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    Really, sir, you cannot be serious in proposing to stop the escape of a thief or swindler by so small an electric spark acting on a needle. If you had talked of sending a thunderbolt or flash of lightning after him, I might have thought there was some feasibility in it. 


    Sceptic to would-be electric telegraph inventor Edward Davy, 1830s, quoted in J.J. Fahie’s A History of Electric Telegraphy (1884)
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‌Prologue
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    Of all the physical agents discovered by modern scientific research, the most fertile in its subserviency to the arts of life is incontestably electricity, and of all the applications of this subtle agent, that which is transcendently the most admirable in its effects, the most astonishing in its results, and the most important in its influence upon the social relations of mankind and upon the spread of civilisation and the diffusion of knowledge, is the Electric Telegraph.


    Dr Lardner, 
The Electric Telegraph (1867)

    EVERY NIGHT, as the clock strikes midnight, a new date emerges from the wings, initially blind to the events that will transpire as the next twenty-four hours unfold, the events that will mark its place in history. Most days pass by unnoticed or are soon forgotten – in a particular locality, at least. Yet pluck any date from the historical calendar and somewhere on the world’s stage something momentous happened. Perhaps it had long been marked for glory. Perhaps it exploded cataclysmically into view. Often, though, while seeming inconsequential at the time, its importance is recognised only when history’s binoculars are refocused on that particular stage. 

    Tuesday, 25 July 1837 was a date that Britain’s Professor Charles Wheatstone was hoping would in time be celebrated in the history books. It was late in the evening when he entered the carriage shed at Euston Station, the terminus of the London and Birmingham Railway then under construction. Hammering had ceased in time for the station’s ceremonious opening five days earlier, an occasion already marked for posterity. Yet, despite the current lack of ceremony and the dingy surroundings, Wheatstone believed that this date would be of far greater importance – if all went according to plan. 

    Small and slight, curly-headed, bespectacled and excruciatingly shy: the mould of the eccentric scientist might have been fashioned with Wheatstone in mind. He had long been fascinated by the workings of musical instruments and by acoustics, optics and electricity, and his inquisitive mind had led him to experiment with the possibilities of a communication system driven by electricity – a so-called ‘electric telegraph’. 

    By the flickering light of a tallow candle, Wheatstone could see his recently patented electric telegraph machine squatting on the table in front of him. The model had a simple four-needle display that allowed only twelve letters to be indicated. Its ‘clock face’ was a diamond-shaped grid, with lines heading north-east and north-west from each of the four needle bases that were positioned across a central horizontal axis. When two needles were simultaneously tilted towards each other at a forty-five degree angle from the vertical, they pointed along these lines towards a junction at which a letter was inscribed. To each needle was attached a single wire along which the electric current would pass. The wires trailed from the machine and became part of a thirteen-mile circuit wrapped around a frame sitting in the carriage shed, before heading out the door and disappearing into the shadows. 

    Wheatstone made a last-minute check – all the wires were securely fastened to needles, all the needles moving freely – like a teacher anxious for his prize student to shine. He then lifted his hands to the machine’s controls and deflected the two needles that would signal the first letter. Obligingly, the machine began transmitting his message. 

    A mile-and-a-half away in the winding-engine house at Camden Town sat his partner, William Fothergill Cooke, facing an identical instrument. An impecunious ex-military officer, Cooke was desperate to make money – lots of money – and had seen the commercial potential of an electric telegraph machine. Energetic and resourceful, he had the personality necessary to attract business but lacked the scientific know-how to construct a telegraph efficient enough to appeal to customers. He had approached the celebrated Professor Wheatstone for assistance.

    Cooke’s passion and practicality galvanised Wheatstone. Although foresighted enough to have taken out patents for some of his inventions, Wheatstone had always prided himself on being a man of science rather than an entrepreneur – until this visionary Gilbert encountered his pragmatic Sullivan. The pair imagined wires crisscrossing the countryside, with vast distances conquered in a fraction of a second but, thus far, the electric telegraph had been dismissed as just another ‘newfangled thing’. Cooke, however, had identified an ideal customer for their instrument: the railways. Not only would the telegraph allow speedy inter-station communication, it could be constructed to run beside the railway tracks – an exquisitely efficient coupling.

    The railways were suffering their own teething problems. Railway mania had gripped the nation after the Liverpool and Manchester line opened in 1830, but serious safety issues had yet to be resolved. A speeding train had little warning of trouble ahead. Departures were scheduled using a simple time-interval system. Train drivers had to rely upon vigilance and the occasional railway policeman stationed along the route to run the tracks safely. Even greater vigilance was required when both the up-and-down trains used a single, meandering track. In darkness, storms or fog, the lack of an adequate warning system had proved deadly. 

    It was a business problem in need of an enterprising solution and Wheatstone and Cooke were keen to display their system. Cooke was not alone when he waited at Camden Town on the evening of 25 July. The Railway’s chief engineers, Robert ‘the Rocket’ Stephenson and Charles Fox, were standing by his side. Stephenson was the son of George Stephenson, also known as the Father of the Railways, while Charles Fox would go on to construct the majestic Crystal Palace. They were accustomed to scrutinising rough prototypes and seeing the future in all its glory. 

    All of a sudden, two of the needles on Cooke’s machine clicked and tilted. A message was coming through. Cooke read out the letter and an assistant jotted it down. Again the needles clicked and tilted, and again. When the message was completed, Cooke clicked out a reply which travelled back along the nineteen miles of wires to Euston where Wheatstone was awaiting his response. 

    Stephenson was delighted. ‘Bravo!’ he cried. ‘Bravo!’ He asked Cooke to send his message of exaltation down the wires – not once but twice. Backwards and forwards the messages zipped until Stephenson asked Cooke to invite his partner to join them at Camden Town. 

    ‘I will do myself the honor,’ Wheatstone messaged back. Later he would write: ‘Never did I feel such a tumultuous sensation before as when all alone in the still room I heard the needles click. As I spelled the words I felt all the magnitude of the invention now proved to be practicable beyond cavil or dispute.’ 

    The world’s first patented electric telegraph machine had just passed its first long-distance test. Not only had Wheatstone and Cooke proved that words could be communicated along a nineteen-mile stretch of wire at astounding speed, they had harnessed as their energy source the power of ‘God’s lightning’, as ‘electricity’ was known in their day. In doing so, they had also proved that electricity could be mobilised at will and had a practical, commercial use. It was an historic moment. 

