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For my mum,

who loves ‘a good murder’.

And my dad,

who sleeps with one eye open.




Truth will come to light; murder cannot be hid long.

Shakespeare

The Merchant of Venice, Act II, Scene 2

‘There’s the scarlet thread of murder running through the colourless skein of life, and our duty is to unravel it, and isolate it, and expose every inch of it.’

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle

Sherlock Holmes in A Study in Scarlet




Prologue

The Yard

The Ratcliffe Highway Murders. The New Police.

The highway, the main eastbound thoroughfare out of London, was not for travellers faint of heart. Even its name, ‘Ratcliffe’, derived from the red sandstone cliff above Wapping Marsh, spoke of something sinister. Tenements and run-down cottages, homes to sailors and those who worked the harbours and ships that plied the Thames, lined its many cramped alleys. Its reputation by the nineteenth century was firmly established as a filthy gauntlet ‘of unbridled vice and drunken violence – of all that is dirty, disorderly and debased.’1

Taverns and shops crowded the narrow byway that ran from the Tower of London, past Wapping – ‘the usual place of execution for [the] hanging of pirates and sea rovers’ – to Shadwell. The river, with its ships from abroad and up north bringing goods in and out of London, was its primary source of commerce. Indeed, one contemporary account referred to the highway as ‘the Regent Street of London sailors’.2

Timothy Marr, a twenty-four-year-old linen draper, owned a modest shop at 29, Ratcliffe Highway. A one-time sailor for the East India Company, he had abandoned life at sea in 1808 for a more settled existence. He married his wife, Celia, and in April 1811 opened what he hoped would become a thriving business. A bay window, trimmed in green paint, offered passers-by a glimpse of the stocked shelves within and Marr a view of the traffic up and down Ratcliffe; the horse-drawn wagons and carts hauling tobacco and spices, sugar and rum, coffee and tea.3

It was just shy of midnight on Saturday, 7 December 1811, when Marr – busy behind the counter and hungry after a long day – asked his servant girl, Margaret Jewell, to fetch some oysters and pay the baker’s bill. She wrapped herself in a shawl and stepped into the cold night. The terraced shops along the road were mostly dark, the soft, yellow glow of lamplight spilling from the odd window. Margaret hurried to Taylor’s Oyster Shop, several doors to the left, and found it closed. So, too, was the baker’s at this late hour. ‘I was out about twenty minutes,’ Margaret said, ‘and when I returned, I found my master’s shop and door closely tight, and there was no sign of light.’4

Margaret, puzzled, rang the bell but got no response. Surely, they hadn’t shuttered for the night and gone to bed in her short absence. Marr had not yet finished arranging the store’s inventory for the next day’s business – and Celia had just gone down to the basement kitchen to feed their three-month-old son. Margaret rang the bell with increasing urgency. From behind the door came the soft but distinct sound of a footfall on the stairs. ‘I also heard the child cry in a low tone of voice,’ she said. ‘I rang then again and again, and knocked at the door with my foot.’5

An eternity seemed to pass until about 1 a.m. when Night Watchman George Olney walked by on his rounds and asked Margaret what the commotion was about. He thought her story odd and pounded on the door, calling to Marr as he did so. The storefront remained dark and silent. The noise in the street had now attracted the attention of John Murray, a pawnbroker who lived next door. Appraised of the situation, he hopped a wall into the Marrs’ back garden and saw a light flickering in an upstairs window. He entered through the shop’s back door.

‘Marr,’ he called. ‘Marr, your shutters aren’t fastened.’

Silence.

He walked up the stairs and found a lit candle on the landing. He picked it up and in its pallid light noticed ‘the two doors of the chamber in which Mr Marr usually slept were open’. Decorum stopped him from peering into the room. He went back downstairs to look in the shop and stumbled into a gore-splattered nightmare.6

Six feet from the bottom step he found the Marrs’ errand boy, fourteen-year-old James Gowen, ‘lying on his face . . . with his brains knocked out, part of them actually covering the ceiling, and blood on the wall and counter.’ In a fit of terror, he staggered towards the door and found Celia face down in a widening pool of blood. A crowd of onlookers, aware by now something was amiss, loitered outside the shop. They drew closer as the door swung open and Murray, his pale face gleaming in the candlelight, appeared in the entrance.7

‘For God’s sake come in,’ he cried, ‘and see what dreadful murder is here!’

The crowd pushed forward into the shop. They stepped over Celia’s ‘mangled and bleeding body’ and saw the errand boy lying near the back. Timothy Marr lay behind the counter, ‘bleeding very much about the head’. They went in search of the baby, Timothy Jr, and descended the stairs to the basement kitchen. He lay there dead in his crib, blood seeping from his mouth and throat.8

Margaret, seeing the horror, began to scream.9

The coroner’s inquest took place at the Jolly Sailor pub, across the street from the murder house, on the afternoon of Tuesday, 10 December. Surgeon William Salter, having examined the bodies, testified as to his findings and detailed a savagery that went far beyond initial newspaper reports:


Timothy Marr the younger had the left external artery of the neck entirely divided; from the left side of the mouth, across the artery, the wound was at least three inches long; there were several marks of violence on the left side of the face. Cecilia [sic] Marr, the wife, had the left side of the cranium fractured, and the temple-bone totally destroyed . . . Timothy Marr the elder had his nose broken. The occipital bone was fractured, and the mark of a violent blow was over the right eye. James Goin [sic], the apprentice boy, had several contusions on the forehead and nose. The occipital bones were shattered dreadfully, and the brains were partly protruded and partly scattered about.10



Margaret Jewell, asked to recount that awful evening, ‘was so much convulsed by her feelings, that she fainted away; and every effort to restore her was used for a considerable time without effect. She was not examined further.’ The jury, having visited the murder scene, viewed the bodies, and listened to the testimony of watchman George Olney and neighbour John Murray, returned a verdict of ‘wilful murder against some persons unknown.’11

The inquest did nothing to elucidate the who and why, but the crime was not without its clues. The killer or killers left in the house a bloody eight-pound ship carpenter’s maul, a hammer-like tool with the head rounded at one end for pounding in ship bolts and sharpened to a point at the other ‘for driving the bolt deeper beneath the surface of the wood.’ A twenty-inch iron-ripping chisel was also found in one of the bedrooms, but it was clean.12

An ‘immense crowd’ showed up for the Marr family funeral at St George-in-the-East on Sunday, 15 December. Mourners lined the route from the Marrs’ shop to see ‘the murdered family conveyed to the dreary mansions of mortality’. Those assembled in the church bowed their heads at the urging of Reverend Dr Farringdon but could not resist ‘the impulse of strong language in the universal prayer of the vengeance of Heaven upon the heads of the unknown murderers.’ The family was interred in a single grave, ‘Mr Marr in one coffin, and those of the mother and infant placed together.’13

