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      What began with shock quickly developed into nervousness, fear and then destabilising doubt. From a muggy July in 1864 to
         a freezing November, not only London – then the greatest city in the world – but much of Europe and even North America was
         galvanised by the events described by the newspapers of the time as a terrible drama of real life.
      

      The details of this account are drawn from primary record.

   
      
      PROLOGUE

      An Empty Railway Carriage

      On the evening of 9 July 1864, Benjamin Ames, a thirty-eight-year-old train guard, was on edge. The 9.45 p.m. from London’s
         Fenchurch Street terminus to the suburb of Chalk Farm was already five minutes behind schedule and, in the rush, there was
         no time to relock the carriage doors between stops. The train’s driver ran the engine hard, reaching speeds of 25 mph and,
         hopeful that they were clawing back precious minutes, guard Ames dutifully recorded the exact time they pulled out of each station – Stepney at 9.55 p.m., Bow at 10.01 p.m. and Hackney Wick (also known as Victoria Park) Station just four minutes
         later at 10.05 p.m.
      

      At 10.10 p.m. they had arrived at Hackney Station – the midway point on the line – but as Ames hurried to slam the carriage
         doors he was irritated to hear a commotion coming from the front of the train, threatening to scupper all his attempts to
         get it back on time. Harry Vernez and Sydney Jones, both employees in the banking house of Robarts, Curtis & Co. in the City,
         were calling out that something was wrong. The young clerks had just installed themselves in an empty compartment of the furthest forward of the varnished teak first-class carriages when Jones discovered blood on his hands and on the seat
         of his trousers.
      

      Like most English locomotives at that time, each varnished teak carriage of the North London Railway train was divided into
         several separate, isolated compartments. Doors on either side, usually locked before leaving each station, opened onto the
         platform or the tracks but there was no communication corridor or door between them. Once in motion, passengers were unable
         to call to the driver, the guard or to passengers travelling in adjoining sections of the carriage.
      

      Each box-like ‘room’ had two pairs of seats on either side, divided by an armrest, and was so narrow that ladies sitting opposite
         each other found their voluminous skirts pressed together and fussed with the ends of their shawls to prevent them becoming
         entangled. The stuffed seat cushions were upholstered in buttoned blue cloth with tough American leather underneath. On the
         floor was a strip of rough cocoa matting and overhead swung luggage racks made of thickly meshed cord. Each of the side windows
         was barred with sturdy brass rods to prevent passengers leaning out and each had a leather strap for passengers to steady
         themselves against the jolting of the locomotive. A single, smoky gaslight hung in the centre of the wooden partition wall,
         casting an unnatural yellow glow.
      

      Cursing the fuss being made by the clerks, guard Ames retreated to his brake van at the extreme end of the train to fetch
         a bright hand-lamp and returned to enter the clerks’ compartment, raising it before him. The first thing he saw was an upturned
         cushion.
      

      As the guard’s eyes adjusted to the light he was dimly aware that the air of the compartment was sickly-sweet. Then it dawned
         on him that some kind of vicious struggle had taken place. On the left-hand side – nearest the engine – blood pooled in the
         buttoned indentations of the cushions. It was still wet. Another large red spatter about the size of a crown piece trickled down the glass pane of the quarter-light on the same side, skirting round
         a small piece of what looked, to him, like flesh.
      

      On the platform behind him a group of ladies who had just got out of the next-door compartment were complaining that their
         dresses and capes had been stained by drops – they thought them blood – flying through the open window of their carriage while
         the train was still moving. Further along the platform, unaware of the dreadful scene revealing itself under the glare of
         the guard’s lamp, departing passengers queued to relinquish their tickets at the narrow gate before passing out into the emptying
         streets of Hackney. Other travellers with tickets for stations further down the line were taking their seats and expecting
         the train to pull out at any minute. The driver was waiting for his signal to go.
      

      Ames heard only the buzzing of a fly as he stepped further into the empty carriage. He saw that small drops of blood had sprayed
         out over the seats on the left-hand side, hitting the padded armrest. Dark marks along the edges of the cushions suggested
         that bloody hands had been wiped along them. Turning to his right, he noticed, too, that the cloth of the armrest on that
         side was also saturated.
      

