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  ‘People generally see what they look for, and hear what they listen for.’


  Harper Lee, To Kill A Mockingbird (1960)


  ‘Somebody in this case is lying, and lying their heads off.’


  Anthony Arlidge QC, closing speech at the Bamber trial, 22 October 1986
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  Preface


‘Suicide Girl Kills Twins and Parents’ bellowed the Daily Express headline on 8 August 1985. Beside a hauntingly beautiful photograph of the young woman and her two smiling children the article began: ‘A farming family affectionately dubbed “the Archers” was slaughtered in a bloodbath yesterday. Brandishing a gun taken from her father’s collection, deranged divorcee Sheila Bamber, 28, first shot her twin six-year-old sons. She gunned down her father as he tried to phone for help. Then she murdered her mother before turning the automatic .22 rifle on herself.’

Twenty-four-year-old Jeremy Bamber had raised the alarm shortly before 3.30am on Wednesday, 7 August 1985. He told police that he had just received a phone call from his father to the effect that Sheila had ‘gone berserk’ with a gun. Officers met him at the family home, White House Farm in Tolleshunt D’Arcy, Essex; Jeremy worked there but lived alone three miles away. Firearms units arrived but it wasn’t deemed safe to enter the house until 7.45am. They found sixty-one-year-old Nevill Bamber in the kitchen, beaten and shot eight times; his wife June, also sixty-one, lay in the doorway of the master bedroom, shot seven times; Sheila’s six-year-old twin sons, Nicholas and Daniel, had been repeatedly shot in their beds, while Sheila herself lay a few feet from her mother, the rifle on her body, its muzzle pointing at her chin and a Bible at her side. The two bullet wounds in her throat caused some consternation, but the knowledge that she suffered from schizophrenia, coupled with Nevill’s call to his son and the apparent security of the house, convinced police that it was a murder-suicide.

For weeks to come, the tabloids gorged themselves on salacious stories about ‘Hell Raiser Bambi’, the ‘girl with mad eyes’, whom they claimed had been expelled from two schools before becoming a ‘top model’ with a wild social life that resulted in a £40,000 drug debt linking her to a string of country house burglaries. June Bamber, too, was condemned as a religious fanatic with little else to her character. When journalist Yvonne Roberts visited Tolleshunt D’Arcy that September for a more restrained article in London’s Evening Standard, one local told her: ‘What upsets us is that the whole family’s life has been reduced to a series of newspaper headlines. And none of them has got it right.’

Jeremy Bamber’s surviving relations believed the police hadn’t got it right either. They informed officers that Sheila had lived for her children and had no knowledge of firearms, while the medication she took to control her illness left her physically weak and uncoordinated. The rifle’s magazine was stiff to load and the killer had done so at least twice in order to disgorge twenty-five shots, all of which had found their mark. The killer had also overpowered Nevill Bamber, who was six feet, four inches tall and physically very fit.

Furthermore, the dissenting relatives told how they had located the rifle’s silencer (technically known as a sound moderator) in a cupboard at the farm on the Saturday after the murders. It bore red paint which forensic experts linked to scratches on the mantelpiece above the Aga where Nevill had been found, and blood inside the baffles was identified as belonging to Sheila’s blood group. Since the first wound to her throat was incapacitating and the second immediately fatal, it followed that she could not have gone downstairs after shooting herself to put away the silencer; nor did she have the reach to pull the trigger when the silencer was attached to the weapon.

The Bambers were a wealthy family. Soon after the murders, Jeremy began selling antiques from the farmhouse and his sister’s flat in London, ostensibly to raise funds for the death duties he would be required to pay on his inheritance. But a few weeks later his ex-girlfriend Julie Mugford came forward with an extraordinary story: fuelled by jealousy and greed, Jeremy had been plotting to kill his family for at least eighteen months and had hired an assassin to carry out the murders for £2,000. Detectives quickly established that the alleged hit man (a local plumber) had a solid alibi and concluded that Jeremy had committed the murders himself; he had already admitted to stealing almost £1,000 from the family caravan site six months earlier ‘to prove a point’. In her testimony, Julie stated that Jeremy had ended their relationship when she became too upset at having to conceal the truth about the shootings. He dismissed her claims as the bitter fulminations of a jilted woman – she was enraged that he had left her for someone else. But seven weeks after the murders, he was charged with killing his family.

‘It comes down to this: do you believe Julie Mugford or do you believe Jeremy Bamber?’ declared the judge at Chelmsford Crown Court in October 1986. The jury deliberated the question overnight and by a 10–2 majority found Jeremy guilty. Told that he would serve a minimum of twenty-five years in prison, in 1988 his tariff was increased to whole life.

‘Too forgettable,’ was Madame Tussauds’ verdict one month after the trial, when asked by a Today reporter if they would be installing a wax mannequin of Jeremy Bamber in the Chamber of Horrors. But largely through his own efforts, Jeremy has remained in the public eye, steadfastly maintaining his innocence. Either he is truthful and the British justice system has meted out an appalling miscarriage of justice against a man already suffering an incalculable loss, or he is a callous, calculating killer whose attempts to gain freedom are another example of his psychopathy.

Since the failure of his first appeal in 1989, Jeremy has fastidiously worked his way through the case papers, putting forwards various scenarios absolving him of guilt. Although any of these have yet to result in an acquittal, he has seized the chance to distribute sections of the material to the media and other interested parties. As a consequence, virtually every news story about the murders originates from him via his legal team and campaigners.

One commentary on the case describes this ‘repeated overlaying of detail through the production of new evidence’ as having the effect of ‘dilating rather than clarifying the story and making the violence at its core even harder to grasp’. A detailed examination of all the issues raised by Jeremy Bamber and his successive lawyers in their attempts to overturn his conviction falls outside the scope of this book; indeed, it would fill a book of its own. The list of sources includes those websites where more information can be found, but every issue put forward since the trial has been considered by various administrations, including the Police Complaints Authority, the City of London Police, the Criminal Cases Review Commission (CCRC) and the Appeal Court itself. None have been upheld. Likewise, reports commissioned from experts by Jeremy’s lawyers since his case last reached the Appeal Court in 2002 have failed to convince the CCRC that there is any new evidence or legal argument capable of raising a real possibility of quashing his conviction.

Nonetheless, there are puzzling aspects to the case, such as how a guilty Jeremy managed to overcome three adults and why they met their deaths at the particular spots in which they were found. A possible ‘solution’ is presented here, in Appendix I, based on the known evidence and following consultation with experts who worked on the case originally. Jeremy’s own solution is simple: he did not do it. The difficulties with that scenario are the reasons he remains in prison.

Opinions of Jeremy Bamber are profoundly contradictory. Those who believe in his innocence are voluble about his courage, strength and compassion, while those certain of his guilt detest him with equal vehemence, describing a man who never accepts responsibility for any wrongdoing and is swift to dispense with friendships that no longer serve a purpose to his campaign. The disparities make his personality difficult to pin down with authority.

‘I will give you access to the truth,’ Jeremy pledged in an early letter to me, after I wrote to him via his then lawyer Simon McKay. Naturally, he is willing to cooperate with anyone whom he believes will at the very least give him a fair hearing, which I have tried to do. His first letter, dated 24 May 2012, began: ‘I have read your book Roses from the Earth as part of my research as a guide with the Anne Frank exhibition, it was put on at this prison a couple of years ago and for two weeks I showed people around . . . I was also lucky enough to attend a talk by two local Ausvich (spelling, sorry) survivors, being able to share coffee and a one on one conversation with them during this Anne Frank fortnight. I have since read at least 30 different books about the horrors of these hideous places – how did anyone endure such awfulness, is it clinging to hope no matter what? My experience in no way compares and I feel shame for trying to even understand the motivation – but I think hope is what makes the difference in me between life and death. Not for freedom, but for the truth to be acknowledged by the courts.’

From then on, I wrote to him with my questions and he would reply promptly in his trademark capitals. His letters varied in length from a couple of pages to fifteen or more sides of A4 paper. Very often he would highlight areas of his case which he felt deserved closer scrutiny, especially when he was working on submissions to the CCRC, enclosing various documents with his letters. As a prisoner claiming a miscarriage of justice, he is allowed access to the voluminous material on his case, including crime scene photographs. Some documentation is kept in files inside his cell but much of it is housed elsewhere in the prison and he has to put in a request for those items he wishes to view.

In July 2012, he wrote that he was sifting through the papers on his case again – some three-and-a-half-million pages ‘fitted together like a jigsaw’ – that had been placed on a database and ‘without getting too excited, we now have the key to the gate . . . If we can find verifiable proof of life in the house when I’m outside with the coppers then the case has to collapse immediately – it has to be confirmed proof of life to be a slam dunk point – well I have found that evidence – it was edited from the original case papers on the orders of the Dep. Director of Public Prosecutions in 1985 . . .’ This related to an alleged sighting of a figure at a window just hours before the murders were discovered. At the same time, he was examining the official logs of the police operation at White House Farm, declaring that what he had found moved his case into ‘a new and exciting area . . . my guess is that this will unravel very, very quickly.’ On 27 September 2012 he asserted: ‘The DPP should be invited to step in and grant me immediate bail as the crown cannot sustain my conviction.’

Three days later he wrote again, aggrieved that his arguments were not being dealt with quickly enough. His letter reflected his low, angry mood as he turned to the subject of his murdered family:

I have no desire to see my name in print, I don’t even care that you might actually write a book that’s 100% championing my innocence – you’re not going to tell me something I don’t already know – so this is about my deceased family and setting the record straight for them, highlighting the difficulties society has with mental illness and sympathetically dealing with the issues around women who kill . . . Sheila doesn’t have a voice to explain why or what she was experiencing, or whether she even knew what she was doing. I won’t let anyone just prosecute her as some sort of evil lunatic – I’m all she has to rely on to speak for her . . . It’s also important that mum and dad are portrayed properly . . . no one has stood up for them, put them in a proper light, again it’s my duty to tell it as it was . . . As for the boys, the only person who should decide on how they are written about is their dad Colin . . . they are the ultimate innocents and the greatest tragedy of all this . . . I owe it to my family to speak for them . . . my relatives are keeping silent as they are scared they’d let the truth out and then have to give back all the money they have gorged on over the years that was never rightfully theirs.

He apologized in his next letter ‘for having a bit of a rant . . . If I have an excuse it’s that I get myself pretty frustrated at everything.’ Usually he tended not to write until his depression had passed, explaining in November 2012 that his lawyer had advised him to hold back on the ‘logs issue’ until a decision had been made about his Judicial Review: ‘I’ve just had a period of despondency and it’s all to do with having found the evidence which will set me free at last. I know if it was the other way round arrests would be made – but the state doesn’t want to fall on its sword.’ Often he wrote of his fury at the police officers who had helped convict him (‘He is going to hell in a handcart – well, Belmarsh first . . . he is corrupt to the very rotten core’) and was disappointed when his lawyer told him that ‘police corruption’ was ‘never going to be accepted’ in his case and that new forensic evidence would give him a better chance of winning an appeal.

Mostly he remained upbeat and open, writing occasionally about other matters, such as the revelations about Jimmy Savile’s prolific sex abuse: ‘The whole thing is just so vile it makes my skin crawl. But I suppose that when they do a proper enquiry into my case and the actions of Essex Police that other people will feel the same way about what has been done to secure my conviction.’