The aftershock of the murders had yet to subside when, five days later on Friday, 20 December, the papers carried news of another slaughter. The London Chronicle struck an almost apologetic tone in having to break the tragedy to its readers:


It is with equal terror and concern we have to state that three more persons have lost their lives by the hands of midnight murderers within two-minutes’ walk of the very spot where the family of the late unfortunate Mr Marr perished a few days ago by the same means.14



Heads smashed to pulp and throats cut to the bone, the latest savagery occurred at the King’s Arms tavern at 81, New Gravel Lane. The victims were fifty-six-year-old proprietor John Williamson, his sixty-year-old wife Elizabeth and a servant in her fifties named Bridget Harrington ‘who collected pots and waited in the tap room’. The Williamsons, ‘characters highly respected in the neighbourhood’, had run the King’s Tavern for fifteen years, welcoming locals and ‘foreigners of every description’. The murders happened sometime between eleven o’clock and midnight on 19 December after the tavern had closed. A tenant named John Turner, a lawyer by trade, heard the trio being ‘inhumanely massacred’ from the safety of his room two floors up.15

The King’s Arms had been Turner’s home for eight months. He considered the Williamsons ‘a peaceable couple’ and pleasant landlords. He said goodnight to them a few minutes before eleven and went upstairs as they locked up.

‘I went to bed and had not been there above five minutes before I heard the front door banged-to very hard,’ he said. ‘Immediately afterwards, I heard the servant exclaim, “We are all murdered!” or “We shall be murdered!” two or three times.’

There followed the sound of three violent blows striking home – ‘with what weapon, I cannot say’ – and John Williamson’s desperate cry of ‘I am a dead man!’ Turner remained in bed, his room dark and now silent. It took him several minutes to muster the courage to investigate.16

‘I got out of bed and listened at the door but could hear nothing,’ he said. ‘I went down to the first floor, and from below I heard the sound of three heavy sighs. I heard some person walk across the middle room on the ground floor very lightly. I was then halfway down the last pair of stairs, and naked.’

Turner tiptoed to a door, slightly ajar, at the bottom of the stairs. He squeezed himself between the door and its frame, worried the hinges might whine if he opened it further.

‘By the light of a candle burning in the room, I saw a man – near six-feet high – in a large, rough Flushing coat of a dark colour, which came down to his heels,’ he said. ‘He was standing with his back towards me, apparently leaning over some person, as if in the act of rifling the pockets.’

Turner heard the distinct sound of coins being rattled and watched as the man stood and pocketed his ill-gotten gains.

‘I did not see his face, and I only saw that one person. I was fearful, and went upstairs as quick – but as softly – as I could.’

Back in his room, Turner felt the onset of panic. He dismissed hiding under his bed as being too obvious, and instead tied two sheets together and wrapped one end around a bedpost. He threw on his nightcap, a shirt and waistcoat and lowered himself out the bedroom window, which overlooked the street. His descent coincided with the passing of a night watchman, whose curiosity was naturally piqued. Upon hearing Turner’s story, the watchman ‘sprang his rattle’ and sounded the alarm.

Several men, including neighbour George Fox, heeded the call and forced their way through the front door and a cellar window when their knocks and shouts went unanswered. The tavern’s front room was dark, but a soft glow from the middle room – the kitchen – drew their attention.

‘There was a light burning on a table,’ Fox said. ‘There, I saw Mrs Williamson lying upon her face, along the hearth, with her head towards the door, with her throat cut and blood flowing from the wound.’

The gash extended ear to ear and through her windpipe. The whole right side of her head lay open, smashed to pieces with ‘a large poker, or some such instrument’. It looked as though the killer had gone through her pockets. Bridget Harrington, the servant, lay between Elizabeth and the fireplace, blood pooling around her from a four-inch gash in her neck and a hole in the right side of her head about four inches long and two inches wide.

‘Where is the old man Williamson?’ Fox called out, his voice thick in his throat.

‘Here he is,’ one of the men who entered through the cellar window called out from below, ‘with his throat cut.’

‘Cut’ was an understatement. The killer’s blade had opened Williamson’s throat from ear to ear, ‘penetrating through the trachea, or wind-pipe, and down to the vertebrae of the neck.’ His right leg was broken just above the ankle, indicating he perhaps tumbled down the stairs during the attack.17

The killer escaped through a rear window, leaving a bloody handprint on the open shutter, and dropping eight feet to ‘a large piece of waste ground belonging to the London Dock Company.’ The only route he could have taken was up a sloping bank of wet clay. He would have had to scale the slippery summit on his hands and knees, splattering himself in the stuff, before making his getaway. Despite a desperate search, the clay-covered killer remained at large.18

The Ratcliffe Highway Murders, ‘the most superb of the century by many degrees’, generated a panic not seen in London before and wouldn’t be seen again until Jack the Ripper – but, as one history notes, ‘the Ripper was hunted in a city with 14,000 Metropolitan Police officers . . . In 1811, London had no effective police force at all.’19

What constituted law enforcement in the capital at the time consisted primarily of an inadequate and fragmented system of parish-based constables and night watchmen. The night watch patrolled ‘London’s cluttered cobblestone thoroughfares and dank alleys’ between 10 p.m. and sunrise. Armed with a lantern and rattle, they were expected to confront any suspicious character they encountered, but were more likely to be drunk on the job. Indeed, the London journal Englishman described the typical watch-house as a place with ‘the night constable asleep, and perhaps intoxicated, and empty pots and glasses, lately filled with gin and water, gracing the table and seats, and the whole place the picture of licentious debauchery rather than of stern justice.’20

The East End parish of St George, where the highway murders occurred, relied on ‘up to a dozen unpaid constables’ and ‘thirty-five watchmen at two shillings a night’. It was not enough. ‘The frequent instances of murder committed in the eastern part of the metropolis, which no vigilance has been successful to detect . . . call for the solemn attention of those immediately entrusted with the administration of Government,’ noted one East End official in the wake of the killings. ‘The latest and present murders are a disgrace to the country and almost a reproach on civilization. While the exertions of the Police . . . are found insufficient to protect men’s persons from the hands of violence [and] without the possibility of delivering the perpetrators to justice and punishment, our houses are no longer our castles, and we are unsafe in our beds.’21

