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and had visited him often during his illness, helping him on legal matters. Local gossip was that
his good intentions were for the benefit of Anna Legge and certainly by 1849 her legacy of
£4,435 13s. 9d. consols and £501 4s. 1d. had enabled him to purchase the Pigeon House for
£2,100; the imposing house (Fig. 2), in the centre of Newent and later called the Holts, was
demolished in 1967 to make for Newent health centre.

Edmund Edmonds prospered and his local power increased. He adopted a coat of arms and
the motto ‘qui patitur vincit’ which were carved on his wife’s tomb (Fig. 3). No doubt his
translation of the motto was ‘He who suffers conquers’ but the alternative ‘He who conquers
suffers’ would have been more prophetic. His entry into local politics was not long delayed
for in 1849 he attended the parish vestry on behalf of the local turnpike commissioners to
explain their reason for seeking £207 13s. 4d. from Newent towards the cost of road repairs.
In June 1850 Edimonds was among local residents chosen by the vestry to supervise the
installation of gas street lighting in the town and in January 1851 he was elected chairman of
the lighting committee. He continued to attend the vestry and in April 1851 he proposed that
an efficient iron chest be provided for the churchwardens. From October 1851, when he
quarrelled with the vestry’s chairman over an irregularity of procedure, his flamboyant
signature does not appear in the vestry minute book, but later his interests were frequently
represented by a Newent doctor, Matthew Bass Smith, who was an active member of the
vestry from 1860. In August 1865 Edmonds, by then owner of the Newent gasworks, offered
to light the church at a cost of 6s. for 1,000 cubic feet of gas and in August 1869 Smith
seconded an offer by Edmonds to provide the gas needed to light the town between
1 September and 1 May for £70.5 The association between Edmonds and Smith was to have a
great and sinister effect on both their lives.

By his actions Edmunds became unpopular in Newent. When he erected a pair of golden
gates at the end of the drive to his house he ignored local feeling and encroached on the
town’s main street to build his new-garden wall. His acquisition of the gasworks was at the
expense of its other shareholders and was satirized in a cartoon depicting him as the Devil
with cloven feet.

In February 1867 Anna Edmonds died and was laid to rest in an ornate marble tomb. She had
borne Edmonds thirteen children, only four of whom survived her. After her death the Pigeon
House was managed by her sister, Miss Matthews, with help from Jeanette Edmonds, aged 17,
an orphaned niece of Edmund Edmonds. Despite the disparity in their ages Matthew Bass
Smith formed an intimate relationship. with Jeanette. The liaison was discovered and
condemned by Edmonds, who forced Smith to sell his practice in 1870 and Jeanette to enter St.
James’s Diocesan Home, a refuge for fallen women, in Hammersmith.

After Smith’s departure to London, rumours concerning the death of Anna Edmonds
began to circulate. The rumours, fomented principally by Smith, were of such gravity that
Henry Christian and Charles Griffin, the chief constable of the Gloucestershire police and his
deputy, accompanied by the local coroner M.F. Carter, a solicitor in Newnham,é went to
Hammersmith to take a statement from Jeanette Edmonds. Her allegations were such that
the Home Secretary was informed and he issued an order for the exhumation of Anna
Edmonds’s remains. That took place behind a green canvas at four o’clock on a Tuesday
morning in February 1872. The coffin was taken to the vestry room where the body was
examined by the coroner, Carter, and two surgeons from Gloucester, J.P. Wilton and G.W.
Charleton.” Edmund Edmonds asked for a medical man to be present on his behalf but his
request was turned down. Despite the refusal the examination was interrupted by the arrival
of three medical men he had engaged. They were denied admission to the churchyard and
viewed the proceedings from beyond the railings.
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The Inquest

The inquest started on 14 February 1872, a Wednesday, and lasted three days. It took place in a
large room at the George Inn, Newent. The room, later called the Ballroom, had a stage at one
end and it was there that the coroner and the twenty-two jurymen assembled.