    But these four men were ahead of their time. Convincing the remaining London and Birmingham Railway directors would not prove so easy – indeed, the wires would later be abandoned because the directors deemed the system a flight of fancy and too costly to install across the entire network. Convincing the public would prove even harder. Until one fateful day seven-and-a-half years later …
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    A steam-driven passenger train? An electric telegraph? Spare a moment to reflect upon these wonders of human achievement. With blithe smugness, we tend to dismiss the feats of the past. What’s a track-hugging steam train when spacecraft blast through the universe? What’s a mile-long stretch of telegraph wires when radio waves whisper to a billion computers around the globe and beyond? 

    Yet it wasn’t so long ago that trains and telegraphs were themselves merely the dreams of glazed-eyed seers and woolly bearded prophets, as unrealistic as discovering the elixir of life. Of course, humans have long employed transportation of one form or another, and communication systems beyond the spoken word: drums that hypnotically enticed men into battle, fire and smoke signals that heralded danger, flashing shields and mirrors, coloured flags, simple pieces of inscribed parchment carried by the fleet of foot or by messengers on horseback. For millennia, however, little changed. No new pathways were forged. 

    The first inkling of progress came in the 1740s when, among others, the French abbé Jean-Antoine Nollet tested a recent invention known as the Leyden jar – a primitive condenser that stored static electricity, the type of electricity generated by scuffing feet along carpet. After positioning two hundred Carthusian monks in a huge circle and threading a mile-long piece of iron-wire between their outstretched hands, he discharged his Leyden jar into one end of the wire. As the monks grunted and jerked, their neat circle disintegrating, he proved that electricity could travel almost instantly along a lengthy wire. In 1753 a writer to the Scots Magazine proposed a communication system powered by such static electricity. Later that century, the French Chappe brothers built an experimental apparatus but found static electricity too volatile: like a deadly snake it was difficult to control and, when released, discharged its fury in one explosive surge. Instead, they introduced the word telegraphe or ‘distant writer’ into the lexicon through their invention of a semaphore – an optical telegraph. In a short while, it was adopted by British and European military forces, however, it too had significant limitations, particularly in darkness and inclement weather. 

    The problems inherent in the use of static electricity were solved around the turn of the century when Alessandro Volta invented the voltaic cell battery (similar to batteries still used today), which provided steady and controllable low voltage currents of electricity. In the decades that followed, scientists learnt more about electricity and then electro-magnetism. Each discovery pushed science along the inexorable path towards the invention of a practical and commercial use for electricity: an ‘electric telegraph’. 

    With communication still limited by transportation systems, terrain, visibility and the weather, life had continued to amble along as it had for millennia. News travelled slowly; decisions were made leisurely. Patience was not only a virtue but a necessity. Then, in the 1830s, the world began beating to a different, faster drum. 

    Initially, the quickening was infinitesimally slow, frustratingly slow for those who foresaw social metamorphosis. Yet none could have imagined that the unexpected events of one day would prove pivotal in a paradigm shift, and that these events would kick-start what we now call the Communication Revolution. 

    ‌


‌Part 1

    ‌Alarm

    Such a machine reveals a new power, whose stupendous effects upon society no effort of the most vigorous imagination can anticipate.


    The Times 
(25 November 1837)

   

  

 
  
   
    Chapter 1

    A display of brilliant electric experiments … never fails to afford ample gratification.


    William Sturgeon, 
Lectures on Electricity (1842)
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    PADDINGTON STATION was the usual whirl of noise and activity on New Year’s Day 1845 as travellers prepared to board the Great Western Railway’s steam trains, the iron horses that thundered across the countryside westward to Bristol. Bells pealed, passengers scrambled into carriages, porters stuffed cases into luggage vans, doors clanged, flags flapped, the locomotive chugged slowly from the station, the visitors hastened from the platform, and for a moment, too short a moment, there was blessed silence … until it all began again – just another day in one of London’s modern transportation hubs, the vast cathedrals paying homage to the newly exalted gods of science and industry. 

    Perched atop the carriage sheds a short distance from the busy passenger platforms were the railway offices, their doors slammed shut against the insidious soot and distant noise. The first door at the top of the stairs opened into the humble abode of Thomas Home. It was a room bereft of the usual green-visored clerks scratching away at ledgers or corpulent directors breezing charm and schemes. Instead, Home stood in front of a peculiar wire-trailing contraption, peering intently at some dials. It was his job to monitor this clock-like object which had a face unlike anything most people had seen. 

    Thomas Home wasn’t employed by the Great Western Railway although he practically lived at Paddington Station. Chest puffing with pride, the young entrepreneur would announce to anyone who asked – and those who didn’t – that he was licensee of the world’s first commercial electric telegraph, a new technology that allowed instantaneous communication across great distances. Admittedly, such communication was limited by the availability of the machines and their connecting wires. His own operation had only two machines: the one he manned at Paddington Station and another manned by his brother Richard at Slough Station, eighteen miles away. The machines themselves were connected by wires strung alongside the tracks of the Great Western Railway. Messages were infrequent; nevertheless, it was their job to be ready when they did come through – even on New Year’s Day. 

    As the clock ticked off the evening’s hours, the peal of the telegraph’s alarm sounded. He signalled back that he was ready then picked up a pencil and began to jot down the letters. 

    ‘A murder has just been committed …’ 

    In the now-eerie quietness, he read over the words. The needles kept lurching, one way then another. His brain decoded the letters while one hand flicked the necessary acknowledgements to the sender and the other raced across the page forming the new words. 

    ‘… at Salt Hill …’

    The village of Salt Hill lay about a mile west of the railway station at Slough and was policed by the local parish constabulary. Why was he being informed? 

    ‘… and the suspected murderer was seen to take a first-class ticket for London by the train which left Slough at 7.42 p.m. …’ 
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    Murder? 

    Of course, Home had communicated important messages in the past. He had manned the Paddington office for twenty-three interminable days and nights prior to the birth of a royal prince at Windsor Castle five months previously – ‘a prisoner during Her Majesty’s pleasure,’ he would later quip. He had even passed on a police message: that London’s notorious pickpocket, Fiddler Dick, and his cohorts were on the train to Slough intending to ply their trade at the annual Montem Day celebrations held by exclusive Eton College. He relished the gleeful response: ‘Several of the suspected persons are lurking about Slough uttering bitter invectives against the telegraph.’ As a stepping stone in these communication streams, he felt strangely connected to the events and individuals, and rather proud and important – a pleasant change to the tedium of the daily message exchange. But to communicate information about a murder? Now that was disturbing, almost as if he carried the power of life and death in his own hands. 