He wrote in March 2013 to say that he had read virtually all 340,000 pages of PII [Public Interest Immunity] material, ‘placing them in context with the 3 million plus pages of disclosed documents – then editing it all down to manageable files on each key issue. I completed the work at 2am this morning. In the last 18 months I’ve been to sleep before 2am on maybe ten occasions, most night I work until 2.30 to 3am. I was only allowed my laptop [an access to justice computer he was temporarily permitted to use] from lock up at 6.40pm, and 5pm Friday to Sunday.’ In October 2013 he was pursuing ‘a new legal angle’ and the following month he mentioned ‘doing some of the most amazing research which is producing a long series of new strands of evidence – shocking.’

Significant reforms were brought into force in prisons on 1 November 2013. Since then, reasonable behaviour is not enough to earn inmates their privileges; they are expected to work actively towards their own rehabilitation and some privileges have been permanently withdrawn. When Jeremy wrote again it was following the temporary loss of his enhanced privilege status: ‘I’ve had a really tough time over the past 6 weeks – I’m not allowed to discuss it or this letter will be stopped.’ His research, however, had taken a new turn and ‘the reason I’ve just spent Christmas 29 in jail is because the truth of what happened at the farmhouse is so unbelievable that no one is going to accept this as the truth unless they see all the evidence.’

His letters tailed off. HMP Full Sutton is situated a little over three miles across farmland from my home, but a planned visit failed to materialize, with Jeremy stating that the stricter regulations meant that ‘you won’t get permission to see me while I’m in jail, not in a million years.’ In April 2014 he wrote to say that he was still working on his appeal submission: ‘Discoveries are numerous and I don’t expect to be in prison too much longer.’ Three months later he sent word that he would ‘continue contact once my conviction is overturned’ and in December he wrote for a final time to explain briefly that he could no longer write ‘meaningful’ letters about his case.

Not having met Jeremy has its advantages and disadvantages. It makes it easier to be objective and largely negates accusations of having been taken in by him, but obviously it is difficult to form a solid opinion of someone without meeting them. In his letters, he is – or can affect that he is – charming, always personable, solicitous, witty, and has a magpie mind for the minutiae of his case. But at the same time he seems arrogant and curiously shallow, fixated on revenge, and is undoubtedly manipulative, as most high-profile prisoners are.

Jeremy offered to ‘fact check’ this book ‘either chapter by chapter or once you’ve written it – I would not change anything or urge you to do so, but simply correct any facts you’ve got wrong and provide verification on anything I suggest is wrong and should be changed . . . It’ll annoy me if you get things wrong, not the evidence stuff – as you don’t have an excuse for getting that wrong, but all the other info that makes the case have position and context.’ He agreed with my reasons for declining, adding that he hoped to be out anyway before publication, in which eventuality ‘they’ll want a book from me.’ He has not seen any part of The Murders at White House Farm in any form, nor have his friends or campaign team.

Among the many interviews conducted for this book were several with leading figures from the 1985 enquiry, including a number of former police officers, pathologist Peter Vanezis, Sheila’s psychiatrist Dr Hugh Ferguson and ballistics expert Malcolm Fletcher.

The sentiment of those retired officers who declined to be interviewed can be summed up in the words of one former detective inspector: ‘A long time has passed since this awful crime was committed and without documentation it can be a little dangerous for anyone to completely rely on their memory for facts. Yes, some facts will never be forgotten but there is bound to be a little variance over time in some matters. There is likely to be further litigation and I wouldn’t want to be party to any compromise of any investigation, enquiry, or judicial proceedings that may take place in the future.’ Some offered their insights but wished to remain anonymous, with one ex-officer providing a more personal explanation: ‘I have reservations about revisiting what was a terrible time for me and rocked me to the core emotionally. Even writing this short email, I can feel my heart beating faster.’

I have also drawn on several thousand pages of unpublished documentation such as witness statements, police records, court documents, personal letters, notebooks and memoirs in an effort to write a balanced, comprehensive study of the case. To those who find endnotes a distraction, I apologize; the book can be read without referring to them, but for the sake of transparency and also to reflect where memories and opinions have altered with the passage of time, some explanation of sources is necessary.

Although there are no crime scene photographs in this book, readers should be aware that some of those which appear on the internet and elsewhere in print have been substantially re-touched. Likewise, several sources mention the statement of an electrician who visited White House Farm two days before the shootings, apparently fearing for his life after being confronted by Sheila shouting abuse at him. The encounter is fictitious; there is no record of anything resembling it and certainly no statement. Nor did Sheila make a hysterical visit to Tolleshunt D’Arcy monastery shortly before her death. Some sources also inaccurately recount statements; wherever possible, I have quoted directly from the originals in order to avoid any confusion.

A number of themes recur throughout the case, with money and morality thornily intertwined. On a superficial level, whether we believe Jeremy Bamber to be innocent or guilty, it is hard not to view him as a product of his time – Thatcher’s Britain and the era of Loadsamoney, Yuppies, the Big Bang and Gordon Gekko’s ‘Greed, for the lack of a better word, is good’ ethic. Most of those who knew Jeremy thought of him as the brash young chancer who believed he could and should have it all: a home of his own, a smart car, gadgets, designer clothes, holidays in the sun and a lively social life.

All those things, in short, which are now widely regarded as necessities in our flagrantly materialistic society. But thirty years ago, in the Bambers’ proudly rural community, such aspirations were seen as a deliberate spurning of traditional values. English culture has long been suffused with nostalgic notions of the countryside and the honest tilling of the soil; when news of the murders broke, most reports followed the Daily Express’s lead in mentioning that the Bambers were known locally as ‘the Archers of D’Arcy’, after the farming family in the popular Radio 4 drama. ‘England is the country and the country is England’, British Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin had declared in 1924. The underlying fear that metropolitan decadence would obliterate the English pastoral dream seemed somehow brutally realized with the Bamber killings.

At the heart of the story are familial bonds, ceaseless but volatile, leading to a savage end. And while no one, with the possible exception of Jeremy Bamber, can know exactly what happened inside White House Farm that August night, understanding each individual and their relationships within the family unit is key to making some sort of sense of the incomprehensible.







  Prologue


  Evening sunlight slanted across the countryside in a blaze of copper as the Volkswagen camper van rattled along the road to Tollesbury, village ‘of plough and sail’,
  whose inhabitants had long relied on harvests from land and sea. Weatherboard houses and modern bungalows disappeared as fields unfurled on every horizon; to the south was the Blackwater estuary, a
  wilderness of salt marshes, tidal mudflats and islands. It was an hour’s drive from London, yet a world away.


  The six-year-old twins fidgeted in the back of the van, aware that the journey was almost over. From the driver’s seat, their father glanced at them anxiously through the mirror. The boys
  looked almost identical, with their delicate faces, slim limbs and blond hair, but there was tension in Daniel’s expression. Nicholas, too, was quieter than usual. In the front passenger seat
  their mother sat silently, her grey-blue eyes impassive.


  Where the road twisted sharply to the left, Pages Lane appeared on the right. A postbox stood like a scarlet sentinel against the uncut field to one side of the lane; on the other was a hedgerow
  stippled with creamy blossom, leading to a neat row of four farm cottages. The van rumbled down the lane, passing the cottages and turning right at a fork in the track, where a tall hedge on the
  left coiled past black timbered barns to a large yard flanked by outbuildings. The van pulled in, close to the back door of a handsome Georgian farmhouse. Somewhere within, inscribed on a beam
  under the eaves, was the date ‘1820’.


  White House Farm, on the glittering seaward reaches of Tolleshunt D’Arcy, was the hub of a thriving business covering hundreds of acres, yet the building itself had a cloistered air.
  Hidden by trees and set in large gardens, the elegant grey frontage could only be glimpsed by walkers from the creek end of the lane.


  Before the week was out, its timeless seclusion would be gone forever.


  The crime about to take place in the Essex countryside would dominate the headlines for weeks to come. Until then, the main news stories included the
  success of Live Aid, a sixteen-hour music marathon that raised millions for starving Ethiopians and secured the biggest global audience in television history; Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher and
  her husband Dennis buying a Barratt Homes house in south London; the discovery that the small pimple removed from President Ronald Reagan’s nose was cancerous; the dropping of charges of riot
  and unlawful assembly against seventy-nine miners arrested when 10,000 pickets converged on Orgreave coking plant; and twenty-seven-year-old Madonna topping the charts for the first time with
  ‘Into The Groove’ from the film Desperately Seeking Susan.


  In ‘Aids Threatens to Spread Rapidly’, on 6 August 1985, The Times drew attention to the latest information about the aggressive new virus. The government’s chief
  medical advisers announced that ‘heterosexuals are also at risk from the disease normally associated with homosexuals’ and predicted over 2,000 cases within two years, mostly in London.
  An editorial in the same paper asked: ‘Can Youth Cope With Our Age?’, warning that in a society obsessed by immediate gratification, young adults were being influenced ‘more by
  their peers than their parents, by present opportunity more than past tradition’. While older people yearned for the principled 1940s, their children faced ‘the threat of nuclear war,
  the prospect of mass unemployment, a world in which there are many more sticks than carrots’. Positive responses such as CND and Live Aid were undermined by ‘the implosion of
  ambition’ and the ‘radical rejection of the diminished world’ of parents and grandparents.


  Nevill and June Bamber understood only too well the conflicts highlighted by the editorial. Married in 1949 and unable to conceive naturally, they had adopted two babies: a daughter, Sheila
  Jean, in 1958, and a son, Jeremy Nevill, in 1961. Ever since, they had striven to instil the values of the pre-war world into their children.


  On Sunday, 4 August 1985, Nevill Bamber attended the early church service at Tolleshunt Major. The Frosts, whom he had known for years, caught up with him afterwards. ‘He seemed his normal
  self,’ Joan Frost recalled. ‘I would describe the Bambers as a loving couple, fond of both their children, devoted to their grandchildren, very caring for the
  community, generous financially and [with] time for others.’1


  June Bamber was at the 10.30am service in Tolleshunt D’Arcy, where she had been a churchwarden since Easter. She read the lesson and waited outside the church for Nevill after the service.
  His familiar blue pickup truck soon appeared and Eric Turner, the elderly canon, greeted him as he strode across the gravel. Rev. Bernard Robson heard Nevill remark that he and June were looking
  forward to having their daughter Sheila and her six-year-old twins Daniel and Nicholas stay for the week. Their former son-in-law, Colin Caffell, was driving them from London.


  Until a few months earlier, the twins had lived primarily with their mother, although Colin had joint custody and saw them every week. But in March 1985, Sheila was diagnosed with schizophrenia
  and admitted to St Andrew’s Hospital, a private psychiatric clinic in Northampton. June Bamber had twice received treatment there herself and shared a psychiatrist with her daughter, who had
  suffered a nervous breakdown two years before. Nicholas and Daniel moved in with their father and remained living with him after Sheila was discharged.


  Despite their divorce, Sheila and Colin were on good terms; he had invited her to his housewarming party in Kilburn the night before the visit. She arrived early to help him tidy up and prepare
  food, explaining how unhappy she was with the treatment her parents had chosen, which involved monthly injections of an anti-psychotic drug whose side effects included a debilitating lethargy. When
  Colin offered to speak to Nevill and June on her behalf, Sheila readily agreed.


  During the party she was quiet. Her brother Jeremy and his girlfriend Julie Mugford were there, along with Colin’s partner, Heather. Sheila complimented Julie on her make-up and chatted to
  a few people, but seemed distracted. Jeremy asked his sister several times if she was okay. ‘Sheila appeared vacant and confused and said she was very tired,’ he later told
  detectives.2 Colin confirmed: ‘Sheila just sat there looking detached. She continuously kept staring out of the window.’3


  Shortly before midnight, Sheila asked Colin to take her home. Because he had been drinking he summoned her brother, who hadn’t touched alcohol. Sheila seemed to shrink
  from the idea, but Jeremy and Julie saw her safely home, then returned to the party. They left in the early hours for the small village of Goldhanger, where Jeremy lived in a cottage three miles
  from White House Farm.


