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If once a man indulges himself in murder, very soon he comes to think little of robbing; and from robbing he comes next to drinking and sabbath-breaking and from that to incivility and procrastination.
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Introduction


THE WALLACE CASE of 1931, one of the best-known real-life whodunnits, ranks among the most baffling murder mysteries in history. Did William Herbert Wallace, the mild-mannered Liverpool insurance agent, really bludgeon his wife Julia to death at their home in Wolverton Street, Anfield? Almost a century later, the question still divides opinion. Convicted and sentenced to hang, Wallace was sensationally freed on appeal and died from cancer less than two years later. Since then, many have argued, cogently and convincingly, that Wallace was, indeed, innocent and that the real murderer got away with it. In October 1980, when I first suggested a radio programme about the case, I believed the killer not only cheated the hangman but was still living with his terrible secret intact. I intended to identify the killer and confront him. In the event, I was too late – but only just. Richard Gordon Parry had died six months earlier, perhaps taking with him the truth about what many claimed to have been the perfect murder. The radio programme went ahead anyway, and was broadcast on the fiftieth anniversary of the murder, on 20 January 1981. This book tells the story of the case as well as the extraordinary sequel to our programme, in which an elderly man called John Parkes, interviewed in hospital, told us how he encountered Parry in the immediate aftermath of the murder and how Parry threatened him if he talked.


Wallace’s story was a strange one. At about 7.20 on the night of Monday 19 January, 1931, a man had telephoned the City Café where the Liverpool Central Chess Club was holding its regular meeting. The caller said his name was R. M. Qualtrough and that he wished to speak to Wallace, a club member. Told that Wallace had not yet arrived, Qualtrough explained that he wanted to see him on insurance business (Wallace was an agent for the Prudential) and that he would be at 25 Menlove Gardens East the following night if Wallace would call. These particulars were recorded and the message passed on. The next night, shortly before 7 p.m., Wallace (apparently eager to sell a new policy) left his home at 29 Wolverton Street to keep the appointment. After a fruitless search during which he approached several residents and passers-by, Wallace concluded that neither Qualtrough nor Menlove Gardens East existed. Returning home, he found Julia battered to death in the front parlour. Beneath the body, soaked in blood, was Wallace’s own mackintosh.


Wallace was the first and only suspect produced by the police. Det. Supt Hubert Moore of Liverpool CID was in charge of the case. With no other suspect to hand, he arrested Wallace.


But the police had two big problems: Wallace’s near-perfect alibi, and his absence of motive. The alibi, the police claimed, was too perfect; it could only have been the invention of a brilliant and cold-blooded murderer. As for motive, Wallace’s diaries showed that he and his wife had quarrelled one day three years before. Besides, there were examples of murders committed for no reason at all. Even before his arrest, everyone in Liverpool was convinced of Wallace’s guilt. An extraordinary prejudice accompanied the trial, infected the jury and brought Wallace, calmly protesting his innocence, to the brink of the gallows. In the public mind, rumour and the prosecution case transformed the meek Man from the Pru into an arch fiend.


Gordon Parry was first identified as an alternative suspect in 1967 when Jonathan Goodman published The Killing of Julia Wallace, in which, for legal reasons, he called Parry Mr X. Parry also claimed an alibi, but it was manifestly fabricated, concocted on the night of the murder or very shortly afterwards, and certainly before the police came knocking. Furthermore, Parry was a member of an amateur dramatic society that met at the City Café. Two points arise from this: first, his histrionic ability would have stood him in good stead during the masquerade telephone call; second, by simply glancing at the noticeboard in the café, he would have known when Wallace was due to play a chess match.


He had an abundance of motives, both for committing murder and implicating Wallace: revenge was the principal one (Wallace had played a big part in getting him sacked from the Prudential and – indirectly – in revealing his embezzlements to his father, whom he idolised); then there was financial gain, and the possibility of a sexual motive. When Goodman and his fellow crime historian Richard Whittington-Egan called at his home in south London in the mid-1960s, Parry let slip that he often visited Julia when Wallace was out at work, ostensibly for musical afternoons, with Parry singing while Julia accompanied him at the piano. Wallace knew nothing of this, and one wonders why Julia kept these sessions a secret from her husband. Another important point (and not forgetting that Parry knew exactly where Wallace kept his money), Parry was one of the very few people the timid Julia would have admitted to the house at night when her husband was absent. And while not legal tender, it is surely revealing that, a few years later when he was charged with indecent assault, the girl in the case claimed that Parry had threatened to murder her if she resisted him.


After Goodman had canvassed these points in our fiftieth-anniversary programme, an anonymous man called the radio station offering to identify – for money – a mystery witness, still living, who would clinch the case against Parry. Producer Michael Green was particularly struck by Goodman’s conversation with Parry more than a decade earlier. Parry had clearly been ruffled when he told Goodman about his alibi for the murder night, saying that his car had broken down in Breck Road, not far from Wolverton Street. Green was convinced that, although Parry had lied, he had let a half-truth slip out, and had revealed that he owned, or had the use of, a car, and that he was using it on the night of the killing.