The closest thing London had to a police department was the brainchild of barrister, novelist and playwright Henry Fielding, who in 1748 became the city’s chief magistrate. He set up his office at No. 4 Bow Street, where eight years prior a justice named Sir Thomas de Veil established a magistrates’ court. It was, according to The Illustrated London News, comprised of ‘dingy, fetid close smelling rooms, for the most part, places like a cross betwixt a bare, neglected, decaying school room, and a squalid sponging house, approached by low-browed intricate passages.’22 It continued:


The walls greased and stained by the ceaseless friction of the forlorn, ragged groups of witnesses and prosecutors, and friends of prisoners, who lounge about in every avenue and approach which winds and crosses betwixt the Justice Room and the loathsome box-like cells.23



It was here – adjudicating matters amongst the ‘swarms of poverty-stricken, squalid men and women who come with summonses, or with complaints, or to make distracted enquiries after missing friends or strayed children’ – that Fielding, possibly ‘the first Englishman to consider the causes of crime’, sought a means to combat it. In 1753, he organized a constabulary force of seven honest men that became known as the Bow Street Runners. Paid a small weekly retainer, the Runners wore no uniforms and identified themselves with a short club topped with a gold crown. More proactive than the typical parish constable or drunken night watchman, the Runners ‘actively sought to detect the perpetrators of crimes, not merely to impede those who might be contemplating some villainy.’24

Fielding’s younger half-brother, John, soon joined him as an assistant at Bow Street. Although blinded in an accident at nineteen, John excelled in his law studies and earned a reputation as an energetic social reformer. The brothers believed the fear of capture to be a powerful deterrence to those considering unlawful acts. Through the Runners and informants, they kept abreast of criminal activity in the city. They published the information in the illustrated Police Gazette, overseeing from Bow Street an underworld intelligence network. In many ways, the Fielding brothers had evolved the concept of the thief-taker – a more suspect form of crime fighter.25

Thief-takers, mercenary-type characters with knowledge of London’s underworld, operated much like bounty hunters and tracked down the likes of thieves, murderers and highwaymen for monetary rewards. They operated ‘in a world of shadows’ often in concert with their quarry, negotiating fees between victim and criminal for the return of stolen goods. Many, not surprisingly, exploited the system for their own benefit. The wily Jonathan Wild made a small fortune buying stolen property from those he was supposedly hunting and then returning it to the rightful owner for an inflated finder’s fee. Soon, he was collaborating with thieves to target individuals for theft and then ‘recovering’ the goods for hefty rewards.26

The plan worked like a charm until it didn’t. Two of Wild’s minions, arrested on other matters, turned against him in exchange for leniency and helped send the once-admired ‘Thief-Taker General of England and Ireland’ to the gallows on 25 May 1725. Wild’s cunning and deceit threw a harsh glare on the duplicity of thief-takers and was immortalized in the 1743 novel The Life and Death of Jonathan Wild, the Great by non-other than Henry Fielding.27

Fielding died in 1754 and was replaced as Bow Street Magistrate by his half-brother John, who, it was rumoured, could identify ‘more than 3,000 criminals merely by the sound of their voices’. Known as ‘The Blind Beak of Bow Street,’ he advanced the work started by Henry and advocated for an organized police force. To keep track of criminal activity, he established a record-keeping system that became a forerunner to Scotland Yard’s Criminal Records Office. Briefly, in the early 1760s, he got the government to fund ten mounted officers to patrol the approaches to London and combat the scourge of highwaymen. The patrols, although successful, fell victim to ‘Treasury parsimony’ after a mere eighteen months. Horse patrols would not resume on a permanent basis until 1783.28

All the while, the Bow Street Runners continued their duties with other magistrate offices adopting the Fielding system of running their own constables to detect crime. To the mix was added the Thames River Police in 1800 to patrol the city’s waterways. None of this helped solve the Ratcliffe Highway Murders, for the various police forces viewed one another with suspicion. As one London magistrate noted, ‘different police officers keep their information to themselves and do not wish to communicate it to others, that they may have the credit and advantage of detecting offenders.’29

London, the heart of Empire, lacked the professional police force it so desperately needed – a fact the Ratcliffe killings underscored with a gruesome urgency. ‘Hardly a week passed without a plain-spoken article in one of the newspapers on the increase in crimes of violence, the corruption of the police, or the ineptitude of the magistrates,’ notes one history. ‘The general, if vague, feeling of dissatisfaction might, however, have died down, as similar agitations had died down before; an impulse was needed to give it substance, and the appalling tragedies in Ratcliffe Highway supplied it.’30

The murder investigation, such as it was, reached an unsatisfactory conclusion after two lodgers at a pub called The Pear Tree informed on their roommate, a sailor named John Williams. Williams was arrested three days after the King’s Arms massacre on circumstantial evidence: the maul found at the Marr house matched the description of one that went missing from the Pear Tree; Williams had recently shaved his beard, inexplicably come into money, and once served on a sailing brig with Timothy Marr; the women who laundered his clothes said ‘twice in the past fortnight’ they found blood on his shirt; finally, in Williams’s waistcoat, constables found ‘a bloodstained knife of peculiar shape’ that ‘might have caused the throat-wounds’ in the Marr killings.31

Williams, who ‘underwent a very long and rigid interrogation’, maintained his innocence. Remanded to Coldbath Fields Prison to await trial, he hanged himself in his cell with ‘a white neck handkerchief’ from a railing used for draping clothes and linens. ‘On inspecting the body, it was supposed that he had not long committed the act,’ reported The (London) Star. ‘His eyes and mouth were open, and the state of his body clearly demonstrated that he struggled very hard.’32

Having deprived the public of its vengeance, Williams’s body was paraded ‘on a high cart, past the houses of Marr and Williamson, and afterwards thrown, with a stake through his breast, into a hole dug for the purpose where the New-road crosses and Cannon-street-road begins.’33

The Ratcliffe Highway Murders convinced a ‘thoughtful section of the public to the urgent need of a complete overhaul of the police system’. The idea of a professional, centrally organized police department had been contemplated before but withered under public and political fears that such a force might curtail civil liberties and prove militaristic in nature. These fears now began to wane amongst the populace but not so among members of Parliament, ‘who remained blinkered to the social collapse around them.’34

In March 1822, thirty-four-year-old Home Secretary Robert Peel – the wealthy Eton- and Oxford-educated son of a printing manufacturer – organized a Select Committee to study in London the creation ‘of as perfect a system of police as was consistent with the character of a free country.’ Peel was no stranger to the issue of policing. In his previous government post as Chief Secretary for Ireland, he had established the Irish Peace Preservation Police, ‘forerunners to the Royal Irish Constabulary.’35

Peel’s London committee pondered the matter for three months before issuing its final report, saying it was ‘difficult to reconcile an effective system of police with the perfect freedom of action and exemption from interference which are the great privileges and blessings of society in this country.’ The curtailment of such privileges, it said, ‘would be too great a sacrifice for improvements in police, or facilities in detection of crime.’36

Disappointed but determined, Peel spent the next several years working on judicial reform and simplifying the nation’s cluttered criminal code before introducing a bill in April 1829, ‘For Improving the Police in and near the Metropolis.’37 It declared:


The local establishments of nightly watch and nightly police have been found inadequate to the prevention and detection of crime, by reason of the frequent unfitness of the individuals employed, the insufficiency of their number, the limited sphere of their authority, and their want of connection and co-operation with each other.