      From the quantity of liquid blood it was apparent that someone had been brutally beaten in the carriage. But Ames had seen
         no evidence of a wounded man or bloodied assailant when the train stopped at Stepney, Bow or Hackney Wick stations. He had
         received no reports of screams for help. Had there been no such bellows? It would have been impossible for anyone outside
         the compartment to have witnessed what had occurred but it seemed extraordinary that such an attack could have gone unheard
         by anyone in the adjoining compartments. In the stillness of the evening the silent carriage held, for Ames, a chilling echo
         of menace.
      

      Taking in the fact that the floor matting had been shoved aside, Ames stepped towards the far side of the compartment, his raised lamp revealing, bit by bit, that the walls and open
         windows were also sticky with blood. The handles of the off-side door (closed, but unlocked) also appeared to be covered in
         congealing blood, both inside and out. The engine of the train grumbled, vibrating through the carriages as they lingered
         at the station. Peering through the window onto the track side of the train Ames saw no sign of movement, nothing odd. Even
         the sky was peaceful – the birds now tucked in safely under the eaves of the platform roof.
      

      Turning again, lamp in hand, Ames noticed for the first time that the carriage was not as empty as he had at first thought.
         On the furthest left-hand seat of the carriage was a discarded black leather bag, its brass lock open and marked with darkening
         red smears. Looking under the same seat, he found a black hat, squashed nearly flat, bearing a maker’s name: T. H. Walker,
         Crawford Street, Marylebone. On the floor close to it lay a thick cane topped with a heavy ivory knob – a ‘life preserver’
         as it was known. It too was marked with a few red spots.
      

      Pulling himself together, Ames drew up the compartment windows, retreated, and locked the doors behind him. Determined to
         get the train back on schedule, he gave urgent instructions to the Hackney stationmaster to send a telegraph to the railway
         superintendent at Chalk Farm. Then, stepping up into his brake van, he signalled for the driver to continue.
      

      Though, for the guard, time had appeared to stall, the train had halted at Hackney Station for a mere four minutes. By a quarter
         past ten it was ploughing on through the warm summer night, preparing to deliver its last few passengers to the handful of
         remaining stations along the line.
      

      At the Chalk Farm terminus, Station Superintendent George Greenwood, alerted by the telegraph sent from Hackney, was waiting
         on the platform. Turning away from the last passengers who were leaving through the ticket gate, the sound of their voices dimming as they moved away, Greenwood returned with Ames to the blood-spattered compartment of carriage 69.
      

      The two men removed the crumpled hat, the heavy knobbed stick and the black bag, checked that the windows were firmly closed,
         and relocked the doors. Then they took the clues to the Superintendent’s office and secured them in a locked cupboard. George
         Greenwood sent for the police.
      

   
      
      BOOK ONE

      CITY
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      CHAPTER 1

      
      All Human Life is Here

      
      In 1864 more than ten thousand miles of railway track stretched across Britain, linking great cities, suburbs and remote countryside
         towns. Four decades earlier, sober-minded people thought the train, with its obstinate and erratic engine and its wobbling
         passenger trucks, was almost a madman’s toy. Yet, trailing smoke and steam in its wake, the train had compressed the time
         it once took to journey in a horse-drawn coach from hours into minutes. It had broadened the horizons of every class of British
         citizen, redefining labour and the transport of goods, becoming vital to the pursuit both of business and recreation.
      

      
      Since the days of railway madness in the late 1830s and mid-1840s, a wave of speculation and construction had caused a vast
         network of steel to transform the landscape. Tracks ran over rivers, spanned busy streets and shady lanes, cut swathes through
         fertile pastures, curved through lonely moorland and even crossed wide stretches of water by means of floating jetties or
         the iron span bridges constructed by the age’s great engineers. In London, the first underground railway in the world opened
         in 1863. A year later, close to 250 million passenger journeys were taken across Britain, compared with 50 million during 1838
         and 111 million in 1855.
      

