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			“Anyone who thought they knew everything about the Ripper story will benefit from a reading.”

			Carl Ryker, Lawton, Oklahoma, USA

			“This is not only a deep dive into the historical context of Jack the Ripper’s world, but holds cautionary wisdom for modern-day crime-solving… I highly, highly recommend it!”

			Esther Perrot, Paris, France

			“It’s essential reading for readers who crave context over hype.”

			Kim Olsen-Clark, Chicago, Illinois, USA

			“A well-researched book and a wonderful read!”

			Toni Gooderham, West Wickham, UK

			“Everything you have been told about the killings is questioned… This is a must-read.”

			Leigh Ann Solomons, Monmouth Junction, New Jersey, USA

			“Well researched and informative, and I thoroughly recommend it to everyone.”

			Alastair Gatt, New Zealand

			“What an amazing book—the research is unbelievable.”

			Meredith Light, Washington, DC, USA

			“It is a rare thing to find a book that presents an incredibly detailed, evidence-based analysis of a subject while being wildly entertaining.” 

			John J. Stevens, USA

			“The book was fantastic. It gives even more question marks on who and how many may have been Jack the Ripper.” 

			Julia Halliday, Epsom, UK

			“I highly recommend it to anyone with an interest in the case.”

			Kevin Hulsman Groesbeek, Gelderland, Netherlands

			“After reading this book, I have no doubt that I now know what really happened.”

			Ken Hallgring, Neptune, New Jersey, USA

			“Shines a light on the precarious status of women (as well as the entire working class) in Victorian England.” 

			Robert Campbell, Burlington, Ontario, Canada

			“If you know nothing about Jack the Ripper, read this book. If you think you know a lot about Jack the Ripper – read this book.”

			Kevin Phelan, Chicago, Illinois, USA

			“We found it riveting and were unable to put it down.”

			Helen & Patrick Mather, Toronto, NSW, Australia

			“A meticulously researched exploration of the Whitechapel murders with a fresh perspective on the killer’s identity that sets it apart from conventional theories.” 

			Danny Kao, San Francisco & New York, USA

			“A captivating book for all fans of the case, which I would highly recommend!”

			Sue Horner, Towcester, UK

			“The book paints an excellent picture of why these crimes were significant and why they could have happened.”

			Andrew Gee, Houston, Texas, USA

			“If you’re looking for a comprehensive, yet utterly readable, look at the Whitechapel murders, Yours Truly Jack the Ripper is a great place to start.”

			Mary Williams, Milwaukee, Wisconsin, USA

			“Having read a good few of the very many books about ‘Jack the Ripper’, this book, in my opinion, is the best. Well researched, it includes details I was previously unaware of.”

			Bob Grice, Doncaster, UK

			“Well researched, it does a fantastic job describing Victorian London and its harsh realities for those unfortunate to have lived in Whitechapel.” 

			Matthew Metcalfe, Acworth, Georgia, USA

			“I very much enjoyed reading and especially listening to your book.”

			Christine Masters, Austen, Texas, USA

			“A tour de force on an endlessly fascinating subject, reflecting immense knowledge and research in language beautifully composed from front to back… Highly recommended.”

			Pat Lewis, Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada

			“Yours Truly Jack the Ripper brings the Whitechapel murders vividly to life while questioning many of the assumptions that have shaped how the story is usually told.”

			Julie Landis, San Diego, California, USA

			“The writing is skilled, absorbing, and hard to put down—I paused only for snack breaks.”

			Ann Meyer, Minneapolis, Minnesota, USA

			“This is an excellent book and I recommend to anyone interested in learning more about the circumstances of these dreadful murders of women in London during 1888.”

			Andrew Maclean, Hampton, Victoria, Australia

			“Considering your book from my perspective as a retired scientist and attorney, I found it very professional and perceptive… Your discussion of the past is certainly pertinent to today.”

			Sandra L. Story, Chicago, Illinois, USA

			“Yours Truly Jack the Ripper is a must read for anyone with an interest in Jack the Ripper and Victorian London… The conclusion is stunning and satisfying.”

			Alicia Kennedy, Long Beach, New York, USA

			“Extremely well written and researched; it takes you right into the heart of the 1880s East End, a place nearly as lawless as the Wild West. Compelling read with a new theory that isn’t over the top.”

			Leslie Amos, Romford, UK

			“Meticulously researched with a rigorous academic review of available evidence and literature… a narrative format that maintains sensitivity for the victims and their families.”

			Andrew D.C. Meddick, Miami, Florida, USA

			“This meticulously researched yet highly accessible book belongs in every true-crime lover’s collection.” 

			Stephen Jackson, Chicago, Illinois, USA

			“The book was a fascinating read.  It provided phenomenal insight and an excellent account of life and times in 19th-century London’s East End… The book was certainly an eye-opener and a must-read for any JTR fan!”

			Lynn Southgate, Stuart, Florida, USA

			“This is by far the most comprehensive material I have ever encountered on Jack the Ripper.

			Not only does it shed light on the victims, but on the entire era.”

