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Murder most foul –
author delves into
dark and deadly
Yorkshire history
Writer Paul Chrystal unearths dozens of stories of dastardly deeds

I
n 1630, Old Wife
Green was burnt at
the stake in
Pocklington’s market
place, for being a

witch – the last such burning
in England.
Nineteen years later,

Isabella Bilington was found
guilty of crucifying her
mother in the same East
Yorkshire market town and,
after also sacrificing a calf
and a chicken, she was hanged along with
her husband, an accomplice to the deeds.
These grisly snippets of local history are

recorded in author Paul Chrystal’s latest
book, Yorkshire Murders.
There are also accounts of the Leven Carr

poisoning of 1871, a mother’s decapitation of
her baby daughter in Hull, in 1873, and the
strangling of a man in the city, in 1930.
“This is a subject that seems to hold an

endless, if ghoulish, fascination for readers,”
said Paul, a former student of the University
of Hull, who has had about 70 books
published since 2010.
“As a mark of respect to relatives of

victims and perpetrators, the book only
includes murders, and executions, up to
1945.”
The first section features 168 murders of

all sorts, by people of all types, said Paul,
who has worked in medical publishing for
the past 35 years, combining this with being
history adviser to a number of Yorkshire
visitor attractions.
Paul said: “Some of the accounts are very

brief – just a paragraph – and some are
longer, making it a book that can be dipped
in and out of easily.
“The second part of the book examines

subjects related to murder, such as poisons,
jails, hangmen, houses of correction, body
snatching, insanity, the gallows, forensic
science and more.”
The Leven Carr poisoning incident

concerns servant Hannah Bromby, 19, who
was arrested after Matilda Harper, 50, and
Matilda’s four-year-old granddaughter, Lilly
Taylor, died at Harper’s Farm, Leven Carr,
near Beverley.
“The common factor in the deaths was tea

that was drunk by the two deceased, and a
farm labourer, Henry Dunn, who also
exhibited symptoms of arsenic poisoning,”
said Paul. “Bromby had made the tea, so she
was arrested on a charge of murder.
“There was no real evidence to convict

Bromby, just assumptions, and the case was
dropped until such time as new evidence
might emerge.

“Assumption of guilt on little or no real
evidence must have resulted in the death of
many an innocent suspect. The case of
Bromby and her brush with the gallows
illustrates this well.”
The sad story of Jane Crompton is told in

some detail by Paul.
Soon after the birth of her daughter, in

1873, she told neighbours in Osborne Street,
Hull, that she was no good for her baby and
“couldn’t touch it”.
Alice Fox, who often washed and dressed

the child for her, witnessed “a scene of
unspeakable carnage” after going to the
Cromptons’ house one morning, having been
told by another of Crompton’s children that
her mother had cut the baby’s head off.
“The sickening rumour mill lurched into

action with stories that Jane combed the
decapitated head, dressed the torso and
invited neighbours in to see how pretty
Sarah Alice looked,” said Paul.
Crompton admitted the crime and was

convicted of wilful murder, her sanity never

being questioned.
But the prosecution conceded she was in a

depressed state of mind when she committed
the act. The judge urged the defence to
persuade her to change her plea on the
grounds she was suffering from melancholia.
“She was found not guilty of murder on

the grounds of insanity and detained at Her
Majesty’s Pleasure, ” said Paul.
Yorkshire Murders covers killings all over

the county, by all kinds of foul means,
including the garrotting of Samuel Smith, of
Parkfield Drive, off Hull’s Anlaby High Road,
in 1930, whose killer was never found.
Oswald Walker died in 1936 when he had

his skull smashed, and was strangled, in his
George Street tool shop in Hull, in 1936.
“Oddly, only one of two purses he had on

him was taken, and silver and other
valuables had not been stolen,” said Paul.
“Walker had recently fired his son,

Norman, and his estate was all destined to go
to his daughter. However, there was never
enough evidence against Norman.

“A fantasist confused the investigation. He
had hitch-hiked in a lorry to the shop, from
Doncaster, but his tearful confession was
nothing more than the ramblings of a
mentally unstable man.
“The verdict was murder by person or

persons unknown.”
Paul is married with three children and

lives near York. He has previously focused on
Hull – the city where he studied for one of his
classics degrees – for his Hull In 50
Buildings, Hull Pubs and Historic England
Hull works.
Moving further out into the East Riding,

he also compiled In And Around Pocklington
Through Time.
Elsewhere, he has published works on a

wide range of subjects, including classical
history and the social histories of chocolate,
coffee and tea. He is also a radio broadcaster.
■ Yorkshire Murders costs £10 and is
published by Stenlake Publishing Ltd. Call
01290 551122 or email sales@stenlake.co.uk
for more information.

GRUESOME TALES:
Yorkshire Murders by
Paul Chrystal.

By
Debbie
Hall