  On Sunday morning the twins were fretful about the visit to their grandparents. Much as they loved Granny Bamber, they didn’t like how she made them pray with her so
  often. Colin had already promised Sheila he would speak to his former in-laws about her medical care; now he told his sons that he would ask their grandmother not to be so strict about prayers. He
  also reassured Daniel, who had recently become vegetarian, that he would have a word about mealtimes.


  At half-past three, the twins climbed into the camper van, clutching the plastic Care Bears that accompanied them everywhere. Colin drove the short distance to Morshead Road in Maida Vale, where
  Sheila lived at the immediate end of an imposing Edwardian building of thirteen red brick apartments. She settled in the camper van’s front seat. Once they were out of London and onto the
  A12, it was a fairly straight run to Tolleshunt D’Arcy. The sun emerged from a dense ridge of cloud as Colin attempted to make conversation with his ex-wife, but Sheila was lost in her own
  thoughts. Later he recalled that she ‘never spoke’ during the two-and-a-half-hour journey and seemed ‘quiet and inward’ but ‘smiling and content’.4


  In contrast, the twins kept up a steady stream of chatter about the party, school friends and a forthcoming holiday to Norway with their father. But as the van lumbered closer to Tolleshunt
  D’Arcy, Daniel began to grow agitated. Above the stuttering din of the Volkswagen engine, he shouted, ‘You will speak to Granny about the prayers and everything, won’t you,
  Daddy?’5 Colin nodded, calling back that Mummy would make sure everything was fine. He glanced at Sheila, who stared at the road ahead, unresponsive.
  A knot of unease settled in his stomach.


  As they reached the village, his disquiet increased. He couldn’t fathom why, nor could he think of an excuse for heading back to London. Instead, he followed the road where it led to Pages
  Lane, with its postbox and sign that read: ‘Private Road: White House Farm and Wycke Farm Only.’


  At Bourtree Cottage, Julie Mugford stood looking at the ladies’ burgundy bicycle resting on its stand: it had a ‘sit-up-and-beg’ frame, white saddle and metal
  bell. When she had asked Jeremy about it that morning, he told her that it belonged to his mother. ‘He had got it so I could use it,’ Julie recalled. ‘I had not previously asked
  him to get me a bike, although I think I might have suggested it might be handy sometime the previous summer.’6


  Julie carried her belongings out to the silver Vauxhall Astra. As Jeremy emerged from the cottage, she frowned in disapproval at his hair, dyed the day before. She had bought him a brown shade
  from Boots in Colchester to hide ginger streaks from a previous home tinting, which looked odd against his naturally light brown hair, but the result was black as coal. She told him it looked like
  a wig. Jeremy shrugged off her criticism, unperturbed.


  ‘Jeremy took me to Chelmsford railway station at about 7pm on Sunday, 4th August 1985 to catch the 7.50pm train to London,’ Julie explained four days later.7 Studying for an honours degree in education at Goldsmith’s College, she lived in Lewisham, but spent holidays and most weekends with Jeremy in Goldhanger.


  Julie hadn’t seen June or Nevill for over a month. She was aware that Sheila was due at the farm that Sunday, and the next time she heard from Jeremy was ‘by telephone at 9.50pm on
  Tuesday, 6th August 1985 . . .’


  After that, nothing would ever be the same again.


  Red roses bloomed on the trellis by the back door of White House Farm. June, a keen nature lover, had scattered bread on the bird table in the kitchen yard and filled the
  birdbath.


  ‘We arrived there about 6.45pm,’ Colin told the police in a miasma of grief and disbelief four days later. ‘I stayed with the boys, Sheila and the Bambers until about
  8.30pm.’8 The twins gravitated to their father’s side as soon as they were out of the van. Daniel and Nicholas were not naturally clingy and
  the knot of unease in Colin’s gut tightened as they entered the farmhouse. He nudged the boys through the scullery and into the kitchen. Every surface was crammed, from
  the Children’s Society collecting boxes on the worktop to the magazine rack overflowing with the Sunday Times and Farming News. A Welsh dresser took pride of place, crowded
  with ornaments, postcards, books and decorative plates, one bearing the solemn homily, ‘A Place for Everything and Everything in its Place’.


  June made hot drinks and poured juice into the twins’ orange beakers. Crispy, an irascible shih-tzu known as ‘the Pest’, got under everyone’s feet until he was shooed
  into his basket beside the Aga. After pleasantries had been exchanged, Colin broached the subject of prayers. Nevill pulled up his favourite Windsor chair next to the mantelpiece to listen. June
  bristled slightly, but let Colin talk. Nevill reacted with customary humour to the news that Daniel was now vegetarian; wagging a finger, he warned his grandson he would never grow up big and
  strong if he didn’t eat his meat, but tempered his words with a smile.


  The one issue Colin did not raise was Sheila’s medical treatment. His priority was the welfare of the twins and he hoped the Bambers would respect his entreaties if he left it there.
  Sensing that Sheila was upset by his lack of support, he avoided meeting her gaze. Colin stayed to supper at June and Nevill’s request, but Sheila had retreated into her own world:
  ‘Sheila was very quiet and appeared to be very vacant.’ After the meal he stood to leave and once more felt the weight of her gloom as she cast him a disappointed look.


  It was the twins’ reaction to his departure that troubled him most. Daniel and Nicholas fell against him, clutching his clothes and burying tearful faces into his neck as he scooped them
  up. Their inexplicable distress was overwhelming: ‘It would be difficult to express how tightly they hugged me to say goodbye. They had never acted like this before.’9 Gently, he unfastened their grip.


  A cool breeze stirred the leaves of the shrubbery as Colin put the Volkswagen into gear. He waved vigorously before turning into the lane, and in his mirror caught a last, fleeting glimpse of
  the family watching from the darkened garden. In a moment he was at the end of the track and looking back saw only the black, gathered trees.


  In the months to come, he went over that night again and again, remembering every detail. He became convinced that his sons had experienced some sort of premonition, as the
  memory of that final evening, together with a series of deeply disturbing drawings by Daniel, led him to conclude that there was ‘more to all this than I could logically explain’ and
  that, ‘on some level, they knew they were going to die’.10
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  It was the winds surging up the lane to the house from the sea that turned his mind, so the inquest was told.


  Benjamin Page had lived at White House Farm all his life. His mother managed the place after his father died and Benjamin took over after marrying Elizabeth Ann Seabrook in 1864. Widely regarded
  as a practical farmer and a thorough businessman, in private he struggled with depression. Poor weather seemed to deepen his malaise: the winds that buffeted the house, shuddering the windows and
  rattling the doorknobs, inflicted particular torment.


  On 29 December 1891, Benjamin’s twenty-six-year-old daughter Florence heard him calling from his room. Rushing upstairs she found her father crouched over the washstand, vomiting and in
  severe pain. A glass and spoon and the wrapper from a bottle of poison lay nearby. Florence sent for the local physician, then gave her father water mixed with mustard and salt to oust the poison
  from his body. When Dr James arrived he asked if there was any madness in the family. No, Florence told him, none that she knew of.


  Despite attempts to save him, Benjamin Page died on 5 January 1892, aged fifty-seven. The inquest jury returned a verdict of ‘suicide while of unsound mind’.1 It was a stark reminder of another relative’s death five years before: in October 1887, scarcely a mile from White House Farm, the shot body of seventy-eight-year-old
  Orbell Page was discovered in his bedroom, the muzzle of the gun under his chin and a piece of string used to pull the trigger around his right foot. The inquest concluded temporary insanity and
  Orbell Page was laid to rest in Tolleshunt D’Arcy.


  Benjamin Page’s widow remained at White House Farm after his death, dividing management duties between her sons Frank and Hugh. They lived frugally until the Great War, when compulsory
  food production on British soil brought them modest prosperity. But the economic depression of the 1920s endured into the 1930s, with the cost of agricultural land soaring
  after the Second World War.


  By then Elizabeth Page had passed away and Frank was head of White House Farm. In June 1950, aged seventy-seven, he suffered a nervous breakdown. When Hugh died the following month, Frank told
  their younger sister Minnie that he felt suicidal. In the early hours of 10 November 1950, she awoke with a start and went across to Frank’s room. His bed was empty. After a frantic search,
  Frank’s body was discovered in the deep water tank in the yard. The tractor wheels he had used to climb inside stood propped against it. A pathologist found signs of chronic heart disease but
  no evidence of drowning. In ‘Heart Failed in Drowning Bid’ on 17 November 1950, the Essex County Standard explained: ‘Death was caused by heart failure through contact
  with the cold water . . . Page was dead before he hit the surface.’ An inquest in Witham confirmed that he had killed himself.


  Frank Page was buried at St Nicholas Church in Tolleshunt D’Arcy, where his father Benjamin had been interred fifty-eight years before. The grave of Orbell Page lay nearby, the gun beside
  him in the coffin, in accordance with his wishes.


  The first White House Farm was built in the early seventeenth century. Excursions in the County of Essex (1819) refers to ‘New-house, or White-house farm, in
  this parish . . . purchased by the trustees of the charity of Henry Smith esq. in 1635.’2 Smith, a London salt merchant and philanthropist, died a
  childless widower in 1628. He left £2,000 in his will for the establishment of the Henry Smith (Kensington Estate) Charity. The trustees bought White House Farm for rental value to assist the
  poor, with a proviso that no funds were to be granted to ‘any persons given to excessive drinking, pilferers, swearers, or disobedient’.3 The
  present farmhouse was completed in the early nineteenth century in a position some 350 acres from the sea.


  The Bambers’ history at White House Farm originated with June’s father, Leslie Speakman. Although both Nevill and June’s families would play an important role in events to
  come, it was her lineage that tied them to the area. June’s forebears were hard-working local landowners with considerable social standing and an established network of
  shared business interests.


  Born in 1893, Leslie was the eldest child of Samuel Speakman and Florence Ratcliff, whose marriage united two farming dynasties. Leslie and his siblings enjoyed an idyllic life at St
  Clere’s Hall, a red brick manor in Danbury, Essex. After leaving school, he worked for his parents as a farm labourer until the Great War, when he served in the Army, Navy and the nascent
  RAF. In 1919, aged twenty-six, he married Mabel Bunting, three years his senior.


  Mabel was the only daughter of Essex landowners John and Sarah Bunting. She grew up at Jehew’s Farm in Goldhanger with three elder brothers, John (Jack), George and Joshua, who became
  farmers themselves. In 1914, Jack’s wife died within days of giving birth at their home on Osea Island and Mabel took care of his children, three-year-old Betty and newborn Alice (Binks).
  Bridesmaids at her wedding to Leslie Speakman five years later, Betty and Binks were unofficially adopted by the couple, who had two daughters of their own: Pamela, born on 25 October 1920, and
  June, born on 3 June 1924. Betty recalled that the four of them were brought up harmoniously, ‘almost as sisters’, secure in their parents’ love.4


  Home was Vaulty Manor Farm, a beautiful seventeenth-century house facing the Blackwater estuary, set in 100 acres on the outskirts of Goldhanger. Every Sunday, the family attended the local
  church with its candle-snuffer tower overlooking the meadows and creek beyond; several close relatives were churchwardens in the area. Goldhanger itself was a quiet, gorse-scented hamlet, with
  red-roofed cottages dotted about the lanes and a sixteenth-century inn, the Chequers.