The proceedings, which were reported almost verbatim in a special free supplement of the
Hereford Times the following Saturday, began with the reading of Jeanette Edmonds’s statement.
On the night of Sunday 24 February 1867 Edmund Edmonds and his wife had quarrelled.
Jeanette, who was in her bedroom, heard Mrs. Edmonds scream. She ran out of her room and
Mrs. Edmonds, followed by her husband, ran past her to the bedroom of Miss Matthews, her
sister. Mrs. Edmonds shouted that she was dying and her husband hit her on the side of the
head causing her to fall. Bass Smith, the doctor, was sent for to give treatment. He was to sign
the death certificate. It was later established that Jeanette Edmonds was on terms of unusual
intimacy with Smith and that she had first related her version of events to him. He had
apparently taken no action as he was partner with Edmund Edmonds in several business deals
but later Edmonds attempted to have him struck of the register of the College of Surgeons for
having seduced Jeanette.

Among the first witnesses at the inquest was Phillip James, a carpenter. He told how he had
been sent for the following day, 25 February 1867, to measure for a coffin. He had found Miss
Matthews sitting at the feet of the corpse and Smith pressing a wound on the right side of the
temple. Following his evidence the jury trooped across the street to view the corpse, which was
lying in the church. According to the Hereford Times it

was covered by a sheet and on its removal by the police a strange and ghastly sight presented
itself. The shell in which the body had been deposited composed of elm was in a crumbling state,
and with the body undisturbed had been removed from the outer coffin. The skull had been sawn
through for critical examination, and for purposes of ascertaining the cause of death or arriving at
any opinion in reference thereto the inspection by the jury of the deceased lady was a useless and
horrible exhibition.

On returning to the George, Jeanette Edmonds, who had not been seen in Newent since
10 October 1871 was called to give evidence. She stated that she had seen Edmonds strike his
wife on the night of the latter’s death and she was questioned by Mr. Chesshyre, appearing for
Edmund Edmonds, about a clothes brush which on the day following the incident was broken
and without a handle. She admitted intimacy with Smith twelve months after her aunt’s death
and told of her being placed in the Hammersmith home by the Revd. Benjamin Ruck Keene,
vicar of Newent.

Ann Bradd, the Edmonds’s maid, gave evidence of their unhappy life. She reported that on
the fateful evening Anna and Jeanette Edmonds had been in high spirits singing at the
pianoforte Too Late! Too Late!, a song from The Ten Virgins (Appendix 1). She had leaned over the
bannister later in the evening to hear Anna Edmonds accuse her husband of visiting a woman in
Gloucester. He had replied, in great passion, ‘Damn your eyes, go to bed’. The witness, by now
warming to her evidence, added that she had then heard the death rattle in Mrs. Edmonds’s
throat as it sounded throughout the house. When asked about her distance from the death scene
she admitted that it had been two floors!

Matthew Bass Smith, the doctor, was examined next. He described being summoned to
attend Mrs. Edmonds and, on arriving at half past eleven at night, finding her in her sister’s
room. He had assisted her into bed and attempted to administer croton oil, some of which she
had swallowed. His evidence continued:
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I tried to bleed her in the arm and the temple but no blood flowed. I then put some croton oil on
her tongue but it had no effect whatsoever. I then gave her an enema, put some hot water to her
feet and a mustard plaster to the back of her neck.

He stated that he had treated Mrs. Edmonds for years for congestion of the liver, bleeding at
the nose and a weak heart. He confirmed that she had died at about one o’clock on the morning
of 25 February 1867 and that he had certified the cause of death as a fit of apoplexy. He denied
he was seeking revenge on Edmund Edmonds but acknowledged that he had waited until
Jeanette Edmonds was free from her uncle’s control before making allegations against Edmonds
in connexion with his wife’s death.

After six hours the inquest was adjourned until the next day. As Edmonds was about to leave,
Griffin, the deputy chief constable, approached him and arrested him on a charge of having
caused his wife’s death by striking her violently on the head. The coroner was appealed to but
had no power to intervene and Edmonds was escorted to the police station.