    Like Professor Charles Wheatstone and William Fothergill Cooke, the inventors of his machine, Home had long realised that the electric telegraph’s ability to send rapid messages could offer unprecedented power to those who used it and boundless wealth to those who controlled it. Unfortunately, the world at large hadn’t quite grasped the electric telegraph’s importance. Or forked out the money to use it. To most people, it was little more than an amusing novelty – like watching circus magicians pluck pigeons from hats! True, during his one-and-a-half-year tenure as licensee, he had promoted the telegraph’s attractions as if they were worth seeing as well as using: eye-catching posters plastered to the walls of Great Western Railway stations and in the windows of tradesmen’s shops; bold advertisements in London’s newspapers. He’d even financed a regiment of sandwich men whose billboard-bedecked forms trudged London’s streets thrusting leaflets into the hands of passers-by. For the ‘low’ cost of a shilling, the leaflets grandly proclaimed, they could visit the telegraph office at Paddington and see the amazing electric telegraph in action. 

    The curious had come knocking. He would take them outside and point up to the wires stretching into the distance, the arteries channelling the lifeblood of this new species of communication. Then he would usher them into his office and bustle over to a bench-mounted machine, about the size of a small china cabinet. Flexing his hands slightly – an artist about to paint, a surgeon to operate – he would grab hold of the two handles and twist his wrists, showing how the left handle deflected the left needle and the right handle the right needle, and that moving the two handles produced coded letters that formed words and sentences, even paragraphs. 

    He would then flip the butterfly switch on the side of the instrument, changing it from telegraph to alarm, and turn one of the handles. This alerted his brother at the Slough office that a message was about to zip down the wires. When a shrill ring erupted from his own machine a moment later, he would explain to his startled guests that the alarm was meant to wake a deeply slumbering operator – although, in this instance, it was signalling Slough’s readiness to receive London’s message. He would flip the switch back to telegraph mode. Glancing at the words on the page in front of him, he would begin twisting the handles. Eighteen miles away at Slough, a needle would tilt and a letter form. Communication was under way. 

    Some found the concept confusing. One man complained that his message mustn’t have been sent because the telegraph operator was still holding the piece of paper. A woman grumbled because her bowl of special soup couldn’t be sent down the wires to her sick friend. 

    Most of his visitors were intrigued. He’d had many proud moments as he explained its workings to inquisitive European kings and princes and to pompous British dukes and parliamentarians. The shillings had trickled in, but they were not enough, not when he was paying £170 annually for the licence to operate the telegraph. Another £170 would soon be due – a hefty investment that hadn’t yet made his fortune. It would need more than the birth of a Royal babe or a few felons warned off by the Peelers before the world would truly appreciate the value of his wondrous machine. These ‘singing wires’ were not just a siren’s lure but the future whispering its secrets. What would it take to convince everyone of its worth? 

    He and his governors had overcome many challenges in the seven years since the directors of the London and Birmingham Railway had spurned their system. Ever the entrepreneur, Cooke had not only approached Stephenson and Fox, he had also met with Isambard Kingdom Brunel, Chief Engineer of the Great Western Railway. At a Directors’ Board Meeting, Cooke extolled the virtues of the electric telegraph, explaining how the manager of the Paddington office would be ‘like a spider, live along the line’. While some of the directors laughed at the simile, the Napoleon of Engineers applauded. Brunel agreed to trial an electric telegraph along the thirteen miles of track between Paddington and West Drayton stations. 

    Cooke and his team of workmen pushed the insulated rope of copper wires through small-bore iron pipes and secured them to rails sitting six inches above the ground, parallel to the railway tracks. When the line was activated in July 1839, it became the world’s first operational electric telegraph – God’s lightning permanently tapped and now in the hands of mere mortals. 

    While the railway authorities found it useful, its short distance limited its potential. Gradually, as the rubber insulation decayed and the wires shorted, the telegraph stopped working. The costs outweighed the benefits of fixing it. 

    In 1842, Cooke suggested extending the telegraph line to Slough, five miles further along the track from West Drayton, as Slough was a more commercially viable location because of its proximity to Windsor Castle. The Great Western Railway directors were reluctant to agree until Cooke offered to take responsibility for the telegraph’s operations: he would carry railway messages for free and charge a fee to the public. Cooke reduced costs by replacing the old system with a two-needle cipher-based instrument. He pushed galvanised iron wires through glazed pottery insulators and suspended them from iron posts rammed into the ground alongside the railway tracks. He also built a telegraph cottage on a mound near the almost-completed Slough railway station. The new Paddington-to-Slough electric telegraph commenced operations in May 1843, with Thomas Home as licensee. 

    Although the partners had installed telegraphs along other railway lines in the intervening years, most were signalling systems that rang a warning bell or used a small vocabulary of codes; they were unable to communicate random messages. The government had at last recognised the benefits of a ‘speaking’ electric telegraph for military purposes and in August 1844, in partnership with the London and South Western Railway Company, contracted Cooke and Wheatstone to string a private telegraph line from the Admiralty Office in Whitehall to the naval headquarters in Portsmouth. The pair were also promoting and patenting the electric telegraph in Europe and planning to test a submarine cable in Swansea Bay, Wales. 

    Over in America, their arch rival, Samuel Morse, had constructed an experimental telegraph line between Washington, DC, and Baltimore. He successfully sent his first message – ‘What God hath wrought’ – in May 1844, and other messages on special occasions in the months that followed. Many would later honour Morse as the Father of the Electric Telegraph, conveniently ignoring the fact that Wheatstone and Cooke had the first electric telegraph patent as well as years of commercial operations before Morse’s evocative yet tardy message was sent. When the new year dawned on 1 January 1845, the eighteen-mile stretch between Paddington and Slough still remained the world’s only ‘speaking’ electric telegraph in regular use, the only ‘wires’ that at a moment’s notice were capable of sending a detailed message of warning that could outpace a train and outrace a fugitive. 
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    Thomas Home glanced at a nearby clock. The second hand jerked inexorably onwards. The telegraph message had said that the murder suspect’s train left Slough at 7.42 p.m. It would reach Paddington in less than half an hour. 

    The message hadn’t finished. ‘… He is in the garb of a kwaker,’ it continued, the left needle moving once to the right to indicate that the word was completed. 

    Home hesitated then flicked the left needle twice to the right, twice to the left. ‘No,’ he was telling his brother in Slough. ‘I don’t understand the word.’ 

    ‘k-w-a-k-e-r,’ his brother signalled back. 

    ‘Kwaker?’ Home mouthed. Of course. The two-needle telegraph didn’t include all twenty-six letters of the English alphabet, and contained no code for the letter ‘q’ despite the fact that their ruler was a queen. His brother was reporting that the suspect was dressed in the distinctive, old-fashioned attire of the supremely respectable and conservative Quaker religious movement. Home deflected the needle twice to the left, twice to the right to acknowledge that he understood. The needles continued to click as more details came through. 
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    Home dashed out of his room and into the office of Deputy Superintendent De May, the man in charge of Paddington railway station that evening. De May read Home’s scrawl then sent for Sergeant William Williams of the Great Western Railway Police.

