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For my father, A. J. O’Connor,

who tells a good story.



And I will judge thee, as women that break wedlock and shed blood are judged; and I will give thee blood in fury and jealousy.

– Ezekiel 16:38
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FOREWORD



It is Sunday afternoon, preferably before the war. The wife is already asleep in the armchair, and the children have been sent out for a nice long walk. You put your feet up on the sofa, settle your spectacles on your nose, and open the News of the World . . . In these blissful circumstances, what is it that you want to read about? Naturally, about a murder.

– George Orwell, Decline of the English Murder1



Now at the very edge of memory and every passing year slipping further into history, the Rattenbury case of 1935 was one of the defining British murder trials of the interwar period and was regarded as ‘one of the most dramatic criminal trials of recent history’.2 The title popularly conferred upon the case, the ‘Murder at the Villa Madeira’, immediately conjures up a lost world of steam trains and railway bookstalls, Wolseley saloons and Craven ‘A’ cigarette cards, Helen Wills Moody at Wimbledon and Donald Bradman at the Oval. It was a time when the rigid calendar of national life was followed with tribal loyalty; the Derby, the Cup Final, Christmas, Easter, Whit. The scope of individual lives was as sharply regimented; men and women, children and grown-ups, master, mistress and servant – the chasm between them inviolable in a culture regulated by caste. But holding a startling mirror up to this apparently ordered and deferential world, the Rattenbury trial proceeded to expose a salacious and lurid story of adultery, alcoholism, drugs and murder. It was a ‘terrible exposure of the sort of thing that can go on in a quiet, domestic house in England’.3

Writing in 1946, in the aftermath of the horrors of the Second World War, George Orwell set out his criteria for crimes he believed made up the canon of classic English murders, ‘our Elizabethan period, as it were’.4 Orwell was acutely aware of the cultural resonances of these cases, what they revealed about Britain and what they revealed about the British public who consumed these stories in daily and particularly Sunday newspapers. For readers with an appetite for blood and lust after Sunday lunch, the Rattenbury trial conformed to the classic ‘woman in the dock’ cases of the Victorian and Edwardian period: Madeleine Smith, Constance Kent, Florence Maybrick and Adelaide Bartlett. Each of these trials was focused on a female protagonist accused of murder. By reporting the intimate details of these women’s lives, the press was able to expose hidden and unsettling truths about the sexuality and behaviour of middle-class women in a period of apparent conformity. But after the Great War, the trope of the woman in the dock had been rebooted for the jazz age on both sides of the Atlantic with the trial of Edith Thompson in Britain in 1922 and Ruth Snyder in the United States in 1927. This latter trial, the inspiration for Double Indemnity and The Postman Always Rings Twice, mirrored the British case in many aspects and the American press delighted in heightening the similarities between Snyder and Thompson, with both women cast variously as the infamous villainesses Messalina, Clytemnestra or Delilah; bad women who did bad things.

Alma Rattenbury’s story was played out on the most public stage in the country; Court Number One at the Old Bailey, long established as an arena for exposing the foibles, fantasies and fibs of middle-class Britain. Every aspect of her life was minutely observed and exhaustively reported to readers throughout the country sitting on chintz or cretonne-covered sofas in the new crescents, vales, drives and avenues that were being erected in the building boom that was sweeping Britain in the 1930s. Newspaper readers had extraordinary access to the most trivial and intimate details of the Rattenbury household; how much housekeeping money Mrs Rattenbury was given by her husband to spend; on what, on whom and when. For as much as the trial exposed the sexual mores of suburban Britain, it also laid bare a new consumer society with headlines about the case jostling for attention with the new full front-page advertisements for houses, cars, vacuum cleaners, clothes, make-up and the new convenient tinned foods. Though the story of the Rattenburys is famously a story about sex, it is as much about money and the invisible, subtle but enduring class divisions that continued after the First World War and were only really to be shaken by the Second.

The jury at the trial were asked to separate the ‘natural revulsion’5 they might feel for Alma’s character from the crime of which she was accused. She was, even her own counsel admitted, a ‘selfish, designing woman’.6 But was she a murderess? Even one of her early supporters, the novelist and criminologist F. Tennyson Jesse, dismissed her – ‘the cheap strain in her came out in the words of her lyrics’7 – failing to note that although she composed music, the lyrics of her songs were written by other people.8 But what sort of behaviour could one really expect from a woman – and a colonial to boot – who purchased ready-made cocktails from the off-licence? Francis Iles, the author of the classic tale of middle-class murder and marital malignity, Malice Aforethought, enjoyed sneering as much at the Rattenburys’ taste (or lack of it) as he did at their morals.


It is depressing, but at the same time illuminating, to learn that the cocktails at the Villa Madeira were bought ready-made. Anyone who has sampled the usual ready-made cocktail, consisting of almost undiluted Italian vermouth, will understand why this information is depressing . . . We have no information about the wine that was drunk at the Villa Madeira, and possibly we are spared some rather hideous knowledge.9



Like Ruth Snyder and Edith Thompson before her, the media focused obsessively and relentlessly on what Alma looked like, what she wore, how she behaved. Her clothing, even her gestures and sighs were scrutinised as indications either of her guilt or at least of her moral degeneracy. The press colluded in promoting her story to the front pages, somewhere between the launch of the Queen Mary and the royal wedding of Princess Marina of Greece and Denmark and the Duke of Kent. She could not have been more perfect fodder for the tabloid newspapers that had been ushered in by Lord Northcliffe following the First World War. He had deliberately targeted the emerging lower-middle class – clerks, shopkeepers and, increasingly, women – by taking the newspaper industry downmarket. He emphasised small features, sport, human interest stories, readers’ letters and crime. Crime stories were so popular that Northcliffe became infamous for the motto, ‘Get Me a Murder a Day’.10 By the 1930s, as Orwell observed, crime had become both a popular entertainment as well as a boost to newspaper circulation to such an extent that senior crime correspondents had vast budgets to entertain chief constables, the Daily Express even renting a flat in Mayfair for this specific purpose.11 When Harry Guy Bartholomew took over as editorial director of the Daily Mirror in 1934, he had copied the strategy of American newspapers such as the Daily News, which focused on human interest stories and murder cases like that of Snyder and Gray. In doing so, he had completely transformed the Mirror from a genteel Tory paper to a mass-market tabloid.12 Like Ruth Snyder, glamorous, depraved and deadly, Alma Rattenbury was perfect casting for this voracious new tabloid audience. Her story dominated the front pages for months, a real-life soap opera with all the elements to keep readers titillated and addicted to the latest twist; sex, drugs, violence and a real-life siren pleading for her life at the heart of the plot. And even in the midst of it unfolding ‘live’ at the Old Bailey, the Daily Express sent not a crime reporter, but the prolific theatre critic, James Agate, to ‘review’ the drama. As far as the press was concerned, the Rattenbury trial had everything.

In the vast majority of murder cases, the courtroom is the climax – where lies are exposed, truth will out, the innocent vindicated, the villain punished; order is restored. But in the Rattenbury case, the trial wasn’t the conclusion of the story at all, only the beginning of an unexpected, darker phase, culminating in a denouement that even the most creative of newspaper editors cannot have anticipated. So sensational was the trial and its aftermath that it very soon inspired writers as well as journalists to wrestle with the questions it raised about modern life in suburban Britain. The version of events described at the time by Tennyson Jesse was to have a defining and enduring influence on the popular representation of the story. The year before the trial, she had published her celebrated roman-à-clef, A Pin to See the Peepshow, inspired by the life of Edith Thompson. She followed it up by working on an introduction to the Rattenbury case for the distinguished Notable British Trials series.13 Published by William Hodge, these covered historical murder trials such as those of Madeleine Smith and Florence Maybrick, but also contemporary cases like that of Crippen. Each edition – which included a transcription of the trial purporting to be complete – was introduced by a renowned criminologist or legal expert. These editions were widely regarded as the definitive popular text on each case, eschewing the lurid sensationalism of the tabloids. Tennyson Jesse’s perceptive introduction to the Rattenbury trial is one of the masterpieces of crime writing and the transcript of the trial has been the basis for all the books, articles, plays and films inspired by the case ever since. But few have looked beyond Tennyson Jesse’s introductory essay for further evidence or deeper insight into the murder itself. Consequently, much of the popular perception of the story, including the most celebrated version of it, Terence Rattigan’s play Cause Célèbre, has been defined by what was available to Tennyson Jesse in the summer of 1935 and little else.