			Kefren Mertens, Belgium

			“A wonderful addition to any Jack the Ripper library. Walker wields Occam’s razor with the precision of a surgeon as he dissects the many myths that surround the infamous murders of 1888. Highly recommended!”

			Jon Gossard, Anaheim, California, USA

			“The book is fantastic.”

			Gary Marks, Oldwick, New Jersey, USA
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Part 1

			Dismantling the Mythology
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			The Story Everyone Knows

			In the gaslit streets of Victorian London, a monster stalked the night. Jack the Ripper – the name still sends shivers down spines nearly 140 years later. We know the story: a shadowy figure preying on prostitutes in the dark alleys of Whitechapel, vanishing into the fog after each brutal murder. It’s a tale that has spawned countless books, films and theories. Crime writer Patricia Cornwell spent millions trying to prove the killer was the Victorian artist Walter Sickert. Businessman Russell Edwards bought a bloodstained shawl, convinced DNA would finally unmask the Ripper.

			There’s one problem: the story they and everyone else have heard is wrong.

			Tour guides, DNA and Kate Eddowes’ shawl

			I’m Richard Walker, a London tour guide. The first walk I learned and delivered was the Jack the Ripper tour. It appeared to be an exciting acting challenge, a piece of street theatre in which I would perform a one-man show with a gift of a story to tell.

			The most popular guided walk in London is about this unknown serial killer. Viator lists 87 companies offering Jack the Ripper tours. It’s a fantastic story combining whodunnit, horror and illicit sex, set in gaslit Victorian London.

			And I was fortunate with my timing, as interest in the case surged in the new millennium. Johnny Depp and Heather Graham added a little glamour to the tale in the film From Hell, which put the murders back in the headlines in 2001.

			In the same year, Patricia Cornwell began her research, and in 2002 she published her book Portrait of a Killer: Jack the Ripper Case Closed, which became a bestseller.

			Russell Edwards left a Cambridge cinema fired with a new interest kindled by From Hell. That new interest led Russell to ‘a shawl belonging to Kate Eddowes’, and in 2014 he published Naming Jack the Ripper.

			Both books claimed DNA evidence solved the mystery. Russell Edwards says confidently, ‘We have definitely solved the mystery of who Jack the Ripper was. Only non-believers that want to perpetuate the myth will doubt.’

			Both writers believe they’ve solved the case. They can’t both be right, though both could be wrong. What is certain is that they’ve been swept up in a story shaped by Victorian assumptions that continue to influence how we interpret the evidence today.

			Exploring my doubts

			During the COVID lockdown, I couldn’t stop exploring my doubts about these 19th-century crimes against women. Revisiting the books I had read led me to new research, revealing a glaring problem with the standard story. I discovered that much of what we ‘know’ about these murders rests on assumptions that have never been appropriately challenged.

			These were assumptions made by police officers and journalists. They were all men. Men who were working in or reporting on a highly charged situation. The best of us would be challenged.

			Even in our more enlightened times, challenges persist and things are far from perfect. The London Metropolitan Police commissioned Louise Casey to investigate after one of its officers abducted Sarah Everard from a London street in March 2021, before raping and murdering her.

			The 363-page report details disturbing stories of sexual assaults usually covered up or downplayed, with 12% of women working for the Met saying they had been harassed or attacked at work, and one-third experiencing sexism. The report concluded that the Metropolitan Police is broken and rotten, suffering collapsing public trust and is guilty of institutional racism, misogyny and homophobia.

			If in our 21st-century Metropolitan Police Force, we have ‘sexual assaults usually covered up or downplayed’, what would we expect from the Metropolitan Police shaped by, and dealing with, the culture prevalent in 19th-century Britain?

			This matters because the conviction that a murderer was killing prostitutes meant the police ignored another, more likely scenario. This blinkered view of the case almost certainly caused a catastrophic failure to secure justice for the victims.

			The conviction arose simply from the question: ‘What woman would end up alone at night with a potential killer?’ Answer: a prostitute.

			There were no cameras to record the moments leading up to and including each murder, so that conviction is a possible explanation, but it is not a fact.

			Fact: the first four of the five victims were homeless and frequently had no other choice but to sleep rough, and the fifth victim slept in a room that was not secure.

			Fact: the five victims were killed when they were lying down.

			Fact: in each case, there was no sign of a struggle.

			Fact: in each case, they were killed in a densely populated area within yards of where people slept, and nobody heard a sound.

			Fact: the murders took place in an area that was less than one square mile, an area that was heavily patrolled by police, vigilantes and a population that was on full alert, yet the killer(s) escaped every time.

			Fact: the simplest explanation is that the women were killed by an opportunist who found an easy target as they slept.

			Occam’s razor

			William of Occam was a Franciscan friar born in Ockham, Surrey, England. He became a significant figure of medieval thought in 14th-century Europe.

			Occam’s razor, also known as the principle of parsimony, suggests that you should choose the simplest explanation if there is more than one explanation for a phenomenon.

			That is Occam’s razor. I refer to it in this book, so it’s essential to verify whether we can use it on Jack the Ripper.

			If you check for where the simplest explanation appears to be wrong, you will find examples.