    The 7.42 from Slough was due at 8.20. They had little time. They had to make plans. The message didn’t order them to apprehend the ‘kwaker’. That was understandable. The man was not suspected of committing a crime against railway staff or passengers. Nor had the message been dispatched by the Slough police, as far as they could tell. It simply alerted them to a suspect’s presence in the train’s first-class compartments and provided a description to help identify him. So that’s what they would do. 

    Still, they mustn’t risk alarming the man by showing their interest. De May and Williams were familiar faces at the railway station, and Williams was dressed in the Great Western Railway Police uniform: trousers, boots, dress coat and varnished leather top-hat modelled on the outfit worn by the London Metropolitan Police. If they were seen hovering around the first-class carriages, the suspect might notice and bolt. Thomas Home, however, was largely unknown, as he spent most of his working day closeted in his office above the carriage sheds. He would serve as lookout. 

    The three men hastened to the platform where a familiar rumble alerted them to the imminent arrival of the up-train from Bristol. The superintendent and sergeant found a protected spot near the station entrance. The first-class carriages were tucked behind the engine so these choice customers had the shortest distance to walk along the platform and under the arches to reach the horse and carriage-filled square. There would be little time to find their man before he blended in with the crowds entering and exiting the station. Thomas Home eased his way through the eager throng to stand right beside the tracks. The train chugged into the station and, with a final demonic scream, ground to a halt. 

    Home had worked at the station long enough to know the drill. The Great Western Railways’ large, lofty first-class carriages were designed to resemble stagecoach compartments in order to ease the adoption of railway travel. Each carriage contained a set of isolated compartments, with two rows of seats that faced each other and doors granting its inhabitants immediate access to the platform. Home walked towards the last compartment of the second first-class carriage, where the suspect was reportedly ensconced, and opened the door as though he were an usher. Would the suspect still be on the train? There were three stations between Slough and Paddington. If the man had alighted at any of those stations … 

    And disturbing his concentration was the biggest question of all. What dreadful happenings at Slough had prompted the telegraph message to be sent in the first place? 

   

  

 
  
   
    Chapter 2

    The life of the dead is placed in the memory of the living.


    Marcus Tulius Cicero, 
Philippica IX
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    THE LONG straggling town of Slough had once been a hamlet far from the madding crowd – indeed, containing the very churchyard that had inspired Thomas Gray’s ‘Elegy’, or so some declared. It couldn’t escape the crowds, however, when it became a staging post on the route between London and the fashionable watering hole of Bath. Eighty stagecoaches had barrelled into town every day, with horns blaring and horses foaming. Each had stopped at one of the many inns fronting the main road where weary passengers could alight for refreshments and ostlers change the spent teams. 

    As the railways began to replace the stagecoaches, a new breed of person stepped from the cheaper carriages at Slough – and onto the railway tracks themselves for a time as the town lacked a station for the first few years of operations. When the Great Western Railway Bill had come before Parliament, the headmaster of Eton College had wielded his money-backed power to prevent a station from being erected at Slough, arguing that it would interfere with the boys’ ‘discipline’ (trains being more exciting than lessons). The railway authorities managed to evade the letter of this law – signalling issues invariably held up trains as they passed through the town – though it was years before the Etonians accepted that they should abandon the battle in favour of modernity. A proper station opened in 1843, around the time that the electric telegraph office was constructed. 

    A mile or so west of the station lay the village of Salt Hill, where the reported death had just occurred. Any stranger wishing to visit Salt Hill could read in Robson’s Commercial Directory of its exquisite surroundings and numerous coaching inns, among them the charming and commodious Windmill and the less salubrious Three Tuns. Salt Hill’s public houses had thrived until the iron horses outpaced their four-legged rivals. Although many travellers remained wary of these new beasts and preferred the old ways, their numbers were dwindling. Salt Hill was a place uncertain of its future, yet it remained friendly, one might even say happy, and not the sort of place where serious crimes were perpetrated. Pickpocketing, burglary, shoplifting, highway robbery, drunkenness, pranks by the Eton schoolboys – undoubtedly. But murder? 

    The report of a suspicious death in their sleepy neighbourhood had roused the local police. The Slough officers dispatched a message to Constable Thomas Hollman of Farnham Royal, the parish in which the death had occurred. He was ordered to take charge of the body and question any witnesses.

    Hollman made his way along Bath Road to Bath Place, a recently built row of four terraces, each with two bedrooms upstairs and a living room and kitchen downstairs. There he found Mrs Mary Ann Ashlee in the second cottage from the east. He asked her what had happened.
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    Mrs Ashlee had been working at the table in her sitting room, a candle carefully positioned in front of her to illuminate her work area. Sewing, knitting, darning: she always had chores to do. A retired couple needed to stretch every penny, especially in the hard days of winter. The crackling fire nearby helped to soothe her usual daily anxieties, but something else was niggling at her. 

    A grumble of voices penetrated the thin wall separating her own cottage from that of her neighbour, Sarah Hart. Sarah was a lovely person, kind and pretty, a modestly dressed, respectable woman with a quiet, unassuming nature who was well-liked in their small community. And her young children: what a delight! The girl, Sarah, was little more than a toddler. Her older brother, Alfred, was small for his age but fine-looking and intelligent, quiet and well behaved. Their mother was teaching them well, instructing them in general knowledge as well as manners and religious observances. The boy scrupulously said his prayers morning and night as well as grace before and after his meals. He was a credit to his devoted mother, and a worthy son who would make any father proud. 

    But Alfred’s father was overseas and had not seen what a fine boy his namesake was growing up to be. ‘My husband, Alfred Hart, has gone abroad for five years,’ Sarah had explained when she moved into the cottage some eighteen months before. She also mentioned that she had once lived in service with the family who employed him and that her old Quaker master, Mr Talbot, would regularly visit to deliver her allowance – as proved to be the case. Yet Mrs Ashlee had noticed that occasionally, confusingly, Sarah and her children would refer to the old gentleman as ‘Mr Tall’ – when he wasn’t tall at all. 

    The rumble of voices continued. Mrs Ashlee knew that Sarah had a visitor. She had seen him arrive around 5 p.m. His long brown coat and broad-brimmed hat announced his Quaker affiliation. It must be Sarah’s old master bringing the money from her husband. Sarah had mentioned him just that afternoon when Mrs Ashlee dropped in for a chat. Arms deep in the washing, Sarah had said that he was expected to visit that week and would bring her quarter’s allowance. 