And that:


It is expedient to substitute a more efficient system of police in lieu of such establishments of nightly watch and nightly police.38



‘It is the duty of Parliament to afford to the inhabitants of the Metropolis and its vicinity, the full and complete protection of the law,’ Peel argued in presenting his bill, ‘and to take prompt and decisive measures to check the increase of crime which is now proceeding at a frightfully rapid pace.’39

One could hardly argue with such sentiment. Rioting and crime in London, fuelled by unemployment and an economy that hardly favoured the poor, had become major concerns. This time around, opposition to the bill proved light. It became law on 19 June, 1829, and established the London Metropolitan Police, the world’s first professional and centrally organized police department. The new force would cover an area known as the Metropolitan Police District. It encompassed a twelve-mile radius from the centre of London at Charing Cross and was divided into ‘17 Divisions lettered A through T,’ each of which would have 165 men. Two magistrates, soon to be called Commissioners, would oversee the force and report to the Home Secretary.40

Within weeks, Peel recruited forty-six-year-old Colonel Charles Rowan, an Army veteran who served under Wellington at Waterloo and was an expert on the military system of patrols; and Richard Mayne, a thirty-two-year-old Irish lawyer who brought a legal background to the department’s leadership. Both men would have to learn on the job how to run a fledgling police service, as neither ‘really had any idea what they were supposed to do or how they were supposed to do it.’41

The same could probably be said for its undertrained rank and file. The New Police, as the press called it, initially consisted of 8 superintendents, 20 inspectors, 88 sergeants, and 895 constables. A constable earned three shillings a day. In its first six months, the service recruited 3,200 men – half of whom were quickly dismissed for drinking on the job or not showing up at all. Peel ‘borrowed the organizational structure of the London police from the military, including uniforms, rank designations, and the authoritarian system of command and discipline.’42

The primary objective of the New Police would be the prevention – not the detection – of crime. ‘To this great end,’ noted the service’s first Instruction Book, ‘every effort of the Police is to be directed. The security of persons and property, the preservation of public tranquility, and all the other objects of a Police Establishment will thus far be better effected than by the detection and punishment of the offender, after he has succeeded in committing the crime.’43

In ‘a forerunner of the modern performance-related pay system’ an officer’s career trajectory ‘would be linked to crime reduction’. Constables would patrol the streets in a uniform that, although it clearly identified them as agents of the law, left a lot to be desired when it came to comfort. ‘I had to put on a swallow-tail coat, and a rabbit-skin high-top-hat, covered with leather, weighting eighteen ounces,’ remembered one early member of the force, ‘a pair of Wellington boots, the leather of which must have been at least a sixteenth of an inch thick, and a belt about four inches broad, with a great brass buckle some six inches deep.’44

The New Police established its headquarters at 4, Whitehall Place, the back of which ‘faced a small street called Great Scotland Yard’. The origins of the name are not entirely known, although the most common story is that the land may have once housed a residence for kings of Scotland on their annual pilgrimage to bend the knee to their English counterparts. Another is that a man named Adam Scott owned the land in the Middle Ages. Whatever the true provenance, the name ‘Scotland Yard’ soon became a metonym for both the London Metropolitan Police and its headquarters.45

By September, with recruitment efforts still underway, Scotland Yard was ready to go with six divisions. At six o’clock on the evening of Tuesday, 29 September, the first constables – nicknamed ‘Bobbies’ and ‘Peelers’ after Robert Peel – emerged ‘from the still-unfinished station-house in Scotland Yard, and from five of the old watch-houses.’ Having reviewed their beats earlier that day, they marched ‘in single file and on the outer side of the pavement and “proceede” on duty’.46

‘How far their numbers, when distributed on duty, may compare with those of their lethargic and undisciplined predecessors, we cannot now conjecture,’ pondered one paper. ‘But if, as is probable, they fall short in that respect, the public, we trust, will not fail to be indemnified by their superior fitness and their skilful organization as a corps.’47

The force wasted little time in letting its presence be known. ‘Since the new police have been on service,’ one reader wrote to The Times on 6 October, ‘I can bear testimony to the quietness of our western streets . . . It is to be hoped that the police-men will steadily persevere in clearing the streets of all disorderly and drunken people; and in doing so they will improve the vicious, be a terror to the simple uninitiated youths, and a security to the peaceable inhabitants of this great metropolis.’48

But not everyone was thrilled. Many still believed the new force to be agents of the government intent on establishing a police state. Such distrust manifested itself in ‘verbal and physical attacks on policemen’. In the early morning hours of Sunday, 11 October, ‘crowds of drunken and disorderly persons of both sexes assembled, as usual,’ in the notorious Seven Dials neighbourhood of Camden. When a small contingent of constables appeared, the crowd assailed the officers with cries of ‘There go the bloody policemen!’ and ‘There go the gens-de-harms.’49

The drunken mob grew ever-more volatile, and the ‘men who were on duty found themselves in a situation of considerable peril from inferiority of numbers.’ A reinforcement of fifty officers soon arrived ‘from the adjacent stations’ and dispelled the mob, taking nearly thirty people into custody. Within a quarter of an hour, the neighbourhood was – in the words of one witness – ‘as quiet and orderly, comparatively, as St James’s-square.’50

The episode, reported The Times, offered ‘a practical example of the spirit and determination with which the new civil force appear resolved to act in the performance of this disagreeable but necessary duty.’ Disagreeable, indeed. On 29 June 1830, Police Constable (PC) Joseph Grantham tried to break up a fight between two drunks. He became the first Scotland Yard officer killed in the line of duty when, in the melee, he was knocked to the ground and kicked in the temple. His wife had given birth to twins the day before. Two months later, on 16 August, a thief fatally stabbed PC John Long in the heart near Gray’s Inn Road.51

Scotland Yard was learning its lessons, tough and bloody, in the school of hard knocks. Although it seemed improbable in those early days, it would – through the 1800s to the eve of the Second World War – set new standards for policing. It advanced the application of forensics, from fingerprints to ballistics to evidence collection, made the first attempt at criminal profiling, and captivated the public on both sides of the Atlantic with feats of detective work that rivalled any fiction. It would, in short, become the most recognized name in policing – one gruesome case at a time.




