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Praise for Kim Donovan


‘A gripping story of a cold-blooded murder in a sleepy seaside resort which baffled Scotland Yard and enthralled Victorian society, unravelled with a forensic eye for detail. This is true crime at its best’


Wendy Moore


‘A quicksand of a true-crime thriller that pulls you in and a unique murder mystery, impeccably researched and intelligently crafted – with drama so addictive it should be illegal’


Sam Christer


‘An intriguing and gripping real-life murder case, with a tragic family story at its heart. This well-researched and beautifully written debut is a fast-paced and engrossing read – I couldn’t put it down! Highly recommended for all lovers of both Victorian true crime and detective fiction’


Angela Buckley


‘Donovan offers up impressively detailed research into the case of her ancestor’s murder and a gripping moment-by-moment account of the High Court trial that followed, evoking a powerful sense of life around 1900 and getting behind the sensational newspaper headlines of the day to reveal the real struggles – and mistakes – of the characters involved. A strange, sad and enigmatic story that stays with you long after you’ve finished it’


Victoria Shepherd




For Mary Jane.


And for Elsie and Harrison, who keep the Clark line burning bright.
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Map of Great Yarmouth
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1. Crown and Anchor Hotel


2. Approx. location of where the body was found


3. Admiralty Road (where Alfred Mason lived)


4. Ordnance Road (where John went to fetch the horse and cart)


5. The jetty (where John found PC Manship)


6. South Town station (where Mary Jane arrived)


7. North Quay mortuary


8. The Rudrums’ house (number 3)


9. South Quay Distillery




Clark family tree
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Bennett family tree
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Introduction: My Family Album
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This is the last surviving photograph of my great-great-aunt1 and her husband. It was taken at around the time of their marriage in 1897, and originally belonged to my great-great-grandfather, William Clark, my great-great-aunt’s father. After William’s death, the photograph was handed down the Clark family line until it reached my grandmother, Beryl.


Our family album was chaotic. The photographs were kept in an old, disintegrating plastic carrier bag in a cupboard in my grandparents’ bungalow. As a child, I recall emptying the bag out and sifting through the images, fascinated by what I found. Some of the photographs had pencil marks scrawled on their backs: names I didn’t recognise and dates long since past. My grandparents told me stories about some of the people in the images. One photograph depicted a sailor – William Clark Junior – who fought in the Navy during the First World War. He died at thirty-one in the Battle of Jutland; the only major battle to be fought at sea during the conflict. And he was not the first of my great-great-grandfather’s children to be killed by another’s hand …


One particular image always called out to me. It was this black-and-white photograph of a man and a woman, posing for a formal portrait in a photographer’s studio. The first time I noticed it, the photograph’s cardboard mount had started to crumble at the edges. I recall picking it up and watching as tiny flakes of dust fell away from it into the pile of photographs beneath. ‘Who are these people?’ I asked my grandmother.


She pointed to the woman. ‘That’s my mother’s half-sister.’ My grandmother paused, before adding: ‘She was murdered just before my mother was born.’ As it turned out, my grandmother knew very little about her aunt’s death. Even as a young child, I was intrigued.


I rediscovered my family album when I was an undergraduate photography student in the late noughties. I was reading the seminal work of the French theorist Roland Barthes when I was instantly transported back to the photograph of my great-great-aunt and her husband. It was Barthes’s description of what he called a ‘punctum’ – an ‘element that rises from the scene, shoots out of it like an arrow and pierces [you]’2 – that made me return to the image. As I examined it, my gaze continued to travel back to my great-great-aunt’s face. I tried to figure out what drew me in. Was there a family resemblance to myself, perhaps? Something in her eyes? Her expression?


Eventually, I realised what it was that kept drawing me back to the photograph: a sense of sadness. As I gazed at the face of the young woman who sat contentedly in front of the camera with her husband by her side, I did so with the knowledge of what would come to pass. In three years, she would be dead.


That feeling of sadness compelled me to seek the long-forgotten truth that lay at the heart of my great-great-aunt’s death. What I uncovered was more sensational than fiction.


She was Mary Jane Bennett, and this is her story.
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THE BODY ON THE BEACH


‘Horrible Discovery at Yarmouth!’1


At 6.10 on the morning of Sunday, 23 September 1900, fourteen-year-old John Norton left his house on Boreham Road and made his way to Great Yarmouth’s South Beach. John worked as an attendant at Hewett’s Bathing Chalet under the watchful eye of the caretaker, Mr Grief. After a busy summer season, the long, warm days that had attracted the bathers to the seaside resort were beginning to fade away. As the sun began to rise sluggishly in the east, the young lad walked along the New Road before joining South Parade – the roadway that ran parallel to the coast. He squinted out across the beach.


As his eyes adjusted to the increasing light, he noticed what looked like a bundle of garments lying in the hollow of one of the dunes. The heap was partially concealed by the long marram grass that grew in tufts along the stretch of beach closest to the parade. This part of town had been largely untouched by development, and its secluded nature made it popular with courting couples. Curious, John jumped down from the raised path of the parade and climbed across the dunes to investigate. His feet sank into the sand, and the golden flower spikes of the marram grass brushed against his legs.


When he reached the bundle of clothing a few seconds later, John found himself standing over the lifeless body of a young woman. He stared at her bruised face before noticing the bootlace that was tied tightly around her neck. Her eyes were wide and sightless. In a panic, John turned and scrambled back up the beach. He ran desperately along Marine Parade until he reached the jetty. It was there, standing by the lifeboat station, that he stumbled across PC Edwin Manship.


Breathing heavily from shock and exertion, John relayed the news of his grim discovery. A few minutes later, with PC Manship by his side, he found himself gazing down at the unfortunate woman for a second time. The police constable swiftly took charge of the scene, sending John off to fetch a horse and cart from the local carter and fish transporter, William Woods, at 59 Ordnance Road. PC Manship was an observant yet inexperienced officer. He had left the Royal Navy three and a half years earlier to join the Great Yarmouth Police Force, where he had received little formal training, as was standard at the time.


