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The one duty we owe to history is to rewrite it.


OSCAR WILDE,


‘The Critic as Artist’ (1891)


All crib from skulls and bones 
who push a pen.


Readers crave bodies. We’re the 
resurrection men.


GEORGE MACBETH,


‘The Scalpel House’ (1986)













Introduction



As a criminologist I’ve written several books, sometimes about individual murder cases and others about ‘serial killers’, who kill repeatedly over a period of time until they’re finally caught. My interest within these accounts has always been about the mechanics of the murder, the victim who was chosen and then killed, and the underlying personality of the perpetrator. But then the subtitle of a book inspired me to consider a new direction, and I started to wonder if I could explore murder cases not just as a criminologist, but as a trained historian.


In 2004 Nicci Gerrard, a novelist who has always taken a keen interest in true crime, wrote about the murders of ten-year-olds Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman in Soham, Cambridgeshire in August 2002. She called her book Soham, which seemed logical enough, but it was the subtitle that really got me thinking: A Story of Our Times.1 What did this shocking case of a double child murder by a predatory paedophile tell us about Britain at the turn of the millennium? Could we, as Gerrard argued, ‘extrapolate wider meanings’ from this one story?


Most murders don’t attract the attention that was devoted to what happened in Soham. The nation’s very public and understandable displays of compassion about these murders, which dominated the summer of 2002, were at least in part because of Holly and Jessica’s status as ‘ideal victims’.2 Young, white, pretty girls (both wearing iconic Manchester United shirts in the last photograph taken of them), living in a picture-perfect town where nothing much ever happened, were always going to grab the headlines. It’s a cruel reality, but a similar murder of two young black boys living on an innercity ‘sink estate’ would never have received the same attention.


But that still left me with a question – what was it, then, that these murders told us about ourselves? What was the ‘story of our times’?


It was suggested the ‘meaning of Soham’ lay both within and beyond the specific horrors of the murders themselves. That there was something wider to learn from our ‘hysteria and terror and a euphoria of sadness; with sentimentality, acute empathy and a collective mourning that was like a spasm of religious fervour in our post secular age’.


That conclusion caught my attention. As someone who’s made a career of working with and studying violent offenders, many of whom committed murder (sometimes multiple times), could other murders – and not necessarily just those that involved ‘ideal victims’ – do the same? And, if that was possible, could this be sustained over a longer period of time to tell the story of Britain? I think that they can because researching and then writing this book allowed me to see that murder really does offer a unique and compelling way to tell a history of Britain, rather than simply a history of murder.3


If pushed, I’d describe what follows as a form of microhistory4 – a history which prioritises the experiences of ordinary people. Micro-history uses the ‘dots in the big picture’ in order to ‘unearth evidence of human consciousness, both familiar and extraordinary’.5 This reminds me of William Blake attempting to ‘see a world in a grain of sand’. Yet there’s always a tension about how these everyday lives might relate to grander historical forces such as industrialisation, economic development, changes in foreign policy, war and so forth. The journalist Ian Jack, for example, in trying to make sense of his father’s life – a Scottish working-class man born as the Boer War ended and who died just before the Falklands War began – acknowledged that he’d ‘met nobody who mattered very much and lived far removed from the centre of great events’. His father had:




Never owned a house and he never drove a car, and today there is very little public evidence that he ever lived. I mean by that those symbols of ‘continuity’ which the British make so much of, items such as tombstones, memorial benches, educational bequests, country property, private copses, ancient colleges, law firms or literary agencies that can be pointed out as ‘father’s’ or ‘the family’s’.6





What Jack describes is true for most people. Unless we’re very lucky (or indeed unfortunate), we’re all just tiny dots in a much bigger picture. History, as the cliché goes, is written by winners. Winners, as I was to discover, not just in the lottery of life, but certain types of winners doing very specific things, whose story is then harnessed to tell a particular, consciously constructed narrative about Britain and the British.7


There are still more tensions when we consider murder, but these create an opportunity. After all, murder is – thankfully – extraordinary and exceptional. So, a murder gets investigated and then recorded by the state and sometimes also reported in the media. A story is told about the killer and their victim – about what happened, and how they came to be in contact with one another. If we’re really lucky, we also discover what their lives had been like, which allows us to peer through the historical gloom that tends to cloak everyday life. And because most murderers and their victims rarely feature in general histories, this gives the historian and the criminologist alike a chance to discuss individuals and events that have all too often been overlooked or, more bluntly, ignored. Even Ian Jack’s father’s life is described only because he had a skilled and successful son who was able to bring him to life for a much wider audience. As callous as it sounds, for those who don’t have a family member with Jack’s ability and connections, murder is one of the most common ways a public record of an ordinary life will be created and then survive across the generations.


I’m encouraged in my approach by the fact that many ‘revisionist’ historians have begun to move away from rather sterile (my polite way of saying ‘boring’) debates about whether British ‘decline’ was the dominant narrative of the twentieth century, albeit pluckily punctuated by two wars. These historians explore stories rooted in gender, class, ethnicity, the arts, the development of science and technology, misogyny, sexuality, mass media, politics and culture. Their fresh thinking has inspired me to believe that while this is a history embedded in the most dreadful of crimes, it can use those wrongs to reflect more broadly on who we once were, what we have since become, and who we might be in the future.


But be warned.


Accounts of British history tend to cluster around the usual suspects. I discuss new and very different characters, events and settings. At the same time, I also reassess the roles played by some of these traditional figures and reconsider several setpiece events that have served to create our sense of ourselves and the country where we live. So, not only am I trying to tell different stories, but I’m also unravelling some of the ones we usually tell about ourselves as a nation and as a people and deliberately ignoring others altogether. This disregarding or re-writing of some familiar (but not necessarily accurate) events is, as Professor David Olusoga has put it, ‘literally the job of professional historians’.8


I’ve chosen as my time frame 1885–2025, and so this is a history of ‘modern’ Britain. That choice of dates is both pragmatic and criminological.


The first murders that I’ll examine will be those committed by the serial killer known as ‘Jack the Ripper’ in Whitechapel in 1888. However, the roots of these murders, as historian Hallie Rubenhold has pointed out, can be traced back to several years before the Ripper’s victims died.9 I use the murders to reflect on Britain at a particular time, and the bigger picture that these ‘dots’ can offer to us. This zooming in to consider a murder and then zooming out to look at Britain more broadly will recur throughout the narrative.


1885 is also the year of the Criminal Law Amendment Act, which came hard on the heels of a media-generated cause célèbre about young girls being sold into prostitution. During its passage through the Commons, an infamous amendment to the Act would outlaw same-sex activities between men,10 even if these took place in private. Historical cultural concerns about prostitution and homosexuality remind us that the past has a living and active existence in the present.


The book is written chronologically, like a ‘traditional’ history, but at times I also look forwards (and backwards) to make links with other murders outside the specific period under discussion. I might use a decade to frame the narrative of each chapter, but I try to avoid being too ‘decadist’, especially as I move closer to the present day, when the narrative becomes more thematic. As a guide, I identify the particular murder or murders that I want to consider at the start of each chapter. Writing about these twenty cases made me realise that exploring historical events is rather like trying to make sense of a crime scene. They’re both exercises which seek to comprehend what’s happened in the past, and who might have been responsible. And, like all history, I use the stories of these murders to piece together what happened ‘back then’, so as to serve those who are living in the here and now.


The choice of 2025 is as pragmatic as it is criminological. I wanted to choose a murder closest to ‘now’ which would be able to sustain a wider meaning beyond the crime itself. The last case that I consider is the murder of Sarah Everard by Wayne Couzens, an off-duty Metropolitan Police officer, in London in 2021. I accept that this murder is somewhat distanced from 2025. However, I think my use of it is justified as it continues to raise questions about women’s safety in the twenty-first century, misogyny more generally and the demands in some quarters for the police to be ‘de-funded’ – a call which intersects with the Black Lives Matter movement both in Britain and, especially, the USA.