Irked by the caller’s demand for money, Michael Green took up the challenge of finding the mystery witness himself, and drew up a list of garages operating in the Anfield vicinity in 1931. Something that the caller had said stuck in his mind – ‘You might stumble across it yourselves’ – suggesting that the garage was still in business fifty years on. Knowing where Parry had been living in 1931, Green thought it likely that the garage would have been near his home. One seemed to fit the description exactly: it had a workshop and was only five streets away from Parry’s house. But having spoken to the staff and the owner, Green drew a blank. After more head-scratching, Green lighted on Atkinson’s Taxis and Motor Engineers, listed in the 1931 street directory in Moscow Drive, just two streets from Parry. ‘It was too much to hope that it was still listed in the 1981 phone book,’ Green recalled. But then: ‘Good God – it was there! The same name and the same address!’


Next morning, Green walked into Atkinson’s office, introduced himself, explained he was investigating a famous local murder, and asked if they knew anything about a bloodstained car supposed to have been brought into a local garage on the murder night. ‘It was here,’ a voice behind him announced. This was Gordon Atkinson, one of the brothers still running the family business, who recalled the story told him by his father. ‘You want to go and see Pukka, he worked here then,’ he said. ‘He lives round the corner.’ In fact John ‘Pukka’ Parkes was in hospital for a minor operation. That evening, Green talked his way in, found the ward, and spoke to the nurse on duty. She showed him an old man asleep in his bed and gave him his son’s telephone number. Green rang him and got his permission to see his father the following day.


The whole case turned on time. To catch the tram that took him to Menlove Gardens, Wallace would have had to have left home no later than 6.49. But a milk boy swore seeing Julia alive on her front doorstep at 6.45. In the time available, could wheezy Wallace, at fifty-two, a heavy smoker, out of condition with a chronic kidney complaint, really have stripped naked (wearing the mackintosh to shield himself from splashing blood), beaten his wife to death, cleaned and disposed of the murder weapon (never found), faked a burglary, attended to various gas jets, fires, locks and bolts, and dressed himself for a journey across Liverpool, calm and composed, on a winter’s night?


A dozy Liverpool jury thought he could. Wallace was convicted of murder and sentenced to death. He got off on appeal, left Wolverton Street and his suspicious neighbours and moved across the Mersey to a bungalow in the Wirral. He died a broken man less than two years later, having first identified Parry, a local Jack the Lad (‘rather foppish, wears spats, very plausible’), as his own prime suspect.


Parry’s alleged involvement in this notorious case came as a shock to his daughter, living in the south of England in 1981. She told me she had never heard of the Wallace case and declined to talk to us about it, but her husband described his father-in-law as ‘a bit of a recluse’ and ‘secretive’, and to some extent the black sheep of the family. His wife, he added, had very little to do with her father, and there was nothing in his few papers after his death that even hinted at the case. Neither could Parry’s younger sister and brother add anything, and they declined to speak to us also, preferring to ‘let sleeping dogs lie’.


Since my radio programmes and the original publication of this book in 1984, there has been no shortage of conflicting theories. James Murphy, in The Murder of Julia Wallace (2001), insisted that Parry did have an alibi for the time of the murder, one that had nothing whatsoever to do with his girlfriend Lily Lloyd. ‘That alibi,’ Murphy declared, ‘was thoroughly checked and verified by the police and when the tests on Parry’s clothes and his car proved negative, he was rightly eliminated from their enquiries.’ While Murphy named Wallace as the murderer, John Gannon, in The Killing of Julia Wallace (2012), identified him as the mastermind behind his wife’s murder but, having implicated Parry as an accomplice, named the actual killer as another ex-Prudential employee, Joseph Marsden, nephew of a high-ranking officer in the corrupt Liverpool police force of 1931.


For myself, as I make clear in these pages, I was convinced beyond reasonable doubt that the prima facie case against Parry half a century after the event was every bit as strong as the case against Wallace, and in several important respects much more damaging. Forty years on, I am still of that view. I regret not getting to Parry in time to confront him with Parkes’s evidence, and that of his former girlfriend, who in 1981 demolished his alibi for the time of the killing. The fact that I was refused access to the case file by the then chief constable of Merseyside in 1980 strongly suggested an official whitewash. I was subsequently able to establish that the file had been ‘weeded’ and statements and notes about Parry removed.


The crime historian Edgar Lustgarten considered the Wallace murder to rank in a class by itself. ‘It has all the maddening, frustrating fascination of a chess problem … Any set of circumstances that is extracted from it will readily support two incompatible hypotheses; they will be equally consistent with innocence and guilt. It is pre-eminently the case where everything is cancelled out by something else.’


And so the case endures, both intriguing and frustrating in equal measure. With police files ransacked and every participant now dead, it seems likely that the Wallace conundrum is destined to remain in perpetual check.


