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Introduction

The English historian Edward Gibbon once wrote that ‘History is indeed little more than the register of the crimes, follies and misfortunes of mankind.’ If that is the case, this volume presents a fair slice of history from the county of Suffolk.

Much is often made of Suffolk’s agricultural heritage and the impact of this on the social, economic and environmental conditions of its many towns and villages. In 1841, over 40 per cent of the local population was employed in the cultivation of land, compared to an already declining 20 per cent in the rest of England and Wales. And while this proportion would decline in the hundred years that followed, Suffolk, like Norfolk and Cambridgeshire, would retain a disproportionate share of the nation’s agricultural workforce.

The predominantly agricultural nature of the county helped to shape both its urban and rural environments and added much colour to the particular customs and practices of the people who lived there. But it also created a stark backdrop to the lives of many ordinary people. Rural poverty manifested itself all too often in inadequate housing, poor sanitation and appalling working conditions, and the seasonal, unskilled and weather-dependent nature of much agricultural work helped to keep wages low. Permanent and guaranteed incomes were uncommon for all but the burgeoning class of skilled workers employed in the newly emerging trades of the Industrial Revolution.

Poverty in Suffolk, as elsewhere, led to poor health, starvation, disease, alcoholism and early death. The average life expectancy of agricultural workers was only thirty-eight years and infant mortality was not uncommon. In 1863, there were 7,670 deaths in the county – some 37 per cent of these were of children under the age of 5.

Crucially, poverty also led to crime, and all of the tales featured in the book mirror the social conditions and attitudes created by the insular and rural nature of the county – from stories of highway robbery, smuggling and poaching, to accounts of appalling child cruelty. Some reflect the narrow-mindedness shown to outsiders and those with mental health problems, which could often prompt suicide or murder. Yet more are crimes of passion, fuelled by jealousy, drink or despair. And some simply reflect the criminal preoccupations of their time – from body-snatching to arsenic poisoning.

The ability of the criminal justice system to detect, investigate and prosecute criminals for their misdemeanours is a constant feature of this book. The local police force in 1864 amounted to fewer than 300 officers, and the number of crimes recorded in that year stood at only 272. While the number of officers would grow exponentially in the years beyond that, so too would the number and range of crimes they were required to investigate. Many of the cases in this book illustrate the growing professionalism and capabilities of the police in solving difficult crimes and the increasing reliance on forensic and medical science to secure convictions.

It is fascinating to reflect on the prevailing social attitudes, in an era before mass media, towards many of these foul deeds and suspicious deaths. Our modern-day interest in crime, suicide and murder is nothing new. Nineteenth-century newspaper reports covered significant deaths and murders in all their gory details. Public executions drew vast crowds of onlookers who often watched such events with a carnival-like enthusiasm. And widely talked about murders, like those of Maria Marten and Rose Harsent, created an insatiable demand for printed media. But it would be wrong to assume that this reflected only a prurient fascination with crime and death. Many people were willing to challenge the inhumanity of capital punishment, and large-scale petitions for the reprieve of condemned prisoners were not uncommon. Others campaigned for improvements in the social and economic conditions that gave rise to so much of the crime which blighted their communities. Where it has been possible, this book has sought to reflect both the popular and changing public attitudes to crime and death.




CHAPTER 1

The Case of the Black Dragoon (1750)

‘I never before desired a power of executing the legal penalties,
 but if I had such a power I would exercise it in this case.’

 


 


When Tobias Gill first arrived in the village of Blythburgh in the summer of 1750, he could hardly have imagined that this sleepy, out of the way, coastal haven would become his final resting place. Not that he had any real say in the matter. For his untimely demise was every bit as unexpected as the death of the young woman he was convicted of murdering – a bizarre chain of events that led the well-travelled dragoon to the taut end of a hangman’s noose and a tale that has become well established in Suffolk folklore.

Blythburgh itself is a small village in north-east Suffolk, just under a hundred miles from London and some four miles from the North Sea at Southwold. It is set in a landscape of outstanding natural beauty with a tidal river and a diversity of arable pastures, heath, woodland and marshes. The area itself is well known for its impressive medieval church, which sits on the main trunk road that links London and Great Yarmouth.

