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INTRODUCTION



FOR MORE THAN a quarter of a century, I have largely avoided thinking about Jeremy Bamber. When this book originally appeared in 1994, it was the first to examine his case in detail, and the first to feature Bamber’s own voice – the result of personal interviews conducted by me, either in written questions and answers traded by post or face-to-face in prison day-rooms and, later, through screens of toughened glass in high-security jails.


Nearly four decades on, Bamber’s story still has the power to shock. In 1986 he was convicted of slaughtering five members of his own family in cold blood: his adoptive parents, his adoptive sister Sheila and her twin sons. At first the police believed him when he blamed the killings on Sheila, who he claimed had been seized by a sudden frenzy. Evidence was destroyed, bodies cremated, case closed. But then, sensationally, Jeremy Bamber was arrested, questioned, tried and convicted on five counts of murder.


It is a complex story, but at its heart lies one simple, pivotal truth. Either Bamber murdered his family or Sheila did. There can be no one else. Bamber himself ruled out any other killer. He told police his father had called him to say that Sheila had gone crazy and had a gun.


During the two years I spent researching and writing this book, I had access not only to Bamber himself but also the police’s scene-of-crime photographs. When I do think about Bamber, it is the images of those six-year-old twins – murdered as they slept – that fix themselves in my mind’s eye. Bamber himself struck me as a man of immense charm (particularly where women are concerned), but also highly persuasive and manipulative; as the twins’ father warned me, Bamber is ‘an extremely seductive and charismatic person’.


As I began work, I wanted to believe he was innocent because that would have made it a more worthwhile undertaking. But I could not. The Bambers were murdered with a .22 semiautomatic rifle fitted with a silencer. We know this because the silencer was later found and had blood in it, which was said to have been Sheila’s. Bamber’s case was that the blood in the silencer may not have been specific to Sheila. The jury at Bamber’s trial was assured it was specific, and that, Bamber believes, is what drove them to conclude that she couldn’t possibly have been the killer. When Nick Robinson, the book’s original publisher, commissioned the opinion of the world’s leading authority on blood evidence, the photographs convinced the expert that Sheila, like the others, had been murdered.


In the mid-1980s, with Thatcher’s Britain in full spate, this was a crime for its time. At the centre of the case towered the young, handsome, playboy figure of Jeremy Bamber, adopted son of a wealthy farmer, who stood to gain nearly half a million pounds (about £1.3 million in today’s money) by the death of his family. But while he yearned for the good life, he remained shackled to the plough. Then there was his adoptive sister Sheila, outwardly glamorous, the model girl seemingly with the world at her feet but, in reality, a wretchedly sad and disappointed woman, a schizophrenic who needed help to bring up her twin sons.


As of 2020, Bamber has served thirty-four years of a life sentence, originally handed down with a judicial recommendation that he remain in prison for at least twenty-five years. In 1994, the then Home Secretary, Michael Howard, ruled that for Bamber life should mean life – which means he could eventually serve Britain’s longest-ever prison sentence. In 2009, three appeal court judges rejected his plea that his ‘wholelife’ tariff should be reduced to a minimum of twenty-five years to give him some hope of release on parole. In any case, parole is out of the question until Bamber acknowledges and accepts his guilt, which he is unlikely to do.


Indeed, all these years after the firestorm in White House Farm, Bamber continues to protest his innocence; he insists that when the killer struck on that dreadful night in August 1985, he was at home, in bed, alone, asleep. He says it was Sheila, crazy on cocaine, who shot her sleeping twin sons and gunned down her adoptive parents before turning the gun on herself. Bamber stood to inherit more than £400,000 from his murdered parents; it was his surviving, dispossessed, scheming and jealous relatives, he says, who set the trap for him and sprang it.


I first wrote to Jeremy Bamber in the spring of 1991, shortly after I began to consider a book about his case. He replied briskly, pointing out that I was by no means the first journalist to approach him about his story, and asking me not to contact him again unless I was prepared to help him. He needed to commission a new and independent ballistics report from a world-class expert in the United States. Without legal aid, his fortune forfeited by dint of his conviction for murder, Bamber had no money of his own to pay for it. The American report would be his lifeline; without it there would be no prospect of a full appeal hearing, and no co-operation for me. I met him for the first time in the late summer of 1991, at Gartree Prison in Leicestershire. He appeared in the visiting room, confident and poised in a blue sweatshirt, jeans and trainers. The flowing locks of the pre-trial pictures had been cropped fashionably short, but he lacked the normal prison pallor and returned my gaze and handshake firmly and unabashed. He struck me as likeable and easy to talk to. Even before I ventured a conversational icebreaker, he told me that he did not murder his family, and that some day he would prove it.


Fresh evidence brought to light by him and others would, if substantiated, suggest a conspiracy between Essex Police and a vindictive Bamber family set on nailing Jeremy for the killings at White House Farm. In 1991, from his cell, Bamber wrote to a world authority on forensic ballistics, Dr Herbert Leon MacDonell, in New York, enclosing the details. Dr MacDonell replied saying that in his initial opinion the evidence of the Crown’s chief forensic witness at the trial was suspect. Bamber was convinced that a formal report from MacDonell would tip the scales in favour of his case being referred to the Court of Appeal. It turned out rather differently, as I explain in these pages.


When I returned to Gartree five days before Christmas 1991, I found Bamber disconsolate and unsettled as he awaited the findings of the Police Complaints Authority, who had commissioned an independent force, the City of London Police, to investigate how Essex handled the original murder inquiry. In January 1992, he had celebrated his 31st birthday with other prisoners on his landing by preparing some spaghetti bolognaise and pineapple upside-down cake, washed down with some prison hooch. A month later he wrote telling me that he had been moved to the high-security Frankland Prison in Co Durham, where the authorities had reverted his status to Category A. He had placed himself in the prison’s punishment block in protest at being moved so far north and being recategorised.


Four days before the following Easter I drove up to Frankland. There had been a delay in processing my clearance to visit and I was told I could see Bamber only under ‘closed’ conditions. Instead of the modestly cheerful day-room in which we had talked at Gartree over diet Cokes at small Formica-topped tables, I was led through a door and along a narrow corridor to a small room with a single chair and a glass screen. Almost at once, Bamber appeared at the other side, dressed in striped prison fatigues and sporting a goatee beard and moustache at the request, he said, of a new girlfriend. His face was thinner, but he appeared as well-groomed and manicured as before, thanked me for bringing him cigarettes, and joked about my having given up smoking at New Year. Two months after his move, Bamber explained, he was still on the punishment block at his own request. Moreover, he hadn’t been happier in the eight years since starting his sentence. He had his own cell, with its own lavatory and washing facilities, carpet and curtains. Apart from an hour’s daily exercise, he had no association with other prisoners. He had petitioned the Home Office for a transfer, claiming that switching him to one of England’s northernmost jails was ‘totally unacceptable’ when most of his friends and all those helping his campaign lived and worked in London and the Home Counties. As well as keeping on top of the paperwork connected to his appeal, he was writing and receiving between twenty and thirty letters a week.


Since I ceased my visits, Bamber has continued to pick at the loose ends of this contentious case. He has lost two formal appeals, and survived at least one assault, in 2004, when he was treated in hospital after his throat was slashed by another prisoner at Full Sutton high security jail near York. When the journalist David James Smith visited him there in 2010 and asked him what he missed about the outside world twenty-four years into his time, Bamber welled up and said he didn’t know because he has forgotten what outside was like. He looked his age (he was then approaching fifty), ‘jowly, porky, his hair tinged with grey’ and generally ‘sagged, middle-aged and tired’. For some years now, he has been propped up and validated by his supporters, many of them women. They have established a website, argued his case. Since this book first appeared there have been others: some seeking to prove Bamber’s innocence, or at least to question his convictions; others aimed at confirming his guilt.


When I began my research, I kept an open mind on the question of Bamber’s guilt or innocence. Bamber himself wrote me a sheaf of laborious letters in which he unpicked each and every prosecution point. And yet by 1993, when the book was finished, I inclined to the view that he was guilty.


