiry. After  inspecting the crime scene, he made an announcement to the press: ‘Gentleman of the press – this is murder! Mr Delong was a night taxi-cab driver, who lived in Luckwell Road, Bedminster. He was married with three children and has been a taxi driver since last Christmas, when he was demobbed from the R.A.S.C.

A man who was found in the front seat of the cab has been taken to the police station for questioning. At this stage, we do not think this man knew that Mr Delong was dead; however, we do believe that he can give us some valuable information. No weapons have been found and, at present, we believe robbery to be the motive. It is possible that Mr Delong was working on the engine when he was attacked. Evidently, he put up a big fight, as his body was badly battered.’

The following day, twenty detectives painstakingly cut away the riverbank grass with scythes and poked the undergrowth with sticks, as they conducted a fine-toothcomb search of the ground alongside the Portway where Mr Delong’s body and his taxi-cab had been found. After several hours of meticulously examining the area, detectives made a shocking and surprising discovery. Approximately a mile from the scene of Mr Delong’s murder, at Lower High Street in Shirehampton, the police found another body, that of a Chinese seaman. He was identified as Fai Kai, a forty-nine-year-old cook serving on the steamship Newton D. Baker, currently docked at Avonmouth. Kai was alive, but unconscious and seriously injured. He appeared to have suffered severe facial injuries from a vicious assault, which seemed to display many of the characteristics of the attack on Mr Delong. Kai was transferred to Bristol Royal Infirmary, where he remained unconscious and unable to help the police any further.

Meanwhile, Delong’s fellow Bristol taxi drivers were questioned by detectives, and shown photographs of the vehicle, in the hope that they might be able to shed some light on the mystery. One driver noticed that the master switch in Delong’s Austin taxi-cab had been switched to the ‘OFF’ position. Had Mr Delong manually switched the engine off, before his killer or killers, had battered him to death? If so, why? At any rate, detectives speculated, this seemed to indicate that his assailant or assailants possessed little mechanical knowledge, or familiarity with that type of vehicle, since they might have easily restarted the vehicle by returning the master switch to its ‘ON’ position, rather than placing the starting handle in the crank position.

Another taxi driver also mentioned two particular women, who frequently hired cabs in the Bristol area at night; ‘usually with male friends, and they often asked for Mr Delong to drive them. One was a pretty redhead, and the other a brunette with a red coat.’

As the daily cycle of ships due to leave Avonmouth docks continued, officers from Bristol C.I.D. were on hand to question seamen before their vessels departed for international waters. Detective Supt. Carter’s initial theory was that the taxi driver had been violently attacked and robbed by several men (possibly sailors) several miles from where the body was found, that he was then bundled into his cab, and driven to a lonely spot on the Portway. Perhaps, it was surmised by Supt. Carter, the Chinese seaman Fai Kai had also been targeted in a similar way.

As public outrage grew in Bristol, four seemingly significant leads soon presented themselves to the under- pressure detectives. Firstly, the police received an anonymous blank postcard addressed simply to ‘The Chief of Bristol Police.’ The postcard bore no return address, only the words ‘I know’ written in pencil. Was the postcard a taunt from the murderer of Mr Delong? If, indeed, it was linked to the case at all? Officers kept the postcard as evidence, on the off chance that this small sample of handwriting could be used at a later stage to rule a suspect in, or out, of the investigation.

Secondly, detectives discovered that a tall New Zealander, probably a seaman, had hired Mr Delong’s taxi to drive him from Bristol to London just forty-eight hours before his murder. Several witnesses had overheard a disagreement between the two men over the agreed fare for the journey. Had an argument between the two men turned to violence? Detectives were despatched to the capital to search all hostels, cafes, and public houses in the London docks area. Supt. Carter even theorised that perhaps the initial witness Joseph Goessens had been confused, and the man he helped to push the taxi-cab was in fact a New Zealander and not Irish at all. Ultimately, however, the lead would prove fruitless. The tall sailor from New Zealand was never traced.