  From the age of five, the girls attended private schools and had extra tuition in tennis and hockey. Pamela and June were also pupils at Miss Betty Page’s School of Dance in Witham and
  performed locally, often with other family members. Pamela was the more outspoken and confident of the two girls; June was quieter but schoolfriends remembered her happy-go-lucky nature.


  At home, Mabel taught her daughters traditional skills such as cooking, sewing and managing a household. More unusually, she instilled in them the value of sound business acumen. In 1933, during a nationwide camping craze, Mabel invited families of fruit and pea pickers to pitch their tents among the grazing cattle on the land opposite Vaulty. Before long,
  hundreds of Londoners were regularly flocking there. Mabel was involved in every aspect of the site’s development, from buying more plots to installing facilities. ‘She was very
  straight-talking – she didn’t beat about the bush,’ her great-granddaughter Janie explains. ‘She was very assertive. She was really lovely, very clever, very
  driven.’5


  While his wife concentrated on establishing the Osea Road campsite, Leslie Speakman managed six farms. In addition to Vaulty, three were local: Gardener’s Farm, Charity Farm and White
  House Farm, where he shared management duties with its sitting tenant, the ill-fated Frank Page, from 1937. Burnt Ash Farm and Carbonells lay thirty miles away in Wix. The four girls worked for
  both family businesses and never thought themselves above any task.


  Binks was the first to leave home, moving to Kent after her marriage in 1939. Betty wed local farmer Thomas Howie the following year and settled at Chappel Farm in the lane behind Vaulty.
  June’s departure was the most adventurous by far, although she could tell her family nothing about it. More than half a century later, even Pamela had no idea that her sister was once part of
  Churchill’s secret army. June’s file in the National Archives was set to remain closed until 2025 and only a fraction of her service records have survived; many documents were destroyed
  by fire at SOE’s former headquarters on Baker Street in 1946. But the pages that remain shed new light on her character.


  June’s first job after leaving Maldon Grammar had been in the typing pool at the Fire Guard service headquarters in Colchester. One of her colleagues there was a young
  woman named Agnes Brown Barrie, who became a lifelong confidante. But the work itself was dull and June transferred to the War Office in London as a shorthand typist. In 1944, she was put forward
  for an interview with a branch of the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry (FANY) affiliated with the Special Operations Executive (SOE).


  Established in 1940, the SOE had a secret network of training stations throughout England and Scotland. Potential agents were schooled in resistance and sabotage for
  deployment to occupied Europe, North Africa, India and the Far East. By 1944, approximately 10,000 men and 3,000 women were serving in the SOE, with many of the latter enlisted from FANY SU
  (Special Unit).


  June’s qualifications were typing, shorthand, French, first aid and home nursing, her interests swimming, tennis and reading. Recruited on the spot, she was ‘put through the
  cards’ by MI5 on 16 November 1944 with a view to becoming a wireless operator.6 Following an introductory course at Chichley Hall near Newport
  Pagnell, she signed the Official Secrets Act. On 20 January 1945 she arrived at STS 52 at Thame Park in Oxfordshire for intensive wireless and security training, where the capacity to type
  phenomenally fast and accurately was essential. From there it was on to parachute training at RAF Ringway in Cheshire, where she learned to jump from aircraft and a barrage balloon, with one drop
  at night. She then moved on to finishing school, where agents learned the skill of ‘looking natural and ordinary while doing unnatural and extraordinary things’.7


  Only the basic details of June’s deployment have survived, but they show that she sailed for India on 14 July. Working with the SOE mission in India, Ceylon and the Far East (Force 136),
  June was based at Meerut, north-east of New Delhi. In the searing heat she transmitted vital messages to and from SOE agents behind Japanese lines. On the day that American forces dropped a second
  atomic bomb on Japan, she received orders to proceed by train to Poona in the lush, wet hills above Bombay. She worked there for two weeks, sleeping in a hut under a mosquito net, before
  transferring to a wireless signal station in Calcutta on 24 August 1945.


  Following Japan’s formal surrender on 2 September, Force 136 began to disband. June left Calcutta for Poona Holding Centre on 25 November. In mid-December she travelled to Karachi and from
  there caught a flight to England, arriving at Vaulty Manor Farm just in time for Christmas.


  Officially demobbed in February 1946, June consigned her wartime bravery to memory and returned to her old life in sleepy Essex. She was a bridesmaid at her sister
  Pamela’s wedding to Robert Woodiwiss Boutflour on 11 January 1947 in Goldhanger. Robert was born in Preston, in 1918, the grandson of a master mariner and cousin of Ann
  Davison, the first woman to sail alone to America. After attending a Newport boarding school with his brother and sister, he took a degree in agricultural science at Durham University and won a
  scholarship to America. Sea and soil were in Robert’s blood; his father was principal of the Royal Agricultural College in Cirencester. During the war, Robert returned to England and joined
  the Agricultural Service. As an advisor for the Dengie Hundred area, he visited Vaulty and fell in love with Pamela, whose father offered them the tenancy of both farms in Wix. They settled at
  Carbonells after the wedding and nine months later Pamela gave birth to a son, David.


  During the summer of 1948, Robert asked his father to send him a couple of reliable students to help with the harvest. Ralph Nevill Bamber immediately caused a stir among the local girls.
  Nevill, as he preferred to be known, was tall and sinewy, with dark blond hair and a wide grin. His paternal grandfather was a former Indian Army Officer and District Superintendent of the salt
  chowkies (customs) in Bengal. His father, Herbert Ralph Munro Bamber, was born in India in 1889 and became an officer in the Royal Navy, serving on submarines during the Great War. Nevill’s
  mother, Beatrice Cecilia Nevill, was born in Kensington in 1893, the daughter of society lady Mary Tweed and Arts and Crafts architect Ralph Nevill. He designed the family home, Clifton House on
  Guildford’s Castle Hill, where their neighbours were the six unmarried sisters of writer Lewis Carroll.


  When Beatrice married Herbert Bamber in 1916, Clifton House became their home. A daughter, Cecily Diana, was born in 1920, followed by Phyllis Audrey in 1922 and Ralph Nevill on 9 June 1924. All
  the children were known by their middle names. They saw little of their father, who was away at sea for long periods, and their mother was often in London, where she ran an exclusive dress shop,
  Asters of Beauchamp Place. The children were devoted to her nonetheless.


  At the age of ten, in September 1934, Nevill was sent to board at Christ’s Hospital School in Horsham, West Sussex. Former pupils included Samuel Pepys, Isaac Newton and John Flamsteed.
  Nevill was a diligent student and nine months after leaving in December 1940, he applied to join the RAF. Called up for service in September 1941, after passing his exams he
  was assigned the rank of Temporary Sergeant Pilot, flying with Squadrons 13 and 55, both used for army support.


  Operation Torch, the Allied invasion of French North Africa, was launched in November 1942. As the RAF moved inland to carry out day and night raids, aircraft were frequently lost over the
  precipitous coastline. Nevill was also shot down; one source states that his Mosquito crashed and he spent weeks in hospital with his back encased in plaster, while another claims he was out of
  action for two years with spinal injuries. His service records show that on 8 June 1943, he was transferred to the Emergency Medical Services Hospital in Lambert’s Bay, a small fishing town
  in the Western Cape province of South Africa. Discharged on 16 August 1943, he returned to England. Months of further training followed, supplemented by occupational therapy, and he became an
  expert at knitting. In November 1944, he was posted to Jerusalem. After a brief period in Egypt, by July 1945 he was in England again, remaining mostly at Tangmere until being demobbed in September
  1947.


  Nevill’s sisters had married during the war. Audrey’s husband Reginald Pargeter was an Allied Mosquito ace and a consultant geologist in peacetime. Their son Anthony was born in
  Buckinghamshire in August 1945, shortly before they emigrated to Uganda, where Audrey gave birth to Jacqueline in March 1948. Diana had married retired air commodore Ernest Leslie Howard-Williams.
  Twice her age and divorced, he held the 1917 Military Cross and was the first person to fly across Africa. The couple began a new life together on a coffee farm in Kenya.


  Nevill joined the Royal Agricultural College in Cirencester, sharing rooms and a birthdate with lifelong friend Michael Leyland until Professor Boutflour dispatched him to Essex in 1948. Nevill
  got on famously with Robert and Pamela, and proved himself gregarious, hard-working and sporty, teaching drinking games to locals and playing frequent practical jokes. He and June began courting
  after they were paired together for a game of mixed doubles during a tennis tournament. ‘She was an attractive, sweet young woman,’ her cousin Margaret Grimster recalled. ‘She had
  many offers of marriage from several eligible young men, but when she met Ralph Nevill Bamber she said there would be nobody else.’8


  Nevill and June planned to marry after he graduated in summer 1949. In January that year, they received shattering news: Nevill’s sister Audrey had died of meningitis at the age of
  twenty-six. Her son Anthony was four and daughter Jacqueline not yet one. Audrey was laid to rest in the European cemetery at Entebbe, Nigeria.


  Nevill and June married on 3 September 1949 at St Peter’s Church in Goldhanger. Michael Leyland was best man and June’s friend Dorothy Barker, whom she had met in India, flew in from
  Malaya. The reception was held at Vaulty in a vast marquee on the lawn.


  A fortnight after her sister’s wedding, Pamela gave birth to a daughter, Christine Ann. Nevill was made godfather to his niece, who was always known by her middle name. The two couples saw
  each other almost every day: June, eagerly looking forward to becoming a mother herself, loved to spend time with Pamela and her children, while Robert and Nevill had taken up rallying. ‘He
  as the driver and I as his navigator,’ Robert recalled. ‘He was not the sort of person to lose his temper easily . . . I would point him up the wrong track and get temporarily lost, but
  he never had a go at me. Even in the evenings, when all the drivers were loudly having a “pop” at their navigators over a pint of beer, Nevill never did likewise with
  me.’9


  Nevill worked for his father-in-law at Vaulty, a quarter of a mile from the cottage where he and June lived on Wash Lane. Soon after their marriage, he was offered a smallholding in Rhodesia.
  But Frank Page’s watery death determined the course of their lives; Leslie Speakman approached the Henry Smith trustees with a glowing testimony of his son-in-law that was impossible to pass
  over.


  In 1951, Nevill and June Bamber became the new tenants of White House Farm.
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  ‘Everybody makes a point of knowing all about everybody else,’ declared resident crime writer Margery Allingham, of Tolleshunt D’Arcy. ‘Most people are
  related, and those who have no kin here have most of them known their neighbours as long as and as well as most cousins, so that the family atmosphere, with all its good and bad qualities, is
  present all the time.’1 Allingham’s first detective story, written in 1928, concerned the shooting of a farmer at his home White Cottage; she
  set many of her novels in and around Tolleshunt D’Arcy.


  One mile from the village, White House Farm was in an isolated position, surrounded by fields with only the farm workers’ cottages, a hundred yards from the house, nearby. But Nevill and
  June were a popular young couple with a wide circle of family and friends. They were closest to John Wilkin, whose grandfather established the Wilkin’s jam company in Tiptree, and his wife
  Barbara. John had known June all her life, and the two couples became friendly during the tennis fad of the early 1950s, holidaying in Brittany together for years afterwards.


  June turned the neglected farmhouse into a welcoming family home, while the garden with its expansive lawns and neat flower beds was her domain and a haven for the birds she loved. In
  ‘Farm House Tea Party’, a 1955 feature in Essex Review, their home was described as ‘in good order and very productive and considerable sums have been spent on the
  farmhouse, cottages and farm buildings’, In addition to a business partnership with his father-in-law, Nevill set up a shooting syndicate. Following an early accident in which he fired a shot
  that ricocheted off a tree and left Leslie permanently blind in one eye, he became meticulous about firearms safety.