      
      Steam power dazzled, and mid-Victorians wondered and enthused at its vigour, energy and spirit. Emblematic of technocratic
         success, of enterprise, endurance, adventure and civilisation, trains delivered cotton to boats heading for China and India,
         they brought wool to Yorkshire and coal to the factories fuelling the industrial revolution. They took the post, delivered
         the exotic goods arriving in British docks from all over the world to shops in towns and villages, and enabled businesses
         to find new markets for their products. They spread the news of national and international events to the very edges of the
         country and they allowed Victorians to pursue their lives more quickly than ever had been imagined possible, encouraging leisure
         excursions among people who had, hitherto, rarely left the safety of their county boundaries.
      

      
      Railway timetables forced the standardisation of time across the nation, enshrining speed as the new principle of public life:
         ‘railway time’ entered the lexicon, vast clocks adorned the façades of stations and it became a commonplace to assert that
         train journeys had ‘annihilated time’. Certainly, although the Bible was the volume at the centre of Victorian society, Bradshaw’s Railway Timetables – a brick-thick, monthly compendium covering an increasing number of lines with baffling complexity – was catching up. Everybody grumbles at the railways, wrote the celebrated railway historian John Pendleton during the 1890s; they are the scorn of the punctual, the embarrassment of the tardy and the contempt of the irascible; but they have one great
            distinction – they have shaken us up.
      

      
      Trains, he wrote, had become the most indispensable agent in national life. Yet, to a society caught between conservatism and progress, the railways fostered ambiguous reactions. In the whistle and
         shriek of every approaching engine was evidence of rapid social and technological transformation. The stations, viaducts and embankments were conspicuously visible and new, signalling
         the investment of huge capital and the ascendancy of engineering achievement. They turned modest towns into sprawling cities
         and created startling new wealth. They were liberating, and they punctuated the map of Britain with possibilities, but they
         also devoured rural communities and displayed a perilous carelessness for human life – wheels ran off tracks, axles broke,
         boilers burst and there were countless collisions.
      

      
      Woven into the excitement of railway travel, a corresponding nervousness had developed about the loss of individual control.
         The sense of being trapped in a box-like compartment, whirled along at speed and treated like just one in a stream of disposable,
         moveable goods was, at best, disorientating and, at worst, threatening. This vast force of industrial technology seeped into
         the language to spawn new metaphors – to ‘run out of steam’ or ‘off the tracks’ – and threw the fragility and helplessness of human life into relief. In 1862 the medical journal the Lancet published a paper noting that uneasiness … amounting to actual fear … pervades the generality of travellers by rail. It believed that, disasters aside, train journeys could easily make passengers very unwell: deafening noise confounded the
         ears, speed taxed the eyes and vibrations had an adverse effect both on the brain and the skeleton. The mental tension of
         being so transported could, the journal concluded, bring on total physical collapse.
      

      
      By the 1860s novelists had been exploring the public’s deepening apprehensions about the relentlessness of progress, technology
         and modernity for more than two decades, using the image of the speeding locomotive not just as a potent symbol of the advances
         of civilisation but of remorseless physical and moral destruction. Collapsing time with such ease, they questioned whether
         the railways might annihilate the human spirit with equal success. Dickens’ Dombey, gripped by gnawing jealousies after the
         death of his son, is dizzied by the very speed at which the train was whirled along … The power that forced itself upon its iron way … defiant of all paths and roads, piercing through
            the heart of every obstacle, and dragging living creatures of all classes, ages, and degrees behind it … was a type of the triumphant monster, Death.
      

      
      Feeling vulnerable, rail users voiced their concerns. In the late 1850s, a Commons Select Committee had recommended the adoption
         by all railway companies of some means of communication between the train guard and his passengers but its suggestions had
         been ignored. In the first years of the new decade newspapers regularly focused on the plight of ticket-holders trapped in
         locked carriages with no means of summoning assistance should they need it. There were accusations that railway directors
         were neglectful and careless and that the government was apathetic and there were repeated demands that train companies should
         be made legally responsible for the safety of their passengers.
      