As I’ve chosen these murders, I can hardly pretend that this history is objective. It is, after all, a history of modern Britain, and not the history of modern Britain. I doubt any history can be objective – a thought that seems to upset and offend some people. However, I’ve never seen history purely as a science dedicated to seeking out historical truths through uncovering neutral, objective facts. I think of it as an art and ‘an exercise in intellectual empathy’.11 Of course, I’m going to show the evidence that I’ve used to form my conclusions. That way readers can walk in my research footsteps and decide if my inferences are fair and my analysis is sound. For me, history has always been about spending time in archives reading primary sources, while also consuming vast amounts of secondary literature, then using my ‘intellectual empathy’ in a systematic way to come to an understanding about what has happened. Fair enough. However, that does mean the past becomes a creation of the present, and so I’ve long accepted that history tells us as much about ourselves as it does about our ancestors.


Throughout the book and consistent with my approach as a criminologist, I try to use the first names of victims but the surnames of the perpetrators, where they are known, although I do use the first name of a killer if this helps to make the narrative clearer. My work as a criminologist has also always involved talking to people and visiting crime scenes, and I use several field trips and interviews that I conducted during my research in the final chapters. So too I discuss photographs, popular literature from the period and the published reminiscences of former psychologists, pathologists, detectives and organised crime bosses to throw light onto these murder cases.


There are some remarkable continuities over my time frame, and these provide a thematic spine. Chief among these is how Britain is a profoundly unequal society; how it has an almost clinically bipolar view towards women, which seeks to both sexualise and persecute their bodies; and is a country characterised by both historical amnesia and excessive secrecy. Here I’m not just thinking about the Official Secrets Acts, but more generally. Perhaps my ongoing work in criminology and, before that, as a prison governor, which involved me signing confidentiality agreements and dealing with official documents and government agencies, has rather coloured my view. However, it’s clear to me that our culture is far from open and I’m not alone in thinking this. One journalist has even gone as far as to state that secrecy is a ‘very British disease’, which has been ‘more than two hundred years in the making’.12 Such secrecy might originally have been intended to deter foreign spies, but it now seems to me to be equally applied – if not more so – to deterring ordinary citizens from asking awkward questions, or at least having them answered. This is something I’ve become much more conscious of in my work as an author and through my roles within the print and broadcast media.13


There’s another continuity, one which has been almost riven into our sense of who we are, and where we live. It’s in the DNA of what we imagine Britain and the British to be. We like to think of ourselves as a tolerant, peace-loving people living in a place that follows the rule of law; a nation where we can take pride from the fact that our police – ‘the best in the world’ – aren’t routinely armed, even if they are now rarely on the beat; and where the end of the British Empire was peaceable. (It’s been suggested that this makes us sound a bit like hobbits, and Britain like the Shire.14) If we do have problems they must have been caused by something alien to the culture of Britain, to the British and to the apparatus of the state.


This sense of ‘othering’ our own difficulties and clinging to a more benign story of how we see ourselves seems to be omnipresent over my time frame, although who those ‘others’15 might be changes at various points in the narrative. What’s also clear is that we begin to understand the world and ourselves through these ‘origin myths’ and, in their re-telling, sustain an idea about Britain and what it means to be British, conveniently forgetting those people or events that don’t conform to that story.16


I should acknowledge some sweeping economic and social transformations over this time frame, which have had a clear impact on Britain and British culture.17 In 1900 Britain was a cosmopolitan and free-trading nation that imported nearly half of its food from the rest of the world. Almost anything could be imported into Britain free of tariff duties between 1900 and 1945. It paid for these goods primarily by exporting coal, and unsurprisingly given its importing of foodstuffs, was the most urbanised and industrialised nation in the world, with the lowest agricultural population of any major nation. The importance of free trade became a moral as well as an ideological cause as it involved Britain being internationalist – some might even claim anti-imperialist in its outlook – and hostile to nationalism. This would change fundamentally as my time frame moved closer to the present, when different concerns began to dominate and nationalism, rather than internationalism, gained ascendancy, especially in England.


This might seem to suggest that this is a book that seeks to ‘bash Britain’ and denigrate what British culture is all about. Nothing could be further from the truth. The Britain that emerges is one in which its people continue to value family, community, democracy, fairness, honesty and decency, and, above all, despite the many obstacles that are put in their way, they want to hold those in power accountable for the decisions that they make.


Finally, briefly, I should say something about what I mean by the term ‘Britain’. As I’ve specifically excluded murders that took place within the confines of Northern Ireland, I don’t use the term ‘United Kingdom’. I’m therefore using ‘Britain’ and ‘British’ to reflect only England, Scotland and Wales, although I do reflect upon murders that have connections to the Troubles in Northern Ireland.


Of course, the sense of there being a unified Britain that’s possible to describe and give meaning to has never been under greater stress, and, frankly, it’s likely to disappear in the years to come. It almost feels as if I’m swimming against the cultural and political tide even to include ‘Britain’ in the title of the book. However, I’ll happily use the term in this very specific context as a Scot who was educated in and has lived in England for most of my life, and who’s therefore also acutely aware that many others who have gone before me essentially saw ‘Britain’ as ‘England’.18 That’s certainly not my intention and, if I’m honest, it still genuinely annoys me when it’s presumed that ‘England’ is ‘Britain’. Where I can, I use several Scottish (although fewer Welsh) examples, although inevitably murders committed in England will dominate.


That really shouldn’t be a surprise, as it’s where most murder in Britain occurs.










CHAPTER ONE



Case One


The Murders Committed by Jack the Ripper, 1888




This very night in London, and every night, year in and year out, not seven maidens only, but many times seven . . . will be offered up as the Maiden Tribute of Modern Babylon. Maidens they were when this morning dawned, but to-night their ruin will be accomplished, and to-morrow they will find themselves within the portals of the maze of London brotheldom. Within that labyrinth wander, like lost souls, the vast host of London prostitutes, whose numbers no man can compute, but who are probably not much below 50,000 strong.


W. T. STEAD, Pall Mall Gazette, 6 July 1885





A sequence of murders of women – several of whom sold sexual services – committed in Whitechapel, London, between 7 August 1888 and 9 November 1888, and which have all been attributed to a serial killer popularly known as Jack the Ripper, offers an irresistible platform on which to build this history. The temptations of this serial of killings, within what I prefer to call ‘the Whitechapel Murders’,1 are obvious. Not only do these notorious murders emerge from the iniquitous social, gender and economic conditions of the late Victorian period, but they also establish a range of phenomena that resonate throughout our time frame, such as: the power of the media to create and develop a story so that it comes to occupy public consciousness, and therefore becomes a pressing social issue; the ability – or failure – of the state to respond to crime; and how some crimes shine a light on aspects of our society that we would usually prefer to ignore – specifically glaring disparities of wealth.


The Whitechapel Murders echo across modern British history. For example, at the height of another serial murder of women – those committed by Peter Sutcliffe, popularly known as the ‘Yorkshire Ripper’ – Margaret Thatcher was so incensed by the failure to catch the killer that she threatened to take charge of the police investigation herself. There was a great deal at stake – the Conservatives, after all, were seen as being the party of law and order. Yet here was someone able to kill at least thirteen women and still avoid detection. Apparently, it was only William Whitelaw, Thatcher’s genial Home Secretary, who was able to persuade her that it wouldn’t be a good idea to have the Prime Minister stationed at Leeds police headquarters for days on end.2


The fact that the Whitechapel Murders remain unsolved, unlike those of the Yorkshire Ripper, means they continue to generate popular interest as one criminologist, historian or, more typically, ‘Ripperologist’ after another suggests a new theory as to who might’ve been responsible. On the other hand, Hallie Rubenhold, rather than attempting to unmask the killer, attempted in The Five to ‘retrace the footsteps of five women, to consider their experiences within the context of their era, and to follow their paths through both the gloom and the light’.3 Rubenhold persuasively reminds us that terms such as ‘street walker’ and ‘walk the streets’, which today would be euphemisms for prostitution, were not firmly established in this usage until the mid-twentieth century, and therefore that some of the victims of Jack the Ripper may have been mischaracterised. Above all, she reminds us of their humanity as people, and as women – beyond how they might, or might not, have earned their living. The success of The Five, which won the Baillie Gifford Prize for non-fiction in 2019, is indicative of the continuing interest in this series of murders, and how writing about them can become representative of more current preoccupations.