In the 1750s there were only twenty-one private homes and a population of around 125 people in Blythburgh. Much of the social and cultural life of the village was centred on public houses like the White Hart. Transport consisted of two wagons from London each week and one sailing vessel. In addition to this, the Great Yarmouth mail coach passed through the village every day, at ten o’clock in the morning and six o’clock in the evening, en route to London. The village was also an area of considerable commercial activity, including milling, shoemaking, farming, tailoring and blacksmithing.

Not all this commercial activity was within the law, however, and it was the ever-present and lucrative trade of smuggling that first brought the coastal communities of east Suffolk to the attention of the Revenue and Customs men. The illicit trade in goods from the Low Countries was endemic at this time, with smugglers bringing in tea, lace, silk, tobacco and bottles of spirit to avoid the heavy customs duties imposed on such goods. It was estimated in 1743, for example, that as much as half the tea drunk in Britain had been imported illegally as a result of coastal smuggling.

The local waterways provided accessible routes for the smuggled goods to be moved inland, and the River Blyth was particularly well used. A window of the White Hart was used to signal the ‘all clear’ to local boats which ferried their illegal cargoes across the marshes. At one stage, even the pews and altar of the medieval church were used to conceal the contraband.
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The White Hart, Blythburgh, which once had a special window that was used to signal the ‘all clear’ to local smugglers who ferried their illegal cargoes across the marshes.



As early as the 1730s, the Customs Commissioners had drawn the Treasury’s attention to the excessive smuggling taking place in Suffolk and the inability of their officers to stem the tide of this unlawful activity. As a result, companies of dragoons were drafted in from outside East Anglia to assist in patrolling the coastline. And so it was that a detachment of the 4th Regiment of Light Dragoons found itself based in the Blythburgh area from the summer of 1750. Some of these soldiers were billeted in local hostelries like the White Hart, unaware, perhaps, of how close they really were to the heart of the smuggling trade.

One of the dragoons billeted in Blythburgh was Tobias Gill, or ‘Black Toby’ as he was known to his fellow soldiers. Like the others, he had earlier seen service fighting in the Battle of Dettingen, in the War of the Austrian Succession, under the leadership of Colonel Sir Robert Rich. At over six feet tall, with a broad, muscular frame, and wearing his scarlet coat and waistcoat and green regimental breeches, the Black dragoon must have cut quite a dash. Perhaps it was no surprise that he became a favourite of many local women and the focus of much village gossip.

It was not unusual to find a Black soldier serving in the dragoons in 1750. Black slaves and free men had been recruited to serve in the British Army and to protect colonial interests as early as 1662. The Black recruits of the 4th Dragoons were mainly foot soldiers, although a few became sergeants and corporals. Some, like Gill, who served as a regimental drummer, were part of the musical corps.

These men were treated no better or worse than other soldiers. In fact, for all serving recruits at this time, life could be harsh. Conditions were poor; the food was generally bad and medical treatment was basic.

In comparison with their posting overseas, the dragoons must have viewed their initial arrival in Suffolk with some glee. Promised a period of rest and renewal, the soldiers were quick to take advantage of the hospitality offered by the local alehouses and very soon acquired a reputation for hard drinking, ill-discipline and brawling. Unpopular with many locals, who remained sympathetic to, if not tightly allied with, the smugglers, the hostility towards the dragoons began to grow. And throughout the summer of 1750 the local press reported a number of incidences of petty crime and rowdiness in the area.

For his part, Toby Gill did little to help the growing unease of the locals. When sober, he was described as easy-going and charming, particularly when in female company. But after a few drinks he could become easily irritated and wildly aggressive, picking fights as a result of throwaway comments or the casual looks of those around him. Gill’s fellow soldiers knew to keep out of his way and very soon he was banned from drinking in Blythburgh and forced, instead, to seek ale and company in other nearby villages.

