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 Vol. 3: Cold Cases

 Jack the Ripper

 The Autumn of Terror

 
 Based on real events

 
 HistorIQly

 



"The murderer in external appearance is quite likely to be a quiet inoffensive looking man probably middle-aged and neatly and respectably dressed."

 — Dr. Thomas Bond, November 10, 1888



Chapter One
 Buck's Row

 The body was found at three-forty in the morning, on a Friday, in the last hour of August.

Charles Cross was a carman — a carter who hauled goods by horse and wagon — and he was walking to work through the dark streets of Whitechapel when he saw what he took to be a tarpaulin lying against the gates of a stable yard in Buck's Row. It was not a tarpaulin. It was a woman, lying on her back, her skirts pushed up almost to her waist, her eyes open and staring at nothing. Cross stopped. He did not touch her. He waited, uncertain, in the darkness, until another man — Robert Paul, also walking to work — appeared from the opposite direction. The two of them stood over the body. Paul knelt and placed his hand on the woman's breast. He thought he felt warmth. He thought he felt the faintest movement, and said so. They pulled the woman's skirts down, because even in this place and at this hour some decencies were observed, and they went to find a policeman.

The policeman they found was Constable Jonas Mizen. They told him a woman was lying in Buck's Row, that she might be dead or might be drunk, and Mizen went to investigate. By the time he arrived, another constable — John Neil — had already found the body on his regular beat. Neil had his bull's-eye lantern, and by its light he had seen what Cross and Paul had missed in the darkness. The woman's throat had been cut. Not simply cut — opened. Two deep incisions, one on top of the other, running from left to right, severing the windpipe, the gullet, and the spinal cord down to the vertebrae. The cuts were so deep that the head was nearly detached from the body.

The woman was Mary Ann Nichols. Everyone called her Polly.

She was forty-three years old, though she looked a decade older. She had been born Mary Ann Walker in Dawes Court, off Fleet Street, in 1845 — the daughter of a locksmith, a respectable girl from a respectable family who had married a printer named William Nichols at the age of eighteen and had five children before the marriage collapsed. The collapse was mutual, or at least mutually blamed. William said Mary Ann drank. Mary Ann said William kept company with the woman who nursed her during her confinements. Both were probably right.

By 1888, Polly Nichols had been on the streets for years. She moved between workhouses and common lodging houses — the doss-houses of Whitechapel, where fourpence bought a bed for the night and twopence bought a place on the rope, a thick cord stretched between two walls that sleepers draped themselves over like washing on a line. She drank. She earned money the only way she could. She was small, with brown hair going grey, five front teeth missing, and a manner that was described by those who knew her as cheerful, even in the worst of circumstances.

On the night of August 30, she had been turned away from her lodging house at 18 Thrawl Street because she did not have the fourpence for a bed. She was drunk, or nearly so. "I'll soon get my doss money," she told the deputy of the lodging house, laughing. "See what a jolly bonnet I've got now." She was wearing a new bonnet — black, made of velvet — and she was proud of it. It was the last thing anyone remembered about her alive.

She went out to earn her fourpence. The streets of Whitechapel at that hour were not empty. They were never empty. The district was the most densely populated in London — an estimated ninety thousand people crammed into streets and alleys and courts and tenements that had been built for a fraction of that number. At any hour of the night, the streets were alive with people: dock workers heading to the early shift, women looking for trade, drunks stumbling between pubs, sailors on shore leave, thieves, beggars, costermongers, children. The gaslight reached the main thoroughfares — Whitechapel Road, Commercial Street — but the side streets and alleys were dark. Buck's Row was dark.

Nobody saw Polly Nichols with anyone that night. Nobody heard a scream. The murder — the cutting, the mutilation that the two carmen had not seen in the darkness but that Dr. Rees Ralph Llewellyn would discover when he examined the body at the mortuary — was done in silence, in a street where houses stood on both sides, where people slept behind thin walls not ten feet from where she died.

Dr. Llewellyn was called to Buck's Row at four in the morning. He made a cursory examination by lamplight, pronounced the woman dead — which was self-evident — and ordered the body removed to the Old Montague Street mortuary. It was there, when the body was stripped and washed by two pauper inmates of the Whitechapel Workhouse, that the full extent of the injuries was discovered.

The abdomen had been cut open. A long, jagged incision ran from the lower part of the abdomen almost to the breastbone. Several other cuts — deep, deliberate, made with a sharp blade — had been inflicted on the abdomen and the lower parts of the body. Dr. Llewellyn, when he examined the wounds more carefully, concluded that the killer possessed some anatomical knowledge. The cuts were not random. They were purposeful. They had been made by someone who knew where to cut and how deep to go.

The police treated the murder as what it appeared to be: a sordid, brutal killing in a sordid, brutal district. Whitechapel was used to violence. The previous month, a woman named Martha Tabram had been found dead on a first-floor landing of George Yard Buildings, her body pierced by thirty-nine stab wounds. Before that, another woman — Emma Smith — had been attacked and fatally injured on Osborn Street. Violence against women in Whitechapel was not news. It was weather.