It’s also possible to observe this cultural obsession from search engines. My typing ‘Jack the Ripper’ into Google generated just under twenty million hits while, by way of comparison, ‘the Yorkshire Ripper’ produced just under five million; there are some two thousand books with ‘Jack the Ripper’ in the title for sale on Amazon – as well as a hundred films and assorted TV programmes. There’s a controversial Jack the Ripper Museum in Cable Street, ‘in the heart of Whitechapel’, and there are a number of walking tours offering tourists the opportunity to follow in the footsteps of the killer. One of the most popular of these tours on TripAdvisor boasts of having ‘Ripper-Vision’: ‘your guide uses handheld projectors to accompany spine-chilling tales of the murders[.] As you explore the dimly lit back streets of Whitechapel, the images of Victorian London are projected onto buildings to guarantee a highly atmospheric experience.’4 When Madame Tussauds re-opened their Chamber of Horrors in London in October 2022, Jack the Ripper was, unsurprisingly, the main attraction. In historical terms we might view what I’ve been describing as the ‘after’, but of course I’m also interested in the ‘before’, as well as the crimes themselves. Prior to discussing the murders, it’s important to understand how they emerged from a distinct period within late Victorian England.


*


It’s always difficult to identify when an event, a movement, or indeed a sequence of murders started. History can sometimes remind me of talking to witnesses of a crime – looking at the same incident, they usually have a different analysis of what had taken place, and who might have been responsible. The ‘truth’, in other words, is often partial and incomplete. For me, the Whitechapel Murders’ ‘origin story’ begins with the Criminal Law Amendment Act of 1885. This Act of Parliament and the very public controversies that surrounded it helps to make sense of the events in Whitechapel three years later, and specifically the power of the press to create a scandal that could cross party political lines and class boundaries.5


This Bill was a formal attempt by the state to counter concerns that a growing number of women and girls were selling sexual services, and a sense that there had been a decline in moral standards that seemed to have accompanied the country’s rapid industrialisation. It was also a way of responding to a fear that children and young women were being sold into an organised international trade known as ‘white slavery’, which coerced them into prostitution. In 1881 a House of Lords select committee had recommended that the age of consent should be raised from thirteen to sixteen, and the subsequent Criminal Law Amendment Bill was then introduced to Parliament. It passed the Lords but failed in the House of Commons in 1883. The Bill was re-introduced in 1884, and again in 1885 when Lord Salisbury took office with a minority government after the resignation of Gladstone, although it seemed that the Bill would fail once more.


It was at this point that the editor of the Pall Mall Gazette entered the fray.6 William Thomas (W. T.) Stead was a northern Nonconformist, a radical liberal who wanted real social change and justice, and who saw the class system as preventing that change from happening. One of the most controversial figures of the nineteenth century, Stead was born in the Northumberland village of Embleton in 1849 and would die on the Titanic in 1912.7 He was the son of a Congregationalist minister, suitably pious, a rebel, a free-thinker, and virtually single-handedly invented what we’d now call tabloid journalism. At the time this was called ‘the new journalism’, which involved reporting on issues that stemmed from Stead’s personal, religious and moral beliefs, using emotive, sensational language and illustrations.


Early in his career he’d written about prostitution for the Northern Echo. In one of his first editorials for that newspaper he described it as ‘the ghastliest curse which haunts civilised society, which is steadily sapping the very foundations of our morality’. He’d also covered the case of the female serial killer Mary Ann Cotton. Cotton had murdered her way through various husbands, partners, children and stepchildren in the Durham area, and Stead recognised that reporting her case improved the paper’s circulation.8


Having moved to London, Stead was horrified by what he saw on the streets of the capital and was equally intolerant of the seeming inability of politicians to do something about the ‘evils of the sex trade’. Stead believed that through the ‘justifiable sensation’ of what he wrote, he could harness the power of people to create social change and thought that this type of journalism was a ‘glorious opportunity of attacking the devil’. His most perceptive biographer has described him as ‘an evangelist; a minister’s son who saw the editor’s chair as a pulpit and the reading public as his congregation’.9 So he used the Pall Mall Gazette, a hitherto sedate gentleman’s magazine, as a platform to expose the reality of child prostitution in London.


‘The Maiden Tribute of Modern Babylon’ was published in July 1885. It was written in instalments, with provocative headings proclaiming such things as ‘The Violation of Virgins’, ‘Confessions with Brothel Keeper’ and ‘Strapping Girls Down’. It caused outrage and, virtually overnight, Stead successfully turned the issue of the trafficking of women and girls into a national, and indeed international, obsession with crowds demanding that action should be taken. Stead described this as ‘government by journalism’, and the subsequent passage of the Criminal Law Amendment Act not only led to the age of consent being raised but made the prosecution of brothels much easier. In celebration, anti-vice campaigners held a rally in Hyde Park that drew a crowd of three hundred thousand people. This, as the social historian Professor Julia Laite has observed, was a ‘testament to the degree which Stead’s exposé had truly rallied the public to the cause’.10


Stead also took direct action, and it’s worth considering this more fully given that it reveals details rarely studied in our history. At its heart, ‘The Maiden Tribute of Babylon’ was a description of how Stead had commissioned a former sex worker called Rebecca Jarrett to purchase a child, to show how easy it was to procure a young girl and have her then sell sexual services. Stead graphically described how Jarrett was able to purchase ‘Lily’, a thirteen-year-old girl, from her mother for £5. Of course, ‘Lily’ is a name that serves to illustrate the girl’s purity, as well as protect her identity. Lily’s real name was in fact Eliza Armstrong. After being purchased by Jarrett, Eliza was ‘certified’ a virgin by an abortionist midwife, and then taken to a brothel. She was then drugged with chloroform before being sent to France in the care of the Salvation Army.


Eliza’s mother recognised her daughter from the details contained within the article and, claiming that she’d been ‘duped’ by Jarrett, went to the police. Stead and Jarrett, and several other accomplices, including Bramwell Booth, Chief of Staff of the Salvation Army, were charged with the abduction and indecent assault of Eliza. Stead explained to the court that he’d been attempting to ‘protect the children of the poor. Was that not the object that I did all this for? You know it was, and you know that was why Jarrett did it, and Bramwell Booth did it. It was not in order to abduct a girl, but to rescue her from what we believed was her inevitable doom.’11 His pleas fell on deaf ears, and after two trials they were all found guilty. Stead was sentenced to three months in prison.


Despite his imprisonment and several other setbacks, Stead had established the ability of new journalism to engage the public in the social issues of the day, and in turn make politicians take notice of what was being reported. New journalism was a tool which could be harnessed to do good, as was always intended by the pious Stead, while at the same time selling ever greater numbers of newspapers.


Stead resigned from the Pall Mall Gazette in 1889. However, his literary invention was now firmly embedded in a range of other newspapers, in particular the Star, edited by an Irish radical called Thomas Power (T. P.) O’Connor. The Star’s reporting of the Whitechapel Murders took the new journalism to even greater extremes,12 resulting in sales of some three hundred thousand copies per day – a circulation that was never remotely matched by the Pall Mall Gazette, even at the height of Stead’s editorship. So, even before the first Whitechapel murder in 1888, the media had learned how to use a case to create maximum political impact, and in doing so generate huge public interest which could also be turned into profit. Sex work, policing, the incompetence of government and murder were therefore already the staple diet of many newspapers even before Jack the Ripper struck.


*


Ripperologists will have noticed that I stated the sequence of murders attributed to Jack the Ripper started on 7 August 1888. This is a few weeks before the murder of Mary Ann Nichols, the first of the so-called ‘canonical five’ victims usually ascribed to the Ripper. However, the first victim that I’ve identified is Martha Tabram, a thirty-seven-year-old woman who was also known as Martha Turner. She was stabbed thirty-nine times in George Yard Buildings, George Yard, Whitechapel, close to where she had been living at 19 George Street with a friend called Mary Ann Connelly, who also used the name ‘Pearly Poll’. Both women were sex workers.