			Darwin’s theory of evolution provides a unifying explanation for the tremendous variety of life on earth, all of which evolved over billions of years from a single origin. Darwin’s assumption was that individuals within a population of any species vary; the variations are passed down through the generations; and the individuals with the variations best adapted to suit their environment are more likely to survive and reproduce. Once upon a time, there was a single cell adapting with all its might, and four billion years later, we have David Attenborough, all thanks to the power of natural selection. All of which, for me, is a simple explanation for the wonderful variety of life on earth.

			However, some have pointed out that while Darwin’s assumptions are pretty straightforward, there are mind-bogglingly complex fields of evolutionary biology and genetics, so there is a more straightforward explanation for the variety of life on earth: God.

			It is claimed that this shows that Occam’s razor may not always give you the correct explanation.

			You will have your own opinion, but for me, God requires far more assumptions, complexity and a giant leap of faith than does Darwin.

			Writing in Open Mind, theoretical physicist Jim Al-Khalili gave another example of where Occam’s razor might not work. He asked the physicist Peter Higgs to explain the Higgs boson in 30 seconds.

			He looked at me solemnly and, I have to admit, not particularly apologetically, and shook his head. He explained that it had taken him many decades to understand the physics underlying the Higgs mechanism in quantum field theory, so how could people expect such a complex subject to be condensed into a short sound bite?

			I am not familiar with alternative theories to the Higgs mechanism in quantum field theory, so I can’t make a decision about which explanation is the simplest.

			Occam’s razor doesn’t say that everything is simple; it says you should choose the simplest explanation when there is more than one, as it is likely to be correct.

			Explanations for how something happens in the field of quantum physics are no doubt complex, but other things being equal, the simplest of those complex explanations is likely to be the best choice.

			What interested me in Jim Al-Khalili’s article was when he warned that ‘it is hard to fight the human impulse to look for the simplest account of something we don’t understand’.

			What I found fascinating about that statement is how many Victorian police officers, journalists and modern-day experts on the Jack the Ripper case have effortlessly overcome ‘the human impulse to look for the simplest account of something we don’t understand’.

			There are numerous examples of where the simplest explanation – indeed what many would regard as common sense – was ignored.

			The book I have written does not wrestle with the Higgs boson, complex fields of evolutionary biology and genetics or whether God exists. It is simply about the murders of several women in 1888, and how those murders were, and are, investigated.

			This book examines why the most straightforward explanation was, and is, ignored and what happens when we apply Occam’s razor to the Whitechapel murders. When we strip away prejudices and examine the evidence without predetermined conclusions, a different story emerges.
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			Rich and Poor

			The 19th century witnessed a significant shift in the way human life was perceived. Religious faith was experiencing a crisis; yet, at the same time, churches were being built in ever greater numbers, and charitable institutions were being founded. There were great scientific leaps, technological advances, huge increases in industrial output, a massive increase in wealth for a select few, and an ever-expanding empire; yet, despite all this activity, poverty flourished.

			It is a remarkable coincidence that two books written to highlight the horrific conditions of the working classes in England were published in the same year.

			In 1845, Friedrich Engels published The Condition of the Working Class in England in 1844. In the same year, Benjamin Disraeli published Sybil or The Two Nations. Both books were intended to provoke a serious reaction to the appalling conditions in which three-quarters of England’s population lived.

			Here is the moment in Disraeli’s novel when he sums up the situation in the country.

			‘Yes,’ resumed the younger stranger after a moment’s interval. ‘Two nations, between whom there is no intercourse and no sympathy; who are as ignorant of each other’s habits, thoughts, and feelings, as if they were dwellers in different zones or inhabitants of different planets; who are formed by a different breeding, are fed by a different food, are ordered by different manners, and are not governed by the same laws.’

			‘You speak of – ’ said Egremont, hesitatingly.

			‘THE RICH AND THE POOR.’

			Disraeli could also have pointed out that the country was divided into two nations, the male and the female. For the poor, life was tough. For the poor who were women, it was very tough.

			The Condition of the Working Class in England in 1844 was published in Friedrich Engels’ native language, German. The English translation arrived in 1887, one year before the Whitechapel murders of 1888. He wrote:

			Competition is the completest expression of the battle of all against all which rules in modern civil society… In this country, social war is under full headway; everyone stands for himself and fights for himself against all comers, and whether or not he shall injure all the others who are his declared foes depends upon a cynical calculation of what is most advantageous for himself.

			In this social war, the weakest suffered most. Engels described the life of some of those at the mercy of everybody as they tried to survive in this world.

			Women often return to the mill three or four days after confinement, leaving the baby, of course; in the dinner-hour they must hurry home to feed the child and eat something, and what sort of suckling that can be is also evident.

			Engels included the testimony of several workwomen:

			M. H., twenty years old, has two children, the youngest a baby that is tended by the other, a little older. The mother goes to the mill shortly after five o’clock in the morning, and comes home at eight at night; all day the milk pours from her breasts, so that her clothing drips with it.

			H. W. has three children, goes away Monday morning at five o’clock, and comes back Saturday evening; has so much to do for the children then that she cannot get to bed before three o’clock in the morning; often wet through to the skin, and obliged to work in that state.