    Mrs Ashlee knew it would be a welcome relief. Sarah had mentioned money worries of late, and that the old gentleman had been niggardly with her allowance. The bills were piling up. The previous quarter’s rent was unpaid, the next now overdue. ‘I have been advised to put the children out to be taken care of,’ Sarah mentioned fretfully. She didn’t say if the suggestion had come from the old gentleman himself, merely that money was always discussed these days when he called. 

    The two women had talked companionably for about twenty minutes, the remarks about the Quaker gentleman gliding into a discussion of religion. Sarah was not overtly religious but she opened up for a moment, offering an insight into her spirituality. ‘If I join any sect,’ she told her neighbour, ‘it should be that of the Quakers.’ 

    Although the Quaker gentleman was a regular visitor, Mrs Ashlee had not been officially introduced. She had often heard Sarah talking to him, though. The thin walls allowed few secrets. Not the words, of course, just the murmur of a man’s deeper voice mingling with Sarah’s brighter timbre. The thin walls did allow some secrets. 

    This was different, however. Not an argument exactly, just Sarah’s voice talking loudly, nearing but not reaching hysteria. Yet Sarah wasn’t one for passionate remonstrances. What could be going on? The back and forth continued for a short time, then childish piping tones and feet clumping up the stairs hinted at bedtime. Silence followed. 

    Mrs Ashlee continued to work quietly, her thoughts drifting onto other subjects. Presently, a murmur surfaced from next door, the background hum she’d grown used to. 

    Then an eerie howl pierced the walls – a moan, or perhaps a stifled scream. She tried to ignore it, to allow her good neighbour some privacy. The cry came again and again, hauntingly, pleadingly. She could ignore it no longer. 

    Lifting the candle, she moved to her front door and opened it, peering out into the evening gloom. The air was still. Her candle flickered only slightly as she headed towards her front gate, a dozen or so paces down her path. The moans continued, louder perhaps. They were definitely coming from Sarah’s house. 

    A door closed. She turned and looked towards Sarah’s front door. She saw a man hurrying down Sarah’s front path, a mere six or seven yards away. 

    ‘What is the matter with Mrs Hart?’ she called to him. ‘I am afraid she is ill!’ 

    The man didn’t reply. He didn’t even turn towards her. It was as if he hadn’t heard her. Yet it was a still night and she had spoken loudly – at least loudly enough for him to hear. She said nothing more, just continued along her own path as he hastened along his parallel course. 

    Reaching her wicket gate, she opened it and advanced towards Sarah’s gate. The man was standing on the other side, fumbling with the latch. She lifted her candle over the gate to see why the latch wouldn’t open. Then she glanced up. The soft light from her candle illuminated his features and clothes, the distinctive long brown coat and broad-brimmed hat. It was the Quaker gentleman who had arrived earlier. He was agitated, his trembling hands unable to unfasten the latch. 

    ‘There’s a little button, sir,’ she said to him. ‘Allow me to open it.’ 

    He didn’t reply. He merely stared at her. Then the moans breached the night again. 

    She dropped her gaze to the latch and twisted her fingers, opening the gate. The man pushed through without thanking her, then crossed to the other side of the road and began walking towards Slough. 

    She hurried down Sarah’s path. Reaching the front door, she glanced back towards the road. In the faint evening luminescence – or perhaps the glow of her own imagination – she saw the man turn and glare at her. With a shiver of fright, she opened the door and slipped through, locking it firmly behind her. 
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    Sarah was sprawled on her back with her head near the door and her legs towards the fire. Her cap lay about a foot away and a tangle of unruly hair framed her face. Her gown was ripped, its left sleeve drooping. Her skirts and petticoats were tossed above her knees, exposing her stockinged legs. One stocking was torn and had slipped down almost to her ankle, while her left shoe lay discarded on the floor nearby. ‘Oh! Oh! Oh!’ she continued to moan.

    Mrs Ashlee dropped down beside her and looked into her eyes. Sarah’s gaze was fixed and unseeing and her lips weren’t moving. The cries weren’t really words, just strange noises expelled with each panting breath. Grasping Sarah’s hands, she cried, ‘Oh Mrs Hart, what is the matter?’ There was no verbal reply – just the slightest of squeezes on her hand, not enough to be certain if she had felt it at all. She cradled Sarah’s head and raised it from the floor. Froth seeped from her mouth. Whatever dreadful thing had happened, she knew that Sarah was extremely ill, probably dying. 

    Easing Sarah’s head down to the rug, she picked up her candle and headed out the back door – as was their custom. She sped down the longer back path and through the gate, then continued past the empty cottage on Sarah’s left until she reached the back gate of the westernmost cottage. Opening the gate, she ran up to the back door of their landlady Mrs Wjverd. She pounded on the door and cried out for help. 

    Mrs Wjverd’s widowed daughter, Margaret Jane Burrett, raced back with her. Sarah was still alive but a haunting vision. Little Alfred and Sarah remained upstairs, asleep. 

    The women pulled a cushion from one of the children’s chairs and gently placed it under Sarah’s head. Mrs Ashlee bathed her face and temples with vinegar and cold water. Mrs Burrett went into the kitchen and brought out a large yellow jug of water. She set it on the table in front of the middling fire. Several other items were present. An open and partly empty black porter bottle with a Guinness label stood on the table between two glass tumblers. The tumbler near the chair closest to the kitchen – the visitor’s chair – was half-filled with a liquid that appeared to be porter diluted with water. An empty tumbler and a partly eaten piece of plum cake were sitting near Sarah’s usual chair, not far from her body. Her tumbler appeared to have contained porter, but only a trace of froth remained at the bottom. A similar puddle of froth had been spilled on the table. 

    Mrs Burrett picked up Sarah’s empty glass and poured in some water, swishing it around before tossing the frothy mixture into the fireplace. Then she filled it again with clean water. Mrs Ashlee understood her intention and lifted Sarah’s head so that Mrs Burrett could tip some water into her mouth. The water dribbled from her lips along with some more foam, similar to the patch on the table. 

    ‘She cannot swallow!’ cried Mrs Ashlee. ‘Don’t give her any more! It will choke her.’ 

    The pragmatic Mrs Burrett instead threw the water in Sarah’s face. It failed to revive her.

    ‘Send one of your apprentices for the doctor,’ Mrs Ashlee urged. She knew that Sarah usually tried to manage without the surgeon’s services because she could not afford them. This time, however, it was clear that his services were needed, desperately – and possibly for the last time. 