One evening in June 1750, while returning from one such drinking bout, Gill met Ann Blakemore, a local barmaid from Walberswick, on the road across the heath about one mile west of Blythburgh. The popular account of what followed is that Ann recognized the dragoon and, realizing he was heavily drunk, tried to hurry past him. Being annoyed that she would not speak to him, Gill is then said to have pursued the girl, catching her by the loose ends of her neckerchief. Folklore has it that he then raped and murdered her before collapsing in a drunken stupor beside her.

The actual nature of the events that night may never be known. What is clear is that Ann’s dead body was discovered on the heath the next morning by three labourers, as they made their way to work. Beside her lay Toby Gill, still drunk and unconscious.

The village constable was called for and Gill was taken into custody. He could remember nothing of the night before. On Monday, 22 June a coroner’s inquest was convened at short notice. The case against Gill was purely circumstantial and informed mainly by the accusations of a number of local residents. Gill admitted being drunk on the night in question, but emphatically denied either raping or murdering Ann. The coroner acknowledged that no marks had been found on Ann’s body and there were no obvious signs of any struggle – no evidence, in fact, to suggest either rape or murder. Despite this, Toby Gill was found guilty of both crimes by the inquest and committed to Ipswich Gaol.

In his trial at the Bury St Edmunds Assizes in August 1750, Gill continued to protest his innocence, but was found guilty of both crimes. He was described as a ‘drunken and profligate fellow’, and in summing up the trial judge played to the popular sentiment of the time by declaring, ‘I never before desired a power of executing the legal penalties, but if I had such a power I would exercise it in this case.’ The dragoon was sentenced to be hung in chains near the spot where Ann’s body had been found.

On Friday, 14 September 1750, Toby Gill was transported from Ipswich Gaol to face execution. The event had been well publicized. An advertisement in the Ipswich Journal on 5 September declared:


Whereas it was thought that Tobias Gill, the Black Drummer, who was condemn’d at Bury Assizes for the murder of Ann Blakmore, would be executed at Ipswich; this is to inform the publick, that he will certainly be executed at this town, on Friday the 14th instant, and afterwards will be hung in chains near the place where he committed the act. He will be brought from Ipswich Gaol to the Angel in this town on Thursday the 13th instant.


Even the choice of Friday, as market day, was designed to ensure that the event drew the largest possible crowd. As it turned out, the execution would take place not in Bury St Edmunds, but at the four crossways in Blythburgh – a clear example of local ‘justice’ being seen to be done.

Gill continued to be vocal in declaring his innocence and pleading for his life when faced with the gallows. At the sight of the ten o’clock mail coach, he made a desperate plea to be given a chance to save his life, offering to have a halter put around his neck and a rope tied to the end of the coach, so that he could try to outrun the carriage and four horses. But the reply was a swift and definite ‘No’.

Having been hanged by the neck until dead, Gill’s body was placed on a gibbet and left to swing in chains. Here it remained for some months, until the weather and wildlife on the heath had removed the flesh from the bones – a singularly repugnant chastisement that was reserved for the very worst of criminals and remained in use officially until 1832. Gill’s remains were eventually interred by his soldier colleagues in the churchyard of Blythburgh’s Holy Trinity Church.

[image: e9781783408450_i0003.jpg]

The churchyard of Holy Trinity Church in Blythburgh, where Toby Gill’s remains were eventually interred by his soldier colleagues.



Very little is known about the unfortunate Ann Blakemore. History has failed to record even the most basic details of her life. By comparison, Gill’s infamy was to live on for many years. The gibbet in Blythburgh was allowed to stand for fifty years before falling to pieces. It is claimed that the nails from the structure were made into a thatching comb by a local roofer.

In an ironic twist of fate, it was the local smugglers who did most to preserve the memory of Toby Gill. Inventing numerous ghost tales about ‘Black Toby’ and the headless driver of a mail coach being drawn by four headless black horses, the smugglers sought to keep people off the local heathland and indoors at night as they plied their illicit trade along the highways and waterways of north-east Suffolk. To this day, the area close to the crossroads, where the A12 meets the old path over Blythburgh Common, is known locally as ‘Toby’s Walks’ in recognition of these supernatural tales.