I’ve started with Martha for one simple reason: her murder was definitively identified as part of the sequence by HOLMES. This is the Home Office Large Major Enquiry System – the information retrieval system aimed at helping senior investigating officers (SIOs) in murder investigations. HOLMES was introduced in 1985 in the wake of the botched Yorkshire Ripper inquiry, which saw officers overwhelmed by the sheer amount of information being collected.13 HOLMES provides a system that automates the process of collecting and collating information, and so helps the SIO see the wood for the trees.14 In other words, what pieces of evidence are significant, and how might they be linked in a sequence of murders?


I was able to have the entire police file on the Whitechapel Murders entered into HOLMES by the police’s lead trainer for a BBC documentary about Jack the Ripper.15 This showed which of the various murders committed in Whitechapel between April 1888 and February 1891 might have been linked, and therefore likely to have been committed by the same perpetrator. Martha’s murder was connected to the ‘canonical five’. To be blunt, if these murders had taken place in the twenty-first century rather than 1888, the police would have viewed the sequence as involving six victims.


The circumstances surrounding Martha’s murder also offer up clues about which of the various suspects might have been responsible. I’m only engaging in this parlour game here as it helps us to re-consider some of the stories that we like to tell ourselves about who might be responsible for serious, violent crime. The most widely considered suspects are James Maybrick, Francis Tumblety, Walter Sickert and, finally, a collection of suspects who might handily come under the heading of ‘a royal conspiracy’. Why did these suspects emerge, and why does their story – or the story that is told about them – still resonate today? Each of these suspects has been proposed by authors of bestselling books. For example, Maybrick, a Liverpool-based cotton trader who died in 1889, is supposedly the author of a diary in which he ‘confesses’ to the murders.16 However, the diary has become the subject of numerous claims and counterclaims in respect to its authenticity. Meanwhile, Tumblety emerged as a suspect through the research of Stewart Evans and his co-author Paul Gainey for Jack the Ripper: First American Serial Killer (1996). While he may have been suspected at one stage by Scotland Yard, he was a very unlikely Ripper: physically enormous, gay and with a distinctive moustache, Tumblety would have been very conspicuous and easily identified.


The artist Walter Sickert is put forward as a suspect in Portrait of a Killer: Jack the Ripper – Case Closed (2002) by the American novelist Patricia Cornwell, who states, ‘I knew the identity of a murderer and I couldn’t possibly avert my gaze.’ Her use of modern forensic techniques to unmask her suspect is admirable, but she concentrates all her efforts on him, and this confirmation bias undermines her case. For instance, the last acknowledged Ripper victim, according to HOLMES, was Mary Jane Kelly, who was killed on 9 November 1888, but Sickert lived on well into the twentieth century, dying at the age of eighty-one in 1942. As Cornwell freely admits, most serial killers do not stop killing until they are apprehended or die, but she gets round this apparent paradox by suggesting that Sickert continued to kill and may have been responsible for some forty murders. She also claims that he killed children and young people as well as sex workers. I disagree. Cornwell produces convincing evidence that the artist was obsessed with Jack the Ripper and it’s possible that he even wrote several letters to the police claiming to be the murderer. However, hoax letters are a common feature of many high-profile murder cases.17 Perhaps the most telling argument against Sickert being Jack the Ripper is that he was out of the country for much of September 1888, when several of the murders occurred.


Another prime suspect is part of the ‘royal conspiracy’ – Prince Albert Victor, Queen Victoria’s grandson. Some believe that the prince was himself the murderer; others that the killings were committed to protect his reputation. Notable among the books pointing the finger at Albert Victor is Stephen Knight’s Jack the Ripper: The Final Solution (1976), and he also features in several films, most memorably From Hell, starring Johnny Depp. However, the prince wasn’t in London when several of the murders were committed: he was in Yorkshire when Mary Ann Nichols was killed; in Scotland with his cousin Prince Henry of Battenburg when the ‘double event’ occurred – so called because Elizabeth Stride and Catherine Eddowes were killed on the same day – and in Norfolk when the final murder took place. Albert Victor couldn’t have been Jack the Ripper, but Knight claims that a ‘Freemasons’ conspiracy’ evolved to cover up the fact that the prince had fallen in love with a young Catholic woman called Annie Crook. They allegedly married in secret and had a child, who was put into the care of Mary Jane Kelly after the prince had been sent to India, and Annie Crook locked up in an asylum.


These books often draw unsupportable conclusions, but as a group they create a narrative about who’s believed capable of such horribly iconic violence, and how these men may have escaped justice. Seemingly we’ve always liked to imagine that serial murderers must resemble the fictional and extraordinary Hannibal Lecter, a classical music-loving psychiatrist and a ‘super predator’, rather than the all-too-banal, weedy and needy Dennis Nilsen, a former police officer who killed young men in London in the late 1970s and early 1980s.


This popular understanding about who’s capable of committing serial murder can also be found in a number of Edwardian biographies and autobiographies. These were written by a number of officials involved in the case and, in effect, are a rear-guard action on behalf of the police, essentially amounting to a defence of ‘we knew all along who did it, but we just couldn’t arrest him’. I discuss these accounts more fully below, but they include Robert Anderson’s idiosyncratic The Lighter Side of My Official Life (1910), describing his time as Assistant Commissioner at Scotland Yard, which provides an almost authorised view of contemporary Jack the Ripper suspects. Walter Dew’s I Caught Crippen: Memoirs of Ex-Chief Inspector Walter Dew CID (1938) covers the author’s early career and his attendance at Miller’s Court, where Mary Jane Kelly was murdered. Finally, Sir Melville Macnaghten’s Days of My Years (1914) is also useful as he was another senior official at Scotland Yard around the time of the murders.


Of the more recent books which have pushed our understanding forwards, David Canter’s Mapping Murder (2003) explores whether the geography of Whitechapel might offer clues to the killer’s identity – and ‘geoprofiling’18 more generally does help us to locate where the killer might have lived. And finally, today we are also able to construct a fairly sophisticated profile of the type of person who committed the murders based on which victims were chosen, what was done to them and how their bodies were discarded. This was attempted by ‘the FBI’s legendary mindhunter’ John E. Douglas in The Cases that Haunt Us: From Jack the Ripper to Jonbenet Ramsey (2000), written with Mark Olshaker. While profiles of serial killers can often be very subjective, there’s little doubt that Jack the Ripper’s victims, and what happened to them, provide us with a number of clues that are worthy of consideration. However, before re-considering what all of this might tell us about plausible suspects, and the new importance of the murder of Martha Tabram as the first victim, let’s look again at the ‘canonical five’.


*


Most authors writing about Jack the Ripper have attributed five victims to him because of a confidential memorandum by Sir Melville Macnaghten in February 1894. Macnaghten, who’d joined the Metropolitan Police Force as Assistant Chief Constable CID in June 1889, wrote this memo in response to a newspaper claim that Jack the Ripper was a recently detained lunatic called Thomas Hayne Cutbush. In it Macnaghten states unequivocally that ‘the Whitechapel murderer had five victims – & 5 victims only’. He then names the ‘canonical five’, and expressly dismisses Martha Tabram as a Ripper victim – he was wrong. However, we should note the striking degree of similarity between the five women: several were involved sporadically in the sex trade, although not all (Catherine Eddowes most obviously); each had problems with alcohol; some were homeless; and they were all, except for Mary Jane Kelly, in their forties.


What these women also had in common was that none was an ‘ideal victim’; they didn’t generate the sympathy of the public, as other murder victims might have done, because of their perceived lifestyles and personal circumstances. Instead, what was sensational was the idea of an unmasked killer, and the incompetence of the police in bringing him to justice. As Rubenhold has shown, this is grossly unfair to the women who were murdered, and reduces their lives to simply how they died, rather than giving them agency, autonomy and identity.