			She said:

			My breasts have given me the most frightful pain, and I have been dripping wet with milk.

			And the conditions that Engels described in 1844 did not disappear.

			Two Quakers, William Bryant and Francis May, started the Bryant and May company in 1843. In 1888, working conditions in their factory in Bow were appalling.

			Social campaigner Annie Besant questioned some of the girls who worked at the factory. On 23 June 1888, she published what she had learned in her weekly paper, The Link. She described the factory as a ‘prison house’ and the match girls as ‘white wage slaves’ – ‘undersized’, ‘helpless’ and ‘oppressed’.

			These ‘white wage slaves’ worked from 6:30 a.m. until 6 p.m., with just two breaks, standing all the time.

			Annie Besant wrote:

			A typical case is that of a girl of 16, a piece worker; she earns 4s a week, and lives with a sister, employed by the same firm, who ‘earns good money, as much as 8s or 9s per week’. Out of the earnings, 2s is paid for the rent of one room; the child lives on only bread-and-butter and tea, alike for breakfast and dinner.

			The working conditions included fines and occasional blows.

			The splendid salary of 4s. is subject to deductions in the shape of fines; if the feet are dirty, or the ground under the bench is left untidy, a fine of 3d. is inflicted.

			If a girl leaves four or five matches on her bench when she goes for a fresh ‘frame,’ she is fined 3d., and in some departments, a fine of 3d. is inflicted for talking.

			One girl was fined 1s. for letting the web twist round a machine in the endeavour to save her fingers from being cut, and was sharply told to take care of the machine, never mind your fingers.

			Another, who carried out the instructions and lost a finger thereby, was left unsupported while she was helpless.

			The wage covers the duty of submitting to an occasional blow from a foreman; one, who appears to be a gentleman of variable temper, ‘clouts’ them ‘when he is mad’.

			That foreman would not have been the only official dressed in a little brief authority who would have seen casual abuse as a perk of the job. All of this, and the girls frequently suffered from the effects of the white phosphorus used in match manufacturing.

			On the website of the Royal College of Surgeons, Susan Isaac wrote:

			Phosphorus necrosis of the jaw, commonly called ‘phossy jaw’, was a really horrible disease and overwhelmingly a disease of the poor. Workers in match factories developed unbearable abscesses in their mouths, leading to facial disfigurement and sometimes fatal brain damage. In addition, the gums developed an eerie greenish white ‘glow’ in the dark.

			The Quaker employers, Bryant and May, were aware of phossy jaw, but workers who complained of toothaches were told to have their teeth extracted or face dismissal. When these women went on strike in July 1888, they risked everything to escape industrial poisoning and poverty wages.

			For many women, life didn’t get any better at home. Jack London, in his 1903 book The People of the Abyss, wrote:

			The men are economically dependent on their masters, and the women are economically dependent on the men. The result is, the woman gets the beating the man should give his master.

			Wife-beating is the masculine prerogative of matrimony. They wear remarkable boots of brass and iron, and when they have polished off the mother of their children with a black eye or so, they knock her down and proceed to trample her very much as a Western stallion tramples a rattlesnake.

			If wives may be trampled like a rattlesnake, what then for the degraded women littering the paths of such men as they seek some night-time entertainment? And how did society’s officials treat the victims?
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			‘Applauding the Open Class Bias of Magistrates and Judges’

			George Bernard Shaw wrote in The Star newspaper (24 September 1888) about the intense class bias in the law enforcement of the day and the support they received from the ‘West-end press, headed by the St. James’s Gazette, the Times, and the Saturday Review’.

			In a male-dominated world, women at the bottom of society faced a double bias. Both their class and their gender were against them when they faced the magistrate. Frances Jones was only one of many women who suffered repeated violence, only to find the law and the press considered them guilty of the crimes against them.

			Jurriaan Maessen and Jonathan Tye, writing in their 2023 online article ‘Introducing Edward Buckley: Life & Crimes of a Whitechapel Fiend’, which they dedicated to the memory of Frances Jones, show how women, especially those at the bottom of society, were regarded by those in authority, in this case, both a magistrate and a journalist:

			On the 5th September 1885 the East London Observer ran a report on yet another assault on Frances Jones, titled: ‘It almost served her right’. The report details an assault which occurred on the previous Wednesday (2nd September) and it turns one’s stomach for two reasons in particular: the cowardly violence exerted by Buckley, and the rather nonchalant way it was handled by the court’s magistrate:

			‘Edward Buckley, of 14, Hanbury-street, Whitechapel, was charged with violently assaulting Frances Jones, 15, Devonshire-street, Commercial-road, St. George’s-in-the-East. Prosecutrix said about 9.30 on Wednesday night she was in the East London Tavern, in the Whitechapel-road, drinking.’

			The prisoner came up to her, without any provocation, and struck her a violent blow in the mouth. She did not say anything to the prisoner. By Buckley: Last Sunday Buckley gave her £3 8s. to go and take a room, so that they might live together. The clothes she was wearing she bought with the money. Mr. John Woolf, the proprietor of the East London Tavern, said he saw Buckley strike and kick the prosecutrix in a most cruel manner. Mr. Biron said practically the prosecutrix had robbed the prisoner of his money, but should not just take the law into his own hands. He would have to find one surety in £10 to keep the peace for six months.