   

  

 
  
   
    Chapter 3

    Is there anything of which one can say, ‘Look! This is something new?’


    Ecclesiastes 1:10 
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    THE REVEREND Edward Thomas Champnes and his surgeon cousin Henry Montague Champnes were enjoying their evening meal when the gate bell rang at about 6.55 p.m. Their living arrangement was felicitous, with one cousin meeting the community’s physical needs, the other its spiritual. Experience had taught that urgent door-bell peals generally indicated a need for medical rather than religious services, so Surgeon Champnes rose and went to the door. 

    A young woman was standing on the doorstep. ‘Will you come immediately?’ she begged. ‘A woman has fallen down in a fit.’ 

    ‘Where is she?’ he demanded. 

    ‘In Bath Place. I am afraid she is dying.’

    The twenty-six-year-old doctor grabbed his medical bag and ran the two hundred yards to Bath Place. Mrs Ashlee had been watching out for him and let him in. He found Mrs Hart lying flat on her back, her arms by her sides, her head upon a pillow. He noticed that her clothing was in disarray and a stocking torn. Worryingly, her eyes were fixed and unseeing. 

    Kneeling beside her, he picked up her wrist and felt for her pulse. Was that a beat? Another? No – nothing more. Then her tongue and jaw moved slightly, just the once, seemingly in the final death throes. He slipped his hand inside her bodice but couldn’t feel a heartbeat. ‘She is dead,’ he announced. 

    He decided to bleed her, so he asked Mrs Ashlee to find a basin. He didn’t expect to bring her back to life; he just hoped that the state of her blood might suggest a cause of death. Mrs Ashlee brought a basin from the kitchen and held it beneath the woman’s right wrist. He nicked a vein. About an ounce of blood poured out. Its free-flowing nature suggested that the woman was still alive, yet he was sure there was no heartbeat and that Mrs Hart was dead. Looking closely at the blood, he noticed nothing else unusual – no strange colour or odour. He was none the wiser as to the woman’s cause of death. 

    Mrs Burrett had just returned to the cottage so he asked her to send another messenger to his house, this time to inform his cousin of Mrs Hart’s death. The vicar arrived a few minutes later. As they all stood looking down at her body, the surgeon reported that he thought her death seemed suspicious. The ugly word ‘murder’ hovered in the air … unspoken, but silently acknowledged. 

    Then Mrs Ashlee told them what she had seen. 
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    The Quaker’s strange departure from Mrs Hart’s house added to their concerns about the scene that lay before them. Reverend Champnes offered a suggestion. He could go to Slough station to see if the Quaker gentleman was waiting for the next London train. Even if the man hadn’t caused Mrs Hart’s death, he was still a critical witness. And while the man had a head start, more than twenty minutes, he was travelling by foot in the dark. With the grace of the good Lord, they might be able to find him before a train carried him into oblivion. 

    Reverend Champnes ran back to his house and harnessed his pony-trap, then steered it onto the road and turned towards Slough. He urged his pony faster. As they galloped along the road, he peered from side to side. There were few people about on this cold winter’s evening, and none wore the distinctive habiliments of the Quakers. 

    Arriving at the station, he hopped down and tied his reins to a post. He hurried inside and stared around the waiting rooms. No sign of the Quaker. He asked about the up-trains and learnt that the next train to London left at 7.42 p.m. That meant he had twenty minutes or so to spare. It was only a mile back to Bath Place. He would return there and consult with his cousin. 
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    Although Reverend Champnes had missed seeing the Quaker, others had noticed him. Salt Hill’s post-boy, George Lewis, was standing in the doorway of the Windmill Inn around 7 p.m. when he spotted a man jogging towards Slough. In the light of the house lamp, Lewis recognised the runner’s attire. ‘How are you, sir?’ he called out, having frequently encountered the Quaker during the man’s journeys from Slough station to Bath Place and back. 

    The man turned his head, allowing Lewis to see his face clearly. It was the Quaker gentleman to be sure. Yet he made no reply. Perhaps he was puffed and in too much of a hurry. But the station was only a quarter of a mile away and the next train to London didn’t leave for some time. It was a bitterly cold night – maybe he was running to keep warm. 
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    Robert Roberts, the owner of Eton’s George Inn, was on the last leg of his journey home. Having spent the day in London, he had caught the 6.30 p.m. down-train which had arrived at Slough Station just a few minutes earlier. After exiting the station, he had climbed into Mr Dyson’s Windsor omnibus and was patiently waiting for it to depart when he saw a man approach the driver. 

    ‘Are you going to Eton?’ the man asked. 

    Receiving an affirmative reply, the man climbed into the omnibus and sat down beside Roberts. The man appeared to be a Quaker. 

    The driver called out, ‘Where shall I put you down, sir?’ 

    ‘At the house where Sir John Herschel lived,’ the Quaker replied. Herschel was a world-famous astronomer – as was his father William, who had discovered the planet Uranus in 1781 – and their Slough home had been a tourist attraction for fifty years until Sir John dismantled his father’s iconic ‘forty-foot telescope’ in 1840. 

    ‘But that is a long way this side of Eton, sir,’ said the surprised driver. 

    ‘Ay, so it is, friend, but that’s where I want to be set down.’ 

    As the innkeeper and Quaker sat quietly, without speaking, the omnibus travelled along the Bath Road towards Bath Place. Before reaching the cottages, however, the driver steered left into Windsor Road. He drove for a further two hundred yards, then stopped. 

    A railway guard heading home to Eton was standing on the omnibus’s back step acting as conductor. He shone his lamp into the carriage and called out, ‘Is there anyone here for Herschel House?’ No one answered. He called out again and flashed his light around the carriage. 

    The Quaker started. ‘I get down here,’ he said. He climbed out and paid the guard his fare, then stood there uncertainly. 

    ‘That is Herschel House, sir,’ the guard told him, and motioned towards the nearby building. 

    Roberts saw the Quaker take a couple of tentative steps towards Herschel House, then the driver cracked his whip and the omnibus trundled off. The man was soon lost to sight. A moment later, they passed another omnibus travelling towards Slough. It carried passengers to catch the 7.42 train to London. 
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    Ephraim Weymouth was standing on the steps of Herschel House as the Windsor omnibus approached. The London plasterer was visiting the butler there and had just rung the doorbell when the omnibus driver eased his horses to a halt. As Weymouth idly watched, he heard the conductor calling out to the passengers once … twice … before flashing his light into the carriage. Then he saw a man dressed in a long coat climb through the door and step down from the omnibus. 