The murdered man’s clothing on the night of his killing also presented the authorities with another puzzling clue. Why, on the very day of his death, had Mr Delong purchased an expensive new suit, and then chosen to wear it while driving on his nightshift, rather than wearing his normal working clothes? It seemed out of character; but was it relevant to the investigation?

Perhaps the most interesting development was the discovery that Mr Delong had picked up two young women – one of whom was described as ‘redheaded’ – from a Bristol taxi rank at approximately 11pm on Tuesday 5th August, just hours before his death. Were these the two women mentioned by Mr Delong’s fellow taxi drivers?

While detectives waited to question the unidentified, supposedly drunk and unconscious man who had been found in the taxi-cab’s passenger seat, and was being cared for in Bristol Royal Infirmary, they patiently pieced together a timeline for the evening of Mr Delong’s murder. According to the taxi company’s docket, Delong had started his night shift at approximately 7:30pm with exactly eight gallons in his petrol tank. Fuel was still strictly rationed at the time and careful records were maintained by taxi firms. Different regulations applied to vehicles approved for commercial use (such as taxis), to those registered for private use. Black market infringements were frequent at the time, with theft of fuel designated for commercial use a regular occurrence, and even a possible motive for Mr Delong’s murder. In fact, within a year of this case, the government would introduce the Motor Spirit (Regulation) Act 1948, enforcing the addition of a red dye to petrol designated for commercial use. Any private car owner then found using ‘red petrol’ in his car would immediately lose his licence.

Returning to the investigation, detectives were notified by an eyewitness that Mr Delong had been seen with his taxi-cab at approximately 10pm on the night prior to his murder at the Temple Meads Station incline. Having picked up a fare from the station, he was then witnessed driving in the Knowle area between 10:10pm and 10:20pm. By 10:25pm he was seen waiting in the taxi rank opposite the Bristol Hippodrome

At approximately 10:30pm, he left there, apparently heading towards Prince Street carrying a party of three adults and two children. Police were unable to trace this party. However, at 11pm, the attendant at The Grove filling station in the centre of Bristol served petrol to a taxi-cab driver with two young women in his cab. The attendant was adamant that the driver was Mr Delong. This puzzled the investigating officers. If Delong’s taxi-cab had at least eight gallons in it at the start of his shift, how could he have possibly used it all by 11pm? Yet the attendant at the Grove filling station was certain that the driver was Delong.

Another witness came forward claiming that they had seen the same taxi-cab parked in Portway at 11:30pm, more than three hours before Mr Goessens had cycled past at approximately 3am in the early hours of the next morning. Assuming that Mr Delong’s body was already in the vehicle by the time it was abandoned in Portway, then he must have been killed sometime between 11:30pm on Tuesday 5th August and 3am the following morning. This gave the police an important window. If they could trace both the taxi-cab’s movements and passengers between being spotted at The Grove filling station at 11pm, and its appearance in Portway at 11:30pm, it might lead them to Mr Delong’s murderer.

A surprise announcement was made on 16th August, when Supt. Carter issued a statement saying that an unnamed man had been arrested. Was this man the person found in the passenger seat of the taxi, who had since been recovering in hospital from the effects of alcohol? Had he regained consciousness and admitted to the murder of Mr Delong? The eager reporters would have to wait a little while longer for their answers; this unidentified man was released without charge two days later.

Finally, on 20th August, Supt. Carter was given permission by doctors to interview the man recovering in hospital from the effects of alcohol. He identified himself as Mr Owen Cooney, the chief radio officer of the Coriantes, currently docked at Avonmouth. An Irishman from Cork, he told detectives that he had begun drinking with a fellow Irishman he had met called John Dillon, a widow named Elsie Bowden (who would later be described by the prosecution as being ‘of bad moral character’), and a girl called Ruth, who Cooney described as ‘pretty and a redhead’. An examination of Cooney by doctors had revealed that ‘his blood showed such a high level of alcohol poisoning that he was lucky to be alive and must have been very nearly in a state of coma when Delong died.’ This seemed to rule out Cooney as a suspect in Mr Delong’s murder. Nevertheless, his evidence would prove crucial.