			The newspaper heading ‘It almost served her right’ probably reflected the attitude of many to such incidents; as Jurriaan and Jonathan say, ‘it turns one’s stomach’.

			Another crime against a woman was reported in The Sunday People on Sunday, 23 December 1888. The report appears on page 9 and is headed ‘Extraordinary Outrage at Dalston’.

			At the Dalston Police Court on Wednesday, before Mr Horace Smith, a woman of shabby genteel appearance, who gave the name of Sarah Delhar, 40, and said she had no home, and no occupation, was charged with being drunk and incapable under the following extraordinary circumstances. Police Constable 434 N deposed that at one o’clock on Wednesday morning, he was on duty in Shacklewell Lane, when he heard screams proceeding from the mews in Dunn Street, Dalston. On hastening to the spot, he found the prisoner lying on a costermonger’s barrow in a state of complete nudity.

			Mr. Smith: Did she complain of being ill-used?

			The constable said she was drunk.

			This was an odd way to reply to Mr Smith’s question. This homeless woman was discovered stripped of her clothes, and the article says, ‘She bore signs of severe ill treatment about the face, and her left eye was almost closed.’

			Was the woman drunk or just confused? How reliable a witness was the constable? What follows in the article casts serious doubt over the evidence he gave.

			A person who said her house abutted on the mews now came forward. She was not asked her name.

			Given what this witness goes on to say, it is extraordinary that she was not identified.

			She said that soon after midnight, whilst she was in bed, she heard fearful screams, proceeding from the mews. It was some time before she had the courage to move. At length, she went into the room of a lodger whose window overlooked the mews. There she saw a woman lying on a barrow and two men standing over her. She could not see well what they were doing, but she had an idea that Jack the Ripper was at work as the screams continued and the woman was evidently struggling, the witness induced her lodger to open the window. She then called out, and the men ran away. She went with her friend into Shacklewell lane, and there they saw the constable, whose attention they called to the screams.

			There are two possibilities: the witness and her friend are not telling the truth, or the policeman is not telling the truth. It’s difficult to come up with a reason why the witness and lodger would make this story up.

			They went round with the officer and helped to dress the woman. The prisoner said she was a lone but respectable woman, her late husband having been in a good position in life, she did not know how she got down the mews, but she had been very badly treated, and two rings she was wearing had been stolen. Mr. Horace Smith said he must hear more of this, and he put the woman back for inquiries.

			So there it is. The woman was to be put back for inquiries. She was the prisoner. She was to be charged with being drunk and incapable. This homeless woman had been brutally assaulted. The only evidence presented that she was drunk comes from the police officer.

			The police officer who was summoned by the witness and her lodger, but who claimed he ran there when he heard her screams, was not to be investigated.

			I was alerted to this ‘Extraordinary Outrage at Dalston’ by my friend and colleague at London Walks, David Tucker. There may be other such instances of women assaulted while sleeping on the streets of the nation’s capital that I am unaware of. There were eight others that I do know of, and this book is about what happened to them.

			All of these women were assaulted in 1888 and within three miles of where the assault on Sarah Delhar took place. In two of the cases, there were police officers who, like Police Constable 434 N, gave evidence that was contradicted by the statements of other witnesses. As with this case, the contradictions were not questioned. All of these victims were, like Sarah Delhar, between the ages of 38 and 46, homeless and blamed for facilitating the crimes against them.

			There is no surprise here; this was a society where middle-aged women who lost their male protector for whatever reason were rendered homeless. And so the 40-year-old Sarah Delhar, homeless and alone, could be dragged from sleep, stripped naked and flung onto a costermonger’s barrow, which one of the merry japesters trundled into Dunn Street while his comrade-in-arms won her compliance by well-aimed blows at her face.

			Here is another example of Victorian attitudes to impoverished and vulnerable women as seen in Jack London’s The People of the Abyss.

			Yesterday, Dr. Wynn Westcott held an inquest at Shoreditch, respecting the death of Elizabeth Crews, aged 77 years, of 32 East Street, Holborn, who died on Wednesday last. Alice Mathieson stated that she was the landlady of the house where the deceased lived. Witness last saw her alive on the previous Monday. She lived quite alone. Mr. Francis Birch, relieving officer for the Holborn district, stated that the deceased had occupied the room in question for thirty-five years. When the witness was called on the 1st, he found the old woman in a terrible state, and the ambulance and coachman had to be disinfected after the removal. Dr. Chase Fennell said death was due to blood poisoning from bed sores, due to self-neglect and filthy surroundings, and the jury returned a verdict to that effect.