      
      In reality, Victorian trains were fairly safe and reliable. Yet, unsettled by headlines recording ‘frightful accidents’, a
         subliminal fear about the pitilessness of their railways had lodged in the minds of second-generation Victorians. What had
         not yet occurred to anyone was that a passenger might be violently attacked while travelling. With the discovery of the sinister,
         empty, blood-drenched carriage at Hackney Station, it was becoming clear that something momentous might have occurred.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER 2

      
      Saturday 9 July 1864

      
      That morning, at about eight o’clock, a substantial and influential banker – aged sixty-nine, standing five feet nine and
         weighing between eleven and twelve stone – left home for work wearing a shiny black silk ‘chimneypot’ top hat and carrying
         a walking cane. Tucked into a small black leather bag was a gift for his favourite niece. Nothing about him suggested that
         he was marked out for notoriety.
      

      
      This man, Thomas Briggs, proved the Victorian rule that success repays steady diligence. Moving to London from Lancashire
         in his late teens, he had soon married Mary, three years his senior, who raised their four sons and two daughters while he
         toiled in the City of London, dedicating himself to the values most prized by this age: progress and respectability. Within
         a handful of years he had moved his young family northwards, away from the grime of the capital to the clearer air of the
         small suburban town of Hackney.
      

      
      Briggs was now chief clerk at Robarts, Curtis Bank and was established in a fashionably large Regency townhouse at 5 Clapton
         Square. Boasting a pretty leaded fanlight over the front door, impressive cast-iron balconies and six-panelled doors, it was one of the best addresses in the neighbourhood,
         and he shared it with five women: Mary, his wife, her widowed sister Charlotte, an unmarried daughter also called Mary, a
         middle-aged cook and a young housemaid. The dark furniture gleamed, paintings hung in moulded frames and a prized collection
         of stuffed birds poised motionless under bright glass domes.
      

      
      It promised to be a fine day as Thomas Briggs left home, turned right and quickly reached the end of the square. Crossing
         the main road, he strolled through the dappled shade of the churchyard of St John, skirted the medieval, white stone tower
         of St Augustine and, about six minutes after setting out, arrived at the modest timber structure of Hackney Station. Overhead,
         the arched, brick viaduct bore the clattering trains of the North London Railway. The station, the viaduct and the line were
         little more than a decade old and modest, recently built terraces stretched eastwards to meet the small-scale factories on
         the suburb’s borders. In the space of a generation Hackney had grown from a remote neighbourhood of church spires and nursery
         gardens into an expanding town for the upwardly mobile. No longer reliant on horse-drawn cabs, it now took the inhabitants
         just twenty minutes to reach the City by train.
      

      
      Hackney was situated at the halfway point on the North London Railway line from Chalk Farm to Fenchurch Street, a journey
         that described – roughly speaking – three sides of a square. Briggs took a first-class ticket and sat, as usual, with his
         back to the engine so that he could open the window without being choked by the smoke and soot that streamed from its chimneys.
         As the train pulled off towards the east, watercress fields receded and then the waterproofing and bone-crushing factories
         and the rope and chemical works of Hackney Wick. Then the line curved south, passing the construction site of the vast new Bryant & May match factory, skirting the eastern boundary of the grassy sweep of Victoria Park – London’s first public park – before entering districts choked with cheaply built terraces
         for the working classes. Passing through these neighbourhoods, the train tipped due west again, rattling towards a fog of industrial smoke pierced in all directions by church steeples and factory chimneys.
      

      
      The small terminus at Fenchurch Street was tucked into the south-eastern corner of the part of the capital known as the City,
         disgorging noisy hordes of passengers from its four platforms into the streets beyond. Jostled, clutching his cane as he descended
         the steep stairs to the entrance, Thomas Briggs emerged under a warming sky filled with clouds smudged by greasy smog. His
         habitual route to work took him along Fenchurch Street, past a labyrinth of multiplying lanes and crowded courts and then
         across the broad sweep of Gracechurch Street. Down to his left was the River Thames with its clattering harvest of steam and
         riverboats; straight ahead was Lombard Street, gateway to the stone maze of the mile-square City.
      

      
      Briggs made his way along the narrow, curving thoroughfare of Lombard Street, past tall stone buildings that dwarfed the scuttling
         commuters and tradesmen jamming its pavements. On the façades of the stately financial offices hung ornate and gilded clocks;
         crammed between impressive edifices were chop houses, taverns, shirt-makers, hat shops and silversmiths, each vying for the
         custom of the black-suited men hurrying past their doors. Running either side to the north and south were similar broad streets,
         all linked by narrow alleyways housing secondhand clothes merchants, drapers and inns. These were the arteries of the City,
         each converging on its twin hearts: the dumpy, flat-roofed Bank of England and the grander Royal Exchange.
      