1

The Unhallowed

Resurrectionists. Crime scene tours.

They worked by flickering lamplight, prowling from one grave to the next, digging and heaving, leaving in their wake a trail of rot and desecration. Come morning, the cemetery gates opened to reveal, scattered among the lopsided tombstones, ‘coffins with their once-living and moving tenants exposed in all the horrors – the revolting horrors – of decomposition and putrefaction.’ Four other coffins, hauled from the earth, lay ‘emptied of all their contents, save the clothes of the deceased’. And so it was on a November night in 1830, the Resurrection Men plied their morbid trade in a Cambridgeshire cemetery.1

Body snatching, the plundering of graves for fresh corpses, was prevalent and profitable in nineteenth-century Britain. Against this macabre backdrop, Mary Shelley published Frankenstein, or the Modern Prometheus. Its dark exploration of death and the morality of scientific experiment touched on topics very much in the public consciousness at the time. ‘To examine the causes of life,’ Dr Frankenstein writes, ‘we must first have recourse to death. I became acquainted with the science of anatomy, but this was not sufficient; I must also observe the natural decay and corruption of the human body.’ To find the raw material necessary for his grim experiments, Frankenstein confesses to having ‘dabbled among the unhallowed damps of the grave’.2

As in the novel, originally published in 1818, the advancement of medical studies and a flourishing desire to understand human anatomy fuelled the real-life and gruesome crime of grave robbing. Ten medical schools opened in and around London between 1824 and 1834. A report at the time from the Select Committee on Anatomy ‘suggested that there were around 800 students at medical schools in London, of whom 500 practised dissection.’ Meeting this demand required an annual supply of ‘450–500 corpses’. Cadavers proved a hot commodity.3

The bodies of those hanged for murder traditionally provided fodder for medical studies – a result of the Murder Act of 1751, which stipulated such corpses ‘be conveyed . . . to the hall of the Surgeons Company . . . [and] shall be dissected and anatomized by said surgeon.’ But in the 1800s, as the number of executions decreased and the number of medical students increased, supply could not meet demand.4

‘The absolute necessity of having a good supply for the use of students, so as to prevent them going off to rival schools,’ notes one contemporary history, ‘caused the teachers to offer large prices, and thus made it worthwhile for men to devote themselves entirely to obtaining bodies for this purpose.’5

Enter the Resurrectionists, so named because they ‘resurrected’ the dead. Often thieves by trade, they represented ‘the most desperate and abandoned class of the community’. They worked in gangs and stalked graveyards at night in search of recently filled graves and fresh product. Some dug up the coffin, while others went about it with a bit more – for lack of a better word – finesse. They’d dig down to the casket, pry it open with a crowbar, tie a rope around the neck or secure it beneath the armpits, and haul the corpse from its place of eternal slumber. It was, decried one paper, a ‘dreadful crime by which the tables of the dissecting-rooms have been so wastefully covered with subjects.’ Dreadful it might have been, but it proved lucrative. A fresh body might fetch as much as 16 guineas (roughly £2,200 or $2,800 today).6

To prevent such abominations, churchyards and cemeteries employed night watchmen and built ‘high walls topped with broken glass or iron spikes’. It was not uncommon for the bereaved to stand sentry, night after night, at the graves of their recently deceased loved ones until certain the body had turned to rot.7 One innovative gentleman with a mind for engineering pitched his idea to the press. Reported The Northampton Mercury on 27 February 1830:


Preservation of the Dead. – A country mechanic, for the preservation of the bodies of deceased persons from the hands of resurrectionists, says, ‘I can fit a 6lb grenade, to which is attached a single spring and percussion cap, to the inside of a coffin, in such a manner to preserve it free of moisture, and keep it effective for three months; during which period, should the resurrectionist attempt the removal of either the corpse or the coffin, instant death would in all probability be the result.’ Resurrectionists beware!8



Some went beyond robbing graves. Sixteen people died at the hands of the infamous William Burke and William Hare in Edinburgh over a ten-month period in 1828. Smothering and suffocation – what became known as ‘burking’ – was their preferred method of killing, as it left no signs of violence. A local anatomist, ignorant of where the bodies came from, purchased them for his lectures. Upon the duo’s capture in October, Hare turned Crown’s evidence and escaped the gallows. Burke swung on 28 January 1829. Anatomy Professor Alexander Monro at the University of Edinburgh publicly dissected Burke’s body four days later.9

The bell of the dissecting room at London’s recently established King’s College in the Strand rang at 11:45 a.m. on Saturday, 5 November 1831. William Hill, the room’s porter, answered the door to Jonathan Bishop and James May. He knew both men, as he had purchased corpses from them in the past. May asked Hill if he was in need of any dissecting material.

‘Not particularly,’ Hill replied – but, out of curiosity, asked, ‘What have you got?’

‘A male subject,’ May said, his voice slurred with drink. The body was that of a fourteen-year-old boy they’d be willing to part with for twelve guineas.

Hill balked at the price. He said the school had no present need for cadavers, but he would check with the demonstrator of anatomy to be sure. He invited May and Bishop inside, out of the wet November gloom, and fetched Richard Partridge. Like Hill, Partridge refused to pay the asking price but countered with nine guineas.

‘I’ll be damned if it should go under ten guineas,’ May spat and staggered outside.

‘Never mind him,’ Bishop said, ‘he’s drunk. It shall come in for nine guineas.’

Bishop and May wandered off into the grey afternoon and returned between two and three o’clock. They brought with them two colleagues – Thomas Williams and Michael Shields – and a large hamper. Hill invited them in. Bishop and May lugged the hamper into an adjoining room and opened it to reveal a body wrapped in canvas. May, in his drunken stupor, ‘turned the body very carelessly out of the sack.’10

The body, both men said, was ‘a good one’. Hill noticed it looked ‘particularly fresh’ and wondered aloud what took the life of one so young. Bishop and May shrugged. ‘It appeared different from a body that had laid in a coffin,’ Hill later said. ‘The left arm was turned up towards the head, and the fingers of the hand were firmly clenched.’ A cut on the dead boy’s forehead aroused Hill’s suspicions, but Bishop said it had just occurred when the body fell from its wrapping. Hill, not sure what to make of things, summoned Partridge to have a look.11

Partridge, accompanied by some of his students, entered the room and examined the delivery. ‘The eyes seemed very fresh, and the lips were full of blood,’ Partridge recalled. ‘The chest looked as if blood had recently been wiped from it.’ Partridge excused himself and his colleagues under the guise of collecting the funds to complete the transaction. One of the students couldn’t help but notice the body ‘corresponded with the description of a boy said to be missing, given in handbills posted up about the streets.’12

Partridge returned and told Bishop and May he only had a £50 note and some change – but, if they were willing to wait, he’d break the larger bill.