England’s first modern police force, the Metropolitan Police Service, had been established in 1829 by Home Secretary Sir Robert Peel, and replaced the previous system of parish constables and watchmen. The success of the Metropolitan Police Service led to the establishment of the County Police Act ten years later. The Norfolk rural police force was the first of its kind and was well established by the time the County and Borough Police Act made county police forces compulsory in 1856. Its jurisdiction was divided into 12 areas, each supervised by a superintendent, with 120 PCs covering the whole county.


By 1900, the number of police officers in England, Wales and Scotland totalled 46,800, working in 243 separate forces.2 At this time, the Great Yarmouth Borough Police Force was led by Chief Constable Parker, a solid, broad-shouldered man in his early fifties. (Parker was also superintendent of the fire brigade, inspector of hackney carriages and inspector of fish.) The local station was on Middlegate Street, a central location close to the town hall, and the force consisted of four inspectors, seventeen sergeants, and forty-five constables. Public perception and attitudes towards the police and policing had changed dramatically over the course of the nineteenth century and the once-despised ‘blue locust’ had become the much more popular ‘bobby’.3 Police constables, who were often drawn from the working classes, received minimal training, and were expected to learn most of their skills on the job. More senior police officers usually rose through the ranks, having started their careers as constables.


That morning, PC Manship’s only thought was to remove the body from public view. It did not occur to him to preserve the scene. At the time, forensic science was in its infancy, and the police relied heavily on visual clues to investigate and solve crime. Photography had been used since the mid-1800s to record the faces of criminals (‘mug shots’), and by the end of the century it was being used as a means of recording crime scenes. One of the earliest examples of photographic crime scene documentation was in 1888, when police photographed the body of Mary Jane Kelly, Jack the Ripper’s last known victim. Photography was also being used as a way of recording the faces of corpses to aid identification. Despite its ability to more accurately record crime scenes, photography would not fully replace sketches as the main method of documentation until later in the twentieth century. Gradually, from 1902 onwards, expert testimony from scientists studying blood and fingerprint analysis would slowly be introduced into courtrooms. By the turn of the century, public interest and confidence in scientific testimony had already increased thanks to the fictional stories of scientifically based detection that had been popular during the 1890s. Arthur Conan Doyle’s short stories published in the Strand magazine were chief among these, and by the end of the nineteenth century, his renowned amateur detective Sherlock Holmes had become a household name. Sherlock Holmes was not the first of the amateur detectives, but he was the first to employ forensic techniques in his detection of crime.


By now, it was 6.30 a.m. and the early-morning bathers, unperturbed by the September chill, would soon begin to arrive at the beach. PC Manship looked around. He was standing opposite the New Road, between the Royal Artillery Barracks and the Naval Hospital, approximately 20 yards from the pavement. The body lay almost directly in the path of Hewett’s Bathing Chalet. He could see the bright stripes of the huts further along the beach to his left. He turned back to the woman. As he waited for John to return with the cart, he made a mental note of the scene.


The sand around the body had been disturbed and there were signs of a struggle. A white straw sailor hat lay beside the woman’s head; its spotted net veil twisted neatly around the crown. PC Manship picked up the hat and found that its pins had been placed carefully in their holes. He noted that the woman appeared young; no more than thirty years old at his estimate. She lay on her back with her head to the south, her golden hair falling in curls around her shoulders. She was wearing a dove-coloured skirt and matching jacket, trimmed with decorative white braiding. The jacket, which was lined with crimson satin, had been unfastened but was pulled closely across her chest. Her skirt had been drawn up, and her bloomers – brown calico knickerbockers – had been unbuttoned and pulled down to her ankles. The crotch of the bloomers was torn, and the hem of the skirt had become unstitched.


Studying the scene more closely, PC Manship noticed a small amount of blood on the woman’s chemise and other undergarments. Her left leg was slightly raised and bent at the knee. The woman wore three rings on the third finger of her left hand – one of which was a wedding ring – and another two on the third finger of her right hand. She was wearing a pair of new leather shoes, fastened by straps. The bootlace now digging into her neck was evidently not from one of her own shoes.


PC Manship reached into the pockets of the woman’s skirt and pulled out a pair of brown kid gloves. Not thinking about disrupting the scene, he turned the body over to check underneath. Beneath her, he found a rolled-up white pocket handkerchief. He noticed that the woman wore a belt with a satchel suspender, but the satchel was missing. He found nothing on the body that could immediately identify her. It was plain that the woman had died a violent death, and that she had been sexually assaulted.


It was almost 7 a.m. by the time John Norton returned with William Woods’ cart. He was accompanied by two more policemen, who helped PC Manship load the body. A few minutes later, the grim procession began its journey to the North Quay mortuary.


Across town in one of Great Yarmouth’s lodging houses, the Rudrum family awoke to the sounds of a child crying out for its mother.





[image: image]2[image: image]



THE KILLER IN HER EYES


‘It is a well-known scientific fact that the eyes of a person meeting with a sudden and violent end may retain a faithful impression of the last object on which their gaze has been fastened’1


It was 7.45 a.m. by the time the horse-drawn cart with its grisly-cargo reached the large wooden doors of the mortuary. The stone building stood on the bank of the River Yare, close to the Vauxhall railway station, one of Yarmouth’s three stations. PC Manship, now assisted by Sergeant Johnsson, unloaded the body and laid it out on one of the slate slabs in the morgue. Suspicious deaths did not often occur in the quiet seaside resort of Great Yarmouth, and the lack of experience of the local police in dealing with such cases quickly became evident through their fumbled handling of the crime scene. The hasty removal of the body and the total abandonment of the scene likely resulted in the loss of vital evidence.


It had just gone 8 a.m. when the police surgeon – Doctor Thomas Lettis – arrived from his house in nearby Regent Road. Dr Lettis had been the town’s police surgeon for thirty-four years, having joined the Royal College of Surgeons in 1866, at the age of twenty. A year later, he had been granted the Licence of the Society of Apothecaries (LSA), which enabled him to engage in general practice. As well as police surgeon, he was also Great Yarmouth’s parish surgeon and general practitioner (GP). He was a competent and well-respected doctor.