			Jack London says:

			The most startling thing about this little incident of a woman’s death is the smug complacency with which the officials looked upon it and rendered judgment. That an old woman of seventy-seven years of age should die of SELF-NEGLECT is the most optimistic way possible of looking at it. It was the old dead woman’s fault that she died, and having located the responsibility, society goes contentedly on about its own affairs.
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			It Was the Victim’s Fault

			After criticism of the police following the murder of the third victim, Elizabeth Stride, Sir Charles Warren, commissioner of the Metropolitan Police, wrote to the Whitechapel Board of Works:

			The public, and especially the residents of Whitechapel, are naturally alarmed at what has taken place, and are impatient as they read from day to day that the murderer has not been apprehended; but the police cannot accomplish impossibilities. The murderer has selected for his victims women who, in their desire to avoid the public gaze, practically assisted him in his diabolical work.

			This verdict by Sir Charles has been cited and repeated even in respected works. Philip Sugden sums it up succinctly in his 1994 book The Complete History of Jack the Ripper:

			Indeed, his victims, prostitutes all, accustomed to accosting men and taking them to dark or unfrequented byways and yards for sex, greatly facilitated his crimes.

			There is no solid evidence to support this. Yet it’s repeated as fact across the literature. Here is what Peter Ackroyd writes about the first victim in his 2008 book Jack the Ripper and the East End. ‘Her name was Mary Ann Nichols, and her throat had been cut. A prostitute living in a doss-house, she was desperately looking for custom.’ He then quotes the murdered woman, ‘I’ll soon get my money, see what a jolly bonnet I have.’

			Those quoted words, reported in the sensation-seeking Star newspaper, appear in almost every book about this case. How reliable is this evidence? It’s never questioned because these comments support the assumption that Mary Ann, known as Polly, was killed after accosting a client and taking him somewhere dark for sex.

			The problem runs deeper than individual details. From the beginning, investigators decided on one explanation – a serial killer murdering prostitutes – which stopped them from considering other possibilities. As Philip Sugden himself warned, ‘evidence in conflict with the theory is liable to be suppressed or perverted’ and ‘fiction is frequently dressed up as fact.’

			Yet Sugden and other modern investigators commit the same error.

			What the evidence shows

			A closer examination of the facts reveals something different. For the coroners who heard all the evidence, only Mary Jane Kelly – who self-described as a prostitute – was recorded as a prostitute on her death certificate. There is no solid evidence that strangers picked up and killed Polly, Annie, Elizabeth or Catherine.

			The way these murders were initially presented reflected male Victorian attitudes towards women – attitudes that persist in how the case is still discussed today. To understand why, we need to understand what life was like for vulnerable women in 1888 in London.

			Sarah Delhar was a typical example. At the age of 40, she told the magistrate that she had ‘no home and no occupation… She was a lone but respectable woman; her late husband having been in a good position in life.’ Sarah Delhar was homeless, and she was attacked at night on the streets. She became the plaything of two men who beat her about the face and stripped her naked. On the word of a police officer (you may decide how reliable he was), she was charged with being drunk and incapable.

			Like Sarah Delhar, all but one of the women murdered in Whitechapel in 1888 had ‘no home and no occupation’, and each ‘was a lone but respectable woman’ whose life changed when, like Sarah Delhar, they lost the protection of their male partner. There were many homeless middle-aged women in 1888.

			William Booth, the founder of the Salvation Army, wrote in his 1890 book In Darkest England and the Way Out:

			To very many, even of those who live in London, it may be news that there are so many hundreds who sleep out of doors every night… we are apt to forget the multitude outside in the rain and the storm who are shivering the long hours through on the hard stone seats in the open or under the arches of a railway. These homeless, hungry people are, however, there, but being broken-spirited folk for the most part, they seldom make their voices audible in the ears of their neighbours.

			Polly Nichols, Annie Chapman, Liz Stride and Kate Eddowes, murdered in 1888, were all like Sarah Delhar: homeless and in their forties. But young women were no less vulnerable.

			The Maiden Tribute of Modern Babylon

			Three years before the Whitechapel murders, campaigning journalist William Thomas Stead wrote The Maiden Tribute of Modern Babylon, exposing systematic sexual violence against women and girls. In one chilling interview with an experienced police officer, Stead asked whether actual rapes were ‘constantly being perpetrated in London on unwilling virgins, purveyed and procured to rich men at so much a head by keepers of brothels’. The officer’s response? ‘Certainly, there is no doubt of it.’

			When Stead pressed about why nothing was done, the officer explained that once a girl lost her chastity, she became ‘a discredited witness’.

			This was the context in which the Ripper murders were investigated. In a world where wife-beating was considered a husband’s prerogative, where homeless women were routinely brutalised, where the police would regard a rape victim as ‘a discredited witness’ and murder victims as facilitating the crime against them. Is it surprising that these middle-aged, vulnerable women were immediately labelled as the lowest kind of sex worker?

		


		
			5

			The Foundation of Fiction

			The first four murder victims shared a striking vulnerability that made them easy targets. They were particularly susceptible to alcohol’s effects at a time when brewers like Young and Truman had built around 20,000 pubs across London. More importantly, their backgrounds had left them uniquely unprepared for life on Whitechapel’s brutal streets.

			Remarkably, none of these four women grew up in abject poverty. All had fathers who were skilled workers – men who could afford to send their daughters to school until the age of 15. Each of the victims had maintained marriages or partnerships until those relationships collapsed as they approached middle age. Having never learned to navigate the mean streets of Whitechapel, they struggled to survive in ways that children of true poverty would have mastered early on.