‘Give me what money you have,’ Bishop suggested, ‘and I shall call on Monday for the remainder.’

May offered to take the £50 and get it changed somewhere.

‘Oh no,’ Partridge said, smiling, and left the room. He returned fifteen minutes later with an inspector and several constables from F (Covent Garden) Division, who took the four men into custody. May, emboldened by liquor, struck one officer several times before being subdued. The constables dragged the men – and the hamper with the body stashed back inside – to the Covent Garden station, where a battered May crawled in on all fours ‘with his smock frock over his head’. The division’s senior officer, Superintendent Joseph Sadler Thomas, ordered the four prisoners placed in a room together.13

‘What do you have to say?’ Thomas asked May. ‘You’re being charged with having come into possession of the subject in an improper manner.’

May scoffed. ‘I have nothing to do with it. The subject is that gentleman’s,’ he said, jabbing a finger in Bishop’s direction. ‘I merely accompanied him to get the money for it.’

Thomas asked Bishop whose body it was.

‘The body is mine,’ Bishop said, ‘and if you want to know how I got it, you may find it out if you can.’

Thomas asked Bishop what he did for a living.

‘I am a bloody body snatcher.’14

Thomas left the men and went to the back of the station house to view the corpse. Two constables lifted the dead boy from the hamper, gently removed his body from the sack and laid him on a table. ‘It struck me as the body of a person who had recently died,’ Thomas said. ‘I perceived that the teeth had been extracted from it.’15

Beyond that, it had no tales to tell.

A heavy police guard conveyed the prisoners to Bow Street Magisterial Court that evening. ‘From the appearances on the body of the deceased and the fact that two of the prisoners are well known body-snatchers, the rumour almost instantly spread that the unfortunate boy was “burked” by the prisoners,’ reported The Times. ‘The crowds which surrounded the office and pressed forward to hear the examination were far greater than we ever remember to have seen on any former occasion.’16

The morbidly curious packed the room to capacity. Thomas, sworn in, stood at the bar and said he was charging the four men in custody with ‘the murder of a boy aged about fourteen years whose name I am unable to state.’ Although he had no evidence at present, he said, representatives from King’s College would attest to the prisoners trying to sell the body. Thomas told the court that Bishop, since his arrest, had made a statement saying he had acquired the body from Guy’s College.

‘I sent a message to Guy’s Hospital with a request as to know whether a boy answering the description of the deceased had died there lately,’ Thomas explained. ‘I received for answer a slip of paper stating that since the 28th three persons had died there, that one was a woman and the other two were males aged 33 and 37. Bishop’s statement as to where he obtained the body cannot be true.’

Asked if they had anything to say in their defence, Bishop said nothing. May, ‘dressed in a countryman’s frock and who appeared perfectly careless during the examination’, played ignorant. ‘It is not my subject,’ he said, ‘and I know nothing about it.’ Williams and Shields both asserted their innocence.

The magistrate ordered the prisoners be remanded into custody and asked that an autopsy be performed ‘to come to a positive conclusion as to the cause of death.’

‘The prisoners were then removed to the cells at the back of the office,’ wrote one reporter, ‘and as they passed from the bar, they were groaned and hissed at by some persons in the office.’17

Dr George Beaman, a local surgeon, performed a cursory examination of the body that night at the station. The boy, in Beaman’s estimation, appeared to have been dead no more than thirty-six hours. ‘The face appeared swollen,’ he noted, ‘the tongue swollen, the eyes prominent and bloodshot, and the tongue was protruding between the lips.’ He observed a wound, about an inch long, above the left eyebrow. Blood still oozed from the cut, but the forehead showed no sign of fracture. ‘The teeth had been all extracted,’ he observed, ‘the gums bruised, and portions of the jawbone had been broken and removed with the teeth.’18

The next morning, Saturday, 6 November, a sad and desperate procession filed past the child. Thomas had already received eight requests to view the deceased from parents of missing boys ‘aged thirteen to fourteen’. ‘The parents could in no way account for their absence,’ he said, ‘and they all appeared in the greatest distress of mind. One of the boys so lost was deaf and dumb.’19

Not one of the distraught parents claimed the mystery boy as their own. An Italian couple, however, claimed they recognized him but didn’t know his name. A street musician named Joseph Paragalli and his wife said they had known the boy in passing for the last two years. He was Italian and often wandered the streets carrying a cage suspended from his neck with two white mice in it. They last saw him strolling down Oxford Street at quarter past noon on Tuesday, 1 November.20

It wasn’t much, but it was something.

That evening, Beaman – in the company of Richard Partridge and King’s College anatomy professor Herbert Mayo – performed the post-mortem. The body showed ‘not the slightest marks of violence’ to the throat or chest. Examining the upper part of the skull, however, Beaman detected blood right beneath the scalp indicative of ‘violence or accident’. He turned the body over and peeled away the skin from the lower part of the head to just beneath the shoulders, revealing ‘three to four ounces’ of coagulated blood ‘amongst the muscles there’. The spine was not fractured but, removing a vertebral arch to examine the spinal marrow, Beaman found ‘a quantity of coagulated blood . . . within the spinal canal, pressing upon the marrow.’21

The heart had no blood in it; an indication of sudden death. The stomach contained the partially digested contents of a meal, which reeked of rum. ‘Digestion was going on at the time of death,’ Beaman said. ‘I should think that death occurred about three hours after the meal.’ He wiped his bloody hands on the front of his leather apron. ‘From the whole of my observations on the body,’ he said, ‘I ascribe the death to a blow given on the back of the neck.’22

On the morning of Tuesday, 8 November, Superintendent Thomas responded to a summons from a dentist named Thomas Mills, who had a practice at 39, Bridge House Place. Mills had read about the dead boy in the newspaper – particularly the details regarding the missing teeth. He produced a small cloth pouch and emptied it onto a table. Thomas looked down and saw a scattering of teeth. Mills said that on Friday, 4 November, a man walked into his practice and offered to sell twelve human teeth, ‘six for each jaw’, for a guinea. Mills examined the teeth, noticed one was chipped and questioned whether they all came from the same mouth.

‘Upon my soul to God,’ the man replied, ‘they all belonged to one head and not long since.’