This book explores archive material that wasn’t publicly available in the mid-1930s, as well as statements that weren’t referred to at the trial and have only been recently opened for study at the National Archives in Kew. If anything, this new evidence confuses rather than clarifies a case that has already polarised opinion. In 1980, the former attorney general Sir Michael Havers collaborated on a book with Peter Shankland and Anthony Barrett that was the first major examination of the case since the trial, Tragedy in Three Voices. The authors had access to several of the most important witnesses and family members who were still alive at the time. Then, in 1988, the flamboyant solicitor Sir David Napley, who had successfully represented Jeremy Thorpe when he was accused of conspiracy to murder in 1979, published Murder at the Villa Madeira. These two studies, both written by celebrated legal minds, reached contradictory conclusions as to the identity of the killer at the heart of the Rattenbury case.

In the various British versions of the story, it’s Alma Rattenbury who has been the focus, with her husband a supporting player, dispatched somewhat to the footnotes and famed, effectively, as a murder victim. But in North America, Francis Rattenbury’s legacy is very different. He is remembered there as one of British Columbia’s most important architects, having effectively defined the cityscape of Victoria, the Dominion’s capital. Several Canadian studies, including Terry Reksten’s Rattenbury and Anthony Barrett and Rhodri Windsor-Liscombe’s Francis Rattenbury and British Columbia, explore his life and work in great detail. Many of the public buildings and domestic houses he created in Victoria remain today, a testament to his creativity and ambition. In British Columbia his fame continues to eclipse Alma’s, the end of his life a sad appendix to an extraordinary and glittering career. This book attempts to elevate Rattenbury’s story beyond the footnotes and to investigate his background and personality as a crucial part of the story. How is it that the most celebrated architect in British Columbia retired to obscurity in suburban Bournemouth? Having made such a success of his life in an outpost of the empire, where did it all go wrong? And why?

Remembering his parents, the Rattenburys’ son John felt that, far from being the lurid tale of sex and violence the press promoted at the time, the story of the murder at the Villa Madeira was ‘a tragedy for all concerned’.14 For at its heart is a mystery more complex and elusive than the Cluedo-style whodunnit it appears to be on the surface. Was Alma Rattenbury the crass, drunken nymphomaniac depicted by the tabloids? Or was she a passionate, creative woman, trapped between the freedoms initiated by two world wars, and submerged in the uncomfortable conformity of peacetime?
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Front door, Villa Madeira




PROLOGUE

BOURNEMOUTH, 24 MARCH 1935

Spring or Summer?


Spring has made her official entry this week, we have felt for a moment her warm breath on our cheeks, we have smelt some of her early characteristic scents, we have overheard this person and that having seen a bee or a butterfly. We have felt invigorated and tired by turns. Here in the south we receive spring’s caresses the earliest. Last summer it was hereabouts that the sun made his record of hours. Yes, we are lucky to live in the south.

– Bournemouth Echo, 23 March 19351



Spring arrived punctually in Bournemouth on Sunday 24 March 1935, the weather ‘almost summerlike’.2 The sun was hot, the sea was calm and the promenading crowd on the seafront was abnormally large for the time of year. On one of the beaches, four men wearing ‘slight bathing costumes and stripped to the waist’3 lay out in the sunshine. Deckchairs along the cloistered shelter near the pier were full of ‘lightly-clad people, some knitting, others reading, while others dozed’.4 There was only the slightest trace of rain. It looked like the good weather had arrived and was here to stay.

Late that evening, William O’Donnell, a 66-year-old general practitioner, received a telephone call at his home-surgery in Richmond Chambers, just off Bournemouth’s central square. He was needed urgently at 5 Manor Road. Could he please come at once? Dr O’Donnell checked the time on his wristwatch – 11.30 p.m. – and immediately telephoned for a taxi.5 Shortly afterwards, O’Donnell was picked up by a cab driver, Thomas Plumer, and driven the short distance to the house.6

Remarkably little has changed in Manor Road since the mid-1930s. Despite urban planning and a world war, it remains a quiet, broad avenue of private homes, hotels and apartments, slightly down at heel now, but still genteel. The gently winding avenue is lined with the mature pine trees common throughout Bournemouth – of which there were 3 million in 1935.7 These pines offer a cool, dark shade from the summer heat and protection from coastal showers.8 They ‘throw off a resinous perfume and a balmy, incense-like odour [which] pervades the air’.9 Only two or three brisk minutes’ walk to the south is the East Cliff, which stands 100ft above the sandy Bournemouth beaches and Boscombe Pier, looking out across Poole Bay, with ancient Hengistbury Head to the east and Studland Bay to the west.

Dr O’Donnell had been attending the lady of the house, Mrs Rattenbury, and her children for about four and a half years.10 She and her husband had settled in Bournemouth, having re-located from British Columbia on the Pacific coast of Canada. He was sixty-seven years old, and a retired architect of some note. His wife was much younger, an attractive woman who was a musician and composer of popular songs. They lived with their six-year-old son John, who was at school during the week but spent his weekends at home. Mrs Rattenbury’s older son from an earlier marriage, Christopher, only came home during the holidays. The Rattenburys kept two servants: a companion-help, Irene Riggs, and a chauffeur-handyman called Stoner, both of whom lived in.

Known as ‘Villa Madeira’, number five was on the south side of Manor Road, situated shortly after St Swithun’s Church,11 squeezed in the gap between a modern block of private flats and the Hinton Firs Hotel. The house, also little changed since the time of the crime, was small, white and pebble-dashed, built in 1902 and originally named ‘Kelton’. In 1935, it sat among seaside villas, holiday homes and boarding houses typical of the period: Coolhurst, Seabank, Coastleigh, Toft Cottage, Dunholme Manor. It may well have been christened the more exotic-sounding ‘Villa Madeira’ to appeal to prospective tenants during the summer season. And ‘Madeira’ had a local topicality, Madeira Road being some five minutes by car and home to Bournemouth Police Station.

The squat two-storey house stood beneath a half-hip slate roof, an entrance door with a stained-glass panel to the left of the ground-floor windows, a drive and garage to the right. The low wooden gates to the driveway were embellished with the art deco rising-sun motifs that were fashionable at the time. A quaint lychgate led into the small front garden and up to the porch. The windows of the house were leaded, typical of the time it was built, giving it an English country cottage look rather than the Mediterranean villa its named implied. But the appearance of the Villa Madeira was as deceptive as its name. Built on a long and narrow plot, the body of the house was not apparent from the road. Contemporary reports described the house in fairy-tale terms, ‘small as the witch’s cottage in Hansel and Gretel’12 – implying an inherently sinister nature to the building as if suited to the violent events that took place there.

By the time Plumer’s taxi drew up outside the house it was about 11.45 p.m. He asked Dr O’Donnell if he should wait for him. O’Donnell said he’d let the driver know, and hurried under the lychgate and up to the front door, which had been left open for him, leading to a square lobby area.13 The hallway was long, dark and poorly lit. Glazed art nouveau panels with a stylised floral design had been integrated into the top panel of each of the ground-floor doors to allow in daylight. To the left of the passage was the staircase giving access to the first floor. Underneath the stairs, there was a downstairs bathroom and separate lavatory. The staircase to the first floor had unusual glazed doors and glass panels between the banister and the upper floor. There was also an external French window that gave access directly onto the stairs from the side of the house. All the internal glazing was decorated with the same art nouveau motif as the ground floor doors. For such a small house it was an unusual arrangement. Though the glass let in light, the ground floor could effectively be separated from the floor above, almost like two separate dwellings.

There was no central heating and the house smelt a little of damp and a little of dog as Mrs Rattenbury’s terrier had the free run of the property. O’Donnell swiftly went past the rooms to the right – the dining room, the kitchen and finally the drawing room, which overlooked the rear garden. At the end of the long hallway, and adjacent to the drawing room, the doctor hurried to what he knew to be Mr Rattenbury’s bedroom. Not only did the Rattenburys have separate beds in separate rooms, they also slept on different floors.

As Irene had telephoned the doctor, she and Mrs Rattenbury were expecting him. Stoner, the chauffeur, had been sent in the car to hurry him, not knowing that he had already called for a taxi. When O’Donnell saw Rattenbury, he was lying on the bed partially dressed. Though he had his vest and coat on, his trousers had been removed and he was wearing pants. He had some bedclothes wrapped around him, perhaps to preserve his modesty or perhaps to keep him warm. He was lying on his side and facing the wall, a towel wrapped around his head, wet with clotted blood. The pillow beneath his head was also saturated with blood. His left eye was contused, purple and so swollen that O’Donnell was unable to open it. Rattenbury was unconscious, his breathing rapid and laboured. The doctor tried to assess his condition and asked Rattenbury’s wife what had happened. But she was drunk, talking incoherently in a ‘wildly excited condition’, running about the room barefoot in her pyjamas, a whisky and soda in her hand. ‘Look at him!’ she said. ‘Look at the blood! Someone has finished him!’14

O’Donnell presumed that Rattenbury must have fallen and hit his head on the piano in the drawing room. He could see that the injuries were very serious, so decided that they needed to get him to a nursing home immediately. There was a telephone in the bedroom, so he called a local surgeon, Alfred Rooke, and told him to come at once. As they waited for Rooke, O’Donnell was keen to remove the rest of Rattenbury’s clothes, but thinking him too heavy, he asked the wife to get the taxi driver to help him. Mrs Rattenbury rushed out of the house, in a very agitated state, still in her pyjamas, and headed for Plumer, who had been waiting outside in his cab.