ROGER WILKES, 20 JANUARY 2021









Author’s Note


SOME READERS WILL be unfamiliar with the legal procedures obtaining in England at the time of the Wallace case. As a prisoner charged with murder – an indictable offence – Wallace was required to be tried by a judge and jury, but only after the case against him had been heard by an examining magistrate in committal proceedings at a police court. It was the magistrate’s function to decide whether a prima facie case had been made out against Wallace. Satisfied that it had, the magistrate sent – or committed – Wallace for trial at the assize court. This two-tier judicial system still applies today, but police courts are now known as magistrates’ courts, and assizes have been replaced by Crown courts.


Because English solicitors are not allowed to argue a case before a judge, both the prosecution and the defence lawyers are obliged to brief barristers. Wallace’s solicitor, Hector Munro, had already briefed a young local barrister, Sydney Scholefield Allen, to represent his client at the committal. But at the trial, an eminent KC (King’s Counsel), Roland Oliver, was briefed to lead for the defence, with Scholefield Allen assuming a junior, supportive role. Munro himself, as a solicitor, remained in the defence team, but his role was confined to giving advice to the barristers and dealing with Wallace’s routine welfare and legal problems.


Ranged against the defence at the trial were another KC, Edward Hemmerde, and his junior, Leslie Walsh. They were briefed on behalf of the police by J. R. Bishop, a prosecuting solicitor employed by Liverpool Corporation. The circumstances surrounding the decision to brief Hemmerde are fully described in the text.


While marked parallels exist between modern legal procedures and those obtaining in 1931, there is an important difference. Whereas at the time of the Wallace case newspapers were free to report fully on the proceedings of the lower court, the Criminal Justice Act of 1967 has since been introduced to restrict pre-trial publicity. Today, unless the defendant elects otherwise, none of the evidence produced at committal hearings can be reported. The news media are restricted to reporting matters of fact, such as the name of the accused, the charge he faces, and the decision of the court. Had modern practice been followed in 1931, none of the police court evidence, so damaging to Wallace, would have got into the newspapers, except in the unlikely event of his lawyers asking for reporting restrictions to be lifted.


The Court of Criminal Appeal, which subsequently freed Wallace, was abolished in 1966 with the passing of the Criminal Appeal Act. Since then the functions of that court have been assigned to the Court of Appeal, which has both a criminal and a civil division.


The death penalty in England was abolished in 1965, and the penalty for murder is now life imprisonment. In practice, a convicted murderer is usually released, on the orders of the Home Secretary, after he has served some years of his sentence.
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Preamble


LIVERPOOL, FEBRUARY 1981. He came shuffling out of another time, the old man with a story to tell. They led him gently by the arm. He blinked at us and wheezily returned our greeting. When they had made him comfortable on the bed the nurses smiled and left. ‘Try not to tire him out,’ they said.


We were in a hospital ward in the middle of the afternoon.


The toothless old man on the bed was trembling.


‘Do you know who we are?’


He looked at us both and nodded.


‘And why we’ve come?’


‘Aye.’


We had come to listen.


He had come to tell us his story.


After the telling, we knew we had the truth. The truth about a so-called perfect murder.


It had happened in our city.


Half a century ago.









I


Looking for Qualtrough









1


LIVERPOOL, JANUARY 1931. Fog, the worst for a generation,* had set the city brooding in the first raw week of the year. For three days and nights shipping on the river was at a stand-still. Men from the docks, the sheds and wharves huddled in dockside pubs and wondered when the fog would lift, and whether there would be money at the end of the week. At last, on the Wednesday, the weather cleared, and one by one the ships that had fretted impatiently on each sluggish tide were eased from their berths and put to sea. Ten days passed and the evening mists that had lingered over Liverpool were swept away by fierce gales. But these were short-lived, and a wintry weekend gave way to a Monday morning that shivered in persistent sleet. By afternoon, the sleet had turned to drizzle.


Dusk.


And finally nightfall.


Monday 19 January. Seven fifteen p.m. In the Anfield district of the city a man pulled open the door of a telephone kiosk and stepped inside. Lifting the receiver he asked the operator to connect him with Bank 3581, the telephone number of a café in central Liverpool, some four miles distant, the meeting place of the Central Chess Club. At the exchange operator Louisa Alfreds connected the call and heard a voice answer at the distant number.


A moment or two later the girl sitting alongside her, Lilian Kelly, took a second call from the man in the kiosk, Anfield 1627. Again he asked for Bank 3581. ‘Operator,’ he explained, ‘I have pressed button A but have not had my correspondent yet.’


It scarcely seemed important at the time, but later, in evidence. Miss Kelly was asked to describe the voice she heard:


Q: ‘What kind of voice was it?’


A: ‘Quite an ordinary voice.’ [TT v. 1 p. 13]*


Lilian Kelly muttered something to her friend, Louisa Alfreds. She could see from a light on the switchboard in front of her that the man at Anfield 1627 had pressed not button A, which would have completed the connection, but button B, which would have aborted the call and returned the man’s money.