  Anthony and Jacqueline Pargeter were regular visitors to White House Farm. Their widowed father’s job took him around the world and most of their holidays from boarding school were spent
  with Nevill and June. Anthony remembered his aunt and uncle as very caring and understanding, while Jacqueline regarded Nevill as a surrogate father. David Boutflour recalls that he and his sister Ann likewise viewed the farm as a second home; it was the heart of family gatherings and a place where they were always welcome.


  But six years of marriage without pregnancy had a profound effect on June. Those closest to the couple were under the impression that the difficulty originally lay with Nevill; John Wilkin
  recalled the strain was such that June suffered a nervous breakdown in 1955. Following treatment at a private psychiatric hospital in London, she and Nevill lived with the Wilkins in Goldhanger for
  three months before returning to White House Farm.


  June’s longing for children was undimmed but all hope fled when, in her mid-thirties, an operation to remove a cyst on her ovaries left her unable to bear children. Learning that she was
  ‘sterile’, as infertility was commonly called then, provoked a host of painful emotions: shock, grief, anger, guilt, inadequacy and helplessness. In the family-orientated 1950s, when
  the image of the stay-at-home mother was everywhere, infertility was also viewed as a social stigma.


  Nevill and June had to either accept that they would never become parents or adopt. They contacted the Church of England Children’s Society, one of the largest adoption agencies in the
  country. Approval depended upon references, medical checks and formal assessment. Presumably June’s recent admission to a psychiatric hospital was disclosed and the society were sufficiently
  reassured to link them with a child, for in September 1957, the Bambers travelled to the Holy Innocents Sunnyside Nursery in the Wiltshire village of Box. There they were shown a newborn girl with
  pale eyes and wisps of dark hair.


  The baby had been put up for adoption at the insistence of her grandfather, Eric George Jay, acting in what he believed to be everyone’s best interests. He was then Senior Chaplain to the
  Archbishop of Canterbury and had assisted at Queen Elizabeth II’s coronation at Westminster Abbey in 1953. Born the son of a hosiery manager, this distinguished clergyman clearly had a streak
  of non-conformity. Told that he should wear court dress under his cassock, he opted for long socks and football shorts instead.


  In late 1956, his unmarried eighteen-year-old daughter Christine was working as a receptionist at Bloomsbury’s Bonnington Hotel when she fell pregnant. The press later
  claimed that the father of her child was a cleric or theology student; the Children’s Society informed Sheila that he was a thirty-year-old dry cleaner from Putney. When the relationship with
  Christine ended, he was said to have gone abroad. Whatever the truth, she kept his identity secret.


  Christine’s parents were very distressed by the pregnancy and arranged for her to leave London under her mother’s maiden name. The decision was punishing for them, too, since the
  baby would be their first grandchild. ‘The reasons for her being given away were not as simple as you might imagine,’ the baby’s uncle told the Daily Mirror on 29 October
  1986, when they arrived on his doorstep. ‘It is more complex,’ he added, although the full meaning of his words has never been made clear.


  At the time, he and his sister Susan were oblivious to the reality of Christine’s departure and were told that she had been offered another job. Christine wouldn’t see them again
  until after the birth. As ‘Mrs Webb’, she worked on the reception desk at Sundial, a guesthouse in the quiet village of Coombe Down on the outskirts of Bath. It was rare for girls in
  her situation to receive advice about the physical and psychological upheavals of pregnancy and childbirth or the separation that would follow. Segregated from everyone she knew, the young mother
  confronted a cruel irony: the one person who valued her most was the infant she would be forced to relinquish.


  Christine gave birth on Thursday, 18 July 1957, at a private address in Bath. She named her daughter Phyllis Webb and was allowed to keep her for two weeks. On 1 August 1957, she handed the tiny
  girl into the care of the Church of England Children’s Society. The grief of parting was felt acutely by most new mothers and many needed sedation. ‘She found it very, very hard to give
  up her child,’ explains Tora Tomkinson, who met Christine years later. ‘But she loved her father and felt she had to do what was expected of her.’2


  Phyllis was taken to Sunnyside, a children’s home in a grand country house, where she was one of thirty residents under five that summer. The youngest babies were cared for in a ground
  floor nursery; Phyllis was given a pink cot. Older children were put into three groups – Rosebuds, Daffodils and Bluebells – and had the gardens, paddling pools and
  pets to enjoy. Every Sunday all the children, including the babies in their prams, visited the local church.


  According to the Children’s Society, during her two-and-a-half months at Sunnyside, Phyllis thrived and developed into a very healthy baby. The decision to place her with the Bambers was
  taken largely by her grandfather. In 1986, the Daily Mirror quoted Eric Jay saying that he remembered Nevill Bamber from the RAF (Jay had served as a chaplain to the RAF Volunteer Reserve
  during the war), and was aware that he and June were looking to adopt. The baby’s uncle confirmed: ‘My parents selected the Bamber family from a small number of suitable
  households.’3 On 10 October 1957, Phyllis Webb left the nursery with her new parents for White House Farm.


  The adoption was officially sanctioned at Essex County Court in Maldon on 6 February 1958. A few months later, the Jays emigrated to Canada, where Eric was appointed principal of the Montreal
  Diocesan Theological College and professor of Historical Theology at McGill University.


  To prepare David and Ann for the baby’s sudden appearance, Pamela told them that their aunt and uncle had become parents to a baby from a person that could no longer look after the child.
  On her next visit to White House Farm, eleven-year-old Ann peered in at the little girl in a pram on the lawn: ‘One of the farm dogs was sitting next to the pram, as if guarding the child,
  who I was told was going to be a cousin and called Sheila Jean.’4


  Jasper, the yellow labrador, had immediately appointed himself the baby’s chief protector. Sheila claimed that her earliest memories were of his comforting presence when she was left alone
  in the garden, clutching Cuthbert the teddy bear and screaming for attention. Despite longing for a child and feeling ready to love and nurture her, within months of Sheila’s adoption June
  suffered severe depressions and a second breakdown.


  The philosophy accompanying post-war adoptions maintained that raising an adoptive child was no different to rearing a baby of one’s own. But in her groundbreaking study The Primal
  Wound, Nancy Verrier argues that babies experience an acute sense of loss upon separation from the birth mother and seldom accept their new parents instinctively. The
  process is gradual, with pain and confusion on both sides: ‘If an adoptive mother, being especially tuned in to her baby, experiences her baby’s hesitation in attaching, she may feel it
  as rejection.’5 Another doctor explains: ‘Bonding difficulties is a hackneyed phrase. However, the adoptive mother misses a whole period of
  preparation, emotional and physical.’6 Many are also ashamed and bewildered to find that adoption doesn’t heal the torment of infertility,
  but actually intensifies their grief. ‘Auntie June always thought everything she had belonged to somebody else,’ recalls a relative. ‘She said, “Everything I’ve had
  has been somebody else’s.” Yes, including the children.’7


  In 1958, June was admitted to Britain’s largest private psychiatric clinic, St Andrew’s Hospital in Northampton. In those pre-motorway days, it was a three hour drive from Tolleshunt
  D’Arcy. The hospital records are under restricted access, but Dr Hugh Cameron Ferguson, who joined St Andrew’s as a consultant psychiatrist in 1978, is able to shed a little light on
  her admission. June came under his care in 1982 and he learned that she had been treated there in the 1950s: ‘I don’t know if her depression following Sheila’s adoption took the
  form of the classical lowering of mood or if it was mixed up with her strong religious beliefs. I suspect it was somewhat religiose, disturbed thoughts as well as disturbed feelings. That’s
  the difference between a clinical depression and a psychotic depression – there’s a breaking with reality.’8


  When June didn’t respond to medication or psychoanalysis, she was given a course of electroshock therapy, receiving the treatment on at least six occasions at St Andrew’s. Lying on a
  gurney in a hospital gown, the patient would be injected twice: first with a general anaesthetic, then with a muscle relaxant. A mouth guard stopped her from biting her tongue, and oxygen was
  administered through a face mask. Two metal plates were applied to the temples where conducting gel had been rubbed onto her skin, delivering a series of high-voltage electrical pulses into the
  brain to produce an epileptic fit. Electroshock took half an hour, with pulses lasting between five to fifteen seconds. The patient was then turned on her side, ingesting oxygen until the muscle
  relaxant wore off. A severe headache, sore muscles and nausea habitually followed. Memory loss was another side effect, usually short term, although some patients reported
  permanent partial loss.


  June was said to have made a full recovery as a result, but the procedure could not address underlying issues or prevent remission.


  During her absence, Nevill had shared the care of Sheila with family members. When his wife returned home, a seventeen-year-old girl was taken on as a full-time nanny. Julia Saye was never aware
  of any problems in the household and regarded her employers as friends, remaining in touch with them until the end of their lives.


  In 1960, June and Nevill applied to adopt a second baby.


  They were ideal parents in many ways: thoroughly decent, kind and hard-working, financially secure with a close network of family and friends and a beautiful home. But June had twice required
  psychiatric care for depression, the second spell triggered by Sheila’s adoption. How the Church of England Children’s Society reconciled this with their screening process remains
  confidential. But in spring 1961, Pamela’s daughter Ann learned that her aunt and uncle had become parents again: ‘I remember seeing the baby at White House Farm and being told he would
  be another cousin, to be called Jeremy Nevill Bamber.’
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  He was ‘Jeremy’ from birth, but Jeremy Paul Marsham, born at St Mary Abbots Hospital in Kensington on 13 January 1961. Fewer facts have emerged about the
  circumstances of his adoption than of Sheila’s; he refused to allow police access to his records during the murder enquiry. But at the time of Jeremy’s birth, his father Leslie Brian
  Marsham was a married sergeant in the Royal Army Medical Corps, stationed at the Royal Artillery Guided Weapons Range on the Hebridean island of St Kilda. Jeremy’s mother was not his wife,
  but twenty-three-year-old Juliet Dorothy Wheeler, a Leicester-born student midwife who lived on Kensington Church Street. ‘As far as I am aware, they met at a dance,’ Jeremy stated
  years later.1


  He was swiftly placed in the care of the Church of England Children’s Society ‘due to the stigma attached to having an illegitimate child’, according to the Daily
  Mirror journalist who traced his father forty-three years later. ‘It was traumatic when we had to hand him over,’ Leslie Marsham recalled. ‘He went to lovely people, who
  looked after him and gave him the best start in life.’ On 16 August 1962, eighteen months after surrendering their son for adoption, and following Leslie’s divorce, Jeremy’s
  parents married in Leicester. According to the marriage certificate, his father was no longer Leslie Brian Marsham but Sergeant Leslie Bertie Fitzroy Marsham of 39 Palace Gardens Terrace, while
  Juliet continued to study midwifery at Leicester’s General Hospital. There was no question of reclaiming Jeremy, although the couple remained in touch with the Bambers for some four years. By
  the end of that period the Marshams were living in Cyprus, where a second son and daughter were born in 1965 and 1967 respectively.


  They knew no more about Jeremy and his adoptive family until August 1985.


  Sheila’s nanny recalled that Jeremy was about six weeks old when the Bambers brought him to White House Farm. The adoption papers were authorized on
  27 July 1961 at Maldon County Court. John and Barbara Wilkin were godparents.