To believe him innocent would mean believing that Sheila, his adoptive sister, a slight, young woman of twenty-seven, had shot her own sleeping twin boys and had overpowered her father, a hefty 6’4” farmer, in a fight to the death. Yet when Sheila was found lying dead, there was not a mark on her body.


It would also mean that in a grotesque act of revenge, Bamber’s jilted girlfriend, Julie Mugford, then a young trainee teacher, was prepared to see an innocent man rot in prison for life. She swore that Bamber had planned the murders, and that afterwards he had confessed to her.


In a phone call to the police on the night of the massacre, Bamber himself had fixed the possibility that he was the killer at exactly fifty per cent. Either he was telling the truth, and Sheila had gone crazy with a gun, or he was lying, in which case he was the murderer. The scenario Bamber outlined was initially accepted by Essex Police, who then embarked on one of the most notoriously flatfooted murder investigations of modern times.


But when Bamber’s cousin David Boutflour made his own search of White House Farm and found a bloodstained silencer in the gun cupboard, the case against Sheila collapsed.


The blood was found to be hers. She could not have jammed the rifle beneath her own chin, because she would have been unable to reach the trigger. Neither could she have gone downstairs after shooting herself to replace the silencer in its box.


When the senior investigating officer, Detective Chief Inspector Thomas ‘Taff’ Jones, was finally replaced, the scale of the police failure was all too evident. Four days after Bamber was sent for trial, in May 1986, Jones was painting the outside of his house when the double-extending ladder he was using to work at the apex of the gable end gave way and he hurtled to the ground. He was dead at forty-six.


Jeremy Bamber’s trial lasted nineteen days. The court heard details of an act so wicked that it seemed beyond the comprehension of sane people. In the end, although Bamber was convicted, the jury was split. Ten thought him guilty. Two did not. Even in the face of overwhelming evidence, disbelievers remain. This book was the first to re-examine the evidence placed before the jury and introduced fresh evidence that came to light after the trial. It tests assumptions, and raises some difficult and disturbing questions about the Bamber family and their seemingly idyllic life lived against the background of an English pastoral setting. It cracks open the elegant façade of White House Farm to reveal the torments of a landed middleclass family in crisis.


Some of my later chapters have partly been overtaken by events. Seventeen years after the murders, in 2002, Jeremy Bamber failed in his attempt to overturn the trial verdict when three Appeal Court judges spent twelve days reviewing his case before finding that his convictions were safe. Bamber’s case had been referred back to the Court of Appeal by the Criminal Cases Review Commission, which investigates possible miscarriages of justice. Lord Justice Kay noted that the more the three judges examined the detail of the case the more likely they thought it to be that the jury were right. Although Bamber had claimed the case against him was built on a ‘series of deceits’ by police, the judges rejected all fifteen grounds of appeal.


On the fresh scientific evidence relating to blood on the silencer, as examined in detail in my closing chapters from 1994, the judges said it would not lead a jury to a different verdict. Nor would it have been possible for Sheila to shoot herself when the silencer was on. There was no evidence to support police misconduct claims. The detective who took over the investigation after Taff Jones’s death said Bamber’s appeal was based on fabrication and lies.


My account is a detailed study of the case, based on transcripts of the trial, statements, depositions and reports, as well as interviews with the principal surviving figures. These include Jeremy Bamber himself, but not his former girlfriend Julie Mugford, who subsequently married and has lived abroad for many years. Throughout the text, dialogue, descriptions and other directly quoted matter are authentic, derived from original documentation, transcribed evidence at Bamber’s trial or personal interview. Some of the new material comes from interviews I conducted in the early 1990s with people connected with the case, some of whom asked not to be named. I am grateful to them nonetheless. I owe a special debt of gratitude to the members of the Bamber family who, after initial misgivings, agreed to talk to me. June Bamber’s sister and brother-in-law, Pamela and the late Robert Boutflour, generously supplied a wealth of material on the family’s history and background; their daughter and son-in-law, Ann and Peter Eaton, endured several lengthy interrogations from me with patience and fortitude. So did former Detective Sergeant Stan Jones, now dead, and Nevill Bamber’s former secretary at White House Farm, Mrs Barbara Wilson. I remain indebted to all these people for their forbearance and hospitality, as I am to others in Essex, London and elsewhere who shared their knowledge of the case in return for anonymity.


This book was written with the help of Jeremy Bamber, but not at his bidding; indeed, it is manifestly not the one-sided book in support of his innocence that he had hoped for. But he knows that I never promised him that. Indeed, I have taken into account, and reflected, several points of view, often bearing on the same point or turn of events. You, the reader, can judge for yourself, without my own prejudices or opinions getting in the way. In any case, on the known facts, likelihoods and suppositions, the dispassionate observer might feel that the question of who really did it is just too close to call. After all, the terrible events scrutinized here almost certainly happened within the compass of only a few minutes. In those cataclysmic moments, five lives were snuffed out, the lives of the survivors devastated, the life of Jeremy Bamber ruined. But as you are drawn into the story, and towards your own conclusions, remember: whoever it was who came in the night and killed them all, of those who are left, only Jeremy Bamber knows the truth of it.





PROLOGUE



SHEILA CAFFELL PICKED her way down from the farmhouse to the rape field, while the twins scampered alongside and waved excitedly at the tractor. Daniel and Nicholas were only six years old, and the husks of rape, ripened to the colour of parchment, tickled their knees as they ran, calling to the little dog, Crispy, to keep up. Sheila smiled. Her twins loved the farm and its fields, the hot, breathy smell of the cattle, the breeze from the estuary brushing their blond, upturned faces. She stood for a moment, tracking the distant purple line between land and sky by shading her eyes with a slender manicured hand.


The barn had been running all day. Harvest at White House Farm drew all the menfolk on to the land; now, in the first week in August, it had drawn Sheila from London to share a holiday there with the twins. This land had once been her birthright. But she had rejected it in favour of a prospect of better times and greater fortune in London, the city she loved and longed for whenever she came home to the farm.


Sheila’s life was spinning out of control. A modelling career had foundered in a cauldron of drugs and debt. She had suffered a mental breakdown. Her marriage had failed. Her husband Colin shared custody of Dan and Nick, and she now saw them only at weekends and in the holidays.


Across the flatlands of Essex, the soggy summer of 1985 had been unusually cold and wet. Freak hailstorms had swept in from the sea, devastating whole fields of tender salad crops. But this Tuesday, 6 August, had dawned sunny and dry, an ideal day for harvesting rape. Jeremy Bamber, Sheila’s adopted younger brother, had spent most of the day in the cab of the farm’s new tractor. It was airless, hot and heavy work. Sheila’s arrival with the twins meant a chance to take a break. Jeremy signalled to the farmhand, Len Foakes, to shut down the controls of the huge combine. The din of the engine died.


The twins loved climbing up on to the tractor, and this afternoon the treat was extra-special; Uncle Jem – their name for Jeremy – was at the wheel of a brand-new John Deere tractor that gleamed in the afternoon sunlight. They clambered aboard. Jeremy showed them the smart new cab with its impressive array of dials and slipped another tape into the stereo system. Crispy, the hyperactive shih-tzu, snuffled at the edge of the uncut rape nearby. Sheila watched, not smiling now. Jeremy left the children playing in the cab and jumped down, wiping his brow with the back of a dusty hand. He nodded to his sister, screwing his eyes against the sun. Sheila, with her characteristic vacancy, began to speak, but slowly, haltingly. She and the twins, Jeremy gathered, had been into nearby Tiptree with her mother to do some shopping.


At 28, Sheila was three years older than Jeremy, and she too was adopted. While still a teenager, she had trained in London as a model, meeting with only limited success, under the professional name ‘Bambi’. She continued to live in London, much to Jeremy’s envious irritation, but paid frequent visits to her adoptive parents, Nevill and June Bamber, at White House Farm.


The farm stands at the seaward fringe of the Regency village of Tolleshunt D’Arcy, six miles from Maldon at the mouth of the River Blackwater.


For more than half the year, a vicious wind whips across the farm’s 350 acres from the estuary, and the hedges lining the lanes around the village of Tolleshunt D’Arcy bend their backs towards the river’s mouth. But in August, at the height of the harvest, on this dizzily sunny day, the wind merely rippled across the waves of ripened rape seed towards Pages Lane. This is a narrow private track that leads to White House Farm from the Tollesbury Road.