    Weymouth rang the doorbell again and looked back at the omnibus passenger. The man did not move. Weymouth rang the bell a third time, then saw the man turn and follow the omnibus towards Eton. A moment later, he disappeared into the darkness. 
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    Back at Bath Place, Surgeon Champnes was looking around Mrs Hart’s front room, trying to ascertain what might have killed her. He guessed it was poison, perhaps administered in a liquid. The Guinness bottle was partly filled with a brown liquid, while a nearby tumbler contained a paler fluid – more the colour of ale. The relics of a bun were suspect too. Picking up these items, he carried them over to the fireplace and placed them in an adjacent recess. ‘Let no one touch them,’ he ordered Mrs Ashlee. 

    Outside, Reverend Champnes was slowing his pony-trap. He called out that he hadn’t seen the Quaker, but they had enough time to get back to the station before the London train departed. Could the surgeon join him? 

    As the cousins drove off towards Slough, the two women began searching the house. They had been instructed to look for a phial or medicine bottle. Nothing obvious caught their eye. Mrs Ashlee noticed the froth on the table and leant over to smell it but couldn’t detect any particular odour. 

    With their search a failure, Mrs Burrett headed to one of Sarah’s cupboards and pulled out a black portfolio, mentioning that Sarah had advised her to look there for an address if it ever proved necessary. The two women turned over the sheets of paper. They could find no address for Sarah’s husband nor her Quaker visitor, only that of a London friend, one Mrs Moss. 

    Nor could they find any sign of Sarah’s quarterly allowance, the reason for the Quaker’s visit that day. The only money in the house was a shilling, a sixpence, two pennies, three ha’pennies and a miserable farthing. No wonder Sarah was distressed about money. 

    The children had remained asleep throughout the moaning and ensuing disturbances. It was time to remove them in case they ventured downstairs and stumbled across their mother’s body. Mrs Ashlee nudged them awake and led them out the back door and through the back gardens to her own cottage. As she tucked them into bed, she asked little Alfred if the Quaker gentlemen had given his mother any money. 

    He had seen no money, the boy told her, but he had heard his mother say to the old man, ‘You are a very naughty man, and very cruel.’ The man had replied, ‘I will never come to visit you again.’
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    The Champnes cousins leapt from the pony-trap and raced into the station. The 7.42 train to London was due to depart in a few minutes. They quickly found Superintendent Henry Howell and explained the situation. Howell said that a Quaker had just asked him the way to the train. 

    The three men searched among the people thronging the platform: the whiskered gentlemen in ‘chimney pot’ hats and dress coats and their bell-skirted ladies; the scruffy labourers and neat maid-servants. They couldn’t see the suspect. Their hunt became increasingly frantic as a whistle pierced the hullaballoo. ‘Stand back! Stand back!’ it demanded. ‘The train is about to depart!’ 

    Then they spotted the Quaker. He was outside the waiting room. He crossed the platform and climbed into one of the first-class carriages. For a moment, they simply stood there, watching. ‘From his manner,’ murmured Reverend Champnes, ‘I do not think he could be a guilty man.’ 

    Of course, the man of the cloth’s concerns weren’t prompted by the suspect’s manner but by his clothing, and what it signified. A Quaker committing murder? It was unprecedented. The Quakers were peacemakers, opposed to war, to slavery, to executions, even to field sports and hunts. Their very garb served as a testament to their values and virtues. Could this man have committed a murder? Or was it all a horrible mistake?

    As the three men dithered, the train snorted and glided from the station. The murder suspect was gone.

    They watched the departing train, aghast. They had no idea who he was. Mrs Ashlee had called him Mr Talbot, or something like that, but she had also said that she knew nothing else about him. Just because he came on the London train didn’t mean that he lived there; London was the nexus for trains coming from every corner of the country. How would anyone find him again? As they watched the train pick up speed, their eyes were drawn to the posts running alongside the tracks and to the wires suspended between them. The electric telegraph!

    The men hurried through the station exit and headed west towards the telegraph house, which was perched on the summit of a man-made mound near the railway bridge. They burst in on the telegraph operator to explain their idea. There they drafted their message:

    A murder has just been committed at Salt Hill, and the suspected murderer was seen to take a first-class ticket for London by the train which left Slough at 7h. 42m. p.m. He is in the garb of a kwaker with a brown great coat on which reaches nearly down to his feet. He is in the last compartment of the second first-class carriage.


    They handed the text to Richard Home, who switched the telegraph to alarm mode to alert his brother in London of an incoming message. Then he deflected the needles, forming one letter at a time. 
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    Half an hour had passed since the message had been telegraphed to Paddington. During that time, the Champnes cousins had reported the suspected murder to the Slough police, then returned to the telegraph office to await a reply. The train was due to arrive in London at 8.20 p.m. They should hear something soon afterwards. 

    Every so often, the railway superintendent would break the tense silence by stating where the train would be: West Drayton … Southall … Hanwell … There was always the chance that the suspect would alight at one of these stops. If he did, they would lose him, since only the stations at Slough and Paddington had electric telegraph machines. 

    The minute hand inched to 8.25, then to 8.26. 

   

  

 
  
   
    Chapter 4

    Steam bears him off more rapidly than the winds of heaven; but the electric current is his pursuer.


    Pictorial Times 
(11 January 1845) 

    [image: s1.png]

    AT PADDINGTON, Thomas Home stood on the platform next to the first-class compartment. The passengers inside were gathering their handbags and hat-boxes, umbrellas and newspapers. Which one was he after? He looked away, attempting to mimic the blank face of an invisible factotum. Then he surreptitiously peeked into the carriage again. That’s when he saw it: the distinctive flat hat bobbing towards him. A moment later, a man dressed as a Quaker stepped through the carriage door. 

    He was a slender, middle-aged man of smallish stature dressed neatly and expensively in the Quaker ‘uniform’ of dark trousers, long dark coat and broad-brimmed hat. Pale-faced and whiskerless, he had an intelligent countenance and the mien of sober respectability that typified members of his sect. With umbrella in hand, he passed within inches of Home and headed off towards the platform exit without turning back. 

    Home hurried over to the railway officers. Deputy Superintendent De May and Sergeant Williams had stepped from their nook and were watching the suspect walk away. ‘It’s a mare’s nest,’ muttered De May as Home reached him. ‘He has no more committed murder than you.’ 

    The men hesitated, unsure what to do. Their eyes followed the suspect as he made his way across the station. Perhaps it would be best if they didn’t lose sight of him. De May grabbed a coat and handed it to Williams, who pulled it over his Great Western Railway livery and hurried after the Quaker, through the exit and out into the square. De May and Home followed at a discreet distance. There, the usual cacophony of London street noises greeted them, punctuated by the shouts of omnibus conductors announcing their routes. Passengers’ cries for assistance were followed by resounding thumps as heavy trunks were tossed on top of carriages. 