On the second day of the inquest witnesses were questioned about the wound visible on the
head. It became apparent that it was in fact the incision made by, Smith to bleed his dying
patient. The coroner then announced that Smith wished to give further evidence. Mr.
Chesshyre objected but the coroner ruled that, as Smith was ‘terribly tainted’ and possibly
ruined for life, he should be permitted to speak again. Chesshyre, obviously nettled by Smith’s
manner, accused the doctor of seducing Jeanette Edmonds while enjoying the friendship and
hospitality of her uncle. When Smith hesitated to reply to the accusation the coroner, in an
intervention which caused a sensation in the court, advised the jury that that was what had
happened.

Next J.P. Wilton, the surgeon, gave evidence arising from the examination of the corpse.

Externally the body was in such a state of decomposition that it was impossible to observe marks
which would indicate that violence had been used. With the exception of the brain the bones were
the only structures which retained any form by which they were identified. In the first place we
examined the external surfaces of the skull and found no trace of injury. By way of investigating
the upper part of the skull it was sawn off. [The skull was produced as evidence.] On examining
the internal surface there was no trace of injury to be found. The brain was then removed from
the base of the skull and examined. It was yet so much decomposed that it was impossible to make
out whether it had received any injury, whether there had been any disease of its substance or
whether any of the blood vessels had given way; I mention this because any giving way of these
vessels would have been a cause of apoplexy. There is a singular mark on the front of the skull
which certainly is not natural and which I cannot account for, but I do not attach any significance
to it as there is no corresponding mark in the interior of the skull. The result of the postmortem
examination would not enable me to state what was the cause of death.

After questioning Wilton gave his opinion that apoplexy had been the cause of death and agreed
that if a blow had been struck it had precipitated the apoplexy. G.W. Charleton, a surgeon at the
Gloucester infirmary, confirmed Wilton’s evidence and agreed with his conclusions.

At that time medical evidence was not a familiar feature of court procedure. Furthermore
postmortem evidence long after death was of such rarity that in 1845 the Lancet had included a
report on the postmortem examination of a body exhumed seventeen months after death.? The
five years’ interval between Anna Edmonds’ death and the exhumation and examination of her
remains is one of the longest, if not the longest, after Christian burial on record.!°

Edmonds in his evidence described his wife’s medical history. He related that following a
miscarriage in 1864 she had developed a carbuncle on her back and offered the opinion that it
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had been the cause of the decline in her constitution. His evidence that he had applied mustard
plasters to soothe her headaches was interrupted by the coroner, who proclaimed it irrelevant.
Edmonds concluded by recalling the conversation of his wife’s last evening. She had complained
of feeling ill and had asked him not to go to London the following day, saying that she believed
she would not be alive on his return. He denied that he had ever struck her and maintained that
on the night in question she had fallen backwards onto a lighted candle. He described his
character as irritable but not violent and denied that he was notorious for giving way to terrible
passion and language. After his evidence the jury retired and after a short delay brought in a
verdict of manslaughter, of death by apoplexy accelerated by a blow.

After the Inquest

The charge of manslaughter against Edmund Edmonds was immediately brought before the
Newent magistrates. After hearing a summary of the evidence and deliberating for thirty
minutes they returned a verdict of wilful murder. The case was referred to the spring assizes.

As he was about to be removed from the room in police custody Edmonds turned to the
chairman of the magistrates, R.E. Onslow, protesting his innocence and his belief that a jury
would acquit him. At the police station he was informed that he would have to walk to the
county gaol in Gloucester that evening unless he provided his own conveyance. He immediately
sent for his carriage and, accompanied by Miss Matthews, arrived at the gaol at ten o’clock.