‘I drank beer and whisky with John Dillon that night,’ Cooney confessed. ‘I remember drinking till about 9:30pm, the night before the taxi driver died, but my mind became a blank after that, until I found myself with the murdered man in his taxi five hours later. I was in the front seat of the cab when I woke about 2:50am on August 6th. I saw a man in the rear of the taxi, but I didn’t examine him. Next, I tried, and failed, to start the engine. I couldn’t see Dillon anywhere, so I waited until someone came along. I must have passed out again after that. I don’t remember anything else.’

This gave Supt. Carter a strong suspect, John Dillon, and a warrant was issued for his arrest. Despite Dillon being of no fixed abode, he was quickly located and arrested. Under intense questioning by Bristol C.I.D., Dillon would make a statement which he later both denied and retracted:

‘I belong to the Animal Gang in Dublin, and we are a lot of tough boys. This is the first murder that I’ve done though. My head made me do it. Don’t know what my old mother will say. I haven’t seen a priest for a long while, and I want a confession.

I hired Delong’s taxi after meeting two girls named Ruth and Elsie. I then asked Delong to stop by some woods. I had no money. The women had money though, but they would not pay him. An argument started between Delong and myself. I meant to just hit him so that I only knocked him out. I laid Delong on the pavement and told the women to take his money from him. They took some banknotes from his inside pocket, and then they dragged him into the cab and left him in the rear of the vehicle.’

The statement seemed to be damning indeed. One of the two women named by Cooney and Dillon, Elsie Bowden, was also interviewed. Although dismissed by the police at the time as ‘little more than a prostitute’, her testimony certainly gave the authorities enough evidence to charge Dillon with Mr Delong’s murder.

‘The two men got out of the cab and started fighting,’ Elsie claimed. ‘I saw Dillon hit Delong on the head with his fist and Delong said to him, “What’s your bloody game?”. Dillon then kicked Delong in the stomach while he was on the ground. I left with Ruth and we got a lift back to Bristol in a lorry. Dillon told us to take the taximan’s money because he loved me and wanted to use it to marry me.’

John Dillon strongly denied Elsie Bowden’s version of events, claiming that, ‘The confession I made earlier is untrue, I had nothing to do with the death of Delong. I deny fighting him or even knowing him. I was not in the taxi. It is all lies said by a brainless prostitute.’

Despite Dillon’s protestations, he was formally charged with William Delong’s murder and remanded to await trial. However, due to his unpredictable state and erratic behaviour, it was decided to keep him under secure observation at Bristol Mental Hospital until his trial. Dillon’s wife was brought over from Dublin to visit and legal r epr e sent a t ion was found for the accused man, the aptly  named  Mr F. C. Counsell, Solicitor.
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The trial date was set for 19th November at the Bristol Assizes, and Lord Chief Justice Goddard would preside. In the meantime, Delong’s fellow Bristol cabbies organised a collection for the murdered man’s widow, and provided a cortège of taxi-cabs to escort the hearse to his funeral.

John Dillon’s trial opened to a packed public gallery, and he was formally charged with William Delong’s murder. Dillon pleaded ‘Not guilty’. However, the Crown’s advocate, Mr G.D. Roberts K.C., who had recently returned from prosecuting on behalf of the army at the Nuremberg War Trials, had a degree of celebrity and gravitas attached to his name. ‘Khaki Roberts’ – as he had become affectionately known – would certainly be a formidable opponent for the defence.

The prosecution’s case seemed a strong one. It was asserted by Mr Roberts that, ‘The killing of Mr Delong had been a premediated one. Why else would they have picked such a lonely and unobserved spot to murder him? The victim’s injuries were multiple and severe, ruling out a single, spur of the moment punch as the cause of death in this case. Mr Delong was a thick-set, powerful, muscular man, and it follows that his assailant must have also been a strong man, perfectly capable of inflicting such acute injuries upon a fellow human being.

The medical evidence from Professor James Webster, Director of the Home Office Laboratory no less, corroborates this – and I quote – “This man died from shock due to multiple injuries, distributed mainly over the head, face and neck. Those injuries had been caused by excessive violence, and had been inflicted by a blunt instrument, not excluding, and quite possibly both, the fists and feet of his assailant.” The Crown will be providing a string of witnesses to prove, beyond any doubt, that the accused man intended to commit robbery and the foulest of murders on that fateful night.’