The man explained the teeth had come from the fresh body of a boy fourteen or fifteen years old, who hadn’t been buried. Mills offered twelve shillings for the set. The man accepted the offer and left.23

‘On examining them afterwards,’ Mills said, ‘I found that some part of the flesh of the gums was so firmly attached to them that I imagined they had been violently taken from the head. I found great difficulty in detaching it from them.’24

With most likely the dead boy’s teeth in his possession, Thomas headed back to the station house. The coroner’s inquest was scheduled to begin that afternoon at the Unicorn pub in Henrietta Street.

‘The room in which the inquest took place,’ remarked one spectator, ‘was crowded almost to suffocation.’ Three days of medical testimony and a recitation of the facts by Thomas failed to shed any light on the boy’s identity and how he suffered such a fate. The four accused certainly did nothing to elucidate the matter. Bishop strayed from his previous statements and said he had not acquired the body from Guy’s Hospital, but had actually pilfered it from a grave. ‘The reason I don’t like to say the grave I took it out of,’ he said, ‘is because the watchmen about the grounds entrusted me – and, being men of family, I don’t wish to deceive them.’25

Unmoved, the jury returned a verdict against all four of ‘wilful murder against some person or persons unknown’ and urged Scotland Yard to conduct ‘a strict inquiry into the case.’26

The investigation moved with surprising rapidity, confined mostly as it was to the house Bishop and Williams shared at 3, Nova Scotia Gardens, Bethnal Green, and the drinking establishments they frequented. One such watering hole was the Fortune of War at 4, Giltspur Street opposite St Bartholomew’s Hospital and a known gathering place for resurrectionists. Here, grave robbers sold their wares in a back room ‘where, on benches round the walls, the bodies thus obtained by the snatchers were placed, duly labelled with their names, and awaiting the appraisement of the surgeons.’27

A waiter said the accused spent the evening of 4 November in the pub. Sometime around 9 p.m., May approached the bar holding something wrapped in a handkerchief. ‘I saw him pour water upon the handkerchief and rub it with his hand,’ the waiter said. ‘He afterwards opened the handkerchief, and I saw the teeth. I observed to him that they appeared to be young ones.’ May agreed and told the waiter he hoped to fetch at least £2 for them. Bishop and Williams returned to the pub at eight o’clock the following morning and were joined by Shields. The waiter heard them discussing over pints of ale where to find a hamper. One of them suggested St Bartholomew’s Hospital. Bishop left the pub and returned with a hamper a short time later. All three men then walked out together. ‘I never saw them again until they were in custody,’ the waiter said.28

Thomas and his team of officers followed the morbid trail from one witness statement to the next. They were directed to a coachman named James Seagrave, who said he’d been approached by the accused on the evening of 4 November outside a pub called the King of Denmark in the Old Bailey.

‘Having put the nose-bag on my horse,’ he said, ‘I went into the watering house to take my tea.’ He had just settled down at the bar when he heard someone call his name. He looked up to see Bishop, with May in tow, approaching. ‘He took me on one side and said he wanted me to fetch a “stiff ’un”, which I understood to mean a dead body,’ Seagrave said, adding they offered to pay him a guinea for his efforts. He returned to his spot at the bar to consider the offer. ‘Some person in the room jogged me by the elbow and hinted that the men were “snatchers”, and I determined not to go with them.’29

Boiled down to the basics, the information Thomas acquired in the course of his inquiries was this: On Friday, 4 November, the accused had the body of a young boy they wished to sell. Sometime between nine and ten o’clock that morning, May sold the boy’s teeth to dentist Thomas Mills. That evening, one of Bishop’s neighbours saw the accused loading a sack into a yellow carriage in front of Bishop’s cottage in Bethnal Green. ‘The sack appeared to be heavy,’ the neighbour said, ‘as if there was something heavy in it.’ The neighbour watched the men drive off ‘to the city’. They attempted to sell the corpse to several institutions, only to be turned away. The dissecting room porter at Guy’s Hospital told the men he wasn’t interested. ‘You know I can’t take it,’ he said. ‘I purchased two from you yesterday, which I did not want.’ He did, however, let them store the body at the hospital overnight. They retrieved it the following morning, packed it in the newly acquired hamper and crossed the river to King’s College and their eventual arrest.30

None of this answered how Bishop and his crew came to possess the body. Who was the boy, where did he come from and how did he meet his end? He was buried in a pauper’s grave in St Paul’s, Covent Garden on Friday, 11 November. The Times voiced its outrage in a charged editorial, accusing Bishop and the others of multiple murders:


If wretches have picked up from our streets an unprotected foreign child, and prepared him for the dissecting knife by assassination – if they have prowled about in order to obtain Subjects for a dissecting room – then we may be assured this is not a solitary crime of its kind.31



On the same day the boy was buried, Thomas and Police Constable Joseph Higgins went to Bishop’s home and arrested Bishop’s wife, Sarah, and their daughter, Rhoda, on the pretext they knew about the murder. Upon arriving at the run-down cottage, Thomas was struck by its appearance: ‘It is a sort of cottage in a lonely situation; not a lamp within a quarter mile of the spot, and in a ruinous condition, the back door opening upon a sort of waste or commons.’32

A search of the home turned up several chisels and two wrenches, which Sarah admitted ‘were used for opening coffins’. Higgins also found a bradawl – a hand tool not unlike a small sharpened screwdriver – caked in dried blood. ‘I asked her for what purpose it was used,’ Higgins said, ‘and she made no answer; on which I observed it was used for punching out teeth.’ The two women were subsequently charged with being accessories after the fact.33

Thomas, Higgins and other F Division officers, including ‘one who has been bred a gardener’, returned to the cottage on the morning of Saturday, 19 November, armed with shovels ‘in the expectation that something more might be discovered connected with the horrible traffic in which the prisoners had been engaged.’ The men spent more than six hours digging. From the scrap of wasteland that passed as a garden, the men dug up ‘a jacket, a pair of trousers, and a small shirt’. In another area, they uncovered ‘a blue coat, a drab-striped waistcoat, altered from man’s size as to fit a boy, and a pair of trousers with the braces attached to them’. The items, buried a foot underground, ‘were covered in cinders and ash’. The house had more secrets to reveal near the outside privy at the back of the garden, where the officers dug up bits of human flesh and a scalp – believed to be that of a woman – still covered in long, dark brown hair.34