      
      Fifteen minutes after leaving his train, Briggs reached No. 15 Lombard Street and his bank’s imposing building. Every weekday
         between 9 a.m. and 7 p.m. he worked here, raising capital by issuing shares: money destined to fund new and developing industries, to build new bridges, factories and railway lines and
         to pump through the veins of the expanding British Empire. Today being Saturday, his working hours were shorter; by three
         o’clock, his work was done.
      

      
      When he left work that July afternoon, Briggs turned left and was almost immediately at the end of Lombard Street. Ahead of
         him was Cheapside, one of the busiest streets in the capital, alive with an incessant stream of carts, cabs and drays, reaching
         way out to the west beyond the Central Criminal Court and the glowering mass of Newgate gaol, lined with elegant shops selling
         shawls, silver, feathers, scents and fancy goods from all corners of the world. As usual, hackney cabmen dodged gridlocks
         to escape into a web of narrow lanes; lawyers, merchants and stockbrokers hurried by under painted signs advertising boots,
         lace, plate glass or insurance. Men of leisure idled on the pavements, boys pushed handcarts, ragged children ran shouting
         into filthy courts and impoverished piece-work tailors carried their bundles to and from businesses in Threadneedle Street
         and St Swithin’s Lane. Rising above it all in the near distance was the vast dome of St Paul’s Cathedral, a soot-blackened
         edifice standing sentinel over the thundering tide of the City.
      

      
      But Cheapside was not Briggs’ destination. Instead, he turned left, heading for the stands for the brightly painted horse-drawn omnibuses that ranged along spacious King William Street, each heading out over London Bridge before diverging to follow separate
         routes. He paid sixpence and took his place on one of the five-a-side seats for the twenty-five-minute journey to the Lord
         Nelson pub in Peckham. From this stop it was just a short walk to the home of his niece Caroline Buchan, and he arrived there almost exactly at five o’clock.
      

      
      Three hours later, after dinner, Briggs pulled on a chain attached to the buttonhole of his waistcoat. Fixed to it were a
         small swivel seal inset with a broken red stone, an old-fashioned key and a heavy gold watch. It was time to retrace his journey back to Hackney.
      

      
      *

      
      The sun was low and swallows wheeled in the sky as the banker alighted from his omnibus to walk back through the City’s stone
         warrens. Above him, the thin sliver of a bright new moon pulsed from between the clouds. The sounds of the metropolis had
         thinned. Passing under the great clock on the façade of Fenchurch Street Station and into the station with its modern vaulted
         roof, he nodded to the newsvendor. Eating his supper on a stool near the booking office, the ticket collector Thomas Fishbourne
         looked up as Briggs touched him on the shoulder and said goodnight. Alone, the old man mounted the stairs to the platforms,
         his empty black bag in one hand and his ivory-knobbed cane in the other.
      

      
      A dozen or so late-comers were still hurrying to join the 9.45 p.m. train which was running a few minutes behind time as Briggs
         settled himself in the furthest forward of the first-class carriages, in the near-side corner of the compartment with his
         back towards the engine and his cane and bag on the seat beside him. The doors were slamming.
      

      
      At 9.50 p.m. the train pulled out of the station and began to pick up speed. As it headed east towards Stepney and then began
         its wide arc north to Bow, Thomas Briggs may have allowed his eyes to close.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER 3

      
      The Duckett’s Canal Bridge

      
      About a third of the way between Bow Station and Hackney Wick Station – also known as Victoria Park – the North London Railway
         track passed briefly through an undeveloped area bordered by marshes before the line turned west again into the City. On the
         edge of the over-populated, working-class neighbourhoods of Bow and Bethnal Green, this stretch of track was lonely, with
         no houses to overlook it – just an iron railway bridge that crossed over a sluggish ribbon of water known as Duckett’s Canal.
      