The courtroom fell into a state of hushed anticipation as the first witness was called.
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THE PORTWAY TAXI-CAB MURDER

(PART TWO)
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The man who reported his suspicions to the police on the night of the murder, Joseph Goessens, was then called by the prosecution and took his place in the witness box.

‘I was cycling across Sea Mills railway bridge when I saw the lights of a car about 150 yards down the road towards Bristol. As I passed the car a man appeared in the middle of the road and signalled me to stop. I spoke to him, I didn’t know who it was then, but I now know him to be Mr Dillon. After helping him push the car for a distance of about 50 yards I left him there and cycled to Brandon Hill police station, where I made a statement to the police. I had formed the opinion that the car was stolen.’

‘Thank you, Mr Goessens,’ said Mr Roberts, ‘The prosecution now calls Mrs Emily Bowden.’

‘Every time Mr Delong saw me,’ she began, ‘he used to give me lifts in his cab. On the night he died he was struck on the head by Dillon and the two men then started to fight. Dillon hit Delong again and put his boot into Delong’s stomach. I went through his pockets and took £2, and then we picked him up and put him in the back of his cab.’

‘Was Mr Delong alive or dead at that point, Mrs Bowden?’ asked Mr Roberts.

‘I didn’t take much notice.’

Lord Goddard interjected at that point to ask the witness a question of his own. ‘What about the statement you originally made to the police in which you said you were elsewhere on that night?’

‘That was untrue, your honour. I said that because Dillon said if I split on him he would do me in.’

[image: ]
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Constable Arthur Parfitt from Brandon Hill police station was then called to the witness box by Mr Roberts K.C.. ‘Constable, please tell the court what you found when you reached the scene of the crime early on that Wednesday morning.’

‘Yes, sir,’ replied the constable. ‘Together with Inspector Culpin, I went to the spot indicated by the previous witness. When we arrived it was about 4:10am and we saw Mr Cooney first in the front passenger seat. He was in a state of intoxication. I examined the car. When I opened the off-side rear door I saw the body of another man, Mr Delong, with bloodstains on his face. Inspector Culpin made an extensive search of the vicinity. He found a pound note in the middle of the road, a set of lower dentures, and a sixpence beneath the body. There was also grass seed in the victim’s hair.’ 

‘A set of lower dentures, constable?’

‘Yes sir. There was no corresponding set in the mouth of the victim, so we took them to be his.’

‘Thank you. And what did you do then, constable?’

‘After the body was taken to the city mortuary, we examined the cab of the taxi. There were no signs of a struggle inside the cab, but we did find the bowl of a broken pipe on the driver’s side running board. The meter registered a fare of seven shillings and sixpence, but I could not tell if the flag was up or down.’

‘Thank you, constable. I understand that you also had an earlier encounter that night with the accused man, Mr John Dillon, just three hours prior to being called out?’

‘Yes, sir. At 12:25am I was examining a lorry parked in Prince Street. Inside I saw the accused man asleep, in his stockinged feet. A pair of Wellington boots lay beside him. I ordered him out of the lorry and asked for his identity card, which he produced. I then directed him to a place of shelter – the Salvation Army Hostel.’

‘And had you seen Mr Dillon on any other occasion?’ ‘Yes, sir. About a week previous, in the same lorry. On that occasion he was with one of the other witnesses here today, Mrs Elsie Bowden.’

Next came the evidence of the police officer who had apprehended Dillon a few days later, Detective Sergeant Albert Harris.

‘I saw the prisoner in Colston Street,’ he informed the court, ‘and asked him to come to the police headquarters for questioning in connection with the murder of Mr Delong. He was with Mrs Elsie Bowden at the time, and as he got into the police car she said to him, “Mind you use your loaf.” He was then taken to Bridewell Street station and asked to give an account of his movements. The accused man then made a statement to me, which I can read now to the court:

“I did not know the driver before, but I got to know him through Ruth. She called him Bill Delong. I often journeyed in his cab with her. I might as well tell you; I was in the cab that night and I have worried about it ever since. I don’t know what Ruth will say when she knows I’ve told you.”