That morning, Dr Lettis performed a preliminary external examination of the body, noting all outward signs of injury. His attention was immediately drawn to the ligature around the dead woman’s neck. The bootlace bit so deeply into her flesh that Dr Lettis could barely get his fingernail underneath it. He examined the injuries to the woman’s face and neck under a microscope and noted that there were scratches under the eyes and on the sides of her nose, as well as abrasions under her jaw. The abrasions were connected by a line across the chin that was almost the width of the ligature. Dr Lettis left the bootlace in place so it could be seen by the senior investigating officer. Then, assisted by Sergeant Johnsson and PC Manship, the doctor examined the woman’s clothing for evidence and characteristic marks that could lead to identification. They found the number 599 written in thick black marking ink on the inside of the woman’s blood-splattered chemise. By now, the body was showing signs of rigor mortis, and Dr Lettis estimated that the young woman had been dead for six or seven hours. He had no doubt that she had been brutally murdered.


Meanwhile, in nearby King’s Street, Frank Sayers had just returned to his photographic studio after a morning swim when he was approached by two detectives. They asked him to accompany them to the mortuary to photograph the corpse of a woman. That morning, Sayers had passed very close to the spot where the body was found but had no idea that anything untoward had happened. The photographer was unnerved by the request – he had never been asked to undertake any such work before – but he agreed to do as the detectives asked and went with them to the mortuary. They arrived just as Dr Lettis was concluding his examination.


Sayers was asked to take a number of photographs of the woman, including close-up images of her eyes. At the time, optography – the process of viewing or retrieving an optogram, or image on the retina – was used by police as an investigative technique in murder cases. It was widely believed that the last image a person saw before death would be imprinted on their retina, like the negative of a photograph. Over a decade earlier, reporters had repeatedly suggested that the technique should be used as a means of identifying Jack the Ripper. Optography had ultimately been attempted in the Mary Jane Kelly case, but without success. Photographic images of the faces of corpses from other notorious murders had hung on the walls of the infamous Black Museum at New Scotland Yard since the mid-1800s, but the practice consistently failed to reveal anything useful. Its failure in the Yarmouth case would be attributed to the fact that the deceased was ‘done to death while it was dark’.


As work to establish the circumstances surrounding the woman’s death continued in the mortuary, the Yarmouth police took to the streets to ascertain the dead woman’s identity.


Across town in one of Yarmouth’s lodging houses, Mrs Eliza Rudrum, who had been awoken by the sounds of her lodger’s baby crying, rose from her bed to investigate. When she opened the door to her lodger’s bedroom, she was surprised to find the child sitting up alone in bed. Her amazement quickly turned to disapproval, on the assumption that the child’s mother must have spent the night in a hotel with her brother-in-law. The landlady scooped the child up and went to tell her husband, John, that their lodger had not returned home the previous evening. Gossip had a way of spreading in Yarmouth’s sprawling thoroughfares, and it was not long before the news of the Rudrums’ missing lodger had reached the ears of the detective inspector now assigned to the dead woman’s case. Robert Lingwood, a well-respected, chubby-faced man with a walrus moustache, who was often seen sporting a bowler hat, was one of Chief Constable Parker’s four detective inspectors. He held the dubious accolade of ‘spotting’ more army deserters than any other officer in the country, despite looking, according to one reporter, ‘more like a rural tradesman than a lynx-eyed limb of the law’.2


The Rudrums’ house – Number 3, Row 104 – was located along the South Quay, just south of the town hall. Great Yarmouth’s famous Rows – a series of narrow alleyways running parallel to one another – date back to the 1280s but were not numbered until 1804. They were previously known by the name of the person whose house fronted the Row.3 Row 104 had at one time been Swannard’s Row, named after the keeper of the town’s swans, who had lived in it. Over the years, the Rows expanded southwards along the River Yare, until there were 145 in total. Once home to rich merchants, the Row houses had become increasingly dank and squalid places.


By 1926, living conditions would have become so poor that many of the houses were threatened with demolition. The area sustained heavy bombing during the Second World War, as the Luftwaffe dropped their unspent bombs on the town as they flew back out to sea. In 1941 alone, there were 167 raids, and over 7,000 incendiary bombs and 803 high explosives were dropped on the town.4 The area between the South Quay and Middlegate Street sustained the most damage, and many of the Row houses were destroyed. Only the western end of Row 104 remains today and there is a gaping hole where the Rudrums’ house once stood.


By 1900, the Rows were densely built-up and many of the houses had been sub-divided and let to multiple families. The Rudrums supplemented John’s modest income as a shoemaker by taking in lodgers over the summer months. Most of their visitors came from the working classes and could not afford to stay in the hotels that had sprung up along the seafront. The Rudrums charged 14s. a week for a room, 6d. for breakfast, 1s. for dinner and 6d. for supper. They lived in a four-storey house with sash windows, which stood 20 yards from the western end of Row 104. Eliza Rudrum, a ‘motherly-looking lady, with a kind face’,5 was the family’s matriarch. She was barely literate, so it was her daughter, Alice, who dealt with all the family’s correspondence. Alice, in her early twenties, was the Rudrums’ third child, and she had inherited her mother’s strength of character. Seven of the Rudrums’ ten surviving children lived in the house, along with Eliza’s elderly mother, Eliza Duffield.


It was DI Lingwood who informed the Rudrums of the morning’s discovery. On his way to the mortuary, he had received a report of a woman missing from Row 104 from a police constable on duty in the town and had made straight for the Rudrums’ house to investigate. The news shocked Mrs Rudrum deeply, but she managed to recover enough to show DI Lingwood upstairs to her lodger’s bedroom. She had been staying in what Mrs Rudrum considered her best room, a small apartment on the first floor, which was just big enough for a single bed, wash basin and dressing table. Mrs Rudrum picked up a tiny tintype photograph from the dressing table, which she handed to the detective inspector, explaining that it was a photograph of her lodger, Mrs Hood, and her daughter, Rose. DI Lingwood looked down at the image. The photograph fitted comfortably in the palm of his hand. He could just about make out the woman’s features and her clothing. Hanging from her neck was a long gold chain.