Mary Ann Nichols was also known as ‘Polly’. She was born on 26 August 1845 to Edward Walker, a locksmith, and his wife Caroline, who worked as a laundress. The family lived in Shoe Lane, off Fleet Street. In January 1864 Mary Ann married an Oxford-born printer called William Nichols at St Bride’s Parish Church in Fleet Street, and between 1866 and 1879 they had five children. While this indicates that their marriage was publicly fruitful, it was privately stormy, and broke down completely a year later. William said this was a result of Mary Ann’s alcoholism, but her father denied that she was a heavy drinker, suggesting instead that the marriage failed as a result of William having an affair with the nurse who looked after Mary Ann during her last pregnancy. Whatever the truth, Mary Ann moved out of the family home in September 1880 and went to live in the Lambeth Workhouse. She stayed there for some nine months and would return periodically over the next eight years. At first, after their separation, William continued to support Mary Ann, but he eventually stopped the payments. When the parish authorities tried to collect more maintenance money from him, he explained that his wife had deserted her children, taken up with another man, and was now earning her living as a prostitute. He won the case, and at the time of her death he hadn’t seen Mary Ann for three years. However, it is important to note that men stood to benefit if they could paint their former partners in the worst possible light, and so their claims shouldn’t be accepted at face value.


Between April and July 1888, Mary Ann worked as a domestic servant in the home of Mr and Mrs Cowdry in Wandsworth, a job secured for her by the matron of the Lambeth Workhouse. It seems logical to presume that the matron had placed Mary Ann in a good situation, but unfortunately – for whatever reason – this plan backfired. On 12 July Mrs Cowdry sent Mary Ann’s father a postcard to say that she’d stolen clothing worth £3 10s. and absconded. At the time of her death, Mary Ann was living in a doss house known as the White House, in Flower and Dean Street in the East End, where men and women were allowed to sleep together.


Mary Ann was five feet two inches tall, with a dark complexion, brown eyes, greying brown hair, high cheekbones and discoloured teeth. Her associates viewed her as a very clean woman who tried to keep herself to herself and rarely talked about her affairs. This might suggest something of the regret she must have felt for the children she’d left behind. On the night that she died she went out drinking at the Frying Pan in Brick Lane, but by 1.20 a.m. she was in a lodging house in Thrawl Street, where she was asked for fourpence for her bed. She didn’t have the money so was turned away. Later, Mary Ann was spotted by Mrs Emily Holland, with whom she had once shared a room in Thrawl Street. Emily described Mary Ann as having been drunk, and said she found her slumped against the wall of a grocer’s shop. According to her statement, Emily tried to persuade Mary Ann to go home with her, but Mary Ann wanted to earn her doss money, so she staggered up Whitechapel Road and into Buck’s Row – known today as Durward Street – where she met her death.


The circumstances in which Mary Ann was found don’t need further elaboration. Of greater relevance are the injuries that she suffered, given that these might afford an insight into the state of mind of her killer. Mary Ann had two bruises on her face, one on each side. There were two cuts to her throat – one four inches long, the other eight inches – both of which were so deep as to reach the vertebrae of her neck. There was also bruising on her abdomen, and on her right side three or four cuts running downwards – according to a contemporary account, the ‘lower part of the person was completely ripped open’. All the wounds had been inflicted with a sharp knife. While not commented upon by the coroner, several newspapers reported that Mary Ann might have been wearing a ring, which had been removed by the killer. Mary Ann seems to have turned her back to her murderer, possibly intending to have intercourse in this position, which gave him the opportunity to cut her throat. Cutting his victim’s throat would have left her unable to scream, allowing him more time to mutilate his dying victim. This suggests that Jack the Ripper was ‘act focused’ – he wanted to kill his victims quickly – and wasn’t interested in prolonging the process by which they died. He wanted his victim dead so he could feed his fantasies with an inert body.


The Ripperologist Paul Begg notes that all of the murders (with the exception of Elizabeth Stride’s, when the Ripper was disturbed) were ‘characterised by extensive mutilation of the victim, the womb being the target of his attacks’.19 Dr Rees Ralph Llewellyn, who conducted the full post-mortem examination on Mary Ann, thought that her killer must have had at least some, albeit crude, anatomical knowledge. His opinion has been used by many commentators to propose doctors or people with a medical background as the murderer. However, as Patricia Cornwell points out, ‘this isn’t surgery; it is expediency, or grab and cut’. This ‘grab and cut’ added another layer to the horror of the story, which could be exploited by the press. Finally, there’s no evidence that the killer engaged in sex with Mary Ann, or indeed with any of his later victims.


Annie Chapman, the second of the five, was born Annie Smith in September of either 1840 or 1841. Her father, George, was a soldier in the Life Guards. Annie’s first job seems to have been as a domestic servant, and in May 1869 she married a coachman named John Chapman. Together they had three children. Annie drank heavily, which eventually led to the couple’s separation in 1882. She was given an allowance of ten shillings a week by her ex-husband, but that ended abruptly when he died in 1886. Thereafter, Annie drifted from one relationship to another, and her friends described her at the time of her murder as ‘addicted to drink’. She tried to support herself by selling matches and flowers bought at Stratford Market, but was forced into sex work, which reveals the precarious nature of life in late Victorian England for working-class women.


On the night of her murder Annie had been drinking in the Britannia public house on the corner of Dorset Street, near where she had been staying at a lodging house. She returned to her lodgings and, like Mary Ann Nichols, was asked for money for her bed. She didn’t have it but told the warden – Tim Donovan – that he shouldn’t let out her bed because she would return with the cash. Donovan stated that Annie was drunk but walking straight. There were also some unsubstantiated reports that she went on to the Ten Bells pub on the corner of Fournier Street. In any event, Annie was found dead, lying on her back, in the rear yard of 29 Hanbury Street. Her throat had been cut through to the spine, and a portion of her small intestine and abdomen was lying on the ground over her right shoulder, still attached to her body. The post-mortem report describes the remainder of her injuries: ‘from the pelvis, the uterus and its appendages, with the upper portion of the vagina and the posterior two-thirds of the bladder, had been entirely removed’.


Elizabeth Stride and Catherine Eddowes were killed just over three weeks later, on the same night. This is often described as the ‘double event’, a phrase used in a postcard purportedly written by Jack the Ripper on 1 October 1888. Elizabeth was murdered first; then, just forty-five minutes later, Catherine was killed. Their murders are of particular significance because both seem to have been witnessed.


Elizabeth Gustafsdotter was born in Sweden in November 1843 and immigrated to London in February 1867. This seems to have been an attempt to put the past behind her, as she’d already been arrested by Swedish police for prostitution. She married a carpenter named John Stride in March 1869, and soon they were running a coffee shop together. However, John suffered ill-health, and in January 1879 Elizabeth asked the Swedish Church in London for financial assistance. John was admitted to Poplar Workhouse in August 1884 before being sent to the Poplar and Stepney Sick Asylum, where he died of heart disease two months later.


The Strides’ marriage seems to have broken down three years before John’s death, with Elizabeth’s heavy drinking reportedly the principal cause. She spent time in the Whitechapel Workhouse infirmary and would eventually be sentenced to seven days’ hard labour for being drunk and disorderly and soliciting on 13 November 1884. She liked to tell people that her husband and two of her children had died in a shipping accident in 1878, and Cornwell notes that Elizabeth had ‘led a life of lies, most of them pitiful attempts to weave a brighter, more dramatic tale than the truth of her depressing, desperate life’. Paul Begg notes that she might also have masqueraded as another woman called Elizabeth Watts, and she certainly had a variety of nicknames – Long Liz, Hippy Lip Annie and Mother Gum.


After the collapse of her marriage, Elizabeth lived on and off with a man named Michael Kidney. By all accounts it was a stormy relationship, with Elizabeth disappearing for days or weeks at a time: ‘It was the drink that made her go away,’ claimed Kidney after her death. Support for this statement comes in the form of the numerous appearances Elizabeth made before the magistrates. For example, she was charged in February and October 1887, and again in February and September 1888, with being drunk and disorderly and using obscene language. Kidney and Elizabeth parted company for the last time on 25 September 1888, just five days before her death. As a result, he was initially suspected of her murder.