I then cautioned him, but he continued with his statement. “Paddy hadn’t got any money, and Paddy and Bill Delong got arguing and fighting. Paddy got rough with him when he was on the ground.”

I asked him who Paddy was and he replied, ‘Well, actually, I’m Paddy. It’s me you’re looking for. I am the murderer.”

I cautioned him again, but he continued, “Me, Ruth, and Elsie caught Delong’s taxi from the centre to Sea Mills. Before we got to Sea Mills, I asked him to stop. Delong said he wanted the fare, which came to about thirty shillings. I had no money, the women had money but wouldn’t pay him. An argument started and I meant to hit him to knock him out, that’s all. When he was on the ground I told the girls to take all the money from his pocket. We then put him in the rear of the cab and got a lift in a lorry back into the centre. We slept the night in the waiting room at the station. I told the girls to share out the money so as to take away the suspicion of one of us suddenly having a lot of money.”

‘He then asked to go to the lavatory,’ Sergeant Harris continued. ‘When he came back he agreed to sign the statement, after which he added,

“It was my head which made me do it. I was put out of the army because of my head.”

The accused man then asked me a question, “What do they do with a man who does a murder but is mental?”

I replied that I was in no position to discuss the matter with him.’ 

‘Thank you, Sergeant Harris,’ Mr Roberts said, ‘and what happened next?’

‘I then received instructions to take Dillon to Stapleton Institution. The Mental Hospital is in an adjoining building there. While we were waiting to be let in there, Dillon said to me:

“It is not fair, me going to prison. Ruth and Elsie ought to be there as well.”

Then he was admitted for observation. I told the officials at Stapleton that Dillon had been charged under Section 15 of the Lunacy Act 1890. I was not present when he was examined by the doctors.’

‘Very well. Thank you, sergeant.’

Next to be called to the stand was the imposing figure of Chief Inspector Melbourne Phillips of the Bristol C.I.D., who related his own conversation with Dillon to the court.

‘I explained the seriousness of his confessions to him, to which he replied, “Yes, I know. It’s my head that made me do it.” He then tapped his forehead with his finger and continued, “I am not right up there, you know.”

I then asked him the following questions:

What else besides money was taken from Mr Delong? He answered, “A cigarette case that I broke up and threw away because it was dangerous to have it on me.”

What happened to Delong’s peak cap?

“I burnt it in the wood at Sea Mills,” he answered.

Why did you turn the taxi around to face towards Bristol before leaving it?

“I did it as a disguise.”

I then informed the accused man that Delong did not have a cigarette case, he was never wearing a peak cap, and that the taxi was found facing Avonmouth and not Bristol. He then asked me: 

“Why did you tell me these untruths then?”

Dillon then paused for a moment and told me, “I want to change my statement. I made it up. It’s all lies about me being in the car. I knew nothing about the murder. It is my head that makes me say these things.”

It was then that we arranged for him to be taken to Bristol Mental Hospital.’

‘Thank you, Chief Inspector. And what was the result of the examination at the hospital?’

‘The authorities at the hospital regarded him as being perfectly sane, and it was on that basis that I proposed that he be charged with murder. I acquainted him with the statement made by Mrs Elsie Bowden, in which she claimed that he had attacked the driver. He denied it again, and said:

“It is a pack of lies. That damn woman must be mad. I never knew the man who was murdered.”

He then made another statement denying any connection between him and the murder and retracting his previous confession.’

The final witness called for the prosecution was a labourer named Percy Cook, from Filton. Mr Cook testified to meeting the accused man on two occasions. ‘I first met Dillon after the taxi driver had been murdered, but before he had been arrested. He came up to me and said, “Pop, do you think I am the sort of man who would commit a murder?” I met him again on the day of Delong’s funeral, when he said to me, “Pop, I am happy today. They are burying the fool today. Now they can’t do anything to me, can they?” That was the last I saw him.’