  ‘During the earlier years of the children, Sheila was the awkward one, Jeremy was a very pleasant and polite child,’ June’s friend Agnes Low (née Barrie)
  remembered.2 Four years old when she gained a brother, Sheila was sensitive, spirited and open, with a quick temper that she often lost but usually
  regretted. Friends recall her as an affectionate, spontaneous little girl who loved animals; she was dreamy and imaginative, strong-willed yet easily intimidated. Her Aunt Pamela described her as
  very loving, and throughout her life Sheila was a tactile person, generous with hugs and habitually touching the arm of the person to whom she was chatting. Her adoptive parents were less
  demonstrative. Colin Caffell, whom she later married, recalls that their lack of cuddles hurt her. Sheila told one friend that her parents gave her everything she needed except physical
  affection.


  Jeremy was more placid than Sheila, and eager to please. ‘He was a polite boy,’ his cousin Ann recalls. ‘He wanted to be just like his father and would want to eat the same
  things at breakfast.’3 Nicknamed ‘Jem’ by his family, he insists he felt very loved: ‘Mum was always home, ready with food and
  drinks and cuddles when I’d scraped or banged something, and from a young age I’d just tag along with Dad when I fancied.’4 In
  contrast, Sheila felt any time with her parents was squeezed into their schedules and that, with June especially, she was a hindrance.


  Nevill worked long hours on the farm and from 1961 was a Justice of the Peace at Witham Magistrates’ Court. He acted as agent for local Conservative candidates and June accompanied him to
  party meetings. His status in the village was that of a local squire and, in that tradition, June would go into Tolleshunt D’Arcy almost every day to visit those in need.


  Their social life also remained hectic. Richard and Inez Bowen met them after settling in Tolleshunt D’Arcy in 1960. Former air/naval attaché in Caracas, Venezuela, Richard had
  served in the RAF during the war. ‘Nevill and June would often come to our house for drinks [and] after church on Sunday mornings,’ Inez stated, remembering how the two men liked to
  ‘reminisce about their experiences’ and often played golf.5 Michael Leyland moved to the area with his wife Patricia and family in 1962, after Nevill successfully bid on his behalf for an Alresford farm. Sunday lunch became a joint fixture for both families, while the two men had a standing date every
  year to celebrate their shared birthday.


  Since living at White House Farm, the Bambers had joined St Nicholas’ Church, where June volunteered her services as a flower arranger and enrolled Sheila and Jeremy in Sunday school. At
  home she taught them prayers, read stories from the Bible and ensured that grace was always said at mealtimes. Julia stayed on as a full-time nanny to both children for two years after
  Jeremy’s adoption, then worked as and when required until he was of school age. Other girls, including a French au pair, were employed on the same casual basis.


  Both children attended the local school, St Nicholas Church of England Primary. Sheila was popular with her classmates, but former pupil Bob Cross recalls that Jeremy struggled: ‘He was so
  snooty and spoke so posh on the bus that the local lads used to tease him mercilessly. He was a real wimp and would just burst into tears instead of fighting back. His sister stuck up for him a lot
  and he hated that.’6 The relationship between Sheila and Jeremy was punctuated by the odd squabble but mostly benign.


  There were several girls of their age within the family circle who were friends with Sheila, including her ‘aunt’ Betty Howie’s daughter Sarah, but no boys, and Jeremy often
  found himself excluded. He made friends of his own after he and Sheila transferred to Maldon Court, a private prep school in Maldon, eight miles away. They travelled by car with David Hunter, whose
  father farmed Beckingham Hall in Tolleshunt Major, and Jeremy was soon mixing easily with other farmers’ sons. Sheila made lifelong friends at Maldon Court, where she excelled at creative
  writing and art but made little progress in other subjects. English was Jeremy’s weakest subject and he was a poor speller, but maths and science came quite easily to him.


  Sheila and Jeremy were each about seven years old when their parents explained they were adopted. ‘June told them both that they were not made in Mummy’s tummy but out of all the
  babies in the world they chose them,’ Pamela recalled.7 Sheila felt alienated by the revelation and pressured to demonstrate her gratitude, while
  Jeremy declares himself unbothered: ‘The fact that I was adopted didn’t affect me in the slightest. My mum and dad are June and Nevill and they will always be
  so.’ He claims the only adverse consequence was understanding that his cousins calling him ‘a cuckoo’ as a child was ‘a cruel jibe’ at his background.8


  Until they left school, Sheila and Jeremy saw little of their cousins David and Ann Boutflour, who were much older. Although Anthony and Jacqueline Pargeter continued to visit the farm for
  several weeks each year, they were closer in age to Ann and David. Anthony felt that he got on ‘extremely well with the family’, but Jacqueline recalled friction: ‘Jeremy and
  Sheila were jealous of my relationship with my uncle; we had a rapport between us.’9 David Boutflour agrees: ‘I think Jeremy and Sheila
  probably had every reason to have their noses put out of joint a bit because Nevill and June already had their two children in some ways – Anthony and Jackie were almost serving that part.
  Sometimes Sheila and Jeremy did feel a little bit unloved, particularly when the others came.’10


  Reginald Pargeter had remarried twice since his wife’s death and had two more sons: Roland, born in 1951, and Clive, born in 1964. Roland’s childhood holidays at the farm were almost
  as regular as his half-siblings Anthony and Jacqueline’s. He recalls that the Bambers spoilt Jeremy and Sheila when they were young and others observed the same. Anne Hunter, whose son David
  shared the car to school with Jeremy and Sheila, couldn’t remember June ‘ever saying no to the children’s demands. When our families were small the children would play together
  and I recall frequent tantrums from both Sheila and Jeremy when they would both simply lie on the floor screaming for attention. Nevill was at a loss at such times and June could not
  cope.’11 David Boutflour admits that his uncle and aunt ‘weren’t strong disciplinarians. Very kind, loving people but I don’t
  think they were strong enough on their children. They did everything they could do from a financial point of view – sometimes children need more.’


  Insecurity was at the root of the couple’s reluctance to chastise Sheila and Jeremy. June once told David that ‘when you’ve adopted children you have to be very, very
  careful’ and implied that the adoption agency would ‘check up’ on them. Dr Ferguson, June’s psychiatrist during the early 1980s, recalls that she was particularly troubled by an accident in Jeremy’s childhood: ‘June told me that, having adopted her son, he had banged his head. This would have happened when the boy was
  aged about two years.’12 Central to her anxiety about the incident was the fear that he would be removed from her care.


  Their Aunt Pamela and grandmother Mabel were more robust, scolding them soundly if they misbehaved. Sheila later told Colin that she felt closer to both these women than to her mother. There
  were frequent visits to Granny and Grandad Speakman at Vaulty Manor Farm and regular trips to Nevill’s widowed mother in Guildford. Sheila was in awe of Granny Bamber, who was kind yet regal,
  ploughing her finances into Clifton House, her beautiful, decaying home. She much preferred Granny Speakman, who would rock with laughter at the things she said and was generous in slipping June
  money for gifts. Of all the presents Sheila received over the years, the one she appreciated most was a shih-tzu puppy for her tenth birthday in 1967. She named him Sweepy and was devoted to the
  little dog. Animals were always her great love; Colin recalls that she was wonderful with them and would invent voices and even languages for her pets.


  Within months of Sheila’s tenth birthday, she and Jeremy had their first experience of death when their father’s remaining sister, Diana, was killed in an accident. As East African
  Tours consultant for the BOAC airline, Diana had travelled the world giving speeches about life in Kenya. In 1968 she helped organize the annual East African Safari Rally, and was carrying out a
  final inspection of the track in Mtito Andei on 10 March when the driver of her car lost control in the torrential rain, hitting a stationary lorry. Diana died instantly; she was thirty-eight years
  old.


  Nevill was distraught. No one spoke about his sister after the funeral, and Sheila felt especially shut out by her parents’ sorrow. Her bewilderment increased when she was suddenly sent to
  boarding school two months later.


  Why her parents chose to enrol her in the middle of a term remains a mystery. Moira House was a hundred miles south in Eastbourne, Sussex, home to 120 boarders as well as day girls. Former
  pupils included Black Narcissus novelist Rumer Godden and actress Prunella Scales. Sheila was deeply unhappy there. Separated from all that was familiar, including her
  beloved Sweepy, she was plagued by intense feelings of rejection not only from fellow pupils, but from her parents for sending her away.


  Sheila tried to concentrate on her studies but was too miserable to make much progress, although a teacher remembers her taking pleasure in the school’s more imaginative pursuits,
  particularly modern dance. She coped by resorting to mischief and pouring her thoughts into a diary, the latter becoming a lifelong habit.


  Art provided another outlet. In one painting, Sheila depicted three girls in long dresses on a spiral staircase and another girl in dark clothes kneeling on the floor below, her face turned
  away. Years later, she gave the painting to Colin, who examined it again after her death and saw for the first time an abortive picture on the other side of a sinister monochrome face with scarlet
  lips, crossed out with two broad daubs of red paint. Its disturbing power reminded him of Edvard Munch’s ‘The Scream’.


  Sheila finally succeeded in convincing her parents to remove her from Moira House in December 1970, when she joined Old Hall School in Hethersett, Norfolk as a boarder. Established in 1938, the
  main school building was a grand Georgian hall set in sixteen acres of woodland and fields. The next four years there would be among the happiest of Sheila’s short life.
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  ‘I wanted to be an astronaut,’ Jeremy writes of his childhood dreams. Having watched the first moon landing live on television, ‘exploring space was the
  obvious thing to want to do. There were no street lights around where we lived, so the dark nights meant we could see a million stars in the sky.’1
  Nevill invented stories ‘to make the night sky even more magical’ and taught him astronomy: ‘We’d identify all the major constellations – he’d learned to fly
  using stars to navigate his Mosquito in North Africa – and he passed all that knowledge on to me.’2


  In September 1970, nine-year-old Jeremy left stargazing at White House Farm to board at Gresham’s in the Norfolk town of Holt. One of the oldest and most illustrious public schools in the
  country, its alumni include poet W. H. Auden, composer Benjamin Britten, and Nobel prize winner Sir Alan Lloyd Hodgkin. Jeremy was assigned to the junior house of Kenwyn, and Nevill asked a
  barrister friend whose son was at school nearby for advice on stimulating places to take Jeremy when he and June visited.


  There are a couple of apocryphal stories about Jeremy’s time at Gresham’s. One concerns his attitude to boarding and stems largely from the courtroom testimony of Julie Mugford’s
  mother Mary, who claimed that Jeremy resented his mother ‘for sending him away to boarding school. He couldn’t understand why she had adopted him only to send him away.’ In fact,
  it was Nevill who made the decision, having enjoyed boarding school himself. June would have preferred the children to be educated locally, although Jeremy may not have been aware of that. He
  maintains he felt no bitterness, but admits to finding it hard being away from his parents at such a young age, although once the first couple of years were over, he enjoyed school.


  A second anecdote concerns the strict pecking order prevalent in boarding schools. Robert Boutflour was under the impression that most of Gresham’s pupils hailed from East Anglia’s
  landed gentry, and later told police that as the son of a tenant farmer, his nephew would have ranked on the lowest rung of the school’s ladder. In reality,
  Gresham’s offered several scholarships to boys from less affluent homes, but there was still some snobbery among the pupils themselves. Jeremy’s confiding in a schoolmate that he was
  adopted only made matters worse; his peers displayed a sneering superiority, nicknaming him ‘the bastard’. But when asked to recall any school nicknames, Jeremy acknowledges only one:
  ‘Gascoigne’, which he shared with Sheila, after University Challenge presenter Bamber Gascoigne.


  While impossible to verify beyond doubt, these narratives are often regarded as the genesis of the
  murders, planting the seed from which Jeremy’s resentment towards his parents grew unstoppably.