      
      At half-past ten on the night of Saturday 9 July, Guard Ames’s train with its bloodied, locked compartment was still clattering
         west towards its final stop at Chalk Farm. Edward Dougan, Policeman 71 from the Bow Division of the Metropolitan Police, was
         on patrol in Wick Lane, a narrow, snaking roadway running north to south from Hackney Wick down to Old Ford. Hugging the eastern
         boundary of Victoria Park, the lane contained a few houses overlooking the park and an inn called the Mitford Castle.
      

      
      It was dark and quiet, apart from the muted noises coming from the tavern and the sound of a train running slowly along the embanked line behind it. Then PC Dougan heard someone call
         out. More shouts went up. Running towards the noise, the policeman reached a steep grassy slope behind the pub just in time
         to make out four or five men scrambling in the darkness down the incline. The group was cursing loudly that it had only just
         been missed by a passing down-train and several of the men were struggling to carry a heavy object between them.
      

      
      Several minutes earlier, the driver of an empty train returning to Bow had noticed a dark shape between the ‘up’ and ‘down’
         lines. Stopping the train just as it began to cross the canal bridge, he had reversed and waited while the stoker and the
         guard went to investigate.
      

      
      The pale scythe of the moon was blurred by clouds as the two men climbed down from the engine and began to walk back along
         the tracks in the darkness. A warm breeze rustled the leaves of the trees and whispered through the briar and thorn bushes
         that spilled over the edges of the canal towpath. It rocked the surface of the streak of black water, feathering the scum
         that formed at its banks. The cooling air smelled of damp, green grass and of the remains of the smoke that funnelled during
         the day from the chimneys of the local factories. Small black shadows skittered before the men’s footsteps, disappearing into
         the undergrowth and the brickwork of the viaduct.
      

      
      The ground sloped sharply down on either side of the tracks as the two men continued along the ridge. The gravel crunched
         underfoot and a dim murmur of voices swelled from the pub down to their left. Nearing the object seen by their driver, the
         guard – William Timms – and his companion thought it probable that a large dog had been injured while crossing the line. As
         they drew closer they began to realise that they were wrong. A human form was lying on its back on the six-foot way – the
         space between the tracks – its head pointing northwards and its feet towards London. The dark-suited body was twisted, its
         right leg straight and the left drawn up, the right arm under the body and the left thrown across it. A dark thread of blood trickled
         freely from its head, soaking into the earth.
      

      
      The Mitford Castle backed so closely onto the line where it met the canal that the glasses on the bar shivered with each passing
         locomotive. Inside, customers filled the large tap room with its bare board floors, wide windows, large empty fireplaces,
         smoky gaslights and an ill-assorted collection of tables and chairs. None of them had been aware of the discovery being made
         on the tracks behind until their conversations were interrupted by the urgency of William Timms’ bellows for assistance.
      

      
      Alerted by the shouting, the tavern landlord James Hudson and several of his customers had rushed towards the back door, groping
         blindly in the dark as they crossed the yard and climbed up the embankment towards the noise. PC Dougan had arrived just as
         they were coming back down again, hefting between them the black-clad body.
      

      
      Learning that the railwaymen had found a man – insensible and bleeding – between the tracks, young Edward Dougan quickly took
         control. As the group entered the noisy pub, he directed them to place the limp body on a table in a small, dark-panelled
         room behind the public bar. Looking down at the man’s ghastly-pale face, Dougan saw that blood from several head wounds was
         beginning to congeal over his forehead; the full, white beard was clotted with blood and wet with blood-flecked spume. The
         injured man’s moans were unintelligible. He was barely alive.
      

      
      Closing the door against the pub’s rough crowd, Dougan sent immediately for a local surgeon and then, with train guard William Timms at his side, he began gently and patiently to search the body. First, he noted that the state of the man’s clothes suggested
         a struggle rather than an accident. A single black stud was all that held his rumpled shirt together; the shirt collar was
         loose and the disarrayed clothes were spattered here and there with blood. Dougan removed some loose change from the injured man’s pockets along with a bunch of keys and half a first-class return train ticket for that day. There was a diamond ring on his little finger, a silver snuffbox and a bundle of letters
         and papers in his coat pocket. Attached to the third buttonhole of his waistcoat was a single gold fastener for a watch chain,
         but the chain and its watch were missing.
      