Miss Kelly turned and spoke to the exchange supervisor, Annie Robertson. She scribbled the two numbers on a slip of paper, noted the time (it was now twenty past seven) and in the margin marked NR (no reply). Then Annie Robertson dialled the number herself. It rang for a moment, then a woman’s voice came on the line: ‘Hello, City Café.’


‘Are you Bank 3581?’


‘Yes.’


‘Anfield calling you. Hold the line.’


Annie Robertson passed the headset to Lilian Kelly.


At the City Café in central Liverpool waitress Gladys Harley listened as the line crackled. Eventually, she spoke again: ‘Do you require this number?’


Slightly vexed, Lilian Kelly now told the man in the kiosk: ‘Insert two pennies, caller.’


Two clicks. Then, the man spoke once more.


‘Is that the Central Chess Club?’


‘Yes.’


‘Is Mr Wallace there?’


Gladys Harley, standing in the telephone booth at the foot of the stairs leading from the basement café to North John Street, turned and glanced through the glass door. ‘I don’t know,’ she said, ‘I’ll just see.’


Still holding the receiver she pushed open the door and looked across the room. The café was almost empty, but Samuel Beattie, captain of the chess club which met there twice a week, was sitting at one of the tables, playing a game with a man called Deyes.


‘Mr Beattie, someone’s on the phone for Mr Wallace.’


Beattie looked up. ‘Well, he’s not here yet. But he’s down to play a game, so he should be along later.’


‘Will you speak to this man?’


Beattie frowned. He was enjoying his game. ‘I suppose I better had.’ He strode across and took the receiver. ‘Samuel Beattie, club captain here. May I help you?’


Several weeks later, in court, Beattie would recall the voice he heard:


Q: ‘What sort of a voice?’


A: ‘A strong voice, a rather gruff voice.’ [TT v.1 p. 18]


‘Is Mr Wallace there?’


‘No, I’m afraid not.’


‘But he will be there?’


‘I can’t say,’ said Beattie. ‘He may or may not. If he is coming he’ll be here shortly. I suggest you ring up later.’


‘Oh no, I can’t.’ The voice at the end of the line was insistent. ‘I’m too busy. I have my girl’s twenty-first birthday on, and I want to do something for her in the way of his business. I want to see him particularly.’


A momentary pause, then the man continued: ‘Will you ask him to call round to my place tomorrow evening at seven thirty?’


‘I will if I see him,’ said Beattie, ‘but he may not be here tonight. You’d better give me your name and address so that I can pass it on.’


‘The name is Qualtrough,’ said the caller. ‘R. M. Qualtrough.’


Beattie took an envelope from his pocket and scribbled the name down at the man’s dictation. ‘And the address?’


‘Twenty-five, Menlove Gardens East.’


Beattie closed the phone booth door behind him and noticed that several members of the chess club were drifting in. On the wall to his right hung a large old-fashioned noticeboard on which fixtures and other notes were pinned for the benefit of members. Some had been posted for several weeks, including one that had been gathering dust since the previous October, advertising the fixtures for the club’s second-class championship.


It was getting on for twenty-five past seven now and it was a rule of the club that games should start no later than a quarter to eight. Players who broke the rule were penalised. Beattie scanned the faces of the men who had arrived with time to spare, and who were sitting in pairs at various tables. No sign of Wallace.


It occurred to Beattie that with chess-club fixtures suspended over Christmas and the New Year he hadn’t seen Wallace for about a month. He made a mental note to pass on Qualtrough’s message. Wallace was an insurance agent with the Prudential. ‘Something in the nature of his business’ and mention of a twenty-first birthday could mean that Qualtrough was contemplating an endowment policy for his daughter. Wallace could stand to earn quite a substantial sum by way of commission.


Four miles away in Anfield, Qualtrough pushed open the door of the phone box that stood at the corner of Breck Road and Lower Breck Road. It was a thin night with a few specks of sleet still in the wind.


Perhaps as he strode into the darkness he pulled up his coat collar to keep out the cold.


Maybe a tram car clanked out of the gloom, bound for the middle of town.


One thing was for certain. The following night, 20 January 1931, Qualtrough would murder Julia Wallace.


James Caird arrived at the City Café at about twenty-five to eight. He knew that tonight was another round in the club’s second-class championship, and that he was not paired to play. But he’d come along anyway, on the off chance of a casual game with anyone who would join him. He strolled around the various tables for several minutes watching the games progress. Caird was a grocer, living not far from Wallace in the same part of Anfield. The two men had known each other for years. So when, at about a quarter to eight, Caird saw Wallace arrive and hang up his hat and coat, he ambled over.


‘Evening, Wallace. Care for a game?’


But Wallace explained that he was down to play a tournament match against a man called Chandler. He wanted to get the game wiped off because he was already in arrears.


Wallace moved away, threading his way between the tables in search of his partner. It seemed that Chandler hadn’t turned up, so Wallace sat down to play a game with an opponent called McCartney. Caird – who was in a class above Wallace at chess, and therefore ineligible to play him in tournaments – stood and watched the opening moves.


After some minutes Caird mooched over to where Beattie was engrossed in his match with Deyes. Several moments passed before Beattie looked up.