‘Oh, you are not our man, are you? You are the taxi man.’

‘Yes.’

‘Come quick!’15

She was clearly confused, mistaking him for the surgeon that O’Donnell had only just telephoned. Plumer followed her into the house and to the bedroom at the rear. He began to help her and the doctor take off the rest of Rattenbury’s clothes.16 Suddenly Mrs Rattenbury called out in panic, ‘Oh my God, his hand is going cold!’17

After they had removed the old man’s coat and vest, O’Donnell told Plumer to go and fetch Mr Rooke from his home in Wharncliffe Road, a short drive away. When O’Donnell entered the adjacent drawing room, Mrs Rattenbury was telling the maid to clear up a pool of blood that had stained the carpet to the side of one of the armchairs. She insisted that she did not want her little boy to get a fright at the sight of blood the next morning. He was sleeping upstairs as usual in her bedroom, which was directly above the drawing room. The maid started mopping up the blood as best she could. She then removed the bloodstained loose cover from the armchair and tried to wash the bloodstains from the back and the arm of the chair.18

The drawing room was typical of suburban middle-class homes of the period, a riot of flowers and chintz, reflecting the taste of the lady of the house rather than her husband, for Mrs Rattenbury was ‘fond of flowers’.19 The room was 19ft 7 long by 12ft 3 wide, and contained a sofa and three armchairs. Dominating the room was a grand piano. On the closed piano lid were some candlesticks, some rolled-up architectural plans and a couple of wooden animals. Leaded French windows looked over the south-facing garden. Busy floral wallpaper made the room seem dingy and there was a light fitted carpet, also decorated with a floral pattern. Garden flowers – chrysanthemums and carnations – were casually arranged in vases around the room. Some Victorian prints adorned the walls and above these ran a picture rail shelf displaying a prized china dinner service. There was a modern fireplace with a tiled surround and hearth with a wire fireguard. On the mantelpiece were some china ornaments and on the chimney breast was a contemporary photographic portrait of a distinguished-looking gentleman with a moustache, as well as two crossed swords and a pistol with a heavy butt.20 A polished radio-gramophone cabinet stood in the alcove to the right of the fireplace. The sofa under the window and one of the chairs had loose covers in a modern art deco-style cretonne fabric. The armchair that Mr Rattenbury usually occupied was placed side on to the fireplace with its back to the French windows. This was fitted with an Edwardian damask design, the cretonne cover having just been removed by the maid and then left in the corner by the French windows. The blood on the patterned carpet was to the left side of the chair.21

Mrs Rattenbury seemed to be in a state of panic. She told O’Donnell that she had gone to bed early and was awakened by a noise from downstairs. She ran down to see what it was and found ‘Ratz’ – the affectionate name she used for her husband – lying in the chair with his head leaning over to his left and a large pool of blood on the carpet. As she rushed into the drawing room in her bare feet, she had trodden on something sharp on the floor; his false teeth, lying in a pool of blood.22

She then told O’Donnell that she and her husband had spent a happy evening together and were looking forward to making a trip the next day to visit friends in Bridport. Mrs Rattenbury then picked up a library book from the piano and insisted that O’Donnell look at it. Ratz, she said, had given her a passage in the book to read alluding to suicide. O’Donnell said that he hadn’t the time to bother about the book at that moment. She flicked through it to draw O’Donnell’s attention to the extract, but he insisted that he really didn’t wish to see it. She placed the book face upwards on a small table by the fire-place.23 At some point Stoner, the chauffeur, had returned from the doctor’s surgery, having realised that O’Donnell had made his own way to Manor Road.

A few minutes after midnight, Alfred Rooke, the surgeon, arrived to find the Villa Madeira in a state of confusion.24 Rattenbury was restless, with an irregular pulse, but remained unconscious. Rooke noted the considerable amount of blood on the bedding but couldn’t establish how severe the injuries were because of the mass of blood and hair around them. At the same time, Rattenbury’s wife continued to get in the way, trying to remove her husband’s shirt and calling for scissors to cut it off. Rooke thought she was ‘in a very abnormal state’ and warned her to calm down: ‘If you want to kill him, you are going the right way to do it! Do let me get near him and attend to him.’25 With no sign that she would take his advice, Rooke felt that in the chaotic circumstances the only thing he could do was to get the patient away from his hysterical wife and into the nearest nursing home. Dr O’Donnell called ahead to ‘Strathallen’, which was half a mile away in Owls Road. He then gave the chauffeur a pound note to pay the taxi driver who had driven Rooke to the house. While O’Donnell waited for the St John’s ambulance to arrive, Rooke went ahead to collect his instruments from his house, which was just across the road from the nursing home.

When Henry Hoare, the ambulance driver, arrived at the Villa Madeira, O’Donnell advised him to be careful with the patient as he had a suspected fracture of the skull. Accompanied by O’Donnell in the ambulance, Rattenbury arrived at the nursing home at 12.45 a.m. and was taken directly into the operating theatre. Meanwhile, Mrs Rattenbury told Stoner to follow the ambulance to the nursing home and to drive the doctor back when he had finished there.26

In the operating theatre, Rooke cleaned Rattenbury’s head of clotted blood and shaved his scalp. The patient was sufficiently unconscious for the whole procedure to be carried out without any anaesthetic, although he was restless enough to need several nurses to control his head, arms and legs. Rooke discovered three wounds to the back of Rattenbury’s head. The largest was about 3.5 inches long – above the ear on the left-hand side and with irregular, jagged edges. The bone was exposed in the deep parts of the wound and there was an obvious depressed fracture of the skull. Rooke was able to feel where the bone had been driven into the brain. The next wound was in the middle of the back of the head, a laceration that reached right down to the bone. The third wound was similar to the second, a little further to the right. It was now clear that Rattenbury hadn’t accidentally fallen and banged his head on the piano at all; this was a deliberate act of violence. The three wounds were made with great force from a heavy blunt instrument, almost certainly delivered from behind.27 This was a matter for the police.

Rooke told Dr O’Donnell to telephone the police station in Madeira Road so they could send an officer to inspect the injuries before he carried out any surgery. He continued cleaning the wounds until 46-year-old PC Arthur Bagwell arrived at the nursing home at about 1.30 a.m. Bagwell saw Rattenbury on the operating table and was satisfied that the injuries were no accident. When Bagwell left Strathallen for Manor Road, Rooke continued to investigate the wounds in detail. He turned down a flap of scalp to expose the underlying bone, part of which had penetrated Rattenbury’s brain. Rooke freed this and then cut away part of the damaged edges of the skull. He was unable to remove as much bone as he would have liked, owing to the grave condition the patient was in. He then went about sewing up the injuries. At that moment, he had no idea if Rattenbury would survive the attack.

Meanwhile, PC Bagwell had cycled to the Villa Madeira, arriving at about 2 a.m.28 He knocked on the door, which was opened by Mrs Rattenbury and the maid. Mrs Rattenbury was now wearing a kimono over her pyjamas and led Bagwell into the drawing room at the back of the house. She seemed to him to be very frightened and very drunk. Bagwell informed her that he had just come from the nursing home to see her husband’s injuries and wondered how he might have come by them. Mrs Rattenbury told him that earlier that evening, at about nine o’clock, they had been playing cards before retiring to bed. At 10.30 she had heard a yell, so she ran downstairs and found her husband slumped in the chair. She had then sent for Dr O’Donnell.29 Just as she was making this statement, William Mills, a 29-year-old inspector with Bournemouth Police, arrived on the scene. He could see that Mrs Rattenbury was drunk, but wondered if she could explain what had happened. She said, ‘I was in bed when I heard someone groaning. I came downstairs and found my husband in the easy-chair. He was unconscious and blood was flowing from his head.’30

Mills noticed that the left-hand door of the French windows was open. ‘Was this window open when you came down?’ he asked. ‘No,’ she said, ‘it was shut and locked.’31 Already, it seemed to Mills that whoever had attacked Mr Rattenbury lived in the house. And present that night were only the little boy, the servants and Mrs Rattenbury. The case against her seemed to be writing itself.

Mills and Bagwell searched the house. As well as the bloodstains on the drawing-room carpet, they noted the stains that had been washed from the armchair. The seat of the chair was wet and smelled of urine. In the corner of the room was the loose cover that had been removed from it, saturated with blood. In the downstairs bathroom were a coat and waistcoat that had also been thoroughly washed. A bloodstained collar was found in a dustbin outside the house by the kitchen door. In his examination of the property, Mills also found the library book face upwards on a small side table.32 It was Stay of Execution by Eliot Crawshay-Williams, open at page 296. Mills turned down the corner of the page and took possession of it with the other evidence he had collected. He then left the house and made his way to the nursing home to interview the doctors, leaving PC Bagwell behind with Mrs Rattenbury and her maid.