Elizabeth was seen drinking in the Bricklayer’s Arms in Settles Street on the night of her death, and she may have been sold a bunch of grapes by a grocer, Matthew Packer, between 11 p.m. and midnight, although none were found in her stomach during her post-mortem. Her body was discovered in a passageway beside 40 Berner Street, home of the International Working Men’s Educational Club. That night about a hundred people had turned up at the club to debate ‘Why Jews Should Be Socialists’, with most not leaving before 11.30 p.m. Several stayed on to drink until well after midnight. Clearly, then, people must have been around when Elizabeth was attacked. Israel Schwartz, for example, followed a man into Berner Street from Commercial Road. He saw the figure approach Elizabeth – who was standing outside the gates of the club – stop, exchange a few words with her and then assault her. Schwartz thought it was a domestic dispute, so he crossed the road to avoid becoming involved. He then saw a second man leave a pub on the corner and light his pipe. Next, he heard someone (perhaps the man with the pipe) shout ‘Lipski’ – a reference to Israel Lipski, who had been convicted for murder and executed in 1887 – which might have been intended to scare off Schwartz. He did indeed run away (as did the man with the pipe) but he reported all he’d witnessed the following day at Leman Street police station.


If Schwartz is to be believed, he undoubtedly saw the man who murdered Elizabeth Stride, and he provided the police with a description of Jack the Ripper. Schwartz stated that the man was approximately thirty, short – about five feet five inches tall – with broad shoulders, a fair complexion, dark hair, a full face and a small moustache. He was wearing a dark jacket and trousers, with a black peaked cap on his head. Because of the presence of Schwartz and/or the man with the pipe, or possibly due to the arrival several minutes later of Louis Diemshutz, who worked at the club as a steward, this time the killer didn’t linger over his victim’s body. He cut Elizabeth’s throat, but her body wasn’t mutilated in any way. Unfortunately for Catherine Eddowes, that meant the killer had unfinished business.


Catherine Eddowes, also known as Kate Kelly, was born in Wolverhampton on 14 April 1842. Her father was a tinplate worker and her mother a cook, and the family moved to London when Catherine was just one year old. She spent some of her childhood back in Wolverhampton and would eventually find work there as a tinplate stamper. Catherine was fired from that job and ran off to Birmingham, where she stayed with an uncle who made boots and shoes. This arrangement didn’t work out, so she returned to Wolverhampton in 1861, where she met and set up home with a former soldier called Thomas Quinn. The couple had a son, moved to London, and three further children were born. However, Catherine’s heavy drinking and fiery temperament seem to have been the cause of the relationship breaking down by 1880. She moved into a lodging house called Cooney’s in Flower and Dean Street, where she met and started a relationship with John Kelly. He resolutely denied that Catherine was involved in sex work but admitted that she sometimes drank to excess – she was charged with being drunk and disorderly in September 1881.


On the day of her death, Catherine had again been drinking heavily enough to be arrested, by PC Louis Robinson at 8.30 p.m. She was taken to Bishopsgate police station to sleep it off. Just before one o’clock the following morning the station sergeant asked PC George Hutt to check if anyone could be released. Catherine was by now sober, so she was freed by Hutt, who asked her to shut the station door on her way out. ‘All right. Good night, old cock,’ she said as she walked into the early hours of the morning, just as Elizabeth Stride’s body was being found.


Catherine seems to have gone in the opposite direction to Flower and Dean Street, and eventually she must have wandered into Mitre Square, where her body was found. By all accounts, the square was poorly lit, but the patrolling PC Watkins reported nothing unusual at 1.30 a.m. However, just five minutes later, a commercial traveller in the cigarette business named Joseph Lawende noticed a couple standing at the entrance of a passageway leading to the square. Lawende described a woman wearing clothes that matched those worn by Catherine that night. Strangely, at the inquest into Catherine’s death he didn’t give a description of the man who was with her, but The Times provided a brief pen picture, and the Home Office files contain a full description that can only have come from Lawende. Perhaps the police were trying to keep Lawende’s information out of the public domain in the hope of using the intelligence he provided to trap the killer.


Catherine’s body was discovered by PC Watkins when he passed back through Mitre Square on his beat at 1.45 a.m. As he was later to tell the Star newspaper, Catherine had been ‘ripped up like a pig in the market . . . I have been in the force a long while, but I never saw such a sight.’ The attack had been ferocious: her throat had been cut; after death her killer had mutilated her face and abdomen; her intestines had been cut out and placed over her right shoulder; and her left kidney and uterus had been removed. The damage to Catherine’s face – the tip of her nose and her ear lobes had been cut off, and her cheeks slashed – was clearly deliberate. As Cornwell observes: ‘The face is the person. To mutilate it is personal.’ A search was made of the area near where Catherine’s body was discovered, and some graffiti was found. This has again become part of Jack the Ripper folklore. It reportedly read, ‘The Jews are the men that will not be blamed for nothing’, but there’s no way of knowing if this was connected to the murders or had been in existence for some time.


The last of the ‘canonical five’ was Mary Jane Kelly, also known as ‘Black Mary’, ‘Ginger’ and ‘Marie Jeanette Kelly’. By far the youngest of the victims, her body was found at 13 Miller’s Court, Dorset Street. Her murder was unusual because she wasn’t murdered in public, and her extensive injuries indicate that the killer was able to spend some considerable time with Mary Jane’s body after her death. More than any of the other murders, this one represents the ultimate expression of Jack the Ripper’s hatred of his female victims. By the time of her death, Mary Jane would have been all too aware that there was a killer walking the streets of Whitechapel murdering prostitutes. However, she continued to sell sexual services, a simple fact that highlights the desperation of the young women who were involved in the sex industry in late Victorian Britain.


In his autobiography Walter Dew claimed that he knew Mary Jane by sight and said that most of her contemporaries would have described her as pretty. Born in Limerick, Ireland around 1863, she moved to Cardiff, where she first seems to have become involved in prostitution. Eventually she made her way to London. By April 1887, she was in a relationship with a porter called Joseph Barnett, but at the time of her murder their relationship had begun to cool, perhaps because Barnett disapproved of her work as a prostitute. As a result, Barnett lived apart from Mary Jane, who was renting a room in Miller’s Court from a well-known East End pimp called John McCarthy.


There are several conflicting witness testimonies relating to when Mary Jane was last seen alive, and with whom she was seen entering Miller’s Court. But there’s no doubt about what happened to her after her death, as the police took photographs of both Mary Jane’s body and the interior and exterior of 13 Miller’s Court. Dew noted simply: ‘There was little left of her, not much more than a skeleton. Her face was terribly scarred and mutilated.’ Indeed, her ears, nose, cheeks and eyebrows had been partly removed. Dr Thomas Bond – who conducted Mary Jane’s preliminary post-mortem at the crime scene – described the state of her body:




The legs were wide apart, the left thigh at right angles to the trunk & the right forming an obtuse angle with the pubis. The whole surface of the abdomen & thighs was removed & the abdominal cavity emptied of its viscera. The breasts were cut off, the arms mutilated by several jagged wounds & the face hacked beyond recognition of the features . . . The viscera were found in various parts viz: the uterus & kidneys with one breast under the head, the other breast by the right foot, the liver between the feet, the intestines by the right side & the spleen by the left side of the body. The flaps removed from the abdomen & thighs were on a table . . . the pericardium was open below & the heart absent.





When Mary Jane was buried ten days later at Shoreditch Church there were three large wreaths on her coffin, two crowns of artificial flowers and a cross that bore the words ‘A last tribute of respect to Mary Kelly. May she rest in peace, and may her murderer be brought to justice.’


*


Today, if the police were faced with a series of murders such as these, there’d be a mass of DNA evidence available for analysis, fingerprints, CCTV footage and mobile phone records. The police would also be able to call on a range of experts, including profilers. The offence characteristics – how the crime was committed, why the victim was chosen and the manner in which the body was dismembered – would provide insight into the type of person that the offender was likely to be. In particular, a profiler would look at five areas: the crime scene; the nature of the attacks; forensic evidence; a medical examination of the victim; and, finally, the victim’s characteristics.