As DI Lingwood set about searching the room, he quizzed Mrs Rudrum for information about her lodger. The landlady talked freely, telling the detective inspector everything she knew about the young woman. She was a widow from York, Mrs Rudrum said, who had gone out the previous evening to meet her elusive brother-in-law. None of the Rudrums had met him, but Mrs Hood had told them that he was a jealous man and she suspected that he was following her about. On the surface, Mrs Hood appeared no different from any of the other holidaymakers that flocked to Great Yarmouth’s hotels and lodging houses during the summer months. By 1900, visitors were coming from across the country, but particularly from the factory towns in the Midlands and the North of England. Walk-in guests at Great Yarmouth’s many lodging houses were not generally required to provide their names or addresses, and most lodging houses did not keep detailed records about their visitors.


Great Yarmouth had started out as a port town, famous for its trade in herring, thanks to the ‘silver darlings’ that arrived in great shoals off the coast of Norfolk every autumn,6 but during the 1800s, the town had started to develop into a seaside resort. By the middle of the century, the railway network had connected the town to the rest of the country, and an esplanade, two new piers and numerous hotels and entertainment venues had sprung up along the promenade. By 1870, Great Yarmouth was attracting more than 78,000 holidaymakers each year – 63,000 by rail and 15,000 by passenger steamer.7 By 1900, it was a thriving seaside resort. The smell from Yarmouth’s smokehouses filled the air and factory workers and their families lined the promenade. The attic rooms, once only rented to the ‘fisher girls’ who travelled to the area during the herring season to gut and pack the fish, were now let out to holidaymakers during the summer months. If the weather held, visitors would continue to come until the end of September, but the season was generally thought to be coming to an end by the middle of the month. It was at this point that the hotels along the promenade began to close their dining rooms and lay off their summer staff. The change in pace was also felt in Great Yarmouth’s lodging houses.


When the detective inspector asked how long the woman had been staying, Mrs Rudrum replied that she had arrived with her child the previous Saturday evening, with very few belongings. That much was evident from the detective inspector’s search. He found very little of any consequence. Among the exhibits he recovered that day was a small purse, which he found in one of the dressing-table drawers. Inside it he found a latchkey, a return railway ticket to London Liverpool Street station, and a small gold brooch with the word ‘Baby’ engraved on it. The railway ticket was due to expire the following Tuesday, 25 September.


Despite an extensive search, DI Lingwood found no papers or correspondence; nothing to confirm the young woman’s name or identity. According to Mrs Rudrum, the only letter her lodger received had arrived two nights before. She could not say for sure, but she suspected that Mrs Hood kept it in a small satchel that attached to her belt. When DI Lingwood had finished searching the room, Mrs Rudrum handed him two items of baby clothing. The detective inspector examined the clothing and found that each bore the numbers 599, written in thick black ink.


By this point, DI Lingwood was confident that the dead woman found on the beach that morning was the Rudrums’ missing lodger. His theory would soon be confirmed by John Rudrum, who would have the grim task of identifying the body in the mortuary. It had taken little more than two hours for the police to trace the dead woman to the Rudrums’ house, but it would be a further six weeks before they would finally uncover her true identity.
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THE LETTER IN THE BLUE ENVELOPE


‘She didn’t seem to want people to know too much about her’1


On the evening of Saturday, 15 September 1900, at 8.50, a youngwoman turned into Row 104 from the South Quay and approached the Rudrums’ lodging house. She had come from the South Town railway station but had no luggage apart from a small brown paper parcel. It is likely that she had been accompanied at least part of the way by a man, but she was now alone, save for a small child, who was asleep on her shoulder. The woman’s clothes, a light dove-coloured jacket and grey skirt, were noticeably new, and she wore a white straw sailor hat over her golden hair. She stopped outside number 3 and knocked on the front door. It was Mrs Rudrum who answered. She was delighted to find yet another late-season visitor on her doorstep. The Rudrums’ only other lodger had arrived by boat earlier that day with his two young boys. The young woman asked the landlady if she had any vacant rooms. ‘Yes, my best room is available,’ Mrs Rudrum replied, enthusiastically ushering her into the house. The landlady showed the young woman to a room on the first floor, which was reached by a narrow spiral staircase. Her visitor agreed to take the room, remarking that Mrs Rudrum’s house had been recommended to her by a ‘friend’s friend’.


The young woman began to undress the child, who she said was called Rose, while Mrs Rudrum put fresh sheets on the bed. When she had settled her daughter, the young mother asked her new landlady if she would like a deposit for the room. Mrs Rudrum said she would leave it to her to decide. The woman handed her 10s. She said she would be staying for a week and any longer would ‘depend’ on her brother-in-law. ‘My brother-in-law brought me up from London – I’m a widow, you see,’ she explained, ‘and he’s waiting to meet me as soon as I have put the child to bed, as he is going away by train this evening.’ By that time, it was 9 p.m. and the last train to London had left the station at 6.50 p.m. It is unlikely that Mrs Rudrum knew the train times, and if she thought it curious that the woman’s brother-in-law had not accompanied her to the door with the child, she kept her counsel. In fact, it seems the landlady was fairly relaxed about the whole affair, because she let her new lodger leave the house without so much as asking her name. Rose was sound asleep, and the young woman assured her that she should not worry, as she would never go far without her baby.2


Mrs Rudrum started to grow anxious when the young woman had not returned almost three hours later. As it approached midnight, she sent her husband, John, out to look for her. He had got as far as the doorstep when he spotted a young woman turning into the Row from the South Quay. He noticed by the light of the streetlamp that she was accompanied by a man. Great Yarmouth had its first gas lights installed in 1824, and by 1900 gas-lit streetlamps had been erected in large parts of the town. Row 104 had two: one under the archway at the entrance, and another about the middle of the Row, just beyond the Rudrums’ house. Not wanting to be seen for fear the woman would think he was watching for her, John darted back indoors and headed for the stairs, stopping only to tell his wife that their lodger was outside with a gentleman. Had he realised that the identity of the man would later play a key part in a murder investigation, he might have taken more notice, but it was late and he was tired. He never was able to describe the man.