			Children raised in genuine destitution – sharing eight-by-eight-foot rooms with adult siblings who slept together on floors where morality would be impossible – learned harsh lessons if they survived their first five years. They understood basic survival rules: sleep where others are gathered and avoid places where any drunken thug can use you as their plaything.

			However, the early life of the first four victims did provide them with skills that those growing up in abject poverty would have been unable to acquire. They grew up learning how to take care of a home. At school, they would have learned needlework. These skills enabled them to secure char work, particularly for Jewish families in Whitechapel. Beginning a career selling sex in middle age would have been extraordinarily difficult, competing against women who had learned early, some even from childhood, how to survive the brutal 19th-century sex trade.

			In Victorian London, being labelled a prostitute by the police carried devastating consequences. It meant arrest, imprisonment, social ostracism and destruction of one’s reputation, often based on nothing more than an officer’s word. By 1887, this system of arbitrary labelling had reached crisis proportions, with up to 6,000 women arrested annually on prostitution charges.

			The Elizabeth Cass case

			28 June 1887 was a day of celebration in London. Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee had brought unprecedented crowds to the West End, and record-breaking sunshine filled the streets with revellers. Among them was Elizabeth Cass, a young dress designer who had recently moved from Stockton-on-Tees to work for Mary Ann Bowman at her Southampton Row premises in Bloomsbury.

			Cass had ventured to Regent Street to shop at Jay’s department store. As she pushed her way through the jubilee crowds, Police Constable Bowden Endacott, a plain-clothes officer whose speciality was arresting suspected prostitutes, spotted her. Endacott arrested Cass, took her to Tottenham Court Road Police Station, and charged her with solicitation and prostitution.

			The next morning at Great Marlborough Street Police Court, magistrate Robert Milnes Newton heard Endacott’s testimony that he had observed Cass soliciting on three separate occasions late at night in Regent Street. However, Mary Ann Bowman appeared as a character witness, testifying that her employee had never been out late at night and was ‘a young woman of spotless character’.

			Faced with conflicting testimony and no corroborating evidence, Newton had little choice but to find Cass not guilty. Yet his warning revealed the impossible position women found themselves in: ‘Just take my advice: if you are a respectable girl, as you say you are, don’t walk in Regent Street at night, for if you do you will either be fined or sent to prison after the caution I have given you.’

			In essence, the magistrate was telling respectable women that public spaces belonged to men and prostitutes – and that the police had the right to determine which category any woman fell into.

			Mary Ann Bowman refused to accept this injustice quietly. On 30 June, she wrote a formal complaint to the Metropolitan Police. Her actions caught the attention of Liberal MP Llewellyn Atherley-Jones, who raised the case in Parliament, demanding that Home Secretary Henry Matthews order an inquiry.

			Initially, Matthews refused, citing the lack of a conviction. However, Atherley-Jones forced a parliamentary vote on the matter, and the political pressure became too great to ignore. An official inquiry was ordered, and Endacott was suspended from duty.

			The inquiry revealed the deep institutional problems within the Metropolitan Police. Commissioner Charles Warren concluded, ‘I am not prepared to say that I can see any grounds for accusing PC Endacott of wilful perjury. However, that is a matter on which I think the Public Prosecutors should decide.’ This lukewarm response prompted Bowman and Cass to pursue a private prosecution for perjury.

			By the time the legal proceedings concluded, Elizabeth Cass had married and become Mrs Elizabeth Langley. Neither she nor Bowman was satisfied with the outcome, but they had achieved something more significant than personal vindication.

			The Cass case had exposed the arbitrary nature of prostitution arrests to unprecedented public scrutiny. The press coverage was extensive, and the parliamentary debate had embarrassed the government. Most importantly, it forced Metropolitan Police Commissioner Sir Charles Warren to issue a crucial memorandum: officers were forbidden from labelling women as prostitutes unless the women self-identified as such or irrefutable evidence existed.

			The results were immediate and dramatic – prostitution arrests plummeted overnight. However, as we shall see, the memorandum was not adhered to during the investigation into the Whitechapel murders.

			Endacott after the scandal: from constable to Ripper suspect

			Bowden Endacott continued his police career until 1900. Upon his retirement, the Police Review and Parade Gossip offered this assessment:

			In his capacity of a Constable Mr Endacott endeavoured to exercise what influence he could in regard to the purity and morality of the streets, and it was his zeal in this direction that bought him in 1887 into unusual prominence. This was in connection with what was known as the ‘Cass’ case.

			The euphemistic language reveals how the police establishment continued to view Endacott’s actions as overzealous rather than fundamentally wrong.

			A modern theory

			In 2022, researcher Rod Beattie published Jack the Ripper – The Policeman: A New Suspect, identifying Bowden Endacott as his prime candidate for the infamous killer. Beattie’s theory addresses one of the most perplexing aspects of the Ripper case: how the killer consistently evaded capture despite the massive police presence in Whitechapel.