But there was something about the Nichols murder that was different. The throat cutting was not unusual — it was a common method in street attacks. But the abdominal mutilations were. They suggested something beyond robbery, beyond anger, beyond the ordinary spectrum of motive that the police of H Division, Whitechapel, were equipped to understand. They suggested a man who killed for the act of killing itself. A man who cut because he wanted to cut.

Inspector John Spratling of J Division, who had taken charge of the scene, filed his report and passed it up the chain. The case was noted. A file was opened. The machinery of the Metropolitan Police began to turn, slowly, in the direction of Buck's Row.

Nobody, on that Friday morning, understood what had begun.

 [image: Mary Ann Nichols, period illustration]Mary Ann "Polly" Nichols, the first canonical victim. On August 31, 1888, she was turned away from her lodging house for lacking fourpence. Her body was found in Buck's Row shortly before 4 a.m.
 

Chapter Two
 The Abyss

 To understand the murders, you must first understand Whitechapel. To understand Whitechapel, you must understand what Victorian London had done to its poor.

The East End of London in 1888 was the richest city in the world's most abject quarter. It lay less than a mile east of the Bank of England, less than two miles from the Houses of Parliament, and it might as well have been on another planet. Whitechapel, Spitalfields, Stepney, Mile End — these districts formed a continuous slum of extraordinary density and misery, a place where the ordinary rules of civilised life had been suspended by poverty and left to rot.

The population was impossible. Some streets held a thousand people per acre. Families of eight lived in single rooms. Whole buildings were subdivided and subdivided again until the rooms were barely large enough for a bed. In the common lodging houses — the doss-houses that were Whitechapel's most characteristic institution — beds were rented by the night for fourpence, or shared between strangers, or abandoned entirely in favour of the rope. In the worst houses, the beds were never empty. As one sleeper rose to go to work, another took the still-warm mattress.

The stench was remarkable even by Victorian standards. Open sewers ran through the alleys. Animal carcasses rotted in the streets. The slaughterhouses on Aldgate pumped blood and offal into open drains. The river — the Thames, swollen with the waste of four million people — gave off a miasma that hung over the district like a judgement.

The people who lived there were, in the language of the time, "the submerged tenth" — the fraction of the population that had sunk below the level of self-sufficiency and could not rise. They were Irish immigrants who had fled the famine and found only different kinds of hunger. They were Eastern European Jews who had escaped the pogroms of the Russian Empire and arrived in Whitechapel with nothing but the clothes they wore and the languages they spoke. They were English men and women who had fallen from the working class into destitution through drink, illness, bad luck, or the simple mathematics of an economy that had no use for them.

The women — the women who would become the Ripper's victims — occupied the lowest rung of this hierarchy. They were women without husbands, without families, without protection of any kind. They earned their living on the streets, not because they had chosen it but because every other option had been closed to them. A woman in Whitechapel who could not work — who was too old, too sick, too drunk to take in laundry or sell flowers or scrub floors — had one asset left. She could sell herself for the price of a bed. Fourpence. The cost of a night's doss. The cost of not sleeping in a doorway.

Annie Chapman was one of these women. She was forty-seven years old, though the inquest would record her as looking considerably older. She had been born Eliza Ann Smith, the daughter of a soldier, and she had married a coachman named John Chapman in 1869. They had three children. The marriage was respectable, even comfortable, until it began to disintegrate — drink on both sides, probably, and the slow erosion of hope that poverty inflicts on relationships. They separated. John Chapman died in 1886, and the allowance he had been paying Annie — ten shillings a week — died with him.

By 1888, Annie Chapman was living in the common lodging houses of Dorset Street, Spitalfields — a street that the police themselves called "the worst street in London." She was ill. She had been losing weight for months. Her friends noticed that she coughed blood and that her face had the drawn, translucent look of someone being consumed from within. She almost certainly had tuberculosis. She also had a lung disease and a brain disease that would only be discovered at autopsy. She was, in the most literal sense, dying. The Ripper simply got to her first.

On the morning of September 8, 1888 — eight days after the Nichols murder — Annie Chapman's body was found in the backyard of 29 Hanbury Street, Spitalfields. She was lying on her back, her clothes disarranged, her throat cut with the same devastating thoroughness as Nichols. But the mutilations were worse. Far worse.

The abdomen had been entirely laid open. The intestines had been severed from their mesenteric attachments and placed above the right shoulder — deliberately, carefully, as though arranged. The uterus, the upper portion of the vagina, and the greater part of the bladder had been removed. They were not found at the scene. The killer had taken them.

Dr. George Bagster Phillips, the divisional police surgeon who examined the body, was so disturbed by the nature of the injuries that he asked the inquest coroner for permission to withhold certain details from the public record. The coroner — Wynne Edwin Baxter, a man with a taste for sensation — refused. The full inventory of Annie Chapman's injuries was read into the record, and the penny press of London seized upon it with the enthusiasm of men who had never sold so many newspapers.

The Illustrated Police News, the most lurid of the penny papers, devoted its entire front page to the Chapman murder. The drawings were as graphic as the conventions of the time permitted. The headlines were enormous. The text was breathless. The effect on the public was electric. Within twenty-four hours, the Whitechapel murders — previously