When the young woman came into the house a few minutes later, Mrs Rudrum was sitting in the downstairs passageway that was used as a sitting room. The rest of the family had gone to bed, and the house was dark apart from the light she had prepared for her lodger. The young woman apologised for being late, and Mrs Rudrum noticed that she was ‘a little the worse for drink’.3 She said that her brother-in-law had missed his train, so they had gone for a fish supper, and she had had ‘three drops of brandy’. According to Mrs Rudrum’s later account, the young woman’s brother-in-law had spent the night at one of the hotels on Hall Quay. Mrs Rudrum’s lodger spoke quite freely, adding that the man she had spent the evening with was her late husband’s brother, and that she had been a widow for two years, her husband having died a month before the baby was born.


Over the next few days, the young woman behaved like any other visitor to the seaside resort. Her initial indiscretion on the night she arrived was quickly forgotten about and she proved herself to be an exemplary lodger. According to Mrs Rudrum, she took her child out each morning, usually returning to the lodging house in time for dinner (the mid-day meal). In the evenings, she put Rose to bed before going out alone. She always returned at 9 p.m. or just before, in time for supper with the Rudrums.


However, as time went on, Mrs Rudrum began to suspect that her lodger was not exactly what she claimed to be. Both Mrs Rudrum and her daughter, Alice, noticed that the young woman regularly contradicted herself. She told Mrs Rudrum that she was twenty-seven years old, but to Alice she said she was twenty-six (she was actually twenty-three). She said on one occasion that she had been married for five years, and on another it was three. The only age she could get right was her daughter’s, which, curiously, she was very precise about, telling the Rudrums that Rose was one year and eleven months old. Despite being almost two, the child never answered to her own name, and her mother was in the habit of calling her ‘dearie’. What Mrs Rudrum found most peculiar was that the little girl regularly referred to her ‘dadda’. The young woman said that Rose was her only child, but that she had been ‘towards others’. She added that her own mother had died when she was two weeks old, and that she had been raised by her grandmother. The Rudrums, particularly Mrs Rudrum, quickly developed a deep affection for little Rose. Her cheery disposition and beautiful curly flaxen hair meant that ‘you couldn’t help loving her’.4 The Rudrums also found it difficult to resist their lodger’s attractive personality. The child’s mother would later be described by Mrs Rudrum as a ‘lady-like and respectable young woman’.


The main topic of conversation that September was the war in South Africa. The Second Boer War had been raging for just under a year, and as the 1900 general election – the first of several to be dubbed the ‘khaki election’ because of the wartime influence – loomed, the general belief was that the British had won. In fact, the war, which was being fought between the British and two independent Boer states – the South African Republic and the Orange Free State – would continue for almost another two years. In the years leading up to the conflict, the discovery of gold deposits on the Witwatersrand had heightened British political interest in the region. The gold rush had also led to a rapid population surge, and between 1886 and 1899, 75,500 people migrated to South Africa from Britain alone.5 By 1900, the number of immigrants landing in the country had drastically reduced, and ships destined for South Africa were instead packed with British soldiers. The Rudrums’ lodger, having recently returned from South Africa, considered herself something of an expert on the subject. She claimed to have lived in the country for four mouths, having only recently returned on a steamer full of soldiers fresh from the battlefields.


When the young lodger was not chatting to various members of the family, she could usually be found on the beach with Rose. She was certainly there on the morning of Thursday, 20 September, because that day she was approached by a roving photographer named James Conyers who was out with his camera, touting for business. Conyers, a small, balding man in his fifties, was an outdoor photographer known for setting up his camera along the shoreline or at other popular tourist destinations around the town. He produced tintypes – or ferrotypes, as they were also known – inexpensive,6 while-you-wait souvenirs. The images were usually quite dark, and often of poor quality. Most were very small, at around two to three inches in height. When Conyers approached the young woman that Thursday morning, she was initially very reluctant to agree to having her photograph taken. The photographer eventually managed to persuade her, however, and when she later returned to the lodging house, she proudly showed off the photograph before placing it on the dressing table in her bedroom, where it would remain until DI Lingwood took possession of it three days later. Unbeknown to the young woman, the tiny tintype, which would eventually become known as the ‘beach photograph’, was set to become one of the most famous images of the time.


On the Thursday evening, Mrs Rudrum accompanied her lodger to the circus. Despite being a permanent feature of Great Yarmouth’s entertainment scene since 1845, the travelling circus was forced to perform in a semi-permanent wooden structure until Great Yarmouth’s Hippodrome was eventually built in 1903.7 On the way to the circus, the young woman told her landlady that she was expecting a letter. It would be addressed to ‘Mrs Hood’, she said. This was the first time Mrs Rudrum had heard her lodger’s name. She later recalled the conversation because she remembered making a comment about ‘Hood’s Sarsaparilla’, a popular drink in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that claimed to purify the blood and cure a variety of disorders.


The letter arrived by the last post on the Friday evening. Mrs Rudrum took it from the postman and handed it to her daughter Alice. Both Alice and her grandmother examined the blue envelope and noted that the postmark was ‘Woolwich’. When the three women had finished scrutinising it, they placed the letter on the supper table and waited for Mrs Hood to return home.


There was no sign of Mrs Hood, however, by the time Alice went upstairs to bed at around 11 p.m. Alice’s bedroom was at the front of the house on the fourth floor. It was an attic room that was often warm and stuffy, and that evening was no exception. When Alice entered the room, she walked straight across to the window and pulled it open. As she did, she heard a man’s voice drift up from outside. Curious, she leaned out of the window and looked down into the street below. She saw Mrs Hood standing just inside the Row, at the quay end. She appeared to be talking to a man. Alice could not see who it was because he was hidden from view by the angle of the archway. A few seconds later, Alice heard the man’s voice for the second time – ‘I am placed in an awkward position right now,’ he said. It was a deep voice, but not otherwise distinctive. Not wanting to be seen, Alice quickly moved away from the window. She would later claim that she heard the sound of a kiss followed by footsteps.