			With the amount of police officers that had been drafted in to patrol the East End of London as the murders progressed, no one could have continually got away with the attacks unless that person was involved with the police.

			Beattie suggests that if Endacott were indeed the killer, the authorities might have discovered his identity but kept it secret to prevent national chaos. The revelation that Jack the Ripper was the same policeman who had nearly brought down the government through the Cass scandal would have been devastating to public confidence in law enforcement.

			Rod Beattie joins Arthur Conan Doyle among those who have suggested that a police officer may have committed the murders.

			That is one explanation for how the killer got away with these murders in challenging circumstances, but there is another, simpler explanation.

			Whether or not Endacott was Jack the Ripper, the Cass case reveals something far more significant about the Whitechapel murders: the unreliability of police labelling practices. Consider how the victims are typically described in Ripper literature:

			The body of Mary Ann, or ‘Polly’ Nichols, a prostitute, had been found on 31 August 1888 in Buck’s Row in Whitechapel. She had been murdered, and her body had been mutilated. A similar murder had taken place two weeks earlier, that of Martha Tabram, also a prostitute.

			This matter-of-fact presentation in Rod Beattie’s book obscures two crucial questions: what evidence exists that these women were actually prostitutes, and, if they were, how was Endacott able to carry out the murders in the remarkable way that they were committed?

			The evidence problem

			The truth is that the evidence rests almost entirely on police assertions and contemporary assumptions. Unlike Elizabeth Cass, who had Mary Ann Bowman to defend her character, the Ripper victims were dead when the labels were applied. They had no employers to hire lawyers, no advocates to challenge police characterisations, and no voice to defend themselves.

			The police had both motive and opportunity to label the victims as prostitutes. Such classifications served multiple purposes: they suggested the women had engaged in risky behaviour, provided a convenient explanation for why they were out late at night, and implied they had willingly gone with their killer. In essence, labelling victims as prostitutes explained why, despite the many police patrols, the murderer got away with it every time.

			For journalists, labelling the victims as prostitutes obviously made a better story.

			There is no solid evidence because there was no way of collecting it. As Hallie Rubenhold explains in her 2019 book The Five: The Untold Lives of the Women Killed by Jack the Ripper, Commissioner Charles Warren wrote in a letter to the home secretary during the Whitechapel investigation itself: ‘We have no means of ascertaining what women are prostitutes and who are not.’

			If the police had ‘no means’ of determining whether women were prostitutes, on what basis were the victims labelled as such?

			Evidence, bias and the Jack the Ripper investigation

			The popular perception of the Jack the Ripper murders – five prostitutes killed by a serial killer – faces increasing scholarly challenge. This debate crystallised in responses to Hallie Rubenhold’s book The Five, particularly in discussions on the specialist website Casebook: Jack the Ripper (casebook.org).

			While many welcomed Rubenhold’s research, some Ripperologists expressed frustration with her challenge to the widely accepted theory of the Ripper. One contributor highlighted what they saw as a crucial omission:

			Here we have Inspector Helson saying that William Nichols had stated that he had stopped paying his wife’s support because he had found that she was a prostitute. I don’t know whether Hallie Rubenhold would classify a statement like that in a MEPO report as being ‘hard evidence’, but the book makes no mention of Helson’s report; it ignores it completely. And that is extraordinary to me because surely her readers deserve to be told what Helson had written so that they can decide for themselves whether or not this theme that runs throughout her book has legs or not.

			Steven Blomer in Inside Bucks Row quotes Inspector Helson’s report of 7 September 1888 and says, ‘This report appears to confirm that the authorities officially accepted that she had been living as a prostitute.’

			It is extraordinary to me that what a policeman reports an estranged husband has said about a wife could be described as hard evidence.

			This is what William Nichols said at the inquest into Polly’s death on 3 September, four days before Inspector Helson wrote his report:

			William Nichols, printer’s machinist, Coburg Road, Old Kent Road, said the deceased was his wife, but they had lived apart for eight years. He last saw her alive about three years ago and had not heard from her since. He did not know what she had been doing in the meantime.

			A Juryman: It is said that you were summoned by the Lambeth Union for her maintenance, and you pleaded that she was living with another man. Was he the blacksmith whom she had lived with?

			Witness: No; it was not the same; it was another man. I had her watched.

			William Nichols employed a detective to gather evidence that would allow him to stop paying his wife’s support. The detective did not find that she had been facilitating her own murder by accosting men for sex. He found that she was living with a man. This is not my definition of prostitution.

			This is a contentious issue for serious researchers, and the controversy reflects broader tensions in Ripper research.

			Tom Wescott, another dedicated researcher, argues in Ripper Confidential (2017):

			The murdered women of Whitechapel have become romanticised to the point that they’re often portrayed as anything but what they were. That is not to say they deserved their fate. Nobody does. But if we’re to hunt Jack the Ripper, we must observe his victims in the same context in which he observed them, and for all intents and purposes, they were addicts and criminals.

			Wescott’s expertise is undeniable. But since these murders remain unsolved, shouldn’t we maintain an open mind throughout our investigation? If we categorically state that our goal is ‘to hunt Jack the Ripper’, aren’t we narrowing our focus dangerously?
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