It was along this track that Jeremy Bamber had gunned his silver Vauxhall Astra hatchback at seven-thirty on that summer’s morning. The drive from his small cottage at Goldhanger took less than ten minutes at that early hour; Jeremy Bamber, a fast driver, often did it in little over five. He parked the car alongside the farm pick-up and crossed the yard to the back door. As usual on a working day, Jeremy was dressed for the tractor: he wore a T-shirt, light grey jogging bottoms and dirty white plimsolls. Even scruffily clad, Jeremy Bamber cut a striking figure. He was tall and slender, darkly handsome with full, moist lips and remarkably wide blue eyes which twinkled when he smiled, but which otherwise had a curious blank and unblinking quality. In the kitchen, Jeremy shared coffee with his father. It was a familiar daily routine. Father and son spent about half an hour discussing the progress of the harvest and what was to be done that day. At eight, both men left the house to meet the farmworkers. When Jeremy returned briefly to the farmhouse an hour or so later, Sheila and the twins were having breakfast. Jeremy’s mother, June Bamber, sat with them at the kitchen table.


In all its humdrum domesticity, the scene in the kitchen at White House Farm that August morning might have echoed a thousand similar family gatherings throughout middle England. The kettle boiled on the Aga, coffee gurgled in the percolator. In fact, the scene disguised deep divisions within the Bamber clan. For despite appearances, the Bambers were not a family to bond together or to share the familiar intimacies of hearth and home. Meal times, in particular, were strained; Jeremy found himself at odds with both his parents and his sister.


His differences with Sheila went back several years. Indeed, they had never been truly close. The usual bonds between brother and sister – which should have brought them together in spite of an absence of consanguinity – had ceased to develop since their days together at prep school. There had been a time during Jeremy’s college days when he had been a regular visitor to Sheila’s London flat, for Jeremy relished the glamour of the capital. But by the time he returned from a trip to Australia at the age of twenty, Sheila’s marriage had broken down, Dan and Nick had arrived and (as he would observe without a trace of bitterness from his prison cell many years later) ‘life was difficult for her’.


Jeremy tried to understand what was happening to Sheila, but he confessed himself defeated by her moods, her bizarre conversation and what he described as her acute paranoia. Neither did he pretend to understand his mother.


June Bamber’s deepening interest in religion merely baffled him. She had hung the walls of the farmhouse with framed religious texts, and had taken to leaving little scribbled notes around the house, mainly biblical quotations about personal behaviour and beliefs. Grace at meal times was strictly observed.


As for his father, Jeremy found him increasingly difficult and intolerant. Nevill Bamber had hoped, naturally, to pass the farm and its associated businesses on to Jeremy. But since leaving school, Jeremy had shown little interest in the land, preferring to travel exotically and expensively, to drift through a series of dead-end jobs and to chase unsuitable women. Only recently had he shown any sign of wanting to settle down and to work for his inheritance. He had returned home to Essex, to lead the life of a prosperous farmer’s son, to learn about the land that he would one day call his own. But Nevill Bamber regarded the return of the prodigal with mixed feelings, for he found that Sheila’s strange moods, her mother’s preoccupation with religion, and Jeremy’s baffled indifference to both, meant that the underlying family tensions remained tight as wire.


The twins had been put to bed by the time Jeremy returned to the farmhouse between 8 p.m. and 9 p.m., and from then on Jeremy’s is the only account we have of what happened there that evening. He says that he stayed for about half an hour, eating something while standing at the kitchen sink before joining his parents and Sheila at the supper table in the kitchen and listening to their conversation. The talk was about the possibility of Sheila fostering the twins. At one point, Jeremy left the room to check that the drier was still running. Crossing the yard in the fading light, Jeremy spotted the scuts of some rabbits near the potato shed. Instinctively he dashed back into the farmhouse, seized a .22 semi-automatic rifle from his father’s den, and grabbed a box of bullets which he tipped out on to the sideboard. Jeremy hurriedly stuffed several rounds into the empty magazine clip, rammed it into its slot and cocked the rifle. But when he ran back into the yard, the rabbits had gone. Jeremy scoured the yard around the barns for a few minutes in the gathering gloom, but he could see no sign of rabbits and he returned to the house without firing a shot. After taking out the unfired round in the breech and putting it in the magazine, Jeremy left the rifle leaning against the kitchen wall, and the magazine lying on top of a wooden settle just inside the back door.


The light was now almost gone, but at White House Farm the working day was still not over. Jeremy made one last run down to the combine, taking an empty trailer from the barn and towing it across to the rape field behind the tractor. He returned to the house on foot at about 9.45 p.m. June, Nevill and Sheila Bamber were still sitting round the kitchen table talking. Jeremy spoke briefly to his father, arranging for Nevill Bamber to pick up the last trailer-load of rape of the day. Then he got into his car and drove home.


According to Jeremy Bamber’s account, he would have arrived at his cottage in Head Street, the main road running through Goldhanger, at about ten o’clock. He had worked an exhausting fourteen-hour day, but before turning in he telephoned his girlfriend in London, and he made himself a sandwich and a drink. Then he flopped on to the sofa and halfwatched a television programme. At about eleven-thirty, he switched it off and went upstairs to bed.


Whatever the truth of what happened later that terrible night, it was undoubtedly a night that changed Jeremy’s life for ever. For at some time in the dead, small hours, someone crept silently up the stairs at White House Farm armed with a rifle. The question of whose finger pulled the trigger in the dreadful bloodbath that ensued is at the heart of the Jeremy Bamber story.





ONE



DAWN WAS STILL two hours away when the telephone rang in the control room at Chelmsford police station on Wednesday, 7 August. The duty officer, PC Michael West, lifted the receiver, glancing at the digital clock beside him as he did so. ‘Police, Chelmsford. Good morning.’


‘I am Jeremy Bamber,’ the caller announced in a deep, laconic voice, ‘of 9 Head Street, Goldhanger. You’ve got to help me.’ PC West knew that Goldhanger was a village about fifteen miles from Chelmsford, north-east of Maldon. Bamber told him that he had just received a frantic phone call from his father, who lived at White House Farm just outside the nearby village of Tolleshunt D’Arcy. ‘Please come over,’ his father had pleaded. ‘Your sister’s gone crazy and she’s got the gun . . .’ Then the line had gone abruptly dead.


‘Who is your sister?’ the officer asked.


‘Sheila,’ Bamber replied. ‘I can’t remember her surname. Sheila Bamber.’


‘How old is she?’


‘About twenty-seven. She’s had a history of psychiatry. She’s been depressed before.’ Bamber then said something to the effect that Sheila ‘could go mad at anything; she’s done it before’.


West asked if Sheila had access to any guns, and Jeremy explained that his father kept a collection of .410s, 12-bores and .22s at the farm. He went on to say that he’d tried ringing the police station at Witham, ‘but there was nobody in; so I rang you’. PC West asked Bamber to hold the line, and put the call on hold. Using the radio link between Chelmsford and Witham, PC West contacted PC Robin Saxby, who said he would go to White House Farm at once with his sergeant. West then returned to the telephone and spoke to Jeremy Bamber, who was still on the line.


‘Christ,’ said Bamber, ‘you took a long time.’


West explained he had contacted Witham Police, and that a car was on its way to his father’s farm at Tolleshunt D’Arcy. West took a note of the farm’s telephone number. During this second conversation, West could sense Bamber’s voice growing more urgent and excitable. He was starting to gabble, and his voice rose in pitch.


West asked if Jeremy knew who was in the house. ‘My father obviously,’ Bamber replied. ‘My mother and Sheila.’ By now he sounded even more agitated, and gave PC West the impression that he thought the policeman was underestimating the urgency of the matter. ‘Look,’ Bamber cried, ‘when my father rang he sounded terrified. I don’t think he’s kidding about. He sounded really frightened.’


West asked Bamber if he had tried ringing his father back. Yes, said Bamber, but he couldn’t get any reply.


‘Will you go to the house and wait for the police officers and liaise with them there?’


‘Shall I go now?’