Mrs Rudrum was alone in the sitting room when Mrs Hood came into the house a few minutes later. The young woman apologised for being late, claiming that she had lost her way. Mrs Rudrum told her not to worry and then handed her the letter that had arrived earlier that evening. The young woman opened it hurriedly. ‘It’s from my brother-in-law,’ she said, scanning the contents of the letter. ‘Meet me at the big clock at 9 p.m. and put your babe to bed,’ she mumbled, reading aloud. The young woman looked up at Mrs Rudrum, who was watching her inquisitively. ‘I suppose by the “big clock” he means the town hall,’ she continued. Mrs Rudrum agreed. Turning back to the letter, Mrs Hood said, ‘The appointment is for tomorrow. Alice and I will have to rearrange our plans.’ She and Alice had intended to see The Great Ruby, a melodrama that was showing at the Royal Aquarium Theatre on Marine Parade that evening. Mrs Hood threw the letter down onto the table just as Mrs Rudrum went to leave the room. As the landlady passed the table, she noticed the letter was signed ‘Hood’.


That was the last anyone ever saw of the Hood letter. What became of it remains a mystery to this day.


When Mrs Hood awoke the next morning, she had only a few short hours to live. The day started out like any other. She went out with Rose as usual in the morning, returning to the Rudrums’ house a few hours later in time for dinner. She spent the rest of the afternoon in her bedroom preparing for her evening appointment, before leaving the lodging house again between 6.30 and 7 p.m. According to Mrs Rudrum’s mother, Eliza, Mrs Hood returned to the house briefly at around 8.30 p.m. She went straight upstairs and came down a short while later ‘looking very nice’.8 On her way out of the house, Mrs Hood passed through the Rudrums’ yard, where she was seen by sixteen-year-old Louisa, a friend of the family, who would go on to marry one of the Rudrum boys.


Alice Rudrum was also in the vicinity of the house when Mrs Hood left that evening. Having been disappointed at not being able to go to the theatre, she had arranged to meet a friend, Miss Breeze, who lived two streets along. As it approached 9 p.m., the two young women were out walking when Alice spotted Mrs Hood standing on the pavement in front of the west side of the town hall. The new gothic-style building was a grand feature of Hall Plain and it stood an equal distance between the Rudrums’ house in Row 104 and the South Town bridge, which connected the eastern part of the town to the western part. A grand clock tower sat atop the red-brick, sandstone and terracotta building, with a decorative ogeed lantern above. Inside, there was an impressive assembly hall, and a large courtroom that functioned as a magistrates’ court. At 5 foot 3 inches, Mrs Hood looked a small figure beside the imposing tower.


It is safe to assume that it was curiosity rather than coincidence that had led Alice to the very same spot where Mrs Hood was due to meet her mysterious brother-in-law that evening, but if she was hoping for a glimpse of the man, she would be disappointed. When Mrs Hood saw Alice, she apologised again for having to cancel their plans – ‘I hope we can go to the theatre next week instead,’ she said. Alice agreed and then Mrs Hood said something about expecting her brother-in-law down by train. Alice was later unable to say for certain exactly what she had said, as she ‘didn’t pay much attention’,9 but given that the London corridor train had pulled into the South Town station a short time earlier, at precisely 8.28 p.m., it is likely that Mrs Hood was expecting her brother-in-law on that. The train was full, and neither the guard nor the inside attendant were later able to identify any of its passengers.


A few minutes later, Alice walked away with her friend, leaving Mrs Hood standing alone. That was the last time any of the Rudrums saw their lodger alive.


Across town to the south, nineteen-year-old Alfred Mason was sitting in a shelter on Kimberley Terrace opposite the Victoria Hotel10 with his sweetheart, seventeen-year-old Blanche Smith. The shelter was adjacent to Marine Parade and the South Beach Gardens, a picturesque area adjoining the Wellington Pier, the first of Great Yarmouth’s two piers. Both Alfred and Blanche lived and worked locally: Alfred was a moulder at Crabtree & Co. engineering works and Blanche worked as a machinist at Johnson & Sons, a factory that manufactured oilskin clothing for fishermen and merchant seamen.


It had just gone 10 p.m. when Alfred and Blanche decided to leave the relative sanctuary of the shelter to walk along the Parade.11 As they emerged from underneath its protective cover, they were immediately exposed to the cold night air. They shivered from the chill as they walked south along the parade. When they reached the turning to the New Road, they decided to walk the short distance to Admiralty Road where Alfred lived so they could fetch his overcoat before venturing down to the beach. Alfred’s house, number 52, stood at the junction of the two roads and it took them less than five minutes to walk there. When Alfred had collected his overcoat, he and Blanche walked back up the New Road, along exactly the same route that young John Norton would take the next morning. Unlike John, however, the young couple saw nothing out of the ordinary when they stepped onto the beach that evening. They had arrived at the most secluded part of South Beach, and it appeared to be deserted on this dark, moonless night.


By now, it was 10.45 p.m. Looking for somewhere to sit, Alfred and Blanche walked about 30 yards down the beach towards the sea, and then turned to the north and walked another 40 yards. When they had found an appropriately secluded hollow, they stopped and sat down. The long marram grass that grew in the sand around them afforded them plenty of privacy and the next few minutes passed by in blissful isolation. Fifteen minutes later, the stillness of the night was punctuated by the sudden appearance of a man and woman, who were walking purposefully onto the beach from the direction of the New Road. They were talking loudly, as if quarrelling. They came to a stop on an area of sloping ground about 30 yards to the south of Alfred and Blanche and sat down.


Ten minutes later, Blanche heard the woman cry out.


‘Mercy!’


Blanche grabbed Alfred’s arm and motioned for him to listen. The first cry was closely followed by another two desperate pleas, in a manner that the couple would later describe as a ‘sort of dying exclamation’.


‘MERCY, MERCY!’