Now alone in the drawing room with Bagwell, like a character in a play or a novel, Mrs Rattenbury suddenly told him, ‘I know who done it.’33 He cautioned her, but then she said, ‘I did it with a mallet.’ Bagwell must have asked after the whereabouts of this mallet as she replied, ‘It is hidden. Ratz has lived too long.’ Then she seemed to change her mind: ‘No, my lover did it. It is urine on the chair.’ Next she tried to bribe him: ‘I will give you £10.’ But then as quickly changed her mind again: ‘No! I won’t bribe you.’34 Her behaviour became even more erratic. She put a gramophone record on the radiogram, a tenor singing a melancholic love song, ‘Dark-Haired Marie’.

Still in her pyjamas and very much the worse for drink, Mrs Rattenbury then began pestering Bagwell and tried to kiss him. Clearly uncomfortable, he wanted to get away from her. At the same time he wanted to relieve himself, but, worrying that she’d follow him into the downstairs lavatory, he decided to go outside, where he might also be able to call a policeman on the beat who would be able to assist him in this awkward situation. Bagwell told her that he was going to find another officer.

Meanwhile, Inspector Mills had arrived at Strathallen and, on the way in, noted the Rattenburys’ chauffeur asleep in the front seat of their car. He entered the nursing home and consulted with O’Donnell and Rooke in the anteroom to the operating theatre. They confirmed how serious Rattenbury’s wounds were and that he was in a critical condition. Mills said that he had been to Manor Road and that ‘that woman’ – Mrs Rattenbury – ‘was drunk’.35 Satisfied, Mills decided to return to the Villa Madeira.

Just before 3.30 a.m., Dr O’Donnell got back to the Rattenburys’ car. The chauffeur was now awake and courteously opened the passenger door before driving him back to Manor Road. He complained to O’Donnell that the second gear wasn’t working.36

Mills had been driven ahead of O’Donnell in a police car to find a very agitated Mrs Rattenbury in the hallway.37 In his absence she had continued drinking and the radio-gramophone was still playing. Mills explained her husband’s condition to her. Immediately she asked, ‘Will this be against me?’ Mills cautioned her. Then, out of the blue, she confessed again.

‘I did it. He gave me the book. He has lived too long. He said, “Dear, dear.” I will tell you in the morning where the mallet is.’

Nobody thus far had mentioned a mallet apart from Mrs Rattenbury herself. She continued to make unguarded comments, running around the hallway, staggering about from one policeman to another, making confused and confusing statements.

‘Have you told the coroner yet? I shall make a better job of it next time. Irene does not know. I made a proper muddle of it. I thought I was strong enough.’38

At this point, the front door opened and O’Donnell arrived, accompanied by the chauffeur. Hearing the doctor’s voice, Mrs Rattenbury rushed towards him. O’Donnell tried to explain the seriousness of her husband’s condition to her, but she couldn’t take it in. He felt that the only way to stop her making an exhibition of herself was to give her a sedative and send her to bed. He took her up to her room, where her little boy John was still trying to sleep in spite of the disturbances that night and with the lights on throughout the house. O’Donnell injected her with half a grain of morphia (30 mg), the usual dose being half that.39 After treating her, O’Donnell came down the stairs and told the police that he had given her morphia and that she was now quiet. But a few minutes later she rushed down the stairs again and back into the drawing room. Mills asked her, ‘Do you suspect anyone?’

‘Yes.’

‘Whom do you suspect?’

‘I think his son did it.’

Knowing that there was a six-year-old boy asleep upstairs, this must have seemed an extraordinary claim to Mills, so he pursued the issue: ‘What age is his son?’

‘Thirty-six.’

‘Where is his son?’

‘I don’t know.’40

At this point, the solicitous doctor intervened again and asked Mills if he had cautioned her. When Mills said not, O’Donnell warned that she wasn’t in a fit state to be questioned: ‘She is full of whisky and I have given her a large dose of morphia. She is not fit to make a statement to you or to anybody else!’41 They then tried to get her back up to her bedroom with some difficulty, as she was nearly asleep. Stoner took her in his arms and carried her up the stairs to her bedroom. Once she was safely in bed, Mills asked the chauffeur if he had seen a mallet about the place? But Stoner said no, he’d never seen one.42

At 4.30 a.m., 44-year-old Detective Inspector William Carter, a plain-clothes officer, arrived to find the Villa Madeira overrun.43 The lights were on in every room and the small house was packed with Stoner, Riggs, Dr O’Donnell and Mrs Rattenbury, as well as the police officers searching the premises for the mallet that she had mentioned. These were Mills, Bagwell and PC Canfield, an officer whom Bagwell had alerted on the beat. They were soon joined by PC Bright, who had come to assist Carter. There were ten people in the house in all, as well as Mrs Rattenbury’s dog.

In a desk in the drawing room, the police found some architectural plans that confirmed Mr Rattenbury’s full name. The maid and chauffeur wandered from room to room on the ground floor and occasionally answered questions from the various police officers. Had they heard a quarrel? Had they ever seen a mallet in the house? Having spoken to the other officers, Carter had made up his mind to arrest Mrs Rattenbury, but wanted to do so when she was fully aware of what was happening. Carter watched silently as she slept, oblivious to the activity around her and unaware of the drama to come.

When she woke at 6 a.m., Carter said nothing for about ten minutes and neither did she.44 Soon afterwards, she wanted to vomit, so he sent for a bowl. Then he called the maid and asked her to make some coffee. Mrs Rattenbury asked if she could dress and have a bath. Knowing that he would have to leave the room if she were to do so and that, while alone, she might compromise evidence or even harm herself, Carter sent for a police matron. While they were waiting for her arrival, PC Bagwell, who was continuing to search the premises, came into the bedroom and checked under the bed. Finding nothing, he carried on searching the grounds and the downstairs rooms. Just as the sun rose at 6.15 a.m., he was searching in the narrow gap to the left of the front door between the wall of the house and the property next door, where there was a decorative trellis. Bending down under an overhanging tree, hidden behind some boxes, he found a wooden mallet.45 On it was some hair and a piece of bloody flesh.

When the police matron arrived at around 7 a.m., Bagwell and Mills left. Mrs Rattenbury went to the downstairs bathroom with the matron to bathe, then returned to her bedroom to dress. By 8.15 she had changed into a sober brown dress with a lace collar. At the same time, the maid had been looking after the little boy, John, getting him washed and ready for school, trying to shield him from the very adult events that surrounded him. In the presence of PC Bright, Carter cautioned Mrs Rattenbury and charged her with the attempted murder of her husband. She made a statement as Carter wrote it down. He then read it to her. She asked him if she could read it herself. Calmly, she read it aloud: ‘I was playing cards with my husband, when he dared me to kill him as he wanted to die. I picked up the mallet. He then said, “You have not the guts to do it.” I then hit him with the mallet. I hid the mallet outside the house. I would have shot him if I had a gun.’46

Sitting on the bed, she signed the statement. Bright then arranged transport to Bournemouth Police Station. As Mills had already taken the police car, it was arranged for Mrs Rattenbury’s chauffeur to drive her there in their Fiat. She chose a brown hat and a fur coat to complete her outfit. Thinking ahead about the welfare of her children, she made sure to take her cheque book from a drawer in the bedroom and put it in her handbag. She left her room and met the maid and chauffeur at the bottom of the stairs by the glazed doors. The police then overheard a cryptic exchange between Mrs Rattenbury and the servants. ‘Do not make fools of yourselves,’ she warned. The chauffeur replied, ‘You have got yourself into this mess by talking too much.’47 But as the police had their suspect under arrest, it seemed irrelevant. The chauffeur drove Carter and Mrs Rattenbury the five-minute journey to the police station. On the way there, whatever she might have been thinking, she said nothing. On arrival at Madeira Road, a forbidding Victorian building, Carter formally charged her with attempted murder. ‘Yes, that’s right,’ she replied in a clear, unemotional voice, ‘I did it deliberately and would do it again.’48 Three days later, Inspector Carter visited her in the infirmary at Holloway Prison where she was being held.49 He had to inform her that her husband had died from his injuries at 8.15 that morning.50 Alma Rattenbury was now facing a charge of murder.