That concluded the evidence for the Crown, and it was now time for the defence to present their case. Mr C.F. Ingle, Dillon’s defence barrister, began by recalling Chief Inspector Phillips to the box, ‘I put it to you, Chief Inspector, that you asked my client trick questions, in order to extract a confession.’

‘I do not like the word “trick”. I only asked certain questions to check the validity of his statement.’

‘And did you prompt my client by telling him that if he made certain statements he might only be convicted of manslaughter?’

‘No, I did not.’

‘But, you were very anxious to make an arrest?’ ‘Certainly I was.’

‘Is it true that the Bristol police have not been successful in one or two cases recently?’

‘I don’t agree that we have not been very successful.’

‘Have you made an arrest in the Odeon murder case, then?’

‘No.’

Feeling that he had mortally wounded the prosecution’s case, Mr Ingle returned to the matter at hand. ‘Very well, and is it true that you were practically certain that the defendant was of unsound mind when first taken to the hospital?’

‘Yes.’

‘And did the first doctor to examine him not agree with that conclusion?’

‘Yes, but the last doctor to examine him thought him perfectly sane.’

Mr Ingle then cross-examined Elsie Bowden. ‘Mrs Bowden, in your first four statements to the police you did not mention that you and the accused man were in the cab because Dillon threatened to murder you if you told the truth.’

‘I told the truth.’

Undaunted, Mr Ingle continued, ‘Was it put to you by the police that if you were able to help and tell the same story as Dillon, that would end the matter as far as you were concerned?’

Elsie Bowden did not answer.

Lord Goddard looked at her sternly and warned her, ‘You must answer the question.’

‘Yes,’ she replied reluctantly, looking down at the floor.

Mr Ingle continued, ‘So, having been told that by the police, you made yet another statement, a fifth one I believe, in which you made the accusation against Dillon in connection with the death of the taxi driver?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you made that statement and are giving this evidence today because you believed the police wanted you to say that?’

‘Yes.’

It was now time for the defence to take a huge gamble. John Dillon was called to the stand, in a risky attempt to win the jury’s sympathy.

‘Mr Dillon,’ began his defence barrister, ‘please tell the court, in your own words, about yourself and how you were treated by the police.’

‘Well, sir, I am married and I have two children. I come from Dublin. We got married in 1942 when I was serving in the Irish National Army. After being discharged a few months later, I joined the British Army and served three years in the Pioneer Corps.’

‘Thank you. Tell the court what happened after you were arrested.’

‘I was worried and distressed when I was picked up by the police, so I said “yes” to everything they said to me. I was kept in the police station so long that I was nearly falling off my seat because I was half asleep. But they kept bringing me tea to keep me awake. They were questioning me all the time. There was no break. I told them that I had seen Delong with the woman Bowden, but I’d never spoken to him and I had nothing to do with his death.’

In cross-examination, Mr Roberts for the Crown enquired, ‘Mr Dillon, you have shown this court considerable knowledge as to how this man met his death, for someone who claims to have not been there. I quote – “I got rough with him when he was on the ground.” How do you explain that?’

‘I had to say something,’ answered the accused man, ‘I did not know what I was saying.’

Those were to be the final words uttered by John Dillon, as Mr Ingle brought the defence’s case to a close. Both barristers then gave their final summations to the jury.

Mr Roberts, for the prosecution, described the murder as ‘brutal and foul’ and one for which ‘the death penalty is absolutely appropriate.’ As the barrister spoke, Dillon leaned against the edge of the dock sobbing and crying.

In his defence’s summation Mr Ingle stated that ‘All that could be proved was that, following a quarrel, Delong was in a fight with Dillon, who knocked Delong down and, in a temper, kicked him in the stomach. And that the testimony of the prosecution’s main witness may be wholly unreliable, since it is served with self-interest, from a woman who the police described as, and I quote, “of bad moral character.” I submit, therefore, that this man is not guilty of the murder of Mr Delong.’