Blanche looked at Alfred in alarm. The woman’s cries turned into groans and then – seconds later – the night fell still once again. The couple listened in silence for a few minutes as they sat frozen in their hollow. The chill in the air had intensified. Alfred tried to convince an unnerved Blanche that the couple were just skylarking – he could see the man and the woman moving very dimly in the darkness.


‘Did you do anything?’ Alfred would later be asked.


‘No, I remained where I was. I thought some man was having connection with the woman.’ At the time, rape within marriage was not considered a crime,12 but public tolerance for men’s violence against women was declining.13 Gender issues had become a major preoccupation in the 1890s and society was beginning to address gender inequality. Societal conventions, however, still dictated that a woman was the ‘property’ of her husband. The Victorians were also, on the surface, very prudish about sex and Alfred would undoubtedly have felt it was not ‘his place’ to intervene in another couple’s affairs.


Fifteen minutes passed before Alfred and Blanche eventually got up to leave. On their way back up the beach, Alfred passed within 5 yards of the couple. In the darkness, he could just about make out their shapes. He noticed that the woman was lying flat on her back. The man was astride her, with his right arm resting on her chest. The woman was silent, motionless. Alfred’s attention was drawn to her dress, which appeared ‘shiny – very shiny’. As he passed by, the man sensed his presence and turned to face him. He looked up at Alfred, but it was too dark to see his face or to make out any of his features. Alfred carried on walking. Blanche, who had kept her distance, would later say that it looked to her as if the man was kneeling on the woman.


Having left the beach, Alfred accompanied his sweetheart to the door of her house where he left her at around 11.15 or 11.30 p.m. He then made his way home, where he arrived just before midnight.


When Alfred Mason heard the startling news of the grim discovery the following morning, his mind immediately lurched back to the scene he and Blanche had witnessed the previous evening. News of the body had circulated like wildfire in the part of town closest to the South Beach. Admiralty Road backed on to Ordnance Road, which had been the scene of much commotion earlier that morning when John Norton had hurtled down the street in search of the Woods’ house. Alfred was haunted by the images of the man and the woman, and his mind replayed them over and over again. With a feeling of great unease, he recounted the events of the previous evening to his older brother, Walter. Alfred recalled the woman’s piercing cries for mercy and described the chilling image of the man as he loomed over her still and silent body. Walter, who was fourteen years Alfred’s senior, cautioned his brother against making a statement to the police until they had gathered more information.


It was under this guise that the two brothers found themselves standing on the South Beach opposite the New Road later that Sunday morning. By now, it was 10.30 a.m. and the beach was crowded with people. Alfred’s attention was immediately drawn to a man who was ‘walking about in a very agitated manner’. He appeared to have a companion – a second man, who stood close by, looking directly at the spot where the body had been found. Alfred called his brother’s attention to the two men. Now suspicious, the brothers watched as the men turned and walked away from the scene in the direction of the town. Convinced they were up to no good, but reluctant to approach them, Alfred and Walter followed them for a short distance before losing them in a crowd near the South Beach Gardens.


Alfred Mason made a report to DI Lingwood later that day. Blanche was also interviewed by the police, and Chief Constable Parker arranged for two policemen to accompany her to the South Beach to have her point out the spot where she had seen the man and woman the previous evening. Instead, however, the policemen took Blanche to the exact spot where the body had been found and pointed it out to her. By that time, there were close to 200 people on the beach and Blanche found herself looking upon an entirely different scene to the one she had witnessed the previous evening. She was hesitant in her identification of the location – an uncertainty that would later follow her into the witness box.


Another visitor to the police station that afternoon was a local man named William Clay, who handed in a pair of gold-rimmed spectacles that he had found on the beach 30 yards from the edge of the Parade. The glasses were later identified by the Rudrums as belonging to their dead lodger.


Police investigations were limited to the local area that day. The police station was not connected to the telephone, and the telegraph lines, housed at the local post office, were only open for an hour on a Sunday, between 5 and 6 p.m. The focus of the day’s enquiries was an attempt to locate Mrs Hood’s mysterious ‘brother-in-law’. Enquiries were initially concentrated around Hall Quay, a parade of hotels that overlooked the River Yare and were conveniently positioned close to the South Town railway station. PC Platten called at the Crown and Anchor Hotel, and spoke to the hotel’s ‘boots’ (general dogsbody), a man named Edward Goodrum. The police constable asked Goodrum if they had a guest named ‘Hood’. He told the officer that they had a walk-in guest who had arrived late the previous evening and left first thing that morning, but he had not taken his name as it was not customary to keep records of walk-in guests. PC Platten made a note of the information and then left the hotel. It would be some weeks before the police thought to investigate the Crown and Anchor’s mysterious walk-in guest any further.





[image: image]4[image: image]



THE MISSING BOOTLACE


‘A boot without a lace was suspicious’1


When the telegraph lines reopened the following day, Chief Constable Parker sent word of the murder to twelve police districts across the country. The briefing included details of the crime, copies of Sayers’ photographs and a description of Mrs Hood’s clothing. ‘The portraits,’ reported the News of the World,2 ‘will travel to some two or three hundred towns in all before returning to Yarmouth.’ The police focused their efforts on London, Leeds and York; all places where Mrs Hood was thought to have had a connection. At the time, they believed that formally identifying the dead woman would be a fairly simple case of tracking down her friends or relatives.


That day, by order of the borough coroner – John Tolver-Waters – Dr Lettis performed a full post-mortem examination on the body of Mrs Hood.3 He was assisted by the medical officer for the north district of the borough, Mr Charles O’Farrell, who had held the position for almost thirteen years. Dr Lettis began by cutting away the ligature, taking care to leave the knots intact. He struggled to remove the bootlace without cutting the skin and when it eventually came away from the woman’s neck, it left a tinged band of red discoloration. He passed the lace to Mr O’Farrell to measure. The medical men were shocked to discover that the bootlace, which measured 9 inches in length, was 4 inches shorter than the circumference of the woman’s neck.4 Great force would have been required to tie the ligature in place. Examining the bootlace more closely, the doctors determined that it was made of mohair. A double reef knot had been used to tie it, with a ‘granny’ (grandmother) knot on top to keep it in place. Curiously, the lace appeared to have been broken, or else two pieces of lace had been knotted together to make a longer ligature.