‘Yes,’ said West, ‘the car from Witham won’t take long.’


The police were already on their way. As West was making a note of Jeremy Bamber’s telephone number at Goldhanger, a marked police Ford Sierra, call sign Charlie Alpha 7, was roaring out of the yard at Witham and heading towards Tolleshunt D’Arcy, some ten miles away. The car contained three police officers: Sergeant Christopher Bews, PC Robin Saxby, and PC Stephen Myall. On the outskirts of the village, the Sierra’s headlights picked out a silver Vauxhall Astra travelling ahead along the Tollesbury Road at about 30 m.p.h. As the police car overtook at high speed, the officers noticed that the driver at the wheel of the Astra was a young man in his mid-twenties. A few moments later, when the car turned into Pages Lane, the private road leading to White House Farm, the police were parked and waiting, in the narrow lay-by in front of the farm cottages. Bamber nosed in behind the police Sierra and switched off his lights.


Sergeant Bews hurried over. ‘Are you Jeremy Bamber?’ The young man nodded. ‘What’s happened?’ asked Bews.


Bamber explained that about thirty minutes earlier, his father, sounding frightened, had telephoned to say that his sister had gone berserk with a gun. Then the phone had gone dead.


‘What do you mean: “The phone went dead”? Do you mean it was hung up or your father just stopped talking?’


‘It sounded as though someone had put their finger on it to cut it off,’ replied Jeremy Bamber.


Bamber told the officers that the house contained five people: his two parents, his sister Sheila and her twin six-year-old sons. Bews asked if there were any guns in the house. ‘Oh yes,’ said Bamber, ‘lots.’ There were a few shotguns and two .22 rifles. Sergeant Bews motioned to PC Myall and the two officers started towards the house, leaving PC Saxby and Bamber standing by the police car. In a moment, Bews and Myall returned, and Myall asked Bamber if he thought it likely that Sheila would be in the house with a gun. Bamber replied, ‘Oh yes.’


Myall asked, ‘Who’s she more likely to be annoyed at seeing, you or us?’


‘Both of us,’ Bamber replied. ‘I don’t get on with her at all. I don’t like her and she doesn’t like me.’


Myall looked at Bews and then at Bamber. The officer remembered thinking that the young man seemed remarkably calm, given the circumstances. Myall eyed him up and down. Bamber was warmly and smartly dressed, in trainers, jeans, an open-necked shirt under two crew-necked jumpers and a blue canvas jacket or blouson. ‘I think as it’s your family,’ said PC Myall, ‘you ought to come with us.’


‘All right,’ said Bamber. Leaving Saxby listening out for radio messages in the car, the three walked slowly up the lane towards the back drive. It was two minutes past four.


In a whisper, Sergeant Bews asked Jeremy Bamber if Sheila was likely to go berserk with a gun.


‘I don’t really know,’ Bamber replied, ‘She’s a nutter. She’s been having treatment.’


They walked on. Bews asked, ‘Why did your father phone you and not the police – if there was trouble?’


Jeremy Bamber said, ‘You’ve got to understand that he’s not the sort of person to get organizations involved. He likes to keep it in the family. The family name and all that. All the treatment Sheila’s had has been private. He doesn’t even like the National Health Service.’


Bews considered this, then asked, ‘Why didn’t you dial 999 instead of trying two police stations?’


Bamber said he didn’t think it would make any difference, adding, ‘I don’t know how your system works.’ At this point, the group arrived in the farmyard at the side of the house, taking cover behind a wall next to the main barn. From here they had a clear view of one side of the dark, silent house. Bews noted that one light downstairs was on. In the room above, a light shone through drawn orange curtains, and in a neighbouring room he could see a light shining through a pair of green curtains. As they listened, Bews picked up the faint sound of a dog ‘not quite barking, not quite whining’ from somewhere inside the house. The sergeant turned to Jeremy Bamber, who said, ‘That’s really strange, the way the dog is barking and my father not coming to see what’s happening. Usually he’s only got to get the smell of a fox in the back garden and he’s out there.’


The doors and all the windows appeared to be closed. The strangely muffled sound of the distressed dog could still be heard, but otherwise there was silence. Hugging the low wall, the huddled group made their way noiselessly into the field at the front of the house. From behind the low hedge fringing the front lawn, they could see the front of the house in total darkness. Jeremy pointed out the windows of his parents’ bedroom and the bedroom used by Sheila. Again, the group crouched motionless, watching and listening. Suddenly, in the window above the front door, there seemed to be a movement, a shadow. Bews, Bamber and Myall all ducked down, quickly and instinctively. Three pairs of eyes strained to catch the shadow. After a minute or two, Bews concluded that what they had seen was a momentary reflection in the glass: a trick of the light. But this was not a situation in which to take a chance. On Bews’s signal, the three men quietly circled the house until they reached the top of the back drive. Then they ran for all they were worth.


They found PC Saxby sitting patiently in the police car in Pages Lane. Myall, breathless, asked Bamber about Sheila. ‘You said your sister was nutty. What did you mean by that?’


‘She’s a depressive psychopath,’ Jeremy replied. ‘She’s been having psychiatric treatment. She only came out of hospital about six weeks ago.’


Sergeant Bews asked if Sheila could use a gun. ‘Oh yes,’ said Bamber, ‘she used to come target-shooting with me. She’s used all the guns before.’ And as if to dispel any doubt in the sergeant’s mind, he added, ‘Something’s wrong. The dog doesn’t usually make that kind of noise. It’s more of a whine than a bark. Something’s wrong.’


‘I didn’t like it,’ Bews recalled later. He was now persuaded that Sheila had indeed run amok in this isolated farmhouse, brandishing and shooting one of the guns. On the basis that she was still inside the house, armed and waiting, Sergeant Bews reached for the radio telephone and summoned armed assistance. ‘I thought: “There’s either nobody in there, or four dead bodies and a nutter with a gun,” and I wasn’t going to go any further or let any of my men go any further until we’d got expert support from the Tactical Firearms Unit.’


Bews knew that, at that time of night, armed police units would take at least an hour to arrive. In the meantime, he decided to enlist the assistance of Jeremy Bamber. Bews rummaged in the back of his police car and produced a clipboard and a piece of paper. At Bews’s request, Bamber drew a plan of White House Farm and its grounds, together with a plan of both the upper and lower floors of the house, showing the position of the doorways and the names of the various rooms. Bews also asked Bamber to list the names of the people he thought were likely to be in the house. This he did:






	Sheila Bamber


	Sister







	June Bamber


	Mum







	Nevill Bamber


	Dad







	Daniel Caffell


	Twin Boy







	Nicholas Caffell


	Twin Boy







	Small Dog


	








On the same piece of paper, Jeremy Bamber also listed the weapons he expected to find in the house:




.22 Rifel [sic] semi auto


3 x Double Barrell [sic] Shotgun


May be 4


.22 Rifel Bolt Action


410 Single Barrel Shotgun


.22 Air Rifel





Sergeant Bews ran his eye down the list. ‘Are any of these weapons likely to be loaded?’


‘They’re all probably loaded,’ Bamber replied, ‘but the automatic .22 certainly is because I loaded it last night.’ He explained that he’d loaded a full magazine before going out in search of rabbits, but that in the event he hadn’t fired the rifle. PC Myall asked where the weapon was likely to be. Bamber said he’d left it propped against a wooden settle, or bench, in the vestibule adjoining the kitchen, with a full magazine clip and a box of ammunition lying on a blanket on the settle seat, at about a quarter past ten.


At 5 a.m., an armed squad of officers from Essex Police Tactical Firearms Unit arrived at White House Farm. Bamber told the officer in charge, Sergeant Douglas Adams, about the loaded rifle he’d left in the kitchen the previous evening. As dawn broke over the Blackwater estuary, Sergeant Adams led Bamber back to the farmyard, asking him to point out various windows at the side of the house. Jeremy indicated the kitchen, where a light was still burning, and above it the room with the orange curtains (the bathroom) and the room with the green curtains (the twins’ bedroom). Adams swiftly deployed his men. Sergeant Bews noticed that the whimpering, barking dog had ceased its noise.