ACT ONE


CHAPTER ONE

FROM LONDON TO VICTORIA



For a city, which is in some respects the greatest capital of the world, the approaches to London are of singular and painful unsightliness. The streets are dreary, although so peopled; the sellers of fruit or flowers sit huddled in melancholy over their baskets, the costermonger bawls, the newsboy shrieks, the organ-grinders gloomily exhibit a sad-faced monkey or a still sadder little dog; a laugh is rarely heard, the crossing-sweeper at the roadside smells of whisky; a mangy cat steals timidly through the railings of those area-barriers that give to almost every London house the aspect of a menagerie combined with a madhouse. To drive through London anywhere is to feel one’s eyes literally ache with the cruel ugliness and dullness of all things around.1



The story of Alma Rattenbury, which culminates in a violent act in a small house in an English seaside resort in the mid-1930s, actually begins deep in the previous century at the heart of a city in a period of extraordinary and unprecedented change. Even in the context of rapid urban growth throughout much of Europe, the expansion of London in the age of Victoria was spectacular. At the beginning of the 1800s the population of the city was under a million; by the end of the century it had risen to 6,586,000.2 Much of this was due to immigration: by the mid-nineteenth century, over a third of the population of London had been born abroad.

Alma Rattenbury’s maternal grandfather, Ernest Wolff, had emigrated to England from Burgdorf, 14 miles northeast of Hanover in Lower Saxony. In the 1840s, many German states were disenchanted with their monarchies. The liberal middle classes demanded a constitution and the enhancement of civil rights, as well as advocating republicanism and the unification of Germany. This zeal for reform sparked the 1848 revolutions. But the revolutions in the German states only resulted in the re-establishment of the status quo, leaving many Germans disaffected. Added to this, there had been a series of poor harvests across Germany throughout the 1840s and ’50s, as well as a population explosion. With a failing economy and chances of work remote, many Germans resolved to emigrate.3 By 1891, Germans formed the largest immigrant community within England and Wales after the Irish. A wave of Irish immigrants as well as Jewish refugees from pogroms in tsarist Russia also meant that work in London was plentiful but cheap. Most German immigrants made a living as bakers, commercial clerks, seamen or, like Ernest Wolff, tailors.4 Much of this trade was farmed out by middlemen, known as ‘sweaters’, to individual tailors or to small groups working in sweatshops – squalid, cramped and ill-ventilated rooms – which remained outside the scope of factory legislation. Tailors would work for twelve to fifteen hours a day for very low wages as they were paid per garment rather than by the hour – 3d, for instance, for a pair of trousers.5 Most male tailors producing cheap, ready-made clothes – known as ‘slopwork’6 – earned just 13s a week.7 And though a German branch of the Amalgamated Society of Tailors was formed in London in 1875, there were only sixty-eight members. This is despite the fact that there were about 2,000 German tailors working in London by 1891.8

Germans were the most assimilated of all minorities in London in the nineteenth century and, as with the queen and prince consort, there was a long tradition of intermarriage between German men and English women. In 1862, while living just outside London in Hayes, Ernest Wolff had met and married Elizabeth Grace, the daughter of a local blacksmith. Two years later, she gave birth to a daughter, Frances, who would in turn become Alma Rattenbury’s mother. The Wolffs relocated several times around London before settling in Reading, 40 miles west of the city. In 1881, they were living at 17 Mason Street, and on his meagre and precarious tailor’s income Ernest was supporting his wife and eleven children; Frances, Florence, Matilda, Ophelia, Mina, Ernest, Lionel, Emma, Marie, Amy and Dora. Though by then identifying himself as a British subject, Ernest Wolff continued to have a strong German identity. All his children would speak German at home and whenever the family visited their Continental relatives, the children would officially identify themselves as German, whether they had been born in Germany or not.

Though thoroughly integrated into British life, Germans in London like the Wolffs upheld their national traditions with clubs or societies for everything from amateur theatricals to typography, from cycling to chess.9 Many of the meetings of these Vereine would end with dancing, drinking and singing, the latter being to expatriate Germans an important expression of their native culture.10 ‘No description of German life, be it Verein life or home life, can be complete without reference to the Lied. Every Verein – the Gymnasium included – has its Lieder-Tafel, its social gathering for song.’11

Membership of these clubs was not exclusively German and some included English members.12 All the Wolff children played musical instruments or sang and it may have been at one of these musical gatherings that Frances Wolff was introduced to her future husband, Walter Clarke, a printer, who was the son of a local musician.

By 1886, the Wolffs had moved nearer to central London, accompanied by Frances’s fiancé. They took a modern, three-storey property in Charles Street, Walworth, south of the Thames. Though the street was described by the social reformer Charles Booth as ‘fairly comfortable’, the neigbourhood was surrounded on three sides by much poorer districts, the local population crushed by ever-increasing overcrowding and ever-rising rents. The people seemed to be ‘quite happy in poverty, hunger and dirt, enlivened with drink.’13 Booth estimated that Southwark, of which Walworth is a part, was London’s poorest borough, with 68 per cent poverty.14 The Wolffs’ house was a short walk away from what Dickens called ‘that ganglion of roads from Kent and Surrey and of streets from the bridges of London . . . the far-famed Elephant’.15

Dirty and chaotic, Elephant and Castle was a vibrant commercial and transport hub renowned as the ‘Piccadilly Circus of south London’,16 with pubs, restaurants and shops lining every approach road to the junction. Though the London, Chatham and Dover Railway had connected Elephant and Castle in 1862, it would not join the Tube network until 1890. Horses were still the common mode of travel and until the twentieth century Elephant and Castle was the centre of London’s horse trade. In all, 50,000 horses were required every year to keep London moving, many of them – 300 a week – bought and sold through the Horse Repository at the Elephant.17

The Wolffs may have been drawn to southeast London because by the 1880s it was also the heart of the London music hall scene. Frances and her sisters Matilda (or Tilly), Ophelia and Mina all sang professionally and were ‘well known in south London for their wonderful musical ability’.18 The family were billed as ‘German melodists, violinists and instrumentalists’, an ‘unrivalled attraction’.19 Their brother Ernest Jr was also performing regularly as well as teaching the piano and the violin. Later in their careers, he and his sisters would claim to have graduated from the London College of Music, though there is no trace of their attendance there, or indeed at any of the major music schools in London. It’s most likely that the siblings tutored each other.20

In 1884, the South London Press reported that the twenty-year-old Frances Wolff, now performing as the more exotic ‘Franceska’, had secured a ‘prominent place’ in the D’Oyly Carte Opera Company.21 The comic operas of W. S. Gilbert and Arthur Sullivan had grown in ambition and popularity since their first success, Trial by Jury, in 1875. With the impresario Richard D’Oyly Carte they commissioned their own state-of-the-art theatre in which to produce their work. The Savoy had opened in 1881 and was the first building in the world to be lit entirely by electricity. Gilbert and Sullivan were a global phenomenon and between 1880 and 1890 produced a new ‘Savoy’ opera almost every year that would play in repertoire with revivals of earlier works as well as tours and productions in America. Frances appeared as Lady Ella in Patience in D’Oyly Carte’s repertory company from August to September 1884, as well as playing Kate, a supporting mezzo-soprano role in The Pirates of Penzance. She didn’t appear in premieres of the operas and was never to perform leading roles with the company.22 She was a supporting player, not a star. But the family continued to have an association with the D’Oyly Carte. In 1890, Tilly Wolff toured in The Gondoliers,23 which had been a great success when it had premiered at the Savoy the previous December.24 Tilly was an understudy to the contralto Alice Gresham and never appeared with the company again; as with Frances, stardom would elude her. But though it didn’t advance her career, her involvement in the production was to have a lasting effect on her family. During her engagement with The Gondoliers, Tilly had met a young Welsh singer in the male chorus, Clement Rowlands, whom she introduced to her sister, Ophelia.25 Rowlands and Ophelia Wolff then started courting.

A living could certainly be made by the 2,000 professional musicians working in 1880s London,26 but the work was irregular, as theatres would often close for up to four months a year. Most of the opportunities for musicians were provided by music halls, which played all year round. The challenge for novice professionals like the Wolffs was finding regular work. This was primarily done through trade publications like The Era, which carried advertisements for actors, musicians and music hall artistes. Performers looking for engagements would also rendezvous on Monday mornings at the corner of York Road and Waterloo Road, where managers of clubs and music halls would look to fill up their programmes for the coming week. A short walk from Charles Street, this was wryly known among the profession as ‘Poverty Junction’.27

Charles Street was also within walking distance of the most important music halls,28 including the South London Music Hall on New Kent Road, and the first purpose-built music hall, the Canterbury, on what is now Westminster Bridge Road. Music halls had evolved from taverns and singing saloons, and alcohol remained key to their popularity and profitability,29 but by the 1880s they had established a distinct and hugely popular form of entertainment. A series of acts or turns played every performance, comprising a variety of acrobats, ventriloquists and illusionists, but the defining acts of music hall were the singers and the comics:


[Music hall] gave the people exactly what they wanted. It did not concern itself with uplift or education, but with warmth, friendliness, and understanding, singing to them about problems . . . It took as its subject the neighbours, the landlord, the dire necessity and difficulty of paying the rent; it discoursed of mothers-in-law, husbands and wives, the joys or sorrows of married life, the lodger and that staple article of diet, the humble but tasty kipper.30



At the peak of their popularity in the 1880s, music halls across London played to 45,000 people a day. The halls would present up to four programmes daily with many acts dashing between various venues to perform two or three times. As the century came to a close, they grew in size and grandeur, reaching their most extravagant in the Empire, Leicester Square and the vast Coliseum in St Martin’s Lane, both still standing today as a cinema and an opera house. They were sumptuous and gilded palaces of variety, in marked contrast to the living conditions of the majority of the audience.