‘Hello, Mr Caird.’


Caird nodded a greeting.


‘You know Wallace’s address, don’t you?’


‘Yes,’ replied Caird, ‘but he’s here. Look, playing McCartney.’


Beattie looked round and saw where Wallace was sitting. Excusing himself once again to Deyes, he pushed back his chair and got up. ‘I’ve got an important message for Wallace,’ he explained, and moved over to where Wallace was seated.


‘Good evening, Mr Wallace.’


Wallace scarcely looked up. ‘Hello, Mr Beattie.’


‘I’ve got a message for you.’


‘Oh,’ Wallace replied, apparently only half listening.


‘From a Mr Qualtrough. He rang here earlier.’


It was a second or two before Wallace seemed to take notice. Then he looked up and said, ‘Qualtrough. Qualtrough? Who is Qualtrough?’


‘Well,’ said Beattie, ‘if you don’t know who he is, I certainly don’t.’


‘Is he a member of the club?’


‘No, we’ve no one called Qualtrough.’


‘I’ve never heard of the chap,’ Wallace declared. ‘What did he want?’


Beattie fished in his pocket and pulled out the envelope on which he had written the message. ‘Mr R. M. Qualtrough said he wanted to see you tomorrow evening at half past seven. Here’s the address: twenty-five, Menlove Gardens East. He says it’s something in the nature of your business.’


Again Wallace said, ‘I don’t know the chap.’


Then he asked, ‘Where is Menlove Gardens East? Is it Menlove Avenue?


‘No,’ said Beattie, ‘Menlove Gardens East.’


Wallace sat staring blankly back at Beattie.


‘Wait a moment,’ Beattie said, remembering something. ‘I’ll see if Mr Deyes knows where Menlove Gardens East is. He lives down that way somewhere. I know one Menlove Gardens comes into Menlove Avenue and the other one, I think, goes into Queens Drive.’


‘It’s an awkward place to be knocking about in the dark.’


Beattie returned to the table where Deyes sat waiting. Wallace and Caird saw Deyes shake his head.


‘No, he’s not much help, I’m afraid,’ said Beattie, walking back.


‘Well,’ Wallace announced, ‘I belong to Liverpool. I’ve got a Scotch tongue in my head. I’ll find it.’


Wallace pulled out a pocket notebook and started to copy the address from Beattie’s envelope. Beattie suggested that a tram to Penny Lane would be the best way of getting at least to Menlove Avenue.


Wallace finished writing out the address, emphasising the word ‘East’ in block letters. Beattie walked back to his game with Deyes, Caird continued to amble among the tables, while Wallace pocketed his notebook and resumed his game with McCartney.


About 11 p.m. the same night Wallace and Caird were walking side by side through the gloomy streets of Anfield on their way home. On the tram from town Wallace had talked of nothing but his victory over McCartney at chess. But now, as they trudged from Belmont Road, the conversation had turned to the telephone call.


‘Qualtrough? It’s a funny name,’ Wallace was saying. ‘Have you heard it before?’


Caird thought for a moment. ‘I’ve only heard of one person of the name of Qualtrough.’


‘What about Menlove Gardens East?’ Wallace asked. ‘Do you know how to get there?’


‘If I were you, I’d get the bus from Queens Drive.’


Wallace considered it. ‘No. I think the most direct route would be to go into town and out to Menlove Avenue from there.’


‘You’re definitely going then?’ asked Caird as they turned into Letchworth Street.


‘No, I’m not sure about going yet,’ Wallace replied, ‘but if I do go, that’s the way I’ll do it.’


And the conversation turned from Menlove Gardens to Wallace’s health. Caird asked Wallace about his kidney complaint, and if he was still taking some German medicine he’d bought. ‘No,’ said Wallace, ‘if my kidney doesn’t trouble me, I won’t trouble it.’


Outside Caird’s front door the two men parted. Wallace, his shoulders hunched against the cold, disappeared into the darkness towards Wolverton Street and home.
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THEY WERE QUAINT times, but life in lower-middle-class Liverpool between the wars was mean and grey. The depression brought on by the Wall Street Crash was deepening across all Europe, and by 1931 Britain had three million unemployed. Children ran barefoot in the cobbled and gaslit streets, gathering at corners for games of cherrywags and ollies (marbles) before scuttering home for a skimpy meal: perhaps rattle-in-the-pan or connyonny butties. In Liverpool hardship and despair went hand in hand; traditional industries were spiralling into decline. The city itself, meanwhile, was expanding, great housing estates fanned out from Dingle in the south to Norris Green, and new middle-class suburbs were ribboning into the surrounding countryside. Beneath the River Mersey men were digging like moles to scoop out the miraculous £7½-million tunnel linking Liverpool and Birkenhead, to be opened by the King and Queen in 1934. The city skyline too was changing, with the appearance of the colossal central tower of the Anglican Cathedral, while the famous twin towers of the Liver Building at the Pier Head had already acquired a grey naevus of soot, less than twenty years after completion.