  His contemporaries in Essex – mostly cousins and the children of his parents’ friends – saw him only during school holidays for the next few years, but remember a burgeoning
  arrogance. June’s cousin Brenda Wallace and her family visited the farm for a fortnight every summer; her daughter Susan was Sheila’s age and thought Jeremy a ‘spoiled brat’
  who could ‘sulk for ages’ and would march off alone when thwarted.3 June’s wartime friend Dorothy Barker lived nearby with her husband
  James Carr. He was manager of Osea Road, and found Jeremy thoroughly disagreeable: ‘He was growing up to be quite a nasty piece of work. For any time I wanted him to do something, if he did
  not want to, at his young age he would tell me I was just an employee and he would tell his father how I behaved.’4


  June often invited the three Carr children to the farm as company for her son but they came to dread being asked. ‘Jeremy was a moody, bossy and sometimes cruel child,’ Robert Carr
  recalled. ‘[He] could be very cruel to animals and he used to take great delight in throwing stones at water hen chicks and hitting farm animals with sticks. He did not have a warm
  relationship with his parents.’5 Robert much preferred Sheila, ‘a timid but very pleasant-natured girl’ who ‘always used to get
  upset whenever  [Jeremy] used to be cruel to the animals, and he used to take great delight in carrying on and leaving her in tears’.


  Thirteen-year-old Sheila was popular with pupils and teachers at Old Hall School, where everyone knew her as ‘Bambs’. Regarded as a good sport with a gift for mimicry, she developed
  an inseparable friendship with Rosalind Nockold and Jane Hinde, who remember her as bubbly, kind and incapable of carrying a grudge. Rosalind believed Sheila failed to reach her full academic
  potential because she lacked confidence: ‘She needed her friends and was quite demanding of her closest ones.


  At school she was never able to undertake things on her own.’6 The two girls lived close enough to each other to visit during the holidays.
  Rosalind thought Nevill ‘a kind, friendly, funny man . . . good at making teenage girls laugh’ and while June was ‘not on the same wavelength as Sheila’, she was always
  supportive of her. Jeremy just seemed ‘very quiet’.


  Although Sheila had settled in well at school, her cousin David heard that she caused her parents some concern over truancy outside lessons. Part of a group of girls who sneaked out after hours
  to catch the bus into Norwich, one evening Sheila found herself alone and decided to hitch back. The driver who offered her a lift pulled into a side road and lunged for her, but she shamed him
  into retreat, indignantly berating him for being a dirty old man. The encounter didn’t deter Sheila from joining her friends on other escapades. ‘She was a free spirit,’ reflects
  Tora Tomkinson, her closest friend in adulthood. ‘She just wanted to rush around and enjoy her life. She said to me, “I suppose I was a wild child, really,” but from what she told
  me, she didn’t sound very wild.’7


  At home, there was only the occasional hint of the fire that had stalled her would-be attacker. In what was to become a pattern, any displays of anger on Sheila’s part were usually sparked
  by insecurity and a need for reassurance. Jacqueline recalled one Christmas visit when Nevill and June had a blazing row with their daughter because she was upset that Nevill had offered Jacqueline
  a drink before her. Sheila was also jealous of Jeremy sometimes, complaining to Inez Bowen that he was Nevill’s favourite.


  Inez’s son worked at White House Farm and was friendly with Sheila, whose blossoming as a young woman caused her mother a great deal of anxiety. ‘June was always
  very protective towards Sheila and would not let her out of her sight unless I was there,’ Inez recalled.8 Jeremy’s godfather John Wilkin
  agreed: ‘By the time Sheila was about thirteen to fifteen years old she was obviously going to be an extremely attractive girl. June became very worried by this, if not obsessed with the
  attention paid to her by men.’9


  Sheila celebrated her sixteenth birthday on 18 July 1973. Susan Wallace, visiting White House Farm that summer with her parents, found Sheila ‘very sure of herself’ and keen to try
  anything once ‘for the fun of doing it’. After dark she would climb out of her bedroom window above the kitchen and shin down a ladder to meet friends in Colchester and Maldon.
  ‘She told me this and also I heard it from my mother who had received letters from June,’ Susan recalled. During the Wallaces’ stay, Sheila smuggled cider into her bedroom one
  evening and the two girls got tipsy. When June found out, as penance she made them accompany her to the theatre, expecting them to hate it, but the girls enjoyed themselves. Susan thought June
  ‘a very nice, homely person. The worst punishment I ever knew her give was to stop Sheila or Jeremy’s pocket money but as soon as they wanted anything, they got it anyway.’


  Hoping to curb the opportunity for more mischief, June attempted to fill her daughter’s time productively. Sheila had been a bridesmaid at her cousin Ann’s wedding to Peter Eaton the
  previous September; his parents were already part of the family’s social circle, owning Frame Farm in Tolleshunt D’Arcy and later Little Renters Farm in Little Totham. As such, Peter
  had known Nevill and June since he was ten years old and more recently had begun joining Nevill and Ann’s brother David on shoots. June asked Ann, who was pregnant in the summer of 1973 with
  her first child, to give Sheila some household chores and teach her how to cook. When it became obvious that she was never going to turn her daughter entirely into a homebody, David agreed to
  accompany Sheila to village hops and Young Farmers’ dinner dances.


  Knowing that he was keeping an eye on Sheila was one less worry for June at a time when life was taking a difficult turn. Roland Pargeter had moved into the farm some months
  earlier, following his father Reginald’s death, which Jeremy recalls was again never mentioned. Roland was there at June’s invitation; hearing that he had developed a cannabis habit
  while living alone in London, she offered to help him overcome it. Nevill employed him as a labourer, stipulating that no drugs of any sort would be tolerated. When they caught him smoking
  cannabis, there were no second chances. Roland was asked to leave, but Nevill secured him a job with the Forestry Commission first. It was an action typical of the Bambers’ methods of
  discipline, which almost always included some form of safety net for the miscreant.


  June was saddened by what she felt was the failure of her attempt to help her nephew. Soon afterwards, in December 1973, Barbara Wilkin died of a brain tumour, swiftly followed by another close
  friend who had cancer. ‘That kind of left Mum isolated,’ Jeremy remembers. ‘Her two best friends had died and it was really sad. That’s what brought on her depression
  again.’11 She internalized her grief as always, feeling the loss of both women deeply. Asked whether his parents’ tendency to submerge
  emotion was dysfunctional, Jeremy responds: ‘I don’t really see it like that. My mum and dad went through the war, and that’s not an excuse but it explains why people’s
  emotions are controlled . . . Dad was not the type to share things.’


  June’s self-confidence withered as depression took hold. She began to withdraw from social gatherings, apart from church events which gave her comfort. Among her closest friends were the
  local vicar, Rev. Norman Thorp and his wife Bettine, and Nevill was elected churchwarden at St Nicholas’ in early 1974.


  Sheila left school that July with no fixed ideas about her future. She and her friends got into trouble for high-spirited ‘hell-raising’ on her final day, but the headmistress
  described her afterwards as ‘a good, well-mannered, charming pupil’.12 Sheila’s only ambition was to live in London, where she could
  enjoy a social life away from her mother’s watchful eye. Inez Bowen recalled that June resolved her inner turmoil by opening the Bible one night and receiving ‘some sort of spiritual
  guidance’ which persuaded her to let Sheila go. June also discussed the matter with Bettine Thorp, who remembered she suffered ‘a great deal of concern’ about
  Sheila leaving home but remained ‘very loyal indeed’ to her.13


  Those who had known June longer detected a difference in her. Dorothy Carr observed that her friend was ‘a very changed person from the old days’ and had developed a ‘black and
  white’ outlook on life.14 David Boutflour thought of his aunt as someone who was never able to put her own needs first. He had just begun dating
  his future wife, Colchester girl Karen Butt. She initially regarded June as the opposite of Pamela, who was ‘very outgoing and strong’.15 But
  gradually, Karen revised her opinion, sensing that ‘underneath it all, Auntie June had a real rod of iron going through her.’


  Despite other people’s opinions of him, Jeremy had given his parents little cause for concern since starting at Gresham’s. His early childhood ambitions had been
  overtaken by more practical aims. ‘I knew from a young age that I’d be a farmer,’ he recalls, although his relatives would later dispute it. ‘Dad inspired me with the wonder
  of growing things that made our living and he understood that to engage my interest it had to be on an intellectual basis as well as practical.’


  Nevill was keen to involve Jeremy in his work, hoping he would follow in his footsteps. An astute businessman, he and four other farmers had formed North Maldon Growers Ltd in 1962 to sell their
  produce in bulk and negotiate better contracts. Two years later they became a registered limited company, with premises in Goldhanger where foodstuffs were packaged for distribution to local
  markets and freezer centres. When Jeremy was twelve, Nevill gave him part of one of White House Farm’s fields to grow sweetcorn, which he then picked and sold through North Maldon Growers for
  a small profit. The company secretary recalled father and son showing him the small crop with great pride.


  At the end of summer 1974, as his sister departed for a new life in London, Jeremy entered senior school after sitting the Common Entrance exam. Gresham’s was now co-educational, and
  Jeremy’s schoolwork occupied him far less than his new female classmates. Although generally good at maths, he was placed in the third of four sets and dropped French early in the year for technical studies. Leaving junior school meant joining Farfield, where William Thomas was house master. His first impression of Jeremy was of ‘someone you did not
  particularly take notice of, he did not stand out, but he was courteous and enthusiastic’.16


  Within eighteen months, Thomas recalled, that would change.







  5


  Sheila’s parents had enrolled her on a two year secretarial ‘finishing course’ at St Godric’s Secretarial College on Arkwright Road, Hampstead. Its
  students were accommodated at six monitored boarding houses nearby. Sheila was given rooms on Wedderburn Road, a brisk five-minute walk from college. She began her studies on 4 September 1974 with
  little enthusiasm for the course but thrilled to be living in London.


  The girls from St Godric’s tended to frequent the same places: the Coffee Cup on Hampstead High Street for coffee and raisin toast, Louis Hungarian Patisserie on Heath Street for poppyseed
  cake and tea, and on late afternoons and evenings they congregated at a smoky, bohemian pub called The Three Horseshoes, also on Heath Street. It was there that seventeen-year-old Sheila met Colin
  Caffell. She was chatting with a friend in a corner of the pub when two young, arty-looking men approached. ‘The moment I saw Sheila, I wanted her,’ Colin recalled.1 The attraction was mutual and for her there would never really be anyone else again.


  Colin was then twenty-one, a soft-spoken, easy-going dreamer, studying for an honours degree in ceramics and three-dimensional design at the Camberwell School of Art. His parents had recently
  separated after almost thirty years of marriage. Reg Caffell was a television engineer and a genial, sprightly man with a dry humour; Doris was quiet and conscientious, establishing an antiques
  business with her new partner Bernard Brencher. Colin’s sister Diane, six years his senior, had emigrated to Norway after her marriage in 1966 but remained in close contact with her
  family.


  Colin’s friend Chris Precious struck up conversation with Sheila and her companion. Two days later, Colin and Sheila met alone for lunch at a nearby cafe. On their second date they became
  lovers, launching into a passionate relationship. Beguiled by Sheila’s beauty and open, trusting nature, Colin was eager to introduce her to his family and friends, including his
  ex-girlfriends Sandra Elston and Jill Bonney. Sheila and Jill had little in common but Sandra felt drawn to her, sensing that she was vulnerable, and the two girls became
  friends in their own right. In turn, Sheila took Colin to meet her parents, explaining that her younger brother was at boarding school. He immediately warmed to Nevill and liked June, who deferred
  to Nevill constantly, always referring to him as ‘my husband’, never by name.