The Wolffs’ home was next-door-but-one to the local church, St John the Evangelist, known locally as the ‘Costermongers’ Church’ because the majority of worshippers worked on nearby East Street market. The church, which had been built in 1860, had originally attracted a broad range of worshippers: law stationers, music teachers and skilled tradesmen such as cabinet makers and wheelwrights. But by the time the Wolff family were living there in the 1880s, the core of the congregation was in decline, with more and more working-class families moving into the area. This local church reflected the swiftly declining fortunes of the Wolffs’ local neighbourhood: ‘The parish had been greatly neglected and the congregation was growing smaller by degrees. The church was dilapidated, and the schools about to be given up, the Mission Room was overrun with rats, and there was little or no parish organisation.’ The area was infected by physical and spiritual poverty.31

Alma’s parents, Frances Wolff and Walter Clarke, were finally married at St John’s on Christmas Day 1886.32 Many working couples married at Christmas, Easter, Whitsun or on the August Bank Holiday, as these were their only days off.33 After the wedding, Frances and Walter rented rooms at 28 Hercules Buildings on Hercules Road, between the present Imperial War Museum and Lambeth Palace. The Clarkes’ neighbours worked in the service industries and provided consumer goods – coffee-house proprietors, French polishers, waiters, dressmakers, musicians, collar makers and perfumiers – for this was a district with aspirations. The street was ‘well-to-do middle class’, though the households were not sufficiently wealthy to keep servants.34 Shortly after they were married, Frances found she was pregnant and a daughter was born on 23 September 1887. Eight weeks later the Clarkes rushed to have her baptised at Holy Trinity, the church nearest to their home. She was named Amy Elizabeth, after Frances’s sister and mother. Later that day, the child died of malnutrition. Though the overall death rate was declining in the late Victorian period, infant mortality was as high as it had been fifty years before, and a quarter of all funerals in London were those of babies. This was a combination of overcrowding, neglect and lack of hygiene. In London’s poorest boroughs, babies stood a 20 per cent chance of dying before they reached their first birthday. But as there is no indication that the Clarkes lived in abject poverty, the child’s death may have been due to what is now known as intrauterine growth retardation. The baby may have been born small and weak due to poor nourishment from the placenta during pregnancy. A common cause of this is high blood pressure, or pre-eclampsia, which is common in a first pregnancy. Improvements in modern antenatal care mean that today IUGR is picked up early and can be successfully treated. Despite her own mother’s continuous fertility, it would be five years before Frances would carry a child to term again – a much-wanted daughter, Alma.

*  *  *

In the last years of the nineteenth century there was a widespread fear that Britain and the empire were in apocalyptic decline. Britain’s economic position was no longer pre-eminent and high immigration from Europe and Russia led to mass unemployment in British cities. By the 1880s, life for London’s poor was becoming increasingly desperate. The city was riven by angry demonstrations, strikes and riots by working people. In 1882, the Oxford English Dictionary first listed the word ‘unemployed’. In 1888, it then listed the word ‘unemployment’; the new nouns were here to stay.35 Unemployment was high throughout the winter of 1885/86 and several marches and public meetings took place across the city, drawing attention to the developing crisis. On 10 February 1886, a crowd of rioters was expected at Elephant and Castle from Greenwich, Deptford and New Cross, and the area’s shops were all quickly closed. The South London Press reported of ‘terrorised south London’:


From London Bridge to Greenwich, a distance of 7 miles, nearly every shop was either closed or barricaded. Messrs Tarn whose great warehouse is by the Elephant and Castle were among the first to set the example. Then from Elephant and Castle to Clapham on the one road, and to New Cross on the other, a similar state of affairs prevailed until at the smallest computation, there could not have been less than 30 miles of shops which had been closed against possible riot and pillage.36



A large body of police, including mounted officers, later broke up the crowd that had gathered at Elephant and Castle junction, minutes away from the Wolffs’ house.

After a moment of celebration for the queen’s Golden Jubilee in the summer, the winter of 1887 was the coldest for thirty years and newspapers began to report on the large number of homeless people living rough in public places like St James’s Park. After continued unrest, public meetings in Trafalgar Square were banned. In response, an affronted left-wing press announced a rally on Sunday 13 November and 10,000 protestors (though contemporary newspapers claimed over 100,000) with various grievances assembled around Nelson’s Column. Opposing them were 2,000 police and 400 soldiers equipped with bayonets and rifles. In the riot that followed, the campaigner Annie Besant was appalled that ‘peaceable law-abiding workmen, who had never dreamed of rioting, were left with broken legs, arms, and wounds of every description’.37 Three hundred rioters were arrested and there were two fatalities. ‘Bloody Sunday’, as it became known, was a symbol of the increasingly polarised communities in 1880s London, now a vastly overpopulated, vexed and anxious stew.

The most chilling and potent symbol of the schism at the heart of late Victorian London was an extraordinary fin de siècle demon who went on to define his historical moment and continues to shape the iconography of the East End today: Jack the Ripper. Was he, like Stevenson’s recently minted Dr Jekyll, a West End toff preying on vulnerable and needy working-class women? Or was he one of the army of immigrants who had come to the overpopulated East End to bleed it dry? The Wolffs’ local newspaper deplored the horror that had taken place in Whitechapel as well as the social conditions that had nurtured the Ripper’s autumn spree of terror: ‘If it be possible that these atrocities have been perpetrated by a sane person, London contains, if it did not produce, a more inhuman monster in human shape than has hitherto been known among men, savage or civilised.’38

Riots, strikes, unemployment, poverty, unsolved murders – the tapestry of life for a working-class family like the Wolffs as London approached the end of the century seemed increasingly grim. Even the collaboration between Gilbert and Sullivan had lost its magic touch. The duo ended their relationship with Richard D’Oyly Carte, and with no new opera since The Gondoliers – now an unexpected flop on Broadway (christened ‘The Gone-Dollars’) – it felt like the end of an era. Then, in September, Frances’s mother found that she was pregnant again – another mouth to feed, another child to provide for in an already cramped house. Perhaps Elizabeth’s late pregnancy and the death of Frances’s own baby brought the family’s worries about their finances and their future to a head. With a large family of young women with uncertain careers in music and their father’s poorly paid tailoring to support them, what were their prospects in the next century? With all their practical and musical talents, might they not have more success where competition was less keen, and where there would be new opportunities for all of them? Should they return to Germany where they had family and history?

*  *  *

In the 1890s, Canada was a colony of the British Empire, the greatest and oldest of the self-governing overseas territories. Despite being larger than the whole of Europe, it possessed no sovereignty of its own. Its laws, signed in the name of Queen Victoria, could theoretically be overridden by the imperial parliament 3,000 miles away in London. Tradition held that the queen herself had chosen the site of the Dominion capital Ottawa by closing her eyes and stabbing a map with a hatpin.39

An ocean and a world away from Charles Street, the Canadian Pacific Railway had been planning to connect the thriving cities of eastern Canada with the sparsely populated west. But the company’s ambition was not simply to build a railway, but to create transport links that would span the world. They would join the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans with Canada acting as a land bridge between Asia and England. The railway had been built as a consequence of the declining days of the gold rush in British Columbia on the west coast. By 1864, gold-rush fever had dwindled and the construction of the Cariboo Road, which was built to provide access to the gold fields, had left British Columbia in huge debt. The cost of living had risen, revenues declined, road building was suspended and schools were closed. The boomtown days were over and the fortunes of the capital, Victoria, had rapidly declined as the gold prospectors deserted her. The general feeling among British Columbians was that the only way to secure the Dominion’s economic future was annexation by the United States. But in March 1867, the British government had finalised the British North America Act, which gathered the colonies of Ontario, Quebec, New Brunswick and Nova Scotia into the new federal union of Canada. In return for joining the confederation, Canada promised to absorb all of British Columbia’s debts and to build a railway from Montreal in the east to the Pacific coast within ten years. Queen Victoria gave assent to the Union and British Columbia was admitted to Canada on 20 July 1871.