Sergeants Bews and Adams explained to Jeremy Bamber that the Tactical Firearms Unit was planning to surround the house and storm it if necessary.


PC Myall asked him if there was anyone living locally whom he wished to have with him at the scene. Jeremy replied that the only person he wanted to contact was Julie Mugford, his girlfriend, in London. Shortly after 5.30 a.m., accompanied by PC Robert Lay, Jeremy Bamber was allowed to call her from a telephone kiosk in the centre of the village. He told her not to go to work that morning, but to wait for the arrival of a police car which would bring her to Tolleshunt D’Arcy. The call was necessarily brief; Jeremy had only one 10p coin, and PC Lay found he had no change at all on him.


Back at the farm, PC Lay and another officer, PC Alan Batchelor, took it in turns to sit with Jeremy Bamber while the police ringed the house. Bamber, appearing ‘calm and unworried’, told PC Batchelor that the family always kept a loaded gun in the kitchen in case a fox came into the yard. To Batchelor, and again to PC Lay, Bamber boasted that his father was planning to stand him a £38,000 Porsche. He explained that his father only paid him a labourer’s wage and that the Porsche – ‘my dream car’ – was by way of a perk. PC Lay also found him relatively calm, but saw that from time to time he was on the verge of tears. So the officer tried to keep the conversation away from the events around the farmhouse. The talk turned from cars to caravans. Jeremy explained that he was a partner in the family caravan site at Osea Road, in nearby Heybridge, and that they’d been having problems with break-ins. He and PC Lay discussed the merits of various security measures, such as high fences, guard dogs and closed-circuit cameras.


It was getting light. At White House Farm, Sergeant Adams had established a forward control point inside the main barn and within sight of the kitchen door. From here, Adams was able to shout challenges through a loudhailer, but from inside the house the only response was the frenzied yapping of a small dog. At 6 a.m. he sent for Jeremy Bamber, and asked him to explain in detail what he had earlier told the officers from Witham about where and how the .22 semi-automatic rifle had been left.


Jeremy was apologetic. ‘I suppose I should tell you that I took out the magazine . . .’ he began.


‘I’m not interested in the legal side,’ Adams hissed. ‘I need to know about that gun.’


Jeremy then reiterated the circumstances under which he’d left the rifle in the house, with a full clip, after his abortive rabbit shoot the night before.


Sergeant Adams could hear more vehicles arriving. He glanced at his watch. A quarter to seven. Trudging back down the side drive to the lane, Adams and Jeremy Bamber saw that two police crew buses had pulled up, and that even more officers carrying rifles and wearing flak jackets were piling out and waiting to be briefed. An officer wearing a peaked cap, Inspector Ivor Montgomery, drew Adams aside. The two men spoke together for a couple of minutes. Adams explained the situation to Montgomery, indicating Jeremy Bamber with a nod of his head and showing him the sketch the young man had drawn of the inside of the house. Montgomery nodded. Stepping across, he introduced himself to Jeremy as the commander of the Tactical Firearms Unit. When his men stormed the house, he added, it would be on his orders.


Montgomery briefly explained what would happen. The armed officers would be divided into two groups: one, to be called the raid group, would storm the house; the other would provide cover and containment. Swiftly and silently, the armed officers were deployed around the farmhouse. All the doors and windows were covered, with the maximum firepower focused on the back door through which the raid group was preparing to enter the kitchen. It was 7.25 a.m.


Jeremy Bamber was escorted away from the forward control point inside the barn and led down the back drive to the second line of police vehicles in Pages Lane. Six armed officers approached the door, keeping themselves close to the wall, and covered by other marksmen crouching out of sight. Montgomery’s radio crackled quietly; one of the raid group had managed to peep through the kitchen window and had seen what appeared to be a body. At a given signal, one of the raid group, Acting Sergeant Peter Woodcock, stepped forward and swung a heavy sledgehammer at the kitchen door. It took several shuddering blows. Finally the door swung open.


Four of the raid group moved silently through the vestibule into the kitchen. Another two stayed outside to give covering fire in the event of an ambush. Nevill Bamber was in the kitchen. He was perched on his favourite chair, but it had overturned and now lay on its side beside the Aga cooker. Nevill, in a crouching position and his right arm dangling limply to the floor, appeared to be balanced crazily on the arm of his upturned chair, as if the slightest current of air might bring him crashing to the ground. His body had slumped forward and his badly battered head was buried face-down in the Aga fuel hod. Blood had poured down the side of the hod like red and purple rain on a window. His blue pyjama top was heavily bloodstained, and blood had puddled from the wounds in his head into a deep red pool on the floor. Somehow, his pyjama bottoms had finished up round his knees. More small blood spots were flecked across the floor at the far side of the kitchen, where the telephone stood on one of the worktops. The telephone was off the hook, the receiver lying on the work surface.


What struck the advancing marksmen was that the kitchen had plainly been the scene of a violent struggle: a fight, literally, to the death. The big wooden table in the middle of the room stood laid for breakfast, but chairs and stools had been sent flying across the room, and the floor was littered with broken plates and dishes. Old farming magazines had fallen from the table and lay scrunched and scattered on the ground. A bowl of sugar had been spilled in the mêlée, and now crunched beneath the boots of the police officers as they trod wordlessly around the table with its neat place settings of blue and white cereal dishes. Fragments of glass from the shattered light fitting in the ceiling made a more metallic, grinding sound. PC Laurence Collins motioned to his colleagues to search the rest of the ground floor. The main reception rooms were in darkness, and two other external doors – including the main front door – were locked and bolted from the inside. In Nevill Bamber’s downstairs den, across the stone-flagged vestibule from the kitchen, PC Collins looked inside the gun cupboard and saw a double-barrelled 12-bore shotgun and some boxes of ammunition.


Crouched at the foot of the main staircase and using an extending mirror, Collins was able to survey the upstairs landing. He could see a hand protruding from the doorway of one of the front bedrooms. The marksmen moved stealthily up the main staircase, straining to catch the slightest sound of movement, but hearing only a muffled scratching sound, as though a small dog had been left locked up and was trying to get out.


June Bamber was spreadeagled on her back and slightly on her side, her head against the open door. She had been shot in the head several times, including once directly between the eyes. Blood glistened on her throat and stained the bodice of her light-blue nightdress. The bed-clothes on the large double bed had been pulled back on the side nearest June Bamber’s body revealing blood-spattered sheets and a pillowcase. From beneath the bed came the scratching noise, this time accompanied by a high-pitched whimper. Bending down, PC Collins saw a small dog cowering and trembling with fright. His eye also caught two spent cartridge cases lying on the floor near June Bamber’s body. Moving further into the room, he stepped to the foot of the bed and saw another body. It was Sheila Caffell.


She, too, was lying on the floor on her back, and wearing just a bloodstained nightdress. Two bullet wounds could clearly be seen beneath her chin, and blood had run down each side of her mouth. On top of her body lay a .22 rifle, the end of the barrel close to Sheila’s chin. Her right hand lay loosely near the trigger. On the floor next to the body lay a single spent cartridge case, a pair of men’s blue woollen socks and an open paperback Bible face-down on the carpet.


Down the landing, in the children’s room, Nicholas and Daniel lay shot where they had slept, in separate twin beds with the matching pink candlewick covers pulled up to their shoulders. In the left-hand bed, Daniel was lying on his right side facing the wall. In the right-hand bed, Nicholas lay on his back. Both had been shot in the head at point-blank range. While Collins and two colleagues examined the scene in the twins’ room, another armed officer, PC Michael Hall, stood in the passageway covering a closed door opposite. On it was a small ceramic sign. It said: Jeremy’s Room. Moments later, Inspector Montgomery’s personal radio burbled once more: the house was clear. Everyone inside it had been shot dead.


Shortly after 8 a.m., Sergeant Christopher Bews was detailed to tell Jeremy Bamber about the scene of carnage inside the farmhouse. Bews found him sitting in a police car parked on the farm track well away from the house. The sergeant told him that the police had broken in and that everyone inside, his father, mother, sister and two little nephews – his entire family – was dead. Jeremy Bamber didn’t reply, but closed his eyes and began to cry.