The legend of the Black dragoon was also immortalized in an epic poem of twenty-seven verses in Ernest Read Cooper’s A Suffolk Coast Garland. This contains the memorable lines:


An’ if aat midnight time yaou staan’, 
Just ware them gallers stood, 
Fooks saay yaou’ll hare a carriage come 
A rattlin’ down o’ the rood;

 


Fower hosses blaack without no hids, 
A Fun-ril hus behind, 
A blaack man settin’ on the box 
A drivin’ loike the wind;

 


They saay ’cos Toby hain’t no graave, 
Noor yet no parsin bell, 
He’re got ter come hare iv’ry night, 
An’ drive hisself ter hell.


Judged by modern standards, it is hard to see the case of Tobias Gill as anything other than a gross miscarriage of justice. In the face of the available medical evidence, and principally on the basis of unsubstantiated opinion, it seems as if the Black dragoon was tried and convicted more as a result of village tittle-tattle than any discernable or reliable evidence. As such, his execution for the rape and murder of Ann Blakemore in that summer of 1750 remains an appalling, if enduring, tale of rough justice.
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A signpost for ‘Toby’s Walks’, a recreational area in Blythburgh where Tobias Gill was hanged.






CHAPTER 2

Terror on the Highway (1783)

Brandishing a pair of horse pistols, Steggles cried 
‘Damn you! Your money or your life!’

 


 


Highway robbery was a persistent threat to travellers since the dawn of history. From the seventeenth century it became so prevalent in England that William Fennor observed in his 1617 book The Counter’s Commonwealth, that ‘Newmarket Heath and Royston Downs . . . [are] . . . so full of highwaymen that poor country people cannot pass quietly to their cottages’. Much is made of the exploits of infamous robbers like Richard ‘Dick’ Turpin, but Suffolk too had its share of thieves and vagabonds who preyed on the unfortunate along the highways and byways of the county. And while the authorities struggled to bring but a fraction of these felons to book, some did come within the full purview of the law.

One of the earliest recorded highwaymen operating in Suffolk was the celebrated Reverend William Cratfield, the defrocked rector of Wortham, near Diss. Legend has it that this seventeenth-century clergyman became a career criminal, robbing travellers on Newmarket Heath alongside another villain called Thomas Tepyrtone. His colourful activities were thought to include not just highway robbery, but extorting protection money from other felons. In an illustrious career that is said to have lasted over ten years, Cratfield is portrayed as ending his days incarcerated in Newgate Prison, where he eventually died. More recently, it has been suggested that Sid James’s highwayman character in the film Carry on Dick was based partly on Cratfield’s supposed exploits.

The reality behind the story of the highwayman vicar is no less fascinating than the folklore that has built up around him. But the popular accounts of his criminality are a good 200 years out in placing him in Suffolk during the seventeenth century. In fact, a William Baret de Cratfield did exist and at one time was indeed the rector of Wortham. He came to Wortham in the last decade of the reign of Henry IV and began as the rector of the parish on 12 July 1401, replacing the previous incumbent, Johannes Cockerel de Eye, who had been in the position for some fifty-two years.
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Wortham Church, where William Cratfield, the highwayman vicar, was once rector.



Initially enjoying the patronage of both his parish and the abbey of Bury St Edmunds, the troubled clergyman lasted only seven years as rector, before disappearing one day to resurface some time later as a cut-throat and thief on the roads around Newmarket. He had taken to a life of crime alongside an accomplice called Tepyrtone (or Typertone), who was a failed hosier from London.

Records contained in the Calendar of Letter-Books of the City of London, show that Cratfield and Tepyrtone were the subject of an inquisition held at Newgate on 28 September 1416. The entry reads: ‘The said jurors further find that William Cratfield, late rector of the church of Wortham . . . and Thomas Tepyrtone, late of London, “hosyer,” did, on the 28th May [1416], rob William Boton[er] of London, “goldsmith”, of a sum of money, and that they are notorious highway robbers and murderers.’