Even as it was being built, all along the route, from the Rocky Mountains to Vancouver Island, the railway brought prosperity, with new towns sprouting up and formerly inaccessible lands being opened up for cultivation. As well as anticipation, though, there had been disappointment. The railway was originally planned to follow a northerly route, across the island bridges to Nanaimo and down to Victoria as the western terminus. But in 1880 it had been announced that the terminus was to be situated in a place on the mainland with the unpromising name of Gastown. To the chagrin of many British Columbians, this was rebranded as the City of Vancouver. The Canadian Pacific Railway’s William Van Horne was determined that this new city would be ‘the metropolis of the west, the London of the Pacific’.40 Soon Vancouver established itself as the centre of commerce in British Columbia, deposing Victoria as the province’s largest city. The railway had opened five years ahead of schedule in 1887, making the Pacific accessible for the first time. The journey from Liverpool to the western coast of Canada would now take a miraculous ten days. Many forms of temptation were used to lure potential immigrants; brochures, posters and newspaper advertisements portrayed Canada as an already populated and prosperous nation. British Columbia was promoted as a raw country, full of possibility. Throughout the 1880s, regular articles and letters appeared in British newspapers from settlers who had already emigrated and made a successful life for themselves.

The Dominion was ‘a land of the second chance – a country most suitable for those who had the courage to begin again in toilsome struggle toward material success.’41

For the Wolffs of Walworth, they’d share their language and culture with British Columbia, which needed workers with practical skills – printers like Walter and tailors like Ernest. There was gold in the Yukon and the Cariboo, there was land to farm – and a developing population who would need entertainment and tuition, which the rest of the family could provide. It seemed a land of milk and honey, in stark contrast to dark, dirty and dangerous London. In a handbook aimed at settlers, the travel writer Frances McNab enthused about the promise of life on the Pacific coast:


The condition of British Columbia is one of gradual unfolding. There is no other word which will describe the process taking place in that country . . . This generation may not gather the fruit or harvest the seed, but at least it will see a wholly new and distinct branch of life produced with all its hopefulness and promise.42



Plans were made for the family to emigrate. Frances and her husband would travel out to acquaint themselves with the country first and make sure it had all the advantages that the promotions promised. They would be joined on the trip by Frances’s father and her sister, Florrie. When they arrived in Victoria, if they were satisfied, the rest of the family would follow.

Frances, Walter, Ernest and Florrie made the trip to Liverpool and then across the Atlantic to Quebec. After arriving in Victoria, the family shared rooms in a lodging house in Johnson Street. Staying there at the time was a fellow immigrant, a young widower called John Harbottle, whose wife had only recently died. Single-handedly, he was struggling to look for work while taking care of his five children, the youngest being just six months old. While the Wolffs waited for the rest of their family to arrive, they struck up a warm friendship with Harbottle, Florrie and Frances helping with the motherless children.

Meanwhile, back in London, on 1 May 1891, Elizabeth gave birth to her twelfth child, May. Frances’s sister Ophelia and her fiancé Clement Rowlands, who planned to emigrate with the family, were married at St John the Evangelist on 26 May. In the absence of her father, Ophelia’s brother Ernest and her sister Mina were witnesses. At the ceremony, Elizabeth was still nursing baby May, who was not yet a month old. After a honeymoon, the new Mr and Mrs Rowlands would follow the rest of the family to Victoria a little later in June. With extraordinary determination, two days after the wedding, the remaining Wolff family packed their belongings – including their babe in arms – and made the trip to Liverpool, the first stage of their journey to a new country and a new life.

The Wolffs had passages for 28 May 1891 on the SS Mongolian, a new ship that had only been launched earlier that year. Allan Line Steamers, the ‘old pioneer line to the loyal Dominion of Canada’,43 left Liverpool twice a week, promising a journey of no more than six days from coast to coast. The Mongolian carried 100 first-class passengers, eighty second-class and 1,000 steerage. First- and second-class passages cost from 12 to 21 guineas, intermediate steerage cost £8 and steerage was £4. Steerage passengers were commonly divided, with the front compartment reserved for single men, the middle for married couples and families, while single women were accommodated at the rear of the vessel, as far from the single men as possible.44

The majority of passengers on the Mongolian were migrants fleeing poverty in Ireland, Scotland, Poland, Russia, Finland, Norway and Sweden. All were seeking a better life abroad. Despite the close confines of the ship, each nationality kept to itself. The Russians in steerage brought their own bread from home to last the whole voyage, while in first class the ladies brought their own tea and a supply of cream that was kept for them in cold storage. Intermediate passengers were provided with two meals a day and supper. Though there were no luxuries, intermediate passengers were at least provided with beds, bedding and ‘all necessary utensils, wash basins etc.’. Steerage passengers weren’t provided with any utensils or bedding at all for the six-day voyage.45 But Frances McNab noted that the conditions of the Allan Line for intermediate and steerage passengers compared favourably with other lines and that the experience was made comfortable by ‘the extraordinary civility and readiness to oblige of the whole ship’s company’.46 There was a Church of England clergyman on board who held a service on Sunday in the saloon and took care of the emigrants during the voyage, delivering them to the chaplain at the Emigration Bureau on arrival in Quebec.47 On the journey across the Atlantic there were ‘the usual icebergs, fogs and whales’.48 On 6 June 1891, the prospect that greeted Elizabeth Wolff and her children when they arrived on the east coast of Canada was extraordinary:


It is scarcely possible to convey any idea of the magnificent effect of the St Lawrence [River]. Other rivers may be larger, but few possess such a stirring history; moreover, it is in future the direct highway over British territory to the ancient splendour of the Orient. Of Canada it may be said that the Canadians themselves appear unaware of the riches and grandeur of their own country. The beauty and magnificence of the scenery is certainly more appreciated by the emigrant than the native.49



They then made the four-day train journey from the east to the west coast, where the family were reunited at last. Victoria must have seemed a far cry from Elephant and Castle, the sky was clear and the weather temperate; ‘the people look quiet and respectable and everything is intensely English’.50 Rudyard Kipling visited the city at around this time and was wildly enthusiastic about it, as it reminded him of refined British seaside resorts such as the Isle of Wight, Torquay and Bournemouth:51 ‘Real estate agents recommend it as a little piece of England – the island on which it stands is about the size of Great Britain – but no England is set in any such seas or so fully charged with the mystery of the larger ocean beyond.’52

Despite missing out as the terminus of the Canadian Pacific Railway, during the 1880s Victoria had flourished. The old wooden gold-rush structures had been replaced with permanent buildings of brick and stone. A postal service was initiated and a sewage system was finally constructed. Telephones had been introduced in 1878 (‘People standing 15 miles apart can hear each other speak!’53) and in 1883 it had become the first town in British Columbia to light its streets with electricity. This period saw the emergence of a new middle class of merchants and, with no income tax, the city had quickly developed into a paradise for the rich, who showed off their wealth and status in magnificent, architect-designed homes. The city was enticingly beautiful, populated by a charmed society that, like many colonial communities, became ‘more English than the English’.54 A New York Sun reporter wrote that Victoria was the ‘quaintest English town in North America with no more hustle than a summer resort’, the residents being ‘more idle than the visitors’.55 There were dances, tennis parties, picnics and boating regattas. But an assistant district commissioner to the British Columbian governor-general thought Victorians ‘lethargic and impolite’,56 overly concerned with class distinctions and the importance of precedence. ‘It was an insult to seat a “lady” next to a small tradesman’s wife, and names of guests invited to a social function were eagerly scanned for any who might have been left off.’57 The isolation of the community from Britain led to clannishness, reinforced by intermarriages between middle-class families.58 This resulted in a rigid social code that fiercely monitored its mores and behaviour, particularly those of women. It would punish any infraction of established convention with a relentless and unforgiving severity.
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CHAPTER TWO

MISS CLARKE


9 June 1892–23 July 1913


Do you know what Alma means in Latin? It means life-giving, bountiful. In olden times they used it about goddesses, like Venus. Well, I’m not Venus, God knows, but apparently it also means kind and comforting, and that I am.

– Terence Rattigan, Cause Célèbre1

My name is Alma and Alma is Spanish for soul.

– Tennessee Williams, Summer and Smoke2



Even before the arrival of the rest of the family, Alma’s parents had started to prosper in Victoria. Immediately, they had found that life in the city was much cheaper than in London: ‘On 1,000 a year a man would be a millionaire in these parts, and for 400 he could live well.’3 Walter had secured a job as a printer for the Victoria Daily Times, British Columbia’s first liberal newspaper. At the same time, Frances had thrown herself into the local music scene, and by February 1891 she was producing a charity concert in aid of a recent local disaster. She performed as an elocutionist, while her sister Florrie sang.