      
      Carefully, Constable Dougan removed all these belongings, though the watch fastener still attached to the waistcoat proved
         too complicated for him to undo. Turning his attention to the letters, the policeman found the address of a City bank and
         gave the order for a runner to go in search of someone who might identify the wounded man and alert his family.
      

      
      At about eleven o’clock, Alfred Brereton, a recently qualified doctor from the crowded Old Ford area of the Bow neighbourhood,
         pushed his way into the back room of the tavern. On his orders, the injured man was moved to a more private room upstairs
         and laid on a mattress on top of a table. Then the doctor tried, but failed, to rouse him.
      

      
      Taking stock, Dr Brereton’s attention was caught by grazes on the skin of the man’s forearm and bruises on his hands. Next
         he examined a jagged wound above and in front of his left ear, so deep that the cartilage was nearly severed from the head.
         Livid, bruised swellings stretched across the forehead and there were several more wounds to the crown of the head. Conjecturing
         that some of the lesions on the left side might have been caused by the fall from a moving train, Brereton advised PC Dougan
         that the more brutal lacerations on the vertex seemed to have been inflicted by a blunt instrument. The weapon had been used
         with such force that the skull had been crushed.
      

      
      By midnight two more neighbourhood doctors had arrived at the pub. Both expressed surprise that a man with such extensive
         wounds was still alive but, like Brereton, they failed to revive him. As the three medics, the train guard and the young constable
         waited in the first-floor room they heard, without realising its significance, the rattling wheels of an empty train making
         its way back down the railway line to Bow Station. Passing behind the pub, past the spot on which the injured man had been
         discovered, carriage 69 – uncoupled from the rest of the train at Chalk Farm – was being returned up the line to Bow, where
         it would be locked in a shed for months.
      

      
      *

      
      To the north-west of the Mitford Castle, in Hackney, the elderly wife of Thomas Briggs and her spinster daughter had expected
         his return by half-past ten that evening. As each quarterly chime from the bells of the nearby church of St John marked Briggs’
         failure to arrive home, their anxiety had grown. Then, in the small hours of Sunday 10 July, a knock was heard. Drawing back
         its heavy bolts, the housekeeper opened the front door to a stranger.
      

      
      Mrs Briggs soon learnt that a dreadfully injured man believed to be her husband had been discovered and she dispatched the
         housekeeper to wake Thomas James, the second-eldest of her sons, at his home nearby. At two o’clock, three and a half hours
         after William Timms’ discovery, this servant and Thomas James (a marine insurance accountant) arrived at the Mitford Castle
         and dashed upstairs. Apparently reacting to the sound of their familiar voices and the clasp of the housekeeper’s hand in
         his, Thomas Briggs groaned pitiably. He seemed to be trying to speak.
      

      
      As news of the outrage spread, the inn had begun to fill with locals eager for the latest intelligence, staying well past the time that regulations forced the bar to close in the hope of hearing the latest news. Slower to arrive was the Briggs’
         family doctor, Francis Toulmin, who elbowed his way through the crowd to join the huddle of doctors upstairs. Briggs was close
         to death. All Toulmin could do was to make him as comfortable as possible and make arrangements for his patient to be taken back home to Hackney in a litter.
      

      
      *

      
      By this time, Dr Alfred Brereton had been hanging around in the tavern for several hours and, leaving Toulmin in charge, he
         asked guard Timms to point out the exact spot where he had found the body. It was three o’clock in the morning as they left
         the busy upstairs room. Arming themselves with lanterns, they scrambled back up the embankment to the place where the tracks
         met the canal bridge. Crouching down at the spot pointed out to him by Timms, Brereton took a paper envelope from his pocket
         and rubbed it over a darkened patch of earth about a foot wide. The paper soaked up still-damp blood. Looking around, Brereton
         noticed a large, smooth stone close by. Stuck to the thickening smudges of blood on its surface were several grey and white
         hairs.
      

      
      By the time Brereton returned to the tavern, the news that a blood-smeared railway carriage had been taken to the Bow sheds
         was exciting the crowd lingering there to discuss the night’s events. The doctor determined to inspect it immediately. At
         the train depot he found the carriage, its cushions soiled with blood – some still liquid – and its windows streaked and spattered
         with gobbets of flesh and brain matter.
      