    ‘Princes Street and the Bank,’ called one omnibus conductor from his elevated perch on the back step of a carriage. The Quaker walked towards the Princes Street omnibus and spoke to the conductor, who opened the back door allowing him to step inside. 

    Sergeant Williams bounded towards the omnibus, beckoning to the conductor who came to meet him. They spoke for a moment. Instead of returning to his previous vantage point, the conductor walked to the front of the carriage and climbed up beside the driver, while Williams took the conductor’s place on the back step. Moments later, the omnibus lurched off, heading towards Edgware Road and the city. 

    The superintendent and telegraph operator stood in Paddington Square and watched the omnibus until it passed out of their sight. It was time to return to the telegraph office. They needed to draft a message for the authorities at Slough.
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    A trill rent the silence, startling the waiting men. A message was coming down the wires from Paddington. Richard Home picked up his pencil: 

    The up-train has arrived; and a person answering in every respect the description given by telegraph came out of the compartment mentioned. I pointed the man out to Sergeant Williams. The man got into a New-road omnibus, and Sergeant Williams into the same.


    With a last awed look at the newfangled instrument, the railway superintendent, the vicar and the surgeon left the telegraph office. There was no point in lingering. It might be hours before any further news came through. Superintendent Howell resumed his duties at Slough station, while the Champnes climbed into their pony-trap and took the dark road back to Salt Hill. 
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    For three-quarters of an hour, the omnibus followed the same routine. The driver pulled on his reins, the carriage slowed and stopped, the conductor cried out the location and Williams opened the back door to allow passengers to alight. He could see the Quaker sitting on one of the benches running along the side of the carriage, but the man seemed unaware of the eyes watching him. 

    Around 9.15 p.m., the driver again called ‘Whoa!’ and the conductor announced that they had reached the Princes Street junction. This time the Quaker made a move. He pushed past knees and bags then stepped through the open rear door. As he did so, Williams swung the lantern towards him, trying to get a clear view of his face for identification purposes. He noticed with surprise that the man had a cast in his left eye, that his pupil drifted towards his nose. The telegraph message had not mentioned such a distinctive feature. 

    The Quaker handed over his sixpence fare then stepped down onto Princes Street. London’s financial centre was quiet by this time of night. Most of the self-important gentlemen were gone, although some weary stragglers could still be seen, coats clutched around them as they hurried home after a trying day. The bawdy street sellers had also disappeared, replaced by night-dwellers who had seeped from the city’s pores as the sun faded. 

    As the Quaker headed towards the statue of the Duke of Wellington in front of the Royal Exchange, Williams handed the sixpence to the conductor and quietly advised that he could resume his duties. He then slipped into the shadows and watched as the Quaker stopped near the statue and glanced up at the bronze figure of the duke on horseback, erected only the previous year. The man looked around cautiously, then crossed over to Cornhill and walked east, pausing at number fifteen, the famed dining house and confectioners known as Birch’s. But he didn’t open the door.

    Williams ducked behind Wellington’s statue, keeping himself out of the suspect’s view. In the light of London’s plentiful gas lamps, he could clearly see the Quaker, so there was a danger that the man might see his pursuer if he glanced over his shoulder. The suspect began walking again, beside Cornhill’s elegant frontages as he headed further east. Williams kept to the shadows as the man turned right into Birchin Lane. Peering around the corner, Williams saw that the man had stopped at the first premises on the right and was rapping on the door. As it opened, light and an enticing aroma of coffee and spices spilled out. The Quaker had called at the Jerusalem Coffee House – though it was closed for the evening. 

    A conversation ensued. The man in the coffee-house doorway stepped back for a moment then reappeared with a greatcoat and parcel, which he handed to the Quaker. The Quaker gave him his umbrella in exchange, then turned to leave. Williams withdrew into an alcove, careful to keep out of sight in case the suspect retraced his footsteps. Some lengthy seconds later, having heard no footsteps, he peeped out. The Quaker had vanished. 

    Frantically, Sergeant Williams looked right and left, then raced down Birchin Lane towards Lombard Street. The man might have entered one of the houses bordering the lane. He might have turned into an alley or court and entered a house there, or passed through to a nearby street. Wherever he had gone, Williams knew that his chances of finding the man again were slim. 

    Then he spotted the Quaker’s distinctive form turning left into Lombard Street. He hurried after him. They walked east along Lombard Street then turned right into Gracechurch Street, a busier area populated by many Quakers because of their importance in the financial industry. He hoped he would not lose his Quaker among others dressed similarly. 

    The Quaker continued south towards London Bridge – a still-busier area. Williams and his prey joined the richly decorated carriages with paired horses and liveried footmen, the elongated omnibuses and sprightly gigs, the trotting horse-riders and trudging pedestrians, the wheel-barrow and pram pushers, the cows and pigs and other livestock, all travelling from the city proper to Southwark via a bridge that had neither lanes nor even an unwritten rule as to which side of the road to travel upon. Although navigating through the crowd was a nightmare, the thoroughfare’s busyness allowed the sergeant to close in on the suspect. 

    Reaching the south bank of the Thames, the pair traipsed down Wellington Street (now part of Borough High Street) until the Quaker veered towards a door. From the number of people entering and exiting the building, as well as the intoxicating aroma, it was evidently another coffee house – this time one that was open.

    Williams ducked into another alcove and waited. Five minutes passed … ten. He crept over and read the sign – the Leopard Coffee House – then returned to his hiding place. Fifteen minutes … twenty … Eventually, the door opened and the Quaker came out. 

    They began retracing their steps, crossing over London Bridge again. This time, instead of returning north along Gracechurch Street, the suspect turned west into Cannon Street. As he tramped down the road, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a piece of paper, stopping under a gas-lamp to read it. Before long, he turned left into Bush Lane then right into Scott’s Yard and knocked on a door. When it was unbolted, he stepped through. 

    Williams stole over to read the sign. The Quaker had entered an accommodation house situated at 7 Scott’s Yard. The sergeant found another suitable vantage point and settled there to watch. Three-quarters of an hour passed, and the suspect didn’t reappear. He must have settled in for the night. Williams decided to return to Paddington Station to report his evening’s perambulations and provide a physical description of the man along with details of his current location. Perhaps, in the intervening period, Superintendent De May had received orders to apprehend the Quaker and charge him with murder. 

    Yet, considering the man’s religious affiliation and his innocent behaviour in the hours in which he had been unwittingly pursued, it seemed more likely that the telegraph’s finger had pointed towards the wrong man.
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