Once Edmonds was lodged in gaol several events heightened the growing drama. His brother-
in-law, Mr. Matthews, attempted to commit suicide and was placed under restraint in an asylun.
In London Smith, having been declared bankrupt the previous December, filed an application
registering his creditors’ resolution to accept 2s. 64d. in the £ In Newent the revelations of the
inquest prompted the vicar, B.R. Keene, to take as the text for his sermon on 18 February Daniel
9:8— ‘O Lord, to us belongeth confusion of face, to our kings, to our princes, and to our fathers,
because we have sinned against thee’.!! In it he expounded on the feelings of reinorse and grief
Christians should have for the sins of others. After the awful and much publicized revelations of
sin and wickedness among them his parishioners ought to hang their heads in shame and pray to
God to pardon the sins of the parish. According to the Cheltenbam Mercury Keene was much
affected during the delivery of his sermon, which he had printed for distribution with a preface.

At the request of those who heard this sermon preached on a very sad occasion, I have consented
to publish it in the fervent hope that these few words may tend to a right feeling respecting the
late horrible revelations. I make no apology for its imperfections and publish it just as it was
preached. I beg to dedicate it to my people of Newent.

Popular interest in the case spread far beyond the county and led to the publication of at least
one verse sheet (Appendix 2).

Following Edmonds’s committal his brother Henry applied for bail to be granted. The
application was heard by Mr. Justice Hanman. Henry Edmonds alleged that his brother’s health
was suffering from his stay in gaol, but the prison surgeon averred that in his opinion the
prisoner was in good health. Charles Griffin, the deputy chief constable, made an affidavit that,
prior to the case coming before the coroner’s jury, Edmund Edmonds and his friends had
attempted to prevent principal witnesses from attending the inquest to give evidence. Henry
Edmonds had tried to abduct Jeanette Edmonds from the Hammersmith home. Miss Matthews
had visited Worcester, Powick and Malvern to seek out Ann Bradd. Griffin added that from his
knowledge of the accused over twenty-nine years he felt confident that the latter would take
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steps to frustrate the course of justice. Despite such reservations Justice Hanman allowed bail
on sureties of £4,000 from Edmonds himself and of another £4,000 provided, £1,000 each, by
Henry Edmonds and three farmers, Charles Probyn of Newent, James Gough of Rodley and
John Tardwick of Highleadon. Edmonds’s release on bail was not to the liking of the large
crowd gathered at the gaol gate and he had to be let out through the prison governor’s house.
He was espied, however, and a large crowd followed him to the Bell hotel hooting and shouting
as it went.

The Trial

The Gloucester spring assizes convened at the Shire Hall on Thursday 4 April 1872. After the
grand jury had been sworn and the royal proclamation read Lord Justice Byles delivered his
charge, reminding the court that within the previous hour two cases of a serious nature had
been placed on the calendar. One was the case of Edmund Edmonds committed on a charge of
murder and also on a coroner’s finding of manslaughter. Justice Byles outlined the case and
summarised the medical evidence. He defined at length murder and manslaughter and inferred
that he thought a charge of murder should not have been made. The jury dismissed the bill
against Edmonds for murder but upheld that for manslaughter. It was decided that Edmonds’s
trial for manslaughter would take place at the Central Criminal Court, London, because he was
unlikely to have a fair trial in his own county.

On 4 May the Gloucester Journal announced that witnesses had been subpoenaed to appear
the following Wednesday, 8 May. It also notified its readers that a full and special report of the
trial would appear in its next edition. Newsagents were advised to order extra copies of the
paper. Even the famous Tichborne case, then in progress, did not merit such a degree of
publicity. All the local newspapers reported the trial in full and The Timnes of 9 May devoted two
full-length columns to i, slightly less on the following day.

The trial evidence followed that given in the coroner’s court but under more skilled
questioning more illuminating facts were revealed. Digby Seymour opened for the prosecution
and called Ann Bradd, the maid. She gave an account of the early evening including the happy
singing of sacred music. She had then heard the voices of her master and mistress raised in
argument and the sounds of a blow struck and of feet running upstairs. Tiventy minutes after the
blow Anna Edmonds had been heard saying that she was dying and asking Jeanette Edmonds
for water. Under cross examination Bradd admitted to having quarrelled with the defendant
over the duty of fetching milk and the defence counsel threw doubt on her ability to hear the
death rattle seventy feet away. That point was argued with the help of a wooden model of the
house (Fig. 4).