Bews sat with him for a few moments, then signalled across to PC Robin Saxby. Bews got out of the car and told the constable to sit with Bamber. Saxby slid into the car, and the two men sat for a few moments saying nothing. Then Saxby broke the silence.


‘I’m sorry it turned out this way,’ he said softly. ‘Are you all right?’


Slowly, as a child might, Jeremy replied, ‘You said everything would be all right.’


Saxby looked away. ‘Yes,’ he murmured, ‘we obviously hoped that it would.’


After a short silence, Jeremy Bamber spoke again. ‘But you said it would be all right.’


‘I know,’ said Saxby. ‘We like to think things will work out.’ The two sat quietly for a short while. Once or twice, the constable asked Bamber if he was feeling all right, and Bamber nodded, sitting hunched in the passenger seat of the police car. Then, to Saxby’s relief, the familiar figure of Dr Ian Craig appeared at the car window. Dr Craig had been summoned from his home at nearby Maldon by telephone. He had acted as the local police surgeon for most of his thirty-one years in general practice; he was an experienced man who, having witnessed the appalling scenes inside White House Farm, had now concluded that the massacre had the appearance of murder plus the suicide of Sheila. By the time Dr Craig reached the police car containing Jeremy, the only surviving member of the Bamber family was apparently in a state of shock. The doctor asked him if he was all right. Jeremy said he was, and Dr Craig said he would be back to see him shortly.


In fact it was another half hour before Dr Craig returned, having examined all five bodies inside the farmhouse and certified death by shooting. With Dr Craig was Chief Superintendent George Harris, head of the Chelmsford division of Essex Police. Harris had been roused from his bed shortly after 4 a.m. As the senior police officer at the scene, he had toured the house and seen the carnage for himself.


Seeing Harris approach, Jeremy Bamber got out of the police car and asked if he could go into the house. Harris suggested he stayed where he was for the time being. ‘Can’t I see my dad?’ Jeremy asked.


The officer glanced at PC Saxby, then put a steadying hand on Bamber’s shoulder. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, ‘but both your parents are dead.’


Jeremy sobbed quietly for a few moments. Then he said, ‘I want to see him. Why can’t my dad come out to see me?’


‘Jeremy,’ said Harris gently, ‘both your parents are dead.’


Dr Craig appeared at Harris’s side. The doctor asked Bamber if he had any relatives or friends he wanted to contact.


‘I have a girlfriend,’ said Bamber. ‘She’s a lovely girl.’


Harris looked at his watch. It was 9 a.m. ‘Can she be contacted now?’


‘Yes,’ Jeremy replied, ‘she’s on the phone.’


Harris said he’d arrange for Jeremy to telephone her. But Bamber began to cry again. ‘Why can’t my dad come out and speak to me?’ he sobbed.


Dr Craig suggested to Bamber that they should take a walk. Just then, a police officer came up and offered him a cup of tea. Bamber asked if there was any whisky to stir into it, and Dr Craig fetched a hip flask from his car. Bamber drank, saying it was good whisky. Then the two walked a little way together along Pages Lane. ‘Why can’t my father come?’ Bamber repeated. Gently, Dr Craig explained that his father had been killed. Again, Jeremy Bamber broke down and cried. After a few moments the two men walked on.


Craig thought it might help if Jeremy were simply encouraged to talk. Bamber spoke of Sheila’s mental illness and her treatment from a psychiatrist, Dr Ferguson. Sheila had been in a mental hospital six or eight weeks previously, he said. ‘They should never have let her out.’ He also said that the previous evening, gathered around the supper table, the family had quarrelled over the possibility of having the twins fostered. This was not the first time that the question of the boys’ future had been raised, Jeremy explained. Nevill and June Bamber were concerned that Sheila may have been physically abusing the twins.


Dr Craig asked Jeremy if such allegations had been reported to the police or social services. Jeremy said they had not. His parents would never have done such a thing, he explained. ‘It would spoil the good name of the family.’


Bamber asked the doctor if he could walk on alone. Craig stopped and watched as the young man turned and walked slowly into the crop field alongside Pages Lane. He didn’t notice the small unmarked car that drove up from the Tollesbury Road and parked behind the cluster of police vehicles blocking the lane. Two men got out. The older of the two, a tall man in his early forties and wearing a dark suit, ambled over to Dr Craig. The doctor recognized him as a detective sergeant called Stan Jones.


‘What’s the score?’ Jones had seen the incident book on the front desk at Witham Police Station and knew only that some bodies had been found at the farm. Hearing that murder plus suicide was suspected, he and his immediate boss, Detective Inspector Bob Miller from Braintree, had driven over to see if they could help with the inevitable paperwork that would be needed for the coroner. Dr Craig drew Sergeant Jones to the side of the track and pointed to Jeremy Bamber, who had walked about a hundred yards into the field. ‘That young man has just lost all his family,’ said Craig. ‘I’ve just given him some Scotch. Now it looks as though he’s being sick.’


Jones looked at the lone figure in the distance, and saw that he was bending forward, as though he was retching. Jones watched him for a moment, then turned to Inspector Miller. ‘Come on, Bob,’ he said.


The two detectives walked away and up the back drive towards the house. Dr Craig looked over to where Jeremy had been standing and saw that he was walking on and out of sight. When he disappeared behind a hedge, the doctor walked after him, only to meet Jeremy coming back carrying a small bunch of flowers. Dr Craig recognized them as opium poppies. ‘It’s all right,’ said Jeremy Bamber. ‘We’ve got a licence to grow them.’


The two detectives walked into the farmyard and saw that the back door was almost hanging off its hinges. A uniformed constable wrote their names on a form and stood aside. Jones and Miller stepped into the kitchen. There seemed to be people everywhere, mainly top brass from Essex Police. Stan Jones was surprised to see Chief Superintendent George Harris talking to one of his senior detectives, Taff Jones. Harris was a former detective, but it was unusual to see him out on a job and apparently taking personal command, especially in what everyone seemed to be telling Stan Jones was a case or four murders plus a suicide. Jones looked around. There had been mayhem in this kitchen, he thought, surveying the upturned stools and chairs, the broken crockery, the smashed light fitting and the sugar spilled all over the floor. He moved over to where Nevill Bamber’s body still sat, slumped on an upturned chair. Blood was everywhere. Such an appalling scene was beyond Stan Jones’s experience. It crossed his mind that he might have stayed in the office rather than become embroiled in such a shambles.


Jones and Miller were given a guided tour of the house. They stood at the foot of the twins’ beds. One of the little boys still had his thumb in his mouth. Stan Jones had expected more blood, but in this tiny room there was scarcely any. But down the landing, in the main bedroom, he saw that June Bamber’s body was heavily bloodstained. There was blood on the pillow and the sheets, and blood on the floor where she’d apparently tried to drag herself out of bed and towards the door. On the far side of the room lay Sheila Caffell. The rifle and the Bible were still in place. There was some blood staining on her turquoise nightdress, but otherwise the body seemed remarkably clean. What struck Stan Jones in particular was the marble whiteness of Sheila’s arms and legs.


Downstairs in the kitchen, the head of the local CID, Detective Chief Inspector Taff Jones, a ruddy-faced Welshman in his mid-forties, was giving instructions. Stan Jones caught his eye, and Taff beckoned him over. The sergeant explained that he’d come over to see if there was anything he could do to help. Taff Jones took him aside. This, he said, had all the hallmarks of a terrible tragedy: four shootings followed by the suicide of the young woman, Sheila Caffell. There was, Taff Jones confided, no doubt about who was responsible. He and George Harris had surveyed the scene and both agreed that Sheila had shot her children, her adoptive parents and finally herself. Everyone was dead. The only survivor within the immediate Bamber family was the son, Jeremy. Stan Jones was to take charge of him, and take him home. ‘Take someone with you,’ said Taff Jones, ‘and just get a statement for the coroner.’


Stan Jones walked back down the drive. It had turned out to be a glorious summer’s morning. At the corner by the farm cottages, one of the uniformed constables directed Stan Jones to one of the police cars. Jeremy Bamber was sitting in the back seat. Jones got in beside him and introduced himself. Jeremy was sobbing quietly.


‘Look,’ said the sergeant without any further ceremony, ‘they’re all dead. You’ve got to accept that fact.’