In the case of Jack the Ripper I’d note that there was no evidence of sexual assault, and that he was ‘act focused’ – all of his victims were killed quickly. He didn’t torture them while they were alive but, when he had time to be alone with a dead victim, he mutilated her abdomen and sometimes her face. He removed body parts and sometimes took other ‘trophies’, such as Mary Ann Nichols’s ring. The mutilation of the abdomens has sexual overtones, but I’d suggest that Jack the Ripper wasn’t sexually competent, and consequently was single. While he did murder several women who were involved in selling sex, his choice of victim doesn’t seem to have stemmed from a desire to buy those services. Sex workers simply allowed him to get sufficiently close to commit his crimes. He committed most of his murders in the street, which meant that he often didn’t have much opportunity to be alone with his dead victims for any length of time. As a result, he fully accomplished his goal only with Mary Jane Kelly, his final victim, whom he murdered indoors and so was able to mutilate at his leisure. He also never seemed to give much thought to his escape route, or indeed how he’d dispose of his victim’s body. All of this suggests that he was a disorganised killer, who had no plan and merely sought out random opportunities to kill. When he did have the time to be alone with Mary Jane Kelly, the mutilation of her body was so comprehensive that her identity was virtually obliterated.


The timing of his attacks is also significant. They always occurred in the early hours of the morning on a Friday, Saturday or Sunday. This would suggest that he had some form of unskilled work that occupied him during the week, and no opportunity to be alone. In other words, it was only at the weekend that he was away from those who knew him, were related to him, or were living with him. All of the attacks occurred in a very narrow geographical area, which strongly suggests that he lived locally – he was too disorganised to travel any great distance. It seems reasonable to assume that he’d lodgings near to Buck’s Row, where Mary Ann Nichols was killed. He undoubtedly had somewhere to return to after each attack, where he could clean himself and perhaps hide while the police conducted house-to-house searches.


Jack the Ripper was undoubtedly a white man of limited intelligence and education, under the age of forty-five. From the nature of his offences, it seems highly unlikely that he would’ve been interested in writing letters to the press. There’s also no real evidence of any medical training or surgical knowledge in his crimes – he simply seems to have been curious about the internal organs of women. Finally, the nature of the murders he committed suggests that he was insane.


If we accept the broad parameters of this profile – which isn’t far removed from others that have been conducted in the past – we can start to rule out some suspects. First, the prime suspect, James Maybrick, doesn’t fit this profile in any way: he lived in Liverpool rather than locally; he was ill; he was older than the profile suggests; and he would’ve planned any attacks far more carefully than the man who was disturbed while murdering Elizabeth Stride and was seen with Catherine Eddowes. Whatever the truth about his diary – and in all likelihood it is a forgery – Maybrick is therefore a very unlikely candidate for Jack the Ripper. Nor, as I have indicated earlier in the chapter, should we ‘close the case’ and blame Walter Sickert. Even if he did write letters to the press claiming to be the Ripper, a profiler would suggest that such an action points more to his innocence than to his guilt.


So, having dismissed two of the principal suspects, who are we left with? I’m keen to answer this question because it tells us so much about who we want a serial killer to be.


At least two people saw Jack the Ripper, and provided descriptions to the police: Israel Schwartz, who saw Elizabeth Stride being assaulted in Berner Street, and Joseph Lawende, who spotted Catherine Eddowes with her killer in Mitre Square. Their descriptions are remarkably similar. As we know, Schwartz recalled seeing a short, stocky thirty-year-old with a moustache, who was wearing a black cap with a peak. The Times reported that Lawende witnessed a man of shabby appearance, about thirty years of age, five feet nine inches tall, with a fair complexion and a small moustache, wearing a peaked grey cloth cap. The Home Office files relating to Lawende’s description go into more detail (and knock an inch or two off the height, bringing it more in line with Schwartz’s description): ‘aged about thirty, five foot seven or eight, of fair complexion, with a fair moustache, of medium build, wearing a pepper-and-salt-coloured loose jacket, a grey cloth cap with peak of the same colour, and a reddish handkerchief tied in a knot around the neck, and having the appearance of a sailor’.


Based on these descriptions, Sir Robert Anderson outlined where the police’s attention was focused:




One did not need to be a Sherlock Holmes to discover that the criminal was a sexual maniac of a virulent type; that he was living in the immediate vicinity of the scenes of the murders; and that, if he was not living absolutely alone, his people knew of his guilt, and refused to give him up to justice. During my absence abroad the Police had made a house-to-house search for him, investigating the case of every man in the district whose circumstances were such that he could go and come and get rid of bloodstains in secret. And the conclusion we came to was that he and his people were certain low-class Polish Jews; for it is a remarkable fact that people of that class in the East End will not give up one of their number to Gentile justice.





When his book was published, Anderson was criticised for the antisemitism of this passage, and he had to try to defend his observations in various newspapers and magazines. However, it does appear that he knew the identity of Jack the Ripper and, even acknowledging all the difficulties that now exist in being certain, I’m as convinced as I can be that he was correct. As we’ll see, Anderson’s problem comes not from the fact that he accuses a particular perpetrator but that he widens his point to imply that it would always and only be someone like this individual who was capable of serial murder. In other words, someone who was ‘different’, and not British.


Amid the controversy about Anderson’s antisemitism, an even more significant passage was largely overlooked: ‘the only person who had ever had a good view of the murderer unhesitatingly identified the suspect the instant he was confronted with him; but he refused to give evidence against him’.


In 1987 the so-called ‘Swanson marginalia’ were discovered and helped us to put a name to Jack the Ripper.


*


Chief Inspector Donald Swanson was placed in overall charge of the Whitechapel Murders inquiry in September 1888. He retired in 1903 but kept in touch with his former colleague Sir Robert Anderson, who later gave Swanson a presentation copy of his memoirs. At some point Swanson made a series of pencil comments in the margins, and of specific interest are those appended to the section quoted above, where he wrote: ‘and after this identification which suspect knew, no other murder of this kind took place in London’. He also notes that ‘this identification’ took place at the ‘Seaside Home where he had been sent by us with great difficulty in order to subject him to identification, and he knew he was identified’.


The ‘Seaside Home’ is presumed to be the Convalescent Police Seaside Home in Hove, which was opened in 1890. It seems that the police had a suspect and forced him to visit Hove, where he was officially identified, presumably by either Lawende or Schwartz. Swanson claims that this confrontation put an end to the murders because thereafter the suspect knew that he was being watched by the police. Further details are then given in the marginalia: ‘in a very short time the suspect with his hands tied behind his back, he was sent to Stepney Workhouse and then to Colney Hatch and died shortly afterwards – Kosminski was the suspect – DSS’. Of course, if this is true – and we should note that Kosminski didn’t die until 1919 – it answers a question that’s often raised about Jack the Ripper: as he was never caught, why did the murders not continue into the 1890s?


Swanson’s identification of Kosminski (no first name is given) brings us back to the confidential Macnaghten memorandum. In this, Macnaghten first states that ‘no one ever saw the Whitechapel murderer’ (which, of course, contradicts what has just been discussed), but then he mentions three people, ‘any one of whom would have been more likely than Cutbush to have committed this series of murders’: Montague Druitt, whom he describes as a doctor; Kosminski (like Swanson, Macnaghten doesn’t include a first name); and, finally, Michael Ostrog. However, a generation of research has been able to demonstrate conclusively that neither Montague Druitt nor Michael Ostrog could have been Jack the Ripper. For example, although Druitt committed suicide in late 1888 and was in all likelihood insane, he seems to have taken his own life after being sacked from a teaching job at a school in Blackheath for sexual impropriety. While these issues make him an interesting suspect, his educational background and ability to hold down a job don’t fit with the chaotic and disorganised behaviour of Jack the Ripper. We also know that Druitt had successfully represented the family business in court. None of this suggests the mental state of a man who had only recently obliterated Mary Jane Kelly. Whatever caused Druitt to take his own life, it seems unlikely that it was a result of his being a serial killer. Meanwhile, Ostrog was a career criminal who spent most of his life in prison for a series of opportunistic thefts. Nothing in his record suggests that he could display the type of violence that was perpetrated against the Ripper’s victims, and Paul Begg goes as far as to say that ‘it is a mystery is why anyone ever thought that he might have been [Jack the Ripper]’.