Elocutionists in the late nineteenth century had little to do with phonetics and My Fair Lady. Coming to prominence in 1850s North America, they recited dramatic monologues – poetry, plays, famous speeches – often accompanied by music to create a new performance art form. Speech was a regular feature of what we would now call concerts and these accompanied recitations were something between a musical composition and performed literature. The genre was hugely popular in North America until the advent of radio and cinema in the early twentieth century. Public recitation was deemed to be more respectable than acting and elocutionists were not suspected of dubious morality as actresses routinely were. Consequently, this new profession was particularly attractive to women. Female elocutionists dominated the art form to such an extent that by the end of the century it was thought too effete for men, Werner’s Magazine complaining of male elocutionists ‘curling their hair’ and ‘truckling to women’ at ‘pink teas’.4 As the art form developed, practitioners began to include gesture and posture as ways of enhancing their performance. They became famous for particular texts in the same way that musicians and singers would become associated with a signature piece or song. As ‘Miss Franceska Wolff’, Alma’s mother was renowned for reciting ‘The Maniac’, a piece of lurid gothic by Ella Wheeler Wilcox (‘Laugh and the World Laughs With You, Weep and You Weep Alone’), which she had performed ‘so successfully in London’.5


A strange noise sounded in my brain;

I was a guest unbidden.

I stole away, but came again

With two knives snugly hidden,

I stood behind them. Close they kissed,

While eye to eye was speaking:

I aimed my steels, and neither missed

The heart I sent it seeking.6



Reunited, the Wolffs quickly became the focus of Victoria’s music scene, with concerts and recitals of the ‘celebrated Wolff family’7 held all over the city, gaining the sort of celebrity, success and prominence that they could only have dreamed of in the overcrowded music scene in London. Florrie, Mina, Tilly and Ophelia would sing while Ophelia’s husband Clement (‘from the D’Oyly Carte Opera Company’) directed. Their brother Ernest would accompany on the piano and play the violin; Frances and Mina would recite. The family claimed to have performed ‘in all the principal halls in London, England and had the honour of appearing before HRH the Prince of Wales and the Lord Mayor of London’.8 There’s no evidence of the family performing for royalty, but thousands of miles away, who could confirm or deny their achievements? Who in Victoria would know? Soon, the Wolffs were headlining the concerts at which they appeared, the Von Trapps of Victoria.9

Once established in the city, Frances, Ernest Jr and Clement Rowlands founded their own music school, the Victoria School of Music, at 115 View Street. It was very much a family affair, with Rowlands teaching singing, Ernest teaching piano, organ, violin and music theory and Frances teaching elocution and deportment.10 As well as advancing professionally, the family began to prosper personally, too. In the autumn of 1891, Frances found that she was pregnant. In December that year, Tilly married Hudson Charles Aldin and moved to Yale in the Cariboo. In May 1892 Florrie married John Harbottle, the widower she had met in the boarding house they shared when they first arrived in the city. She would be stepmother to his five young children. Alma’s father was now working for the government printing office in Victoria; at last the family was settled, secure and solvent. Finally, on 2 June 1892, Frances gave birth to a daughter. She would be named for the Latin meaning ‘nourishing, cherishing’ or the Spanish for ‘soul’. She was christened Alma Belle – a beautiful soul.

Alma’s date of birth caused great confusion at the time of her arrest. Even in her earliest statements to the Bournemouth Police, she variously gave her age as thirty-eight or thirty-one. Both British and Canadian newspapers stated her age was thirty-one, thirtythree or forty-three. This confusion stems from the late registration of her birth, which only took place in 1897, but also to a touching vanity on Alma’s part, who shaved four years off her age in her 1929 passport.11 Alma was forty-two at the time of her trial, much older than the press generally assumed. She had been registered at birth as Alma Belle Clarke, but within a few years her middle name had changed to Victoria. This may possibly have been in honour of the British queen, who celebrated her Diamond Jubilee in 1897, as well as a nod to the city of Alma’s birth.

By 1897, the family had fully integrated into life in Victoria. Frances’s younger brother Lionel had followed his siblings onto the stage, though not as a musician, but as a mind reader and hypnotist (‘fun, laughter and science combined’).12 In August of that year, Amy Wolff married a professional lacrosse player, George Snider. Theirs was a society wedding, in some contrast to Frances and Walter’s ceremony in the backstreets of Walworth. The ‘two popular Victorians’ were married ‘under a fragrant bell of white roses and maidenhair fern at the home of the bride’s parents on Quadra Street’, before starting their married life in Seattle.13

After six years running the Victoria School of Music, and having gained a certain local celebrity as teachers and performers, Frances and her brother Ernest, together with her husband and daughter, decided to leave behind the sophistication of Victoria for Kamloops, a former fur-trading post at the confluence of the two branches of the Thompson River.14 Again, this move seems to have been inspired by the arrival of the Canadian Pacific Railway to what had formerly been a place in the wilderness. Kamloops had originally been settled by the First Nations Shuswap (Secwepemc) tribe. Fur traders had arrived in the area in 1811 but a trading post was not built – by the Hudson’s Bay Company – until 1843. This was a fort surrounded by a 15ft-high palisade, an indication of the fraught relations with the Shuswap. Though there had been a flurry of gold-rush activity in the 1850s, by 1874 Kamloops could only boast a population of 200, with just seventy-four adult males. But with the coming of the railway, the town had been transformed. By 1889, the population had risen to 368. Hotels, schools, churches, a hospital, fire department, telephone lines, water and electricity soon followed. By 1893, the population had risen to over 500 and the town was incorporated as a city. With the population growing rapidly, there was an increasing demand for culture. Alma’s father and uncle saw this as an opportunity. Walter became co-owner of the Kamloops Standard, a conservative weekly newspaper that he would administer, edit and print single-handedly. Frances, Walter and Alma settled in a house on Victoria Street overlooking the river. Just as Walter pursued his new venture, so too did his wife and her brother. They set up another music college, the Kamloops School of Music at Ravens Hall, along the same lines as the school they had successfully run in Victoria. In the context of a developing city like Kamloops, a celebrated musical family such as the Wolffs was welcomed as ‘an acquisition to musical circles’.15

It is most likely that Alma began to learn the piano and the violin under her uncle Ernst, but she also received tuition at school. Zetland House was a private girls’ school run by Lily Beattie and her five sisters, who had emigrated from Ireland to Kamloops in 1893. Subjects were taught to a high standard and included English, mathematics, French, Latin, drawing and painting. They also offered preparation for examinations for the Royal Academy of Music and the Royal College of Music in England. It may have been this expertise in music that persuaded Frances to send her daughter there, and thus began Alma’s formal musical education. On 14 April 1898, Alma’s mother and uncle organised a gypsy-themed concert at the Kamloops Musical and Athletic Association Hall. Though she appeared on stage with several other children, this event may have been Alma’s first public performance. According to the Kamloops Standard, ‘The children were all dressed in pretty red skirts, black stockings and white blouses with small velvet jackets, trimmed with coins and charms. They all carried tambourines and sang and danced with great effect.’16

In 1900, Ernest Wolff left Kamloops to work at the Grand Opera House in Seattle, leaving Frances and the Beattie sisters to tutor Alma. By now Frances had grown eccentric and taken to dying her hair red and filling the house with stuffed animals.17 A family anecdote claims that Frances would beat Alma if she didn’t practise her music for the requisite number of hours a day.18 One of many talented sisters, Frances had never established herself as a leading performer and had channelled her creative energy into teaching. Now her ambition was focused on her adored only child. An early photograph shows Alma poised with a violin, the image of a child prodigy. At a Burns Night concert in 1900, Alma played ‘Robin Adair’ on the violin, perhaps her first public solo performance. It must have been her own father who reported so proudly of his daughter’s achievement and talent in that week’s Standard: ‘So many children, when they play, play mechanically, but not so this little girl. It was evident from the moment she drew her bow across the strings that her soul was in it and the performance was that of a musician.’19 At her debut, Alma was eight years old.

*  *  *

As well as performing, Alma soon began to compose her own music, ‘suddenly thinking of an air and jotting it down on anything handy’.20 She was an imaginative, precocious only child – a bit of a tomboy used to running wild.21 She was loved and perhaps indulged by proud parents, with whom she had a warm relationship; her mother was always ‘chum’ and her father, ‘my only dad’. Alma recalled her Kamloops childhood some years later in an interview with Mary Lomas in Westward Ho! magazine:


What an odd little girl I must have been in those days . . . I remember I was always imagining I could see little people in the woods: they really appeared to be there, but I couldn’t make anyone understand. I used to put a portrait of Beethoven on the music stand and say to him, ‘Now just you hear what I’m going to [com]’pose. Then I’d go out on to the verandah with my violin – I always liked playing out-of-doors best – and would try to play all sorts of little airs out of my head. We lived on the bend of the river, and away through the trees I really thought I could see tiny little figures like fairies dancing about. There were the good ones on the left hand side – they were white and pretty – and the black, ugly ones on the right. If I played wrong notes, I was sure the bad fairies were doing it to tease me, so I would turn my back on them and try to forget them while I played to the good ones. I expect the sunlight filtering though the leaves took shape and, in my imagination appeared like tiny figures.22
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