This was Wallace’s Liverpool: a city of crowded streets, crisscrossed by trams painted crimson and ivory, with an overhead railway hoisted aloft alongside the dock road and running noisily between Dingle and Seaforth.* A city where night made the river run inky black, black churned grey at dawn by the wakes of the restless ferry boats.


Winter had been cruel with snow and gales. An outbreak of influenza at the turn of the year kept hundreds of people indoors, to seek relief with bottles of patent cures like Sloan’s Liniment, Irwin’s Chest and Lung Mixture (‘the best protection against weather treacheries’) or even Bent’s Strong Ale (‘cures flu for 5d per nip bott.’). Wallace, himself a flu victim in the third week of January, contented himself with a mustard bath and a little whisky.


Outside, the careworn streets of Anfield seemed to sway in the gales. Winter seemed to pinch them even tighter together. But behind the grimy net curtains of 29 Wolverton Street, behind his blank, rimmed glasses, William Herbert Wallace, the eternal Stoic, passed an uncomplaining weekend, reading, writing up his diary, and listening to the wireless.


Sunday afternoon brought relief from the flu.


Monday brought sleet in the wind.


It was a solid little house, slightly squat, terraced of course, but a cut above the ordinary two-up and two-downs that stretched apparently into dreary infinity through the meaner parts of inner Liverpool. This was the area of Anfield known as Richmond Park, a quiet, respectable but essentially drab neighbourhood; not quite the kind where everyone was forever in and out of other people’s houses minding other people’s business, but where people at least knew the name of the folk next door and took a polite interest in their comings and goings.


Richmond Park itself, in spite of its name, was a rather glum street shaped like a dog-leg, one section running from Breck Road, the other at right angles into Lower Breck Road, hugging the perimeter wall of what was then Belmont Road Hospital, now Newsham General. Wolverton Street runs off the shorter section of the dog-leg, and although blind to traffic connects with neighbouring streets by a small network of back entries, some cobbled or flagged, others simply earthed over. The thirty-four houses in the street, built of red glazed brick, were completed in 1912. Each had six rooms, including an inside bathroom and back scullery with hot and cold running water. Not undesirable, but hardly fashionable.


The Wallaces had moved into 29 Wolverton Street in the summer of 1915, two years after their marriage and four months after their arrival in Liverpool from Yorkshire. Their first home in the city had been at 26 Pennsylvania Road in the neighbouring district of Clubmoor. It was in Clubmoor that William Herbert Wallace conducted his humdrum business collecting insurance premiums for the Prudential, the company to which, for fifteen years, he had rendered entirely satisfactory service.


Julia Wallace was in the kitchen preparing a late supper when her husband arrived home from the chess club. Although the couple were quite comfortably off – Wallace had more than £150 in the bank – Julia dressed shabbily, often in homemade clothes. Tonight, as on any other, she was grubbing about in her kitchen amid the usual clutter of newspapers and needlework and a hundred and one other bits and pieces.


The kitchen was the room in which the Wallaces spent their evenings. They had no children, and kept little company apart from each other’s. When friends and relations came to call they would be entertained in the front sitting room, or parlour, away from the shambles in the kitchen. And it was in the parlour that the Wallaces made their music, he struggling to coax a tune from his violin, she – with far greater accomplishment – accompanying on the upright piano. The parlour, then, was for best, for guests, for occasions, for music. Meals were always taken in the kitchen, and it was there that Wallace greeted his wife on his return.


It may have been over supper, or over breakfast or lunch the next day, that Wallace mentioned to his wife that he had an appointment to keep with a stranger called Qualtrough. On Wallace’s own evidence: ‘She knew all about it. As a matter of fact we had discussed it during the day and it was really because we discussed it together that I finally decided to go …’


Q: ‘Had you told her the man’s name and where you were going?’


A: ‘Yes, everything about it.’ [TT v. 2 p. 245]


Tuesday 20 January. Rain. As usual, Wallace left Wolverton Street shortly after ten and took a penny tram ride to Clubmoor. Even on a grey winter’s morning this grey man cut a striking figure. His height – he was six feet two – was exaggerated still further by the inevitable bowler hat perched at the top of an elongated, skeletal frame. On his rounds he strode with a curious stamping gait, as though his long, bony legs had been made upside down, the part below the knee longer than the part above. Strange to behold, gaunt, and some would say rather sour-faced. Certainly old-fashioned to look at and somehow musty too, with the raggedy moustache, grimy mackintosh, bad teeth, and long, tapering fingers heavily stained with nicotine from countless cigarettes, the smoke shrouding his head and shoulders in a smelly and perpetual ectoplasm.


Eleven o’clock. Window cleaner Arthur Hoer and his wife Emily knocked at the front door of 29 Wolverton Street. It was opened by Julia Wallace, who padded into the kitchen to fill their bucket from the tap. The Hoers often worked together, especially when Arthur Hoer got behind with the business. This was quite often, because Hoer was a Labour member of the city council and regularly attended to council business during the day. Between them Hoer and his wife took just a few minutes to clean the front windows. Their routine was to clean the front windows at every house in the street before starting on the back, working down the entries and yards behind. They moved on along Wolverton Street with their cart, their buckets and ladders.