Jeanette Edmonds alleged that she saw the defendant strike the blow on the side of the head.
In response to questioning she admitted having had sexual intercourse for four years from the
age of seventeen with Bass Smith, Anna Edmonds’s doctor, and following the defendant’s
discovery of their relationship Smith had been forced to sell his practice in 1870 and to declare
himself bankrupt.

Wilton and Charleton, the surgeons, repeated their earlier evidence and Smith next took the
stand. For the defence Mr. Huddlestone attacked him as ‘a scoundrel who ought to be scouted
from the court’. He endeavoured to show that Smith bore the defendant a grudge for having
applied for his being struck off the register of the College of Surgeons and had threatened to
ruin him by revealing the circumstances of his wife’s death. Smith was unable to respond
convineingly to such an onslaught.

Miss Matthews in her evidence denied that a blow had been struck and her story was
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his sister-in-law. Edmonds also sought the prosecution of Alfred Jones, a Newent chemist who
had had the sermon printed, but the cases against both men were dismissed before they could be
brought to court.!2

In a letter of 3 December 1872 to the General Medical Council Edmonds wrote at great
length of Smith’s alleged professional misconduct, of his admitted intimacy with Jeanette
Edmonds. He told how in October 1871 he had discovered a letter addressed by his niece to
Smith calling him ‘her dearest Antonio’ (Smith in return addressed her as Cleopatra) and, the
discovery being made, she had immediately left the house never to return. The following day
Smith, although practising in London, had called upon Edmonds to collect her boxes and had
threatened that if the boxes were not handed over ‘Newent would see what it had never seen
before — the dead dragged from their graves’.13

Bass Smith was called before the General Medical Council on 31 March 1873. His solicitor
asked for an adjournment on the grounds that he had not had sufficient time to prepare
evidence but it was refused. After consideration the Council decided that Smith had been guilty
of infamous professional misconduct and resolved that his name be erased from the medical
register. Shortly afterwards Smith opened a chemist’s shop in Highgate, London. When he
heard of Smith’s new venture Edmonds threw a brick through the shop window and, before
being moved by the police, told the crowd which had gathered of Smith’s character. Eleven
years later, in March 1884, Smith petitioned the General Medical Council for his name to be
restored to its register. The petition was supported by over a hundred people, including thirty-
six medical practitioners, three clergymen and four schoolmasters. They testified that from the
day of his being struck off Smith had ‘conducted himself as a gentleman of good moral
character should do’. They also mentioned his advanced age and poor health. The petition was
accepted by a vote of nineteen to three.!*

Edmund Edmonds’s later history was neither so tranquil nor so creditable. In 1878 he
mortgaged the Pigeon House for £6,000 and moved to Maida Vale, London. The loan was
evidently not repaid and on foreclosure the house was sold for £1,600. Edmonds’s career as a
solicitor ended in 1881. He was called before the Law Society to show cause why his name
should not be struck off its register. It appeared that on instruction from trustees he had sold
two farms for £7,356. He had retained part of the money and the trustees had taken legal action
against hiin for payment of the remainder. Edmonds had ignored a court order and, following
his declaration as a bankrupt, the trustees had not been included in those of his creditors
receiving 1s. in the £. The case seemed clear to the Law Society and the name of Edmund
Edmonds was struck off.!3

One casualty of the trial was Charles Griffin, the deputy chief constable. His position became
untenable but in 1877, when he retired from the Gloucestershire force on account of a nervous
breakdown, he was awarded £133 for his thirty years’ service.

The date and place of Edmonds’s death is not known. Although no appropriate certificate can
be found at Somerset House it is said that he died in a London workhouse. It is certain,
however, that he was not buried in his wife’s tomb in Newent churchyard on which had been
inscribed ‘huic sepulchro Edmundi Edmonds et suorum cineres destinantur’.
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Too Late! Too Late!, sung by Anna Edmonds on the night of her death in 1867.