The jury was then instructed to retire and consider its verdict. There was a moment of unusual drama to follow, when the foreman of the jury made a highly unusual request to Lord Goddard. The jury, clearly troubled by Mr Dillon’s and Elsie Bowden’s allegations that they had been ‘persuaded’ to make their statements by police officers, enquired if further witnesses from the police station could be presented to them to help corroborate the official version of these events. Lord Goddard refused this request, however, instructing the jury that a decision must be made on the evidence presented. Suitably rebuked, the jury again retired. They emerged an hour later, indicating that they had reached a verdict.

‘Members of the jury, have you reached a verdict upon which you all agree?’

‘We have.’

‘How do you find the defendant, John Dillon?’

‘We find him not guilty of murder, but guilty of manslaughter.’

John Dillon collapsed in the dock as the verdict was read out to the court.

The black cap was quietly returned to the clerk’s drawer – it would not be needed on this occasion. Lord Goddard then thanked the jury and addressed the prisoner,.

‘John Dillon, in passing sentence of twelve years’ penal servitude on you, I say this: You may consider yourself a fortunate man. If the jury had found you guilty of robbing this man as well, I would have sentenced you to penal servitude for life. Take the prisoner away.’

John Dillon applied to The Court of Criminal Appeal in May 1949 for an extension in the time allowed for him to lodge an appeal against his conviction. He claimed that his illiteracy prevented him from completing the necessary documentation within the required time period. However, Mr Justice Oliver refused, citing that, ‘Dillon was tried for murder, and convicted of manslaughter, and this is one of those cases in which manslaughter approximates very closely to murder. Among the matters Dillon raised was that he was illiterate. Education is not required to realise that the sooner he appeals the better. There are no grounds for extending time.’

Following the failure of his appeal, Dillon served his remainder of his sentence (less remission) and moved to Camden, London in the mid-1950s. He failed to remain trouble-free, however. After a series of minor offences, he was given a two-year sentence in 1957. Following a conditional discharge he was ordered to report regularly to a probation officer – which he subsequently failed to do. At his hearing in London, Dillon told the magistrate, ‘I never realised how serious not reporting is.’

He died in London in 2006 at the age of eighty-three.

Three questions were left unresolved following Dillon’s conviction in 1947. Firstly, the nearby attack on the Chinese sailor Fai Kai. Although he recovered, he was never able to name his assailant and the case remains unsolved. Secondly, the true extent of the involvement of the other man, Owen Cooney, and of the two women, Ruth and Elsie, was never fully proved, since their testimony against Dillon enabled the Crown to guarantee at least one conviction in the case. Finally, why – in a move completely out of character – did Mr Delong choose to don a brand-new suit in which to drive his taxi, on the night of his murder, instead of wearing his traditional working clothes? Neither his wife, nor any of the detectives, were ever able to answer this question. 
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THE BOOK OF SKIN


[image: ]




Housed among the artifacts at Bristol’s M Shed Museum is a somewhat macabre exhibit. At first glance it appears to be an old journal, bound in faded brown leather and embossed with a gallows motif. In fact, the nineteenth-century volume is not covered in leather at all. Its binding is constructed entirely of tanned, human skin. The skin of a man convicted of murder. The book itself contains the surviving documentation and letters relating to the tragic death of a young girl more than two centuries ago. While the artifact is wholly genuine, the conviction for murder of the young man, who unwillingly and unknowingly donated his epidermis, may not be.

The string of events which eventually led to the binding in human skin of this rather grisly object began in 1803, in the coalmining community of Hanham, to the east of Bristol. John Horwood had been born into a mining family, the youngest of ten siblings, all raised in an era before the introduction of 1842 Mines and Collieries Act, which introduced a minimum age of ten for all children forced to work underground. John had little choice and was sent at a tender age to work at one of the several pits in the area. This harsh beginning to a young boy’s life seems to have infused him with a sense of bitterness, injustice, and rebellion. After a series of mine accidents and tragedies, including the death of his elder brother, John refused to continue working in the pits. He instead sought employment at the Bristol Brass & Copper Company’s spelter works in Hanham. He was soon laid off, however, due to his disruptive behaviour and continued vandalism of company property. Still aged only sixteen, by 1819/20 he had earned an unenviable reputation for harassment, unwanted mischief, and pranks, and for his involvement with a young girl named Eliza Balsam.
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