  Sheila abandoned her course at St Godric’s in March 1975. A note on her file commented that she had shown no interest. She found work as a trainee hairdresser at the Robert Fielding School
  of Hairdressing on Regent Street but soon left to pursue a career in modelling. At five foot seven, with huge grey-blue eyes in an elfin face, a cloud of dark hair and the requisite willowy figure,
  Sheila had the looks but little self-assurance. Colin encouraged her ambitions, but June was apprehensive. Determined to support her daughter nonetheless, she asked Pamela to contact Robert’s
  relative Josie Jacobs, who worked as a fashion model.


  Josie invited Sheila and Colin to her home for a chat but was left underwhelmed by her attitude: ‘She seemed desperate to leave her parents and be independent and [thought] that being a
  model would solve all her problems.’2 Josie dutifully introduced Sheila to her agent but the meeting did not go well.


  Undaunted, Sheila asked her parents to fund her portfolio. Some of the shots were taken by Essex press photographer Ronald Crowe, who knew the Eatons: ‘One of the poses I asked her to do
  involved her holding a shotgun and a brace of pheasants. I found that Sheila just did not know how to hold a gun at all. It was obvious to me she had no idea at all about guns.’3 Taken in the garden at White House Farm, the photograph shows her clad in jumper and jeans, perched on the open boot of a Land Rover, pheasants in one hand, rifle
  in the other.


  June paid for a modelling course at the Lucie Clayton School in South Kensington, whose graduates included Jean Shrimpton and Joanna Lumley. Ann accompanied her aunt to the Coming Out evening.
  June was openly proud of Sheila but increasingly troubled by the prospect of her earning a living as a model, telling friends of her concern. ‘With this worry, June started to show signs of
  some sort of religious mania,’ John Wilkin remembered.4


  The era’s shifting attitudes towards sex and morality heightened June’s anxiety. Church attendances were in steep decline and more couples were ‘living in
  sin’, while divorces were now possible within two years. Sex was no longer regarded as the prerogative of a committed relationship but as a form of self-expression. The contraceptive pill had
  been available to single women since 1970 and abortion had been made legal three years earlier. The relaxing of obscenity laws and the availability of European pornography meant that most corner
  shops and newsagents stocked ‘girlie’ magazines. Cinema reflected Britain’s ‘new fascination with sex and self-gratification’, from the comedy of the Confessions
  of a Window Cleaner (1974) franchise to art house films such as Last Tango in Paris (1972) and Emmanuelle (1974). Straw Dogs (1971) and A Clockwork Orange
  (1972) combined sex and violence, while The Devils (1971) focused on sex and religion. Meanwhile, tight-trousered rock gods straddled the hit parade, football terraces thrummed with
  aggression, the economy sank, prices soared and many believed that Britain was bracing itself for ‘a gathering storm of moral corruption, splintering families and sexual chaos, promoted by an
  unholy coalition of addled-headed liberals and profit-crazed pornographers’.5


  In the summer of 1975, shortly after her graduation from Lucie Clayton’s, Sheila discovered she was pregnant. She was eighteen, the same age her birth mother had been when she fell
  pregnant. Colin wanted to marry, but Sheila was more cautious. They discussed their options, including the ethics of a termination. She hated the idea and was worried that it might affect future
  pregnancies. Nor did she want to consider adoption, explaining her background to Colin. They decided to continue with the pregnancy and marry in the coming year.


  To their surprise, Nevill and June reacted more calmly than Colin’s parents when they telephoned them with the news. But shock had tempered June’s first response; when they arrived
  at White House Farm a few days later the tension was palpable. Nevill listened as Colin outlined their plans before evenly pointing out some practicalities. June declared that sex before marriage
  was sinful, adding that she had spoken to Rev. Thorp about the situation and had arranged for Sheila to see the family doctor.


  At the surgery, June told her daughter to think carefully and consider how the pregnancy might affect her career. When Sheila returned to Colin, she told him tearfully that
  her mother had talked a lot of common sense. He could do little but agree, travelling anxiously back to London while June drove Sheila to Chelmsford and Essex Hospital. Family friend Kathleen
  Whitworth was aware the termination was ‘very much against Sheila’s wishes’ and that June had ‘put a great deal of pressure’ on her daughter.6 Colin confirmed that June ‘fixed up the abortion. Bambs was upset and very unhappy. It screwed her up [but] we had no money. We lived on my grant from art school, but
  we were desperately in love.’7


  When he rang the farm to speak to Sheila, June told him frankly that she hoped their relationship would end. She said nothing when Colin arrived the following day to see Sheila, but when she
  found them sunbathing nude in a field she flew into a rage. Accusing them of fornicating on her land she gave powerful vent to her anger and disappointment. Shaken by the strength of her fury,
  Sheila and Colin returned to the house, intending to leave for London. When Sheila went upstairs to pack, June followed.


  What passed between mother and daughter at White House Farm that hot summer afternoon in 1975 had consequences no one could have foreseen. Seething with wrath, June branded Sheila ‘the
  Devil’s child’.8 In an instant, her words snagged like hooks in Sheila’s mind and in time she would come to ‘hang her psychosis
  on them’, in psychiatrist Dr Ferguson’s chilling phrase.9 The suggestion of ‘bad blood’ tore deeply into Sheila’s innermost
  fears.


  ‘There was a time when Bambi was frightened of her mother,’ Tora Tomkinson recalls. ‘One other thing in particular really scared her. She told me, “Sometimes I
  would lie on my bed on a hot summer’s night and suddenly, my mum would be there, standing in my doorway, staring at me.” She felt very frightened by that. There was no explanation but
  she never forgot it. She said, “I don’t know what she thought about me but I always felt she didn’t think much.” Bambi was genuinely frightened by her mother then. Spooky
  – that was one of the words she used about her. Spooky.’10


  Only a few weeks later, in August, Leslie Speakman died at the age of eighty-two. Her father’s death, coupled with Sheila’s pregnancy and the
  ugly confrontation at the farm, left June distraught. Ann suspected that June found her daughter’s abortion too much to bear given her own history. Adoption after infertility can leave a
  legacy of strain, according to an expert in family psychiatry: ‘There is always a fear of “bad blood”, even if it is only a fear that the relatives will be looking for it. That
  can make a parent over-protective and at the same time over-critical . . . Religion may be used, or abused, as one way of rigidifying a situation. It lays down rules.’11


  June’s family and friends were unanimous in citing events that summer as the catalyst for her increasing reliance on God. Yet not everyone viewed her involvement with the church
  negatively; pupils and parents who knew June from Tolleshunt Sunday school, where she had joined Joan Frost in teaching, spoke highly of her. But Colin found it almost impossible to forgive June
  for the catastrophic effect her words would have on Sheila.


  There were other consequences from that ghastly day. Colin had taken some photographs of Sheila while they were sunbathing; he processed them onto slides and lost the originals. After
  Sheila’s death, Jeremy informed him that the snapshots were in his mother’s bureau at the farm. When Colin asked how they had ended up there, Jeremy replied that June had probably taken
  the photographs from Sheila’s flat in order to manipulate her.


  Nevill was a curiously ineffectual figure in the conflict between mother and daughter. His arbitration could have made a difference, since both women held him in the highest esteem. Used to
  dealing with discord as a magistrate, he was widely regarded as a man with an endless capacity for compassion and decency. ‘He always tried to do the right thing by everything and
  everyone,’ Patricia Leyland stated.12 Yet he very rarely involved himself in June and Sheila’s relationship, since he never understood their
  battles and didn’t want to be seen to be taking sides. But his determination to be fair meant that clashes and grievances were left unresolved, hissing in the air.


  Colin began his final year at art school in September 1975. He and Sheila shared a room in his student digs overlooking Peckham Rye Park. Their landlady
  was an eccentric character named Maggie who wrote Gothic horror and dressed flamboyantly; she kept a crystal ball, tarot cards and a life-sized dummy named Alphonse in her front room. London that
  autumn was a city under siege: the Provisional IRA intensified their campaign, with bomb blasts at the Hilton on Park Lane, and in Piccadilly, Mayfair and Chelsea, killing several and injuring
  hundreds.


  The grim mood over Britain clung on until June 1976, when temperatures began to soar and the sun glittered in cobalt skies day after day. As a member of Gresham’s Combined Cadet Force,
  fifteen-year-old Jeremy attended summer camp in the Peak District, but disliked the discipline. A recurring knee problem dampened his enthusiasm for sports and he developed an interest in
  technology, building his own gadgets. At school his best subjects remained maths, chemistry and geography, the latter taught by John Walton, who led an annual trip to the Italian Alps. During the
  visit to Sauze d’Oulx, boys would share cigarettes and knock back alcohol but Jeremy wasn’t much of a drinker. He preferred cannabis and experimented with various drugs in his
  teens.


  The heat-wave of 1976 stretched over three months, bringing standpipes to the streets and turning grass to tinder. As England sweltered, the relationship between Sheila and Colin grew turbulent.
  In his memoir, he recalls how she would ignite tension by finding a weak spot and picking at it; when that failed, she reached for his carefully crafted pottery and dropped it to the floor. On one
  occasion his reaction left Sheila with a black eye. He felt as if she was testing his love and comparing him to her father, whom no one seemed able to rile.


  Sheila discovered she was pregnant again in spring 1977. A second abortion was too terrible to contemplate; her parents offered to buy them a flat if they married before the baby was born,
  insisting they were doing it for the child. June also tried to persuade them to leave London, but they were happy there and, after graduating from college, Colin had secured a job in advertising.
  Sheila set her heart on a traditional wedding in Tolleshunt D’Arcy, but June vetoed the idea immediately, declaring, ‘Not in my church, you don’t!’13 She insisted that her daughter should marry in cream, not white. Sheila liked the idea of emulating her parents’ wedding reception in a marquee on the lawn
  at home, but her suggestion was rejected, and rather than hire a limousine for the day, Nevill would act as chauffeur in his car.


  The wedding took place at Chelmsford Registry Office on Saturday, 14 May 1977. Wearing a long cream dress with a Juliet cap and veil over lightly permed hair, Sheila said her vows before a small
  gathering that included her schoolfriends Jane Hinde and Rosalind Nockold. Colin’s own schoolfriend Nicholas Rudge served as best man and his sister Diane flew in from Norway. Among the other
  guests were Sheila’s godfather Basil Tweed and the Boutflours. Ann and Peter Eaton attended the reception at the Marks Tey Motel in Copford with their toddler William and daughter Janie, who
  was six months old.


  Among the much personal wedding gifts was one from Jeremy, who had spent much of his school term making the couple a dining table. ‘For all the rebuke he got from her as a child, Jeremy
  thought the world of his sister,’ Colin admitted.14 Although he later told detectives that Sheila’s relationship with Jeremy had always been
  distant, he also conceded that Jeremy felt brotherly love for Sheila and was very proud of her. John Fielding shared a study room with Jeremy at Gresham’s and recalled him showing off about
  Sheila: ‘Of course, we were all jealous. I remember him saying she “doesn’t do girly magazines” because she wanted to be a serious model.’15


  Jeremy states that he and Sheila were closest ‘from my being 15 and her 18 or 19, until I was 19 and off to Australia. Those four years were great for both of us and we had lots of good
  times together. She was so protective of me and really kind and sensitive.’16 Colin recalls that he and Sheila saw Jeremy more often during this
  period. He viewed him as a younger brother, and was touched when Jeremy took up his own hobbies of scuba diving and growing cacti.
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