By lunchtime, the rain had eased. At two o’clock Wallace had completed his morning round of collections and returned home. Julia was suffering from a slight cold, possibly passed on to her by Wallace himself. Over lunch the table talk may have been of each other’s state of health, or it may have been of their black cat, which had gone missing. Or again, it may have been of Wallace’s appointment that evening with Mr Qualtrough. At any rate, the afternoon had turned fine. So Wallace hung his mackintosh in the hall and put on his fawn overcoat before setting out again for Clubmoor.


At three thirty Amy Wallace, wife of Wallace’s brother Joseph, called for a chat. She enquired politely after Julia’s cold and as they sat talking, Julia mentioned the appointment her husband planned to keep that evening with a man ‘in the Calderstones district’. Both women agreed that neither knew anyone in that area. The bread boy called, but no one else. Julia asked Amy to stay to tea, but Amy was in a hurry and left shortly after four o’clock.


As Amy Wallace was arriving at Wolverton Street to visit Julia, in Clubmoor PC James Rothwell was cycling to work at Anfield Road bridewell. At about half past three, in Maiden Lane, he saw Wallace some thirty yards away walking towards him. Rothwell was a client of Wallace’s and had known him for a couple of years. The two men met in the street occasionally and often passed the time of day. This afternoon, though, Rothwell said nothing as he cycled past. Wallace’s face, he said later, was haggard and drawn, and he was very distressed – ‘unusually distressed’. He was dabbing his eye with his coat sleeve and seemed to have been crying. He seemed, said Rothwell, to have suffered some bereavement.


Rothwell bicycled on down Maiden Lane, and Wallace turned into Pennsylvania Road to call on Mrs Louisa Harrison at number eleven:


Q: ‘At about what time?’


A: ‘About half past three.’


Q: ‘Did he appear to have been crying and dabbing his eyes with the end of his sleeve?’


A: ‘He was joking with me.’ [TT v. 2 p. 312]


Wallace’s next call was at the home of Mr and Mrs Lawrence at 16 Londonderry Road. Mrs Amy Lawrence asked him in for a cup of tea. He was, said Mrs Lawrence later, the same as usual.


Four thirty. Dusk was coming on.


Charlie Bliss, an unemployed labourer and brother-in-law to Arthur Hoer, had cleaned the top back windows at 29 Wolverton Street and was pulling his ladder over the wall into number 31 when Mrs Wallace appeared at the back door. Bliss propped the ladder against the back wall of number 31 and climbed up to the bedroom window with his bucket and leather. Mrs Wallace called to him, and asked where Mr Hoer was. Bliss explained that his brother-in-law had been called into town on council business.


‘I’d better pay you then,’ said Mrs Wallace.


Bliss climbed down the ladder and Mrs Wallace reached over the wall to give him a shilling. Bliss gave her threepence change, and Mrs Wallace pattered back into her kitchen.


Five fifteen. It was dark now as Emily Hoer opened the back entry door at 29 Wolverton Street and walked up the yard to clean the downstairs windows. The kitchen door was shut, but Mrs Hoer could see a light in the room behind the drawn blinds. She noticed too a light in the back bedroom. And seeing no sign of Mrs Wallace she wondered whether she was unwell. Left alone, the two women would sometimes speak to one another, but Emily Hoer found Mrs Wallace to be the quiet type, and a disappointing source of gossip.


From inside the house, there was no sound.


Wallace’s last call that evening was at 19 Eastman Road, where Mrs Margaret Martin asked him to explain how to surrender a policy. Wallace left a form for her to sign. According to Mrs Martin, Wallace – ‘calm and the same in appearance’ – left her house shortly before six.


Wallace took a bus back to Anfield, arriving at Wolverton Street (he said) at about five past six. He and his wife had their tea, and Wallace collected together a number of papers and forms which he thought he might need to transact any business with Mr Qualtrough. Everything ready, he went upstairs to the bathroom, washed his hands and face, went into the bedroom, changed his collar, brushed his hair, and went downstairs again.


Six thirty. Walter Holme had arrived back from work, and was, sitting having his tea in the kitchen of 27 Wolverton Street. He and his wife Bertha were chatting quietly over the meal when Mrs Holme heard a noise coming from the front of Wallace’s house next door. It sounded to her as though someone had fallen.


‘Is that someone at our front door?’


Walter Holme had heard the noise too. ‘No,’ he said, ‘it’s at Wallace’s.’


Six thirty-five. The front door of 29 Wolverton Street was heard to close.


According to Wallace, it was a quarter to seven when he left the house by the back door and, patting his wife on the shoulder and promising to be as quick as he could, set off for Mossley Hill. Julia, he said, went with him down the back yard as far as the door leading to the rear entry. He left her standing there (so he said) with an instruction to bolt the door after him. That was their usual practice.