A maiden fair and young,
Went forth one morn in May,
Upon a bough there sung

A bird that seemed to say:
Why wait? Why wait?

Soon, soon ‘twill be too late.
Tra la, la la etc.

Away the maiden went

And joined each festive throng,
On Pleasure’s whirl intent,
And lingered late and long.

Il wait, I'll wait,

Sang she, with joy clate.

Tra la, la la etc.

Time flew, as on she stray’d
Through fashions giddy round,
With many a heart she play’d,
And laugh’d at ev’ry wound.
Too late! Too late!

Old Time himself shall wait.
Tra la, la la ete.

Then came the first grey hair,
And looks and hearts grew cold,
And wrinkles here and there
Their tale unwelcome told.
Hard fate! Too late!

She sang disconsolate.

Tra la, la la ete.

APPENDIX 2

Text of verse sheet circulated in February 1872 on the alleged murder or manslaughter of Anna
Edmonds.

LINES: STARTLING DISCLOSURES
AT
Newent, Gloucestershire.
AT THE INQUEST OF THE EXHUMED BODY OF
Mrs. EDMUNDS,
Resulting: Committal of Mr. Edmonds,
TO TAKE HIS TRIAL FOR MURDER AT THE NEXT ASSIZES.

At Newent in Gloucestershire, an enquiry was opened on Wednesday 14th inst. in the midst of
great excitement, into the death of Mrs. Edmunds, the wife of a solicitor of good position in the
town, which took place on the 24th February, 1867.

From the evidence of Jeanette Edmunds, niece of Mr. Edmunds, it appears that her aunt and
uncle led a very unhappy life frequent quarrels taking place between them. Shortly after retiring
to rest on the above night she heard dreadful screams issuing from below, and on rushing down
saw her aunt coming out of the dining-room, pursued by her husband; she followed them up
stairs, and saw her uncle strike her aunt, who called out for a little water, sank down, and never
spoke after. Medical assistance was sent for and Dr. Smith attended, but without avail, as she
expired shortly after; a great number of witnesses was called, and after a lengthened examination
the jury brought in a verdict of Manslaughter.
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In the quiet town of Newent,
Near the Severn shore,

A startling tale of vice and murder,
Now we all deplore;

Surrounded there by wealth and honour,
Dwelt a man of fame,

But now the charge of Wilful Murder,
ITas disgraced his name.

Think upon poor Mrs. Edmunds,
Pity her sad doom,

ITer trials and troubles now are ended,
Within the silent tomb.

The name of Edmunds is remembered,
Around the country side.

The gilded gates before his mansion,
Show his haughty pride:

And now we're told his wife was treated
Worse than fettered slave,

Until the last death blow he gave her,
That sent her to her grave.

Altho’ by some he was suspected,
They dare not do no more,

A crafty surgeon had protested,
ITer death was nature’s law:

I1e lavished gold upon the funeral,
But not a tear let fall,

He built a monument of marble,
To hide his faults from all.
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But if he’s guilty he must tremble
For the deed he’s done,

No longer can he then dissemble,
Iis wicked race is run.

The body of poor Mrs. Edmunds,
WWas once more brought to light,
The fleshless skull and bones decaving,

WVas a fearful sight.

The Doctor who has now come forward,
A sinful life has led,

The seducer of Miss Jeanette Edmunds
Should hide his guilty head;

ITe must have known this fearful tale
In days that long were past,

And now revenge has tempted him,
To tell the truth at Jast.

WWe now have seen the pomp and glitter
Of pride has had a fall,

We find the wealth of honest virtue,
Is richer than them all:

Then pray avoid all guilty passion,
Remember maidens’ fair,

The brightest jewel in a woman,
Is her virtue rare.

Think upon poor Mrs. Edmunds,
Pity her sad doom,

Willows weeping, flowers creeping,
Around her marble tomb.
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