      
      Brereton was systematic in his scrutiny. Turning his attention to the offside of the carriage – the side furthest from the
         platform and closest to the centre of the tracks as the train had travelled northwards – he discovered blood on the inside
         of the door. Climbing down from the compartment to examine its outside, he found more blood on the footboard, the iron step,
         the rear wheel and on the lower panels of the carriage. It seemed clear to him that Thomas Briggs had fallen head-first, his
         skull hitting the footboard and glancing off the wheel closest to the door before his body slumped onto the space between
         the tracks.
      

      
      Re-entering the compartment, the doctor was struck by a glint in the fibres of the near-side mat and, bending down, he discovered
         a gold ‘jump’ link – designed to attach a clasp to a chain and to be its weak point in case of damage – trodden into the flooring.
         Pocketing it, he left Bow Works, walked directly to the police station in nearby Bromley and delivered the link to the duty
         sergeant.
      

      
      *

      
      As it dawned on the police that something unprecedented had occurred, Bow Division’s senior officer, Inspector Walter Kerressey,
         took charge. A burly Irish ex-soldier, Kerressey had been in the force for twenty-five of his forty-five years and he supervised
         eleven first-class sergeants and over three hundred police constables in his division. By ten o’clock that Sunday morning
         he was following on the heels of Brereton, minutely examining carriage 69. He had already sent PC Dougan, weary from lack
         of sleep, to measure the exact distances between the spot at which the body was discovered and the stations on either side
         of it at Hackney Wick and at Bow. Other constables were walking over the tracks and scouring the banks by the Duckett’s Canal
         bridge for a weapon, a footprint or anything else that might have been overlooked. The normally deserted spot was now swarming
         with local police.
      

      
      Taking in the details of the blood-smeared compartment, Inspector Kerressey conjectured that the dark patches visible on the
         right-hand armrest had been made as a bleeding body was dragged over it, towards the opposite door. Then he travelled on from
         the Bow sheds to 5 Clapton Square in Hackney, arriving at eleven o’clock. Taken to see the unconscious man, he noted that
         there was no blood on Briggs’ bruised hands, suggesting that the old man had not been the one to open the compartment door.
         Closely questioning the family, Kerressey then took detailed descriptions of the missing gold chain (a short heavy chain in
         the Albert style, attached to a swivel seal and large gold key with the figure of an animal on top) and the clothes Briggs had
         been wearing when he left for work.
      

      
      Kerressey then visited Thomas Briggs’ Hackney watchmaker, who provided a precise description of the timepiece from his records:
         a heavy, old-fashioned chronometer with an open face, the workings numbered 1487 and the gold case separately identified by
         the number 2974. The inspector was beginning to marshal the basic facts of the case. From statements given the previous evening
         by the stationmaster at Chalk Farm, he knew that three items had been removed from the carriage and another member of his
         team – Police Constable Lewis Lambert – was sent to retrieve them. Lambert was to take the bag, the walking stick and the
         crumpled hat to Clapton Square to be identified by the family, before bringing them on to Kerressey at the Bow police station.
      

      
      *

      
      The house at 5 Clapton Square was filled with stunned family and visitors when, at about two o’clock on Sunday afternoon,
         the second policeman of the day arrived. Ushered into the parlour, PC Lambert expected the identification of the articles
         to be a simple but necessary routine. He was wrong. Though the family recognised both the bag and the stick, none of them
         had seen the flattened hat before. They each swore that it bore no resemblance to Thomas Briggs’ hat – a black topper made
         of best-quality silk Paris nap, lined in white silk and made by his regular hatter, Daniel Digance & Co., 18 Royal Exchange.
         There was no question about it: the hat found on the train did not belong to the man lying upstairs.
      

      
      *

      
      At a quarter to midnight – little more than twenty-four hours after boarding the train at Fenchurch Street Station – Thomas
         Briggs died. He had never regained consciousness.
      

   OEBPS/images/9780748115679.jpg
, e
'BRIGGS’
 HAT

A SENSATIONAL ACCOUNT

OF BRITAIN’S FIRST
RAILWAY MURDER






OEBPS/images/Art_vi.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_7.jpg