The record of the inquisition ends with the proclamation that sheriffs are to ‘take the aforesaid William Cratfield and Thomas Tepyrtone if found within their bailiwick’ and goes on to say, ‘They disappear, however, and after being called at five separate Hustings are outlawed according to custom’. This was indeed a blow for the pair, as the earlier writs issued against them were only valid within the district of London in which the crime had occurred. By leaving the area the two men had effectively avoided the sheriff and his men. But being declared ‘on exigent’ they became outlaws who could now be hanged without as much as a hearing.

There seems to be some uncertainty about what happened to the errant highwayman in the years that followed. Some accounts suggest that he met a young woman and fell in love – a romance that eventually led to his death. A law report in 1418 apparently declared that ‘A parson of Wortham . . . who has haunted Newmarket Heath for some time, robbing and despoiling many of the King’s subjects, was now with his concubine brought into Newgate where lastly he died.’ However, this seems to be a premature account of his demise, for the Calendar of Letter-Books lists the eventual indictment of Cratfield and Tepyrtone for ‘divers felonies’ in 1432. It seems likely that both men would have faced the hangman’s noose in Newgate for their misdemeanours.

Many other criminals were to follow William Cratfield’s lead in terrorizing the roads of East Anglia. Thomas Rumbold was hanged at Tyburn on 27 October 1689 for his life of robbery, deception and cheating in Suffolk and Essex. His partner in crime had been Margaret Matthews, the daughter of a sword-maker from Lavenham. She had died a year earlier, having retired on her ill-gotten gains.

Dick Turpin himself made occasional forays into Suffolk, the rich pickings from travellers to the Newmarket racetrack making the county an attractive proposition. Old coaching inns, like the Bell Inn in Kennett, claim to have been regular stopping-off points for Turpin and other highwaymen, although records supporting this are scarce. What is well recorded is Turpin’s ride from London to Bungay in the winter of 1737. Along with his colleague, Tom King, the highwayman robbed two ladies who were collecting £14 for corn. King was unwilling to rob the pair, saying it was a pity to take money from such pretty girls, but Turpin persisted and relieved the ladies of their hard-earned cash.
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The Bell Inn at Kennett, a coaching inn reputed to have been a regular stop-off point for highwaymen like Dick Turpin.



No less scandalous were the exploits of highway robbers James Wilson and Thomas Kersey. Operating on the roads between Bury St Edmunds and Brandon, Wilson would dress as a gamekeeper and lure unsuspecting travellers towards him. When they were within range he would level his shotgun at the unfortunate victims and demand their belongings while Kersey would emerge from his hiding place to collect their valuables. Apprehended for robbing a Mr Parker of Thornham, the men were tried at the Bury St Edmunds Assizes on Monday, 17 March 1760. Wilson, undoubtedly the cleverer of the two, struck a plea-bargain with the court and escaped execution, while Kersey was hanged on 12 April that year.

While some proved to be highly accomplished in their dubious activities, it would be wrong to assume that anything more than a handful of highway criminals was successful in evading the law for long. And as the cases of Walker and Steggles showed very clearly, it was not always the victim that paid the heaviest price.

Walker was an opportunistic highwayman, who was drawn into a life of crime in order to fund his other nefarious activities. On Sunday, 12 January 1777, he attempted to rob the Norwich stagecoach, one and a half miles outside Newmarket on the road to Barton Mills. He was armed with only an iron candlestick, but managed to stop the coach. Unfortunately for him, one of the passengers took exception to the highwayman’s approach and shot at him. Walker dug his spurs into his horse and attempted to make off, but rode only a few yards before falling to the ground. He was picked up and carried to the Red Lion Inn in Newmarket where he died an hour later. It transpired that the 23-year-old had inherited a considerable fortune some years before and had led a depraved life in London before taking up his later illicit profession. He died leaving a wife and children in the city.