The same day the house was searched and only eight days after the child’s burial, the Yard disinterred ‘The Italian Boy’. A man named Augustine Brun, ‘an elderly Birmingham-based padrone’, had come to London to view the body. He believed it to be that of a young lad named Carlo Ferrari he had brought to England two years prior. Brun had taken charge of the boy after Carlo’s father signed him over ‘for a fee’. Brun last saw the child in July 1830, when he signed the boy over to another master. Speaking through an interpreter, Brun peered hesitantly into the open coffin and said he believed it to be Carlo – although he couldn’t be completely sure. ‘The face was so disfigured,’ he said, ‘and the absence of the teeth so altered the usual expression of the boy’s countenance.’35

That evening, Thomas reported the findings of his investigation to Magistrate Minshull at Bow Street. The report, notes one account, ‘was of such a character as to strike the worthy Magistrate with astonishment and terror.’ The accused appeared in front of Minshull three days later to hear the new evidence against them. Based on the discoveries at Nova Scotia Gardens, Bishop, May and Williams faced an additional count of ‘wilful murder of a male person whose name is unknown’. Their one-day trial got underway at the Old Bailey on Friday, 2 December. Shields, luckier than his cohorts, was set free, as the evidence ‘declared that all he knew of the matter was that he carried the hamper’ containing the boy’s body to King’s College.36

‘No trial that has ever taken place, whether in this or any other court of criminal judicature in this country, attracted more public attention or excited a deeper feeling of interest in the minds of individuals than the present,’ reported one London paper. ‘And certainly no persons ever stood at the bar of justice before a solemn tribunal, to answer a charge involving the grave question of life and death, respecting whom less commiseration was manifested than the three men who were put upon their trial this day.’37

They pleaded not guilty at 9 a.m., were convicted by 8:30 p.m., and sentenced to death thirty minutes later. The wheels of justice turned quickly with the execution scheduled for Monday, 5 December. The day before they hanged at Newgate Prison, Bishop and Williams confessed – with Bishop providing the lengthiest account of their crime. He said the boy was not Italian at all, but a Lincolnshire lad he and Williams picked up in the Bell pub in Smithfield on the night of 3 November. They lured him back to Bishop’s place with the promise of work. At the house, with everyone else in bed, the men gave the boy rum laced with laudanum. He chased it down with some beer and was soon unconscious on the floor. The two men dragged the boy out back, tied cord around his ankles and then lowered him headfirst into a well in the garden. ‘He was nearly wholly in the water in the well – his feet just above the surface,’ Bishop said. ‘Williams fastened the other end of the cord round the paling to prevent the body getting beyond our reach. The boy struggled a little with his arms and legs in the water, and the water bubbled for a minute.’38

They left him submerged for forty-five minutes before pulling him up, stripping him naked, and burying the clothes. They hid the body in the washhouse and retired for the night. They spent much of the next day, Friday, 5 November, at the Fortune of War and ran into May there that morning. ‘I knew May,’ Bishop said, ‘but had not seen him for about a fortnight before.’ The men drank rum and discussed the going price for a fresh body, deciding nine guineas seemed fair. They ventured out late that morning to find a cabman to help them transport their product around town. Unable to find a driver, they hired a yellow wagon in Farringdon Street and returned to Nova Scotia Gardens to show May what they had. May, unaware the boy had been murdered, asked if he could have the teeth. Bishop agreed and provided May the bradawl to knock them out.

‘It is the constant practice to take the teeth out first,’ Bishop said, ‘because if the body be lost, the teeth are saved. After the teeth were taken out, we put the body in a bag and took it to the chariot.’ Then off they went to try and sell what Bishop referred to as ‘the thing’ – an effort that met with dire consequences.39

Williams signed a statement attesting Bishop’s confession to be true. The pair also admitted to murdering, in the same fashion, a homeless woman named Fanny Pigburn, who they found on the night of 9 October sheltering in a Shoreditch doorway. They sold her body to Grainger’s Anatomical Theatre for eight guineas. Two weeks later, they stumbled across a boy named Cunningham sleeping in the Smithfield pig market. They dispatched him in the usual fashion and sold his corpse to St Bartholomew’s Hospital, pocketing another eight guineas.40

[image: The sketch shows the heads and shoulders of the accused with their names handwritten below. Bishop wears a buttoned jacket and dark neckerchief, Williams an open jacket with waistcoat, and cravat and May a buttoned jacket with a stock.]
An 1831 sketch of John Bishop, Thomas Williams and James May – the ‘London Burkers’.

The fact May had not been involved in the actual killings earned him a twelfth-hour reprieve from the hangman. Bishop and Williams, blessed with no such luck, mounted the scaffold on the morning of 5 December outside Newgate Prison in front of a jeering crowd of thousands. ‘In less than two minutes after they appeared on the scaffold,’ noted The Preston Chronicle, ‘the usual signal was given and the drop fell. Bishop appeared to die instantaneously, but Williams struggled several minutes.’41

The bodies were left to hang for an hour, as was customary, before being cut down. In death, the two men found a legitimate purpose. Bishop’s body went to the dissection room at King’s College; Williams’s corpse provided raw material for medical studies at St Bartholomew’s Hospital.

Some loose threads remained. Scotland Yard never established the identity of ‘The Italian Boy’. Bishop’s claim that the victim hailed from Lincolnshire is questionable, as there were no reports out of the county of a missing child. The number of victims who died at the hands of the ‘London Burkers’ – as Bishop and Williams became known – also riled the public. Rumours suggested Bishop wished to confess to as many as sixty murders, but that could very well have been hyperbole to sell newspapers. Despite these lingering questions, the case proved an early feather in Scotland Yard’s cap.42

The crime so intrigued the public, the Yard convinced Bishop’s landlord to open the murder house in Nova Scotia Gardens as a tourist destination to prevent it ‘being rushed by the hundreds who were thronging the narrow pathways of the gardens and straining to get as close to the seat of horror as possible.’ Admission booths were set up in front of the property, ‘where only the genteel were admitted’. Souvenir hunters picked the house bare. Reported The Examiner magazine with more than a hint of dryness: ‘The landlord upon whose premises a murder is committed is now-a-days a made man . . . If a Bishop will commit a murder for £12, which seems the average market price, the owner of a paltry tenement might find it worthwhile to entice a ruffian to make it the scene of a tragedy, for the sale of the planks and timbers in toothpicks, at a crown each.’43

The case had a lasting impact. Partly in response to the murder, Parliament passed the Anatomy Act of 1832 (an attempt to pass anatomy legislation four years prior had failed). It aimed to subvert the illegal corpse trade by tapping into a new market: the poor. It allowed for the unclaimed bodies of the destitute to be donated for legitimate medical research. Other laws followed until the Human Tissue Act of 2004 consolidated all previous amendments and legislation on the subject to regulate ‘the removal, storage, use and disposal of human tissue’.44
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