Jeremy looked at him. ‘You’re a hard bastard,’ he said.


Stan Jones shrugged. ‘If I’m hard, it’s for a reason,’ he replied.


Jones explained that he would drive Jeremy home to take a formal statement, and to get him away from the grisly scenes inside the farmhouse. One of the armed officers approached, carrying the little dog that had been found whimpering in the main bedroom. It was a shih-tzu. Stan Jones suggested to Jeremy that he should take the dog back with him. But to Jones’s surprise, Jeremy insisted that he wouldn’t have the animal in his house, damaging all his stereo equipment. ‘Get rid of it,’ Jeremy snapped. ‘Have it put down. I hate the fucking thing.’


The detective was shocked at Jeremy’s apparent indifference. ‘From that moment,’ he recalled, ‘Jeremy behaved as though nothing had happened.’ For a man who had just learned that his entire family had been slaughtered in almost unimaginable circumstances, he seemed cool, callous and unconcerned. Stan Jones told Jeremy that he and another officer, Detective Constable Mick Clark, would drive him home. But Jeremy insisted on taking his own car and doing his own driving. So the three men climbed into Jeremy’s Vauxhall Astra and drove over to Goldhanger. On the way, Jeremy spoke calmly about the killings. His main concern seemed to be to arrange some help for the farmworkers so that they could get on with the day’s harvesting.


When they arrived at Bourtree Cottage in Head Street, Jeremy announced that he was starving. Without more ado, he proceeded to cook himself a breakfast of fried bacon, toast and coffee. He ate hungrily in the dining room, watched by Stan Jones and Mick Clark who sat drinking mugs of coffee.


‘Right,’ Jeremy said at last, pushing away his empty plate and wiping crumbs of toast from his mouth. ‘Let’s get on with it. I’m ready to start when you are.’





TWO



THROUGHOUT THE NEXT few days, the detectives took statements, and began to piece together the background of the family that had been almost entirely eliminated that night in White House Farm. It was a complex process, as the family relationships were complex, but it was an essential element in their investigations, as the relations of June and Nevill Bamber would themselves become key figures in the events of the coming weeks.


The detectives’ investigations gave them a good general impression of who was who among the family, but it is arguable that the problems they later faced over the case were directly related to their failure to understand those relationships in any depth. The following picture is far more detailed than the one they were able to put together. It is based on very detailed interviews with all the surviving members of the family, and is an essential element in any reassessment of the case.


The Bambers were in general very like other landed East Anglian families of the 1980s, except in one respect – both of the Bamber children, Sheila, who had died alongside her parents, and Jeremy, who was the sole survivor, were adopted.


The essentially East Anglian element of the family lay in June Bamber’s background. So too did most of the family’s money. June was the daughter of a local landowner, Leslie Speakman.


Of the dozens of wealthy farming dynasties that owned the rich arable farmland of Essex between the wars, the Speakmans were among the wealthiest. In total, Leslie and Mabel Speakman owned or tenanted six farms covering many hundreds of acres of land in the area of the Blackwater estuary. They farmed as tenants at Vaulty Manor Farm, a 100-acre holding between Maldon and the village of Goldhanger which was also their home. In addition, they owned Carbonells Farm, a small manor house dating from the 12th century at Wix, thirty miles away, and tenanted the neighbouring Burnt Ash Farm. They were also tenants of three separate farms in and around the village of Tolleshunt D’Arcy: Gardener’s Farm, Charity Farm and – at some 250 acres the biggest of the three – White House Farm. However, although they had money and land in abundance, the Speakmans had no son on whom to settle an inheritance. They had only two daughters, Pamela and June. Fortunately, though, they would see both of them marry farmers. The family tradition – and the family wealth – would be in safe hands.


In 1947, Pamela married Robert Boutflour. On his marriage, Robert accepted his new father-in-law’s offer of the tenancy of Carbonells and Burnt Ash Farms at Wix. Robert Boutflour’s father, Professor Boutflour, was at that time Principal of the Royal Agricultural College at Cirencester, and in the summer of 1948 young Boutflour asked his father to find him a couple of good agricultural students to come down to Essex to help with the harvest.


The students arrived in the middle of a heatwave in late July. One of them, a tall, well-set young man with a twinkle in his eye and an easy air of self-assurance that belied the fact that he was just twenty-four years old, was Ralph Nevill Bamber. Everyone called him Nevill.


June Speakman met him at a tennis party at Vaulty Manor. As with Robert and Pam Boutflour two summers before, it was love at first sight. Nevill Bamber enthralled June with stories of his exploits during the war when he had trained as a Royal Air Force pilot in Rhodesia. But he’d had an accident when a Mosquito he was flying crashed and he spent weeks in hospital lying on his back encased in plaster. Characteristically, he defied the doctors who’d told him he’d never walk again, and Nevill Bamber returned to the UK on his own two feet, determined to realize a lifelong ambition to become a farmer.


Nevill Bamber and June Speakman courted for little more than a year before marrying at Goldhanger in September 1949. Then in April 1950 they moved into White House Farm at Tolleshunt D’Arcy, a handsome foursquare Georgian farmhouse with walls thick with ivy of the darkest green from which, on a clear summer’s day, they could see down to the saltings at Goldhanger Creek on the Blackwater estuary. The owners of the farm, an old-established charity dating from the 16th century, offered the tenancy to Nevill following a ringing endorsement from Nevill’s wealthy father-in-law, Leslie Speakman. Once installed at the White House, Nevill Bamber formed a partnership with Speakman and farmed his lands in the Goldhanger area. When Speakman died in August 1975, Nevill continued to farm his lands, becoming a partner with his wife June in a company known as N and J Bamber Ltd.


Another consequence of Leslie Speakman’s death was that the ownership of Osea Road Caravan Site was redistributed between the Boutflours and the Bambers. It was the canny Mabel Speakman who had spotted the potential of the site at Osea Road before the Second World War. It ran from the main road from Maldon down to the River Blackwater, a perfect holiday spot for the hundreds of Londoners who joined in the camping craze of the mid-1930s and drove down from the capital with their families to pitch their tents and buy their eggs and potatoes from the Speakmans at Vaulty Manor Farm, a quarter of a mile from the site entrance. In the 1950s the Speakmans bought up neighbouring plots of land, and by the mid-1980s, Osea Road Caravan Site comprised 550 plots.


As well as White House Farm and the Osea Road Caravan Site, the Bambers enjoyed a third source of income. Nevill Bamber was a partner in a cooperative of five local farmers known as North Maldon Growers. At its premises on the outskirts of Goldhanger, the cooperative grew, stored and packed – in bulk – produce such as peas and corn-on-the-cob to sell to local markets and freezer centres.


Both the farms and the business flourished, but Nevill and June had one great sorrow in their life. Although Robert and Pamela Boutflour soon had two children, David and Ann, the Bambers tried for years to begin a family without any success. Eventually in 1958 they adopted a baby girl whom they named Sheila Jean.


Sheila was just seven months old in 1958 when she was adopted through the Church of England Children’s Society, an organization that proclaimed June’s deep-rooted religious faith. Sheila’s natural mother was the daughter of Canon Eric Jay, a one-time senior chaplain to the then Archbishop of Canterbury. Her father was a curate.


It was not until the following year that Nevill and June underwent fertility tests to see where the problem lay. A cyst was discovered on one of June Bamber’s ovaries, and after the operation to remove it, June was told that she would never be able to bear children of her own. The news triggered a prolonged bout of severe depression, and she was admitted to Britain’s largest private psychiatric clinic, St Andrew’s Hospital in Northampton. There she underwent a course of electroconvulsive therapy, from which her consultant reported she made a full recovery. On her discharge from the clinic, June persuaded Nevill Bamber to submit their names for a second time to the Church of England Children’s Society, with a view to adopting another baby.


As a result, on 27 July 1961 Nevill and June Bamber adopted a wide-eyed, gurgling baby boy, aged six months; the child was christened Jeremy Nevill Bamber. (Jeremy had been born illegitimate on Friday 13 January 1961, his father being a former Comptroller of Stores at Buckingham Palace.) Now the Bambers had a family to compete with the Boutflours, though Sheila and Jeremy were far younger than David and Ann Boutflour.