James Steggles was no more fortunate when, acting on a tip-off, he attempted to rob a man in the village of Barrow near Bury St Edmunds on the evening of Monday, 6 January 1783. Steggles, a blacksmith and petty criminal originally from the nearby village of Tuddenham, waylaid wealthy farmer William Macro as the latter was walking home from the Red Lion public house where he had been collecting a considerable sum of tithe money. Mounted on a borrowed brown horse and wearing a waggoner’s frock (see the advertisement on page 133), bob-wig and handkerchief to cover his face, Steggles pulled up to the farmer close to Barrow Hall where Macro lived. Brandishing a pair of horse pistols, Steggles cried ‘Damn you! Your money or your life!’ Seemingly unfazed by the gun pointing at him, Macro struck out at Steggles with his walking stick, but missed the highwayman’s arm. Steggles fired the pistol at point blank range, but failed to hit his target. The lead slug grazed Macro’s cheek and singed the shoulder of his frock-coat but left him otherwise intact. Stunned that his victim was not wounded, Steggles pulled the horse around and took off at great speed across an open field, having failed to discharge the second of his two pistols. Not content with his lucky escape, Macro tried to run after Steggles with cries of ‘Stop thief!’ before making for home, still in possession of his tithe money.

William Macro’s subsequent actions served only to confirm that James Steggles had indeed picked on the wrong person to rob that night. Up early the next morning, Macro walked back to the scene of the crime and followed the distinctive hoof prints for five miles across the fields and as far as The Bull public house in Kentford. Here he discovered a brown mare in the stable and a shocked Steggles in the kitchen of the inn. Having been apprehended, Steggles was committed to Bury St Edmunds Prison pending further inquiries.

[image: e9781783408450_i0007.jpg]

A private home in Kentford, once The Bull public house where James Steggles was apprehended by William Macro.



Macro did not let the matter rest there, however. When taken at The Bull, Steggles did not have with him any pistols or his highwayman’s disguise. Macro was eager to find the garb in order to secure the conviction of his assailant. Having learnt that the highwayman’s brother, William Steggles, lived in Barrow and was suspected of being the person who had tipped off the highwayman about the tithe money, Macro knew he had a valuable lead. On the morning of Thursday, 16 January, a neighbour informed Macro that William Steggles had set off towards Kentford. Macro lost no time in riding at speed along some back roads to get to the Kentford Bull. Having correctly guessed that the brother had been making for the inn, Macro hid in a room next to the kitchen to see what he was up to. William Steggles stopped to pick up James Steggles’s boot stockings, spurs and whip, before informing the landlord, William Norman, that he was going on to Newmarket, some five miles away.

Still eager to continue in his quest, Macro waited until William Steggles was out of sight then remounted his horse, passed over the brook at the back of the inn and took the Moulton Road to Newmarket. As a skilled horseman with an excellent knowledge of the geography of the area, William Macro again outwitted his quarry and arrived in Newmarket ahead of Steggles. He arranged for a man to watch out for the horseman’s arrival and to observe his movements. He was later told that Steggles had stabled his animal and had taken a fresh hack-horse from the Half Moon inn on the High Street, intent on riding to the Black Bear in Cambridge. Not to be outdone, Macro called on a friend in Newmarket and having explained his mission, asked if Mr Eaton would ride with him to Cambridge to gather any further intelligence they could.

Both men rode to Market Passage in Cambridge where the yard of the Black Bear coaching inn was located (now the site of the Guildhall). On inquiry, Eaton learnt that William Steggles had travelled to Cambridge to collect some clothes from his brother’s lodgings in the city and to let the landlord of the Black Bear know that the brown mare he had lent his brother some ten days earlier was now at the Kentford Bull. Steggles had also said to the landlord that he would not let the authorities know whose horse it was as he feared it might cause further trouble.

When William Steggles had set off once more towards Newmarket, Eaton and Macro made further inquiries about James Steggles, the highwayman. They learnt that he had worked for the previous six months with John Jeffries, a tin worker in Cambridge. However, Steggles had been detained only a couple of weeks before at the gaol on Castle Hill, on strong suspicion of stealing forty guineas from the home of Mr Haley, a baker in the city.

Armed with this new information William Macro returned to Barrow, tired but invigorated.
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