The police, on the other hand, would contend that before leaving Wolverton Street to see Mr Qualtrough, Wallace took an iron bar to his wife and beat out her brains.
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AT SIX MINUTES past seven – roughly twenty minutes after claiming to have left home – Wallace boarded a number


4 tram at the junction of Lodge Lane and Smithdown Road in Wavertree, more than two miles from Wolverton Street. Wallace, dressed in a grey trilby hat and overcoat, stepped on to the car and asked the conductor if it went to Menlove Gardens East. Conductor Thomas Phillips said it didn’t, and explained to Wallace that he could get a number 5, 5a, 5w or a number 7 car. Just as Wallace turned to get off, Phillips changed his mind.


‘Stay on the car,’ he said, ‘and I’ll give you a penny ticket for a transfer at Penny Lane.’


Wallace was still on the platform as the tram moved off along Smithdown Road. ‘I’m a stranger in the district,’ he explained, ‘and I’ve got an important call to make. It’s Menlove Gardens East I want.’


Wallace stepped into the tram’s saloon and sat down in the right-hand corner seat just inside the door. When Phillips appeared collecting fares, Wallace again asked about Menlove Gardens East. ‘You won’t forget, mister?’ he asked. Phillips punched him a penny ticket and went upstairs. A ticket inspector travelling in the car told him to change at Penny Lane. And when Phillips came clumping down the stairs Wallace leaned round the partition and, for a fourth time, reminded the conductor of his destination. Once again Phillips told him to change at Penny Lane.


The journey from Lodge Lane to Penny Lane took ten minutes. Wallace stepped down from the car and walked across to where a number 7 tram was in the loop, waiting to move off towards Calderstones. The conductor, Arthur Thompson, hopped on to the platform, rang the bell, and the car moved off. As it did so, Wallace – sitting this time on the left-hand side of the tram’s saloon – beckoned him over and asked to be put off at Menlove Gardens East.


The tram car had travelled only some six hundred yards, to the top of Menlove Avenue, when Thompson called Wallace to the platform. Pointing to a road running off Menlove Avenue to the left, Thompson said, ‘That’s Menlove Gardens West. You’ll probably find the street you want in that direction.’


‘Thank you,’ said Wallace, stepping off the tram. ‘I’m a complete stranger around here.’


Indeed, Wallace was well off his normal beat, and a good four miles from his own neighbourhood in Anfield. In 1931 the houses in Menlove Gardens were little more than five years old. Some were still being built. It was an affluent district, quiet and secluded, whose pleasant, tree-lined roads were a far cry from the dingy streets of Clubmoor.


Twenty past seven. Twenty-four hours since the telephone call from Mr Qualtrough.


[image: image]
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Wallace turned into Menlove Gardens West, walked up the road on the right-hand side past the end of Menlove Gardens South and turned into Menlove Gardens North. Some little way down the road Wallace saw a woman coming out of one of the houses on the other side. He crossed into the middle of the road and asked the way to Menlove Gardens East. The woman seemed uncertain, but suggested it might be along the road that formed a continuation of Menlove Gardens West. Wallace walked back to the corner, turned right and walked to the end of the road. He was now in Dudlow Lane, but apparently didn’t realise it until he saw the street sign. At this point Wallace met a young, fair-haired man walking towards him.


Like Wallace, Sydney Green* was on his way to keep an appointment. He explained to the tall bespectacled stranger that as far as he knew (and he knew the district well) there was no such place as Menlove Gardens East. Wallace thanked him and said he would ask at 25 Menlove Gardens West.


He retraced his steps and rang the bell at 25 Menlove Gardens West. An elderly white-haired lady came to the door.


‘Does Mr Qualtrough live here?’


Mrs Katie Mather looked at the caller standing on her doorstep. ‘There’s no one of that name here.’


‘I’m looking for Menlove Gardens East,’ said Wallace, ‘but they tell me there isn’t any.’


Mrs Mather thought for a moment. ‘I don’t know the name,’ she said.


‘Are there any other Gardens around here?’


Mrs Mather explained that as well as Menlove Gardens West, there were Menlove Gardens North and South. ‘Who told you it was East?’ she asked.


Wallace explained he’d had a message by telephone. ‘It’s funny, isn’t it, there’s no East?’ he remarked. Then, bidding the old lady good night, he turned and loped off down the path. Next, he turned into Menlove Gardens South, but saw that all the houses were even-numbered. He walked down the road to its junction with the far end of Menlove Gardens North, but found that in that road too, all the house numbers were even.


Wallace found himself back in Menlove Avenue. He asked directions from a man standing at a tram shelter but he appeared to be a stranger too and said he couldn’t help. From this point Wallace crossed over Menlove Avenue into Green Lane. Although claiming to be unfamiliar with the district, Wallace now realised where he was. He’d visited a house in Green Lane on a number of occasions a couple of years before. It was the home of his superintendent at the Prudential, Joseph Crewe, who had given him some tuition on the violin during the winter of 1928. Crewe lived at 34 Green Lane. Wallace claimed later that he rang or knocked at the door, but failed to get an answer. In fact Crewe was out, enjoying an evening at the cinema.
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