The two doctors now examined the marks on the woman’s chin and the abrasions on either side of her face and found evidence to suggest that the lace had, at one point, been tied tightly over the chin. The medical men hypothesised that the woman’s assailant had caught the bootlace on her chin before realising their mistake and had then quickly slipped it down over her neck before tightening it and tying the death knot in place. The woman’s jaw was clenched tightly shut, and it took some force before Dr Lettis was able to prise it open. Her tongue was pressed firmly against her bottom teeth. Dr Lettis examined the woman’s hands under a microscope but found no scratches or abrasions and no evidence to suggest that they had been forcibly held. He found no sign of skin underneath her fingernails, which indicated that the marks on the woman’s face had been caused by her attacker.


The doctors now looked for signs of rape and found evidence of sexual assault. Studying the blood first noticed by PC Manship on the woman’s linen, Dr Lettis found a mix of arterial blood – which was likely to have originated from a small tear in the woman’s vagina – and menstrual blood. There was bruising on the front and outside of the woman’s right thigh, as if it had been pressed, or someone had lain on it. Examining the rest of the woman’s organs, the doctors found clear signs of asphyxia.


When they had finished the post-mortem examination, Dr Lettis and Mr O’Farrell reviewed their findings. They unequivocally agreed that the cause of death was strangulation, brought about by the mohair bootlace. They discounted a theory of suicide, which had been posited by PC Manship, due to the elaborate knotting of the lace and the force with which it had been applied. The doctors concluded that the unfortunate young woman would have been unconscious within a minute, and dead within two minutes of the lace being tightened around her throat. They had found no evidence of a blow to the head, which led them to believe that the dead woman had been conscious when her assailant had applied the bootlace. The force with which it had been applied would have made it impossible for her to scream as soon as it was around her throat. The medical men prepared the body for further viewing and awaited instructions from the coroner.


Meanwhile, the police were continuing their enquiries at Great Yarmouth’s hotels and lodging houses. They were also conducting door-to-door interviews of residents living in the vicinity of the South Beach. One such resident was a retired lieutenant with the Royal Garrison Artillery, a man named Richard Cole. Lieutenant Cole lived in a red-brick house at the extreme northeast corner of the Royal Artillery Barracks grounds, close to the New Road. He told the police that he was at home all evening on the night of the murder, but that he had heard nothing out of the ordinary. In fact, the police found no one in the local area who saw or heard anything unusual on that fateful night, and Alfred Mason and Blanche Smith remained the only two potential witnesses to Mrs Hood’s untimely demise. The police also made enquiries at the railway booking office and found that another first-class return ticket was purchased alongside Mrs Hood’s. They attempted to trace the person who had bought the tickets but were unsuccessful. Every ticket used on the railways had to go through the Railway Clearing House, which was set up in 1842 to manage the allocation of revenue between the different railway companies, in a process that took weeks.


On the Tuesday following the murder, DI Lingwood discovered another witness in the form of local man William Borking. Having had no luck hunting down leads at Great Yarmouth’s hotels and lodging houses, the detective inspector had extended the search to include the neighbourhood’s bars and taverns. That day, his enquiries had taken him to the Mariner’s Compass, a small bar attached to the South Quay Distillery at 61 South Quay, on the southwest corner of Row 142.5 The manager, William Borking, was a man in his early sixties, who wore a heavy moustache and a beard that was so long and dense that it obscured his shirt front. Borking lived at number 4, Row 113, a short distance from Row 104 on the opposite side of Middlegate Street. His bar, a small, shabby establishment, was about a ten-minute walk from the town hall, along the South Quay. Like most of the other residents and visitors to the town, news of the murder had first reached Borking on the day the body had been discovered.


When DI Lingwood showed the landlord a copy of the beach photograph, Borking immediately recognised the woman as someone he had seen in his bar. He claimed to have seen the woman in the company of a man on the night of the murder at around 9.45 p.m. Borking, who was described by a Star reporter as ‘a man of few words, keen as a ferret,’6 was able to recall the time as he was due to close the bar at 10 p.m. and was annoyed that the couple had come in so near to closing time. His description of the events as he remembered them proved of great interest to DI Lingwood.7


On the evening of the murder, William Borking had been standing behind the bar of the Mariner’s Compass when a man and woman walked into the public house. It was a tall bar – about chest height – with a brass rail above, but Borking could see enough to note that the man was wearing a steel-coloured suit and a trilby hat, and the woman had on a dove-coloured jacket. The couple approached the bar and the man ordered two drinks – a gin and a Johnnie Walker. The man ‘looked worried and nervous’, said Borking, ‘whereas the lady looked calm, and I think pleased’. The man paid a shilling for the drinks. When the woman turned her back to the bar, Borking was struck by how fair her hair was. He also noticed the detailed braiding on the back of her jacket. ‘I was attracted by the pretty scroll,’ Borking said, ‘and it so took my fancy that I sketched it, so I could keep it as a pattern.’ Continuing his story, the landlord said the woman had removed one of her brown kid gloves and adjusted her gold-rimmed spectacles. When he had served the drinks, she placed one of her gloves on the bar, then lifted the veil attached to her straw sailor hat so she could take a drink. Her companion picked up a copy of the Great Eastern Railway timetable – which had been hanging on a hook beside the bar – and opened it out on the counter. ‘He had a rather heavy moustache,’ recalled Borking, ‘and kept twisting the ends between his finger and thumb. He did it so frequently that I stood and watched him.’ A few minutes later, the couple finished their drinks and turned to leave. As they walked towards the door, Borking realised that the woman had left her glove on the bar. He called out to her. The man walked back and took the glove from Borking, nodding his appreciation. The couple left the distillery at about 9.55 p.m. and walked down the Row in the direction of the Quay. They then turned south and walked past the front window of the bar.
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