Both of these adopted children, Sheila and Jeremy, would variously be held responsible for the tragedy of White House Farm, and the police very properly collected what evidence they could on both their backgrounds. Most of it initially came from their relatives. It gave them their primary view of the family they were dealing with.


First they concentrated on Sheila.


Sheila and Jeremy both attended Maldon Court, a private preparatory school based in an eighteenth-century town house in the centre of Maldon, about six miles from White House Farm, but from then on they saw less and less of each other, and developed very different personalities and different tastes. At ten, Sheila was sent away to board at another private school, Moira House in Eastbourne. One of her teachers there remembers her as a girl who enjoyed ‘the more imaginative and artistic interests’ of the school, especially modern dancing. However, Sheila failed to settle, and in January 1971, aged thirteen, she was moved again, this time to the Old Hall School in Hethersett, Norfolk. According to her cousin, David Boutflour, Sheila caused her parents some concern by getting into trouble there. She frequently played truant, disappearing to London to attend parties with school friends. Despite the inevitable warnings, at the age of sixteen Sheila was eventually expelled.


In 1974, Sheila left White House Farm to live in London. She attended an expensive finishing school for three months, then took a job as a trainee hairdresser with a firm called Robert Fielding. This didn’t last, and Sheila was sacked after a few months. To make ends meet, Sheila took a succession of menial jobs. In the evenings she attended a secretarial school in London before enrolling on a modelling course at the Lucie Clayton school in London. June Bamber paid the fees.


Sheila’s cousin Ann Boutflour, who had married Peter Eaton and settled at Little Totham, remembers Sheila at this time ‘as a very attractive girl. She wasn’t practical at all, just pretty. A bit of a dumb blonde really, who enjoyed harmless flirtations with men and who always worried about how she looked.’ A family friend of the Bambers remembered June’s suffocatingly protective attitude towards her daughter, and described Sheila as a naïve girl who could be easily led. This naïvety may have framed a darker aspect of Sheila’s teenage years because, according to David Boutflour, she had two abortions.


By 1977, Sheila was pregnant again and planning to marry Colin Caffell, a dreamy-eyed sculptor and potter. The ceremony took place at Chelmsford Register Office. Sheila subsequently miscarried, and on her twenty-first birthday, 18 July 1978, she had a huge row with her husband, accusing him of having a girlfriend. It ended with Sheila smashing her hand through a plate glass window. The wound had to be heavily stitched in hospital. Shortly afterwards, Colin lost his job. Towards the end of 1978, she announced that she was expecting twins. June Bamber gave Sheila and Colin some money to put down as a deposit on a ground-floor flat in Maida Vale with access to a garden so that there would be a play area for the expected grandchildren.


Sheila duly entered the Royal Free Hospital in Hampstead, north-west London, prior to the birth of twins. The twins were born prematurely on 22 June 1979, and named Daniel and Nicholas. All the relatives who saw the golden-haired little boys doted on them.


Sheila remained close to her adoptive parents, and June Bamber visited her daughter and grandsons in London every couple of weeks or so. But Sheila soon found it difficult to cope with the twins in London. Often she travelled up to White House Farm, and June Bamber paid local girls to act as nannies. Meanwhile June helped Colin Caffell to get another job as a sales representative and paid for a course of driving lessons. When he passed his test, Colin bought a small car. He was now able to drive Sheila and the twins from London to White House Farm to stay with the Bambers. But while the twins were still in nappies, the marriage between Colin and Sheila Caffell was deteriorating. Sheila seemed to be suffering deeper and deeper bouts of depression, and eventually Colin moved out of the flat in Maida Vale and moved in with his new girlfriend.


It was now 1981. Nevill Bamber would regularly drive to London to collect Sheila and the twins. Sheila was depressed about the failure of her marriage, and seemed to enjoy returning to White House Farm to spend time with her adoptive parents. However, June Bamber found her daughter’s marital traumas increasingly hard to handle.


June Bamber was a committed Christian. For years she had been agonized by her daughter’s wayward life in London, most especially by her abortions and her casual approach to her marriage. In June 1982, June had a mental breakdown. According to her psychiatrist, Dr Hugh Ferguson, June was in the grip of a psychosis, as a result of which ‘she suffered a distortion of her already strong religious beliefs and tended to see everything in terms of good and evil.’ June Bamber’s condition improved under Dr Ferguson’s treatment – although her religious fervour remained undiminished – but on 2 August 1983 it was Sheila’s turn to seek psychiatric help. When Sheila first consulted her London GP, Dr Myrto Angeloglou, he referred her to an NHS clinic at the Royal Free Hospital. But June and Nevill Bamber intervened, and asked Dr Angeloglou to refer Sheila to Dr Ferguson, since he had already successfully treated June.


When Dr Ferguson examined Sheila at his consulting rooms in Devonshire Place, near Harley Street, he diagnosed a state of acute psychosis. ‘It was evident that she had been depressed and unconfident for the previous eighteen months and had an increasing sensitivity about other people,’ Dr Ferguson reported. He arranged for Sheila to be admitted without delay to St Andrew’s Hospital, Northampton.


During her treatment, Dr Ferguson discovered that Sheila had bizarre delusions about being possessed by the Devil, coupled with complex ideas about having sex with her twin sons. She told Dr Ferguson that she felt as if she was caught up in what she called ‘a coven of evil’. These feelings, the consultant explained, appeared to involve her relationship with June Bamber and June’s standards of good and evil.


The feelings Sheila expressed were clear symptoms of paranoid schizophrenia. ‘Sheila didn’t give any impression that she was violent or potentially violent,’ Dr Ferguson reported. ‘She was bewildered.’ She saw June as a threat, felt that June had been over-protective towards her, and found it difficult to express warm feelings towards her. Sheila’s relationship with Nevill Bamber, however, struck the consultant as more trusting and supportive.


Sheila, now divorced from Colin Caffell, with custody of the children shared – Colin looked after them in the week and Sheila at weekends – was conducting an affair with an Iranian called Freddie Emami. ‘I believe he babysat for her,’ was Dr Ferguson’s euphemistic assertion. He noted that Sheila’s friends in London seemed reasonably supportive, and that she tried to live independently of her parents. ‘But,’ he observed, ‘I doubt whether she was financially independent.’


Sheila told Ferguson that she knew she was adopted. In 1982, she had decided she wanted to discover the identity of her natural mother and did so through an agency. However she seemed less keen to trace her real father. (Two years later, in the summer of 1985, a few weeks before she died, Sheila met her natural mother when she visited England from her home in Nova Scotia. According to Sheila’s natural uncle, Peter Jay, the meeting went very well.)


While at St Andrew’s Hospital, Sheila responded to Dr Ferguson’s treatment and on 10 September 1983 she was discharged. Dr Ferguson considered that she had made only a partial recovery, but at least she was not deluded or hallucinating. He ordered that Sheila should live at White House Farm for a few weeks before returning to the hurly-burly of life in London.


Throughout 1984, Dr Ferguson continued to treat Sheila as an outpatient. She managed to maintain normal relationships with her family, but the doctor found that she remained vulnerable to unsettled feelings. In December 1984, Sheila told Dr Ferguson she felt settled and was about to start work in a shop. She and Freddie spent Christmas together in London.


On the evening of 2 March 1985, the telephone rang at White House Farm. Nevill Bamber picked up the receiver to hear Sheila’s voice, calling from the Maida Vale flat. She was hysterical. She talked all night. Next morning, Nevill Bamber telephoned Dr Ferguson asking him to re-admit Sheila to hospital as a matter of urgency because of a major deterioration in her mental state. Later the same day, she was admitted to St Andrew’s Hospital for a second time. Hugh Ferguson examined her at once. ‘Sheila was found to be psychotic and this time thought that her boyfriend Freddie was the Devil,’ he recalled. Sheila said nothing about her parents or her children. ‘Her behaviour was more disconnected than before: she laughed inappropriately and was restless. She said she had some religious feelings – she had found God and felt relaxed,’ he noted. On 25 March, Sheila wrote from hospital to Ann and Peter Eaton.
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