Macnaghten describes Kosminski as ‘a Polish Jew, & resident in Whitechapel. This man became insane owing to many years’ indulgence in solitary vices. He had a great hatred of women, especially of the prostitute class, & had strong homicidal tendencies; he was removed to a lunatic asylum about March 1889. There were many circs [sic] connected with this man which made him a strong suspect.’


*


Two primary sources – Anderson’s autobiography and Swanson’s marginalia – provide us with details about someone they strongly suspected of being Jack the Ripper. Allied to these we also have Macnaghten’s memorandum. In effect all three tell the same story, even if the vague and often broad brush strokes that are employed jar as antisemitic. A Polish Jew living in the heart of the murder area who had people to look after him was responsible for the murders, and he was eventually committed to an asylum on account of his ‘solitary vices’ by his family in 1889. A thorough search of asylum records by the historian Martin Fido unearthed only one Kosminski who was admitted at this time – a young man named Aaron – and no one else with that surname has ever been located. So it’s likely, although not certain, that this was Anderson and Swanson’s suspect, although some of the details that each provides are at odds with historical records.


Aaron Kosminski was born in Poland in 1865 and came to England in 1882. He lived with his brother Woolf at 3 Sion Square, near Mulberry Street in Whitechapel. He was a barber, which would have given him access to various sharp instruments, Jewish and unmarried. In July 1890, and on the instruction of his brother, Kosminski was admitted to the Mile End Old Town Workhouse as a way of controlling his behaviour. The reason given was ‘two years insane’ – that is, since 1888 – with the cause being ‘self abuse’. He was institutionalised for the rest of his life, dying in March 1919. Various medical notes catalogue Kosminski’s time in several asylums, describing his ‘mania’, ‘delusions’, ‘hallucinations’ and ‘incoherence’. One comments on Kosminski’s belief that ‘he is guided and his movements altogether controlled by an instinct that informs his mind’. Others record that he once threatened to kill his sister. When he was admitted to the Leavesden Asylum in April 1894, his next of kin was recorded as his mother, who was living at 63 New Street, off New Road in Whitechapel.


Unfortunately, the medical notes tell us little more about Kosminski, and they certainly don’t provide an insight into his state of mind in 1888. They do suggest that he was incapable of looking after himself, and that his family could no longer cope with his mania, perhaps after he threatened to kill his sister. It’s also worth pausing to consider the cause of his committal – ‘self-abuse’, which clearly meant excessive (perhaps even public) masturbation. This would now be described as hypersexuality, known to the Victorians as ‘satyriasis’, and is characterised by an abnormal and compulsive need for frequent genital stimulation. However, no sexual or emotional satisfaction is ever gained by the sufferer, who may also succumb to bipolar disorder during periods of mania.


This brings us back to the murder of Martha Tabram, and geo-profiling the sequence of murders. Martha had been soliciting on the night in question with her friend Mary Ann Connelly, aka ‘Pearly Poll’. After Martha’s murder Mary Ann reported to Commercial Street police station and gave an account of what they had been doing. She stated that she and Martha had been in the company of two soldiers – one a corporal, the other a private in the Guards – and that after a while she and Martha had gone their separate ways with their clients. Mary Ann was confident that she would recognise both men if she saw them again. The police duly arranged to have guardsmen put on parade, but Mary Ann failed to identify any as the men with whom she and Martha had been spending time. Real efforts were made to discover who these soldiers might have been but, despite this, no one was ever identified. Of course, the soldiers could have closed ranks to protect one of their own, but there’s another possibility too. We know that Aaron Kosminski lived with Woolf, and it doesn’t seem too fanciful to suggest that perhaps, rather than two soldiers, Martha and Mary Ann had actually met the two brothers. Is it possible they merely suggested that they were soldiers and – as he was the most mentally stable – if Woolf did most of the talking, perhaps they could’ve kept up the charade? What’s more, Sion Square is regularly identified as a geo-profiling ‘hot-spot’ when these crime scenes are analysed, and so rather than searching any number of army barracks, Sion Square would have been a much better place for the police to have conducted their house-to-house enquiries.


Was Aaron Kosminski Jack the Ripper? There’s no way to be certain, although he was clearly a strong suspect at the time. He also fits our modern-day profile of Jack the Ripper, based on the crimes that he committed. Kosminski was sexually incompetent, insane and protected by people until they could do so no longer – just as Anderson had suggested. He also lived locally, which puts him in the same bracket as most serial killers. They’re literally ‘the bloke next door’, rather than a prince, a famous artist or a Liverpudlian merchant who travelled to London to commit his crimes. We’ve tended not to notice that serial killers are embedded within our community, partly because, just like the ‘Ripper industry’ itself, the public’s interest in serial killers has been built on and then maintained by myth and fantasy, with one wild hypothesis after another demanding our attention. However, a cold, rational look at the facts of these awful murders doesn’t lead to a royal conspiracy or any other celebrity suspect, but rather to a disturbed, dangerous and anonymous immigrant living in the East End, who hated women.


Of course, Macnaghten’s broader argument was that the killer couldn’t possibly be British and that our problems stem from ‘foreign’ cultures with their different ways of behaving and acting – in this case ‘low-class Polish Jews’. However, while serial killers might be psychologically different from the rest of us, they’re really not glitches or anomalies but are instead part of our culture and society. ‘Othering’ their existence might offer some immediate consolation, for this mistakenly allows us to imagine that the source of our difficulties comes from somewhere else, rather than springing up closer to home. We can cover our eyes and close our ears and convince ourselves that Britain is a law-abiding and orderly place; that the ‘British way of life’ is peaceable and founded on reasonableness and civility. This somewhere else will change over the course of our time frame, although ‘othering’ our problems has remained a constant feature of our history and has thus helped to maintain a belief in where we live and who we are.


We can never be sure that Aaron Kosminski was Jack the Ripper, although it’s of interest that he’s named as such in the re-opened Chamber of Horrors at Madame Tussauds. We do, however, know the identities of his victims. Their stories reveal much about the risky nature of the lives being led by working-class women in late Victorian times, and how easy it was for them to slip from relative comfort to abject squalor. The lives of Mary Ann Nichols and Annie Chapman changed dramatically when maintenance payments from their former husbands stopped. Their lives, and those of the Ripper’s other victims, became dominated by the need to earn fourpence for a bed for the night, a task made even more difficult by their addiction to alcohol. This dependence also brought them into contact with the police and, even if she was not a sex worker, Catherine Eddowes had been arrested just before her murder because of what we would now call ‘problem drinking’. In fact, all six were problem drinkers, and some of them were clearly alcoholic. Selling sexual services provided some of them with the means to keep their bodies and souls together, with just enough left over to buy more alcohol. Each of them, to borrow a phrase used by Patricia Cornwell, probably ‘led a life of lies’ in order to hide the desperation of a reality that kept some of them still working the streets, even when they knew there was a killer on the loose.


Six women’s need to make money to feed an addiction made them vulnerable to attack by a serial killer. That’s a pattern that has been repeated many times over the last 130 years, most dramatically in Ipswich in 2006. Homelessness and alcohol would be replaced there by heroin and crack,20 but the simple need to earn enough cash for the next drink, or fix, and to find a bed for the night creates a sad and desperate connection between those who died at the hands of the Ripper and those who would become victims in the years that followed. Even in 2006 there were initially widespread rumours that the killer had to be a foreign lorry driver making his way through Ipswich to the ports of Felixstowe or Harwich, rather than someone who was in fact living in the heart of the town’s red-light district. People continued to see local problems as coming from elsewhere and, in doing so, they could cling to a myth that we really are a ‘green and pleasant land’, where people respect the rule of law, and our bobbies are the best in the world. These myths existed before Jack the Ripper started to kill and they’d continue to be recycled by the mass media, popular entertainment and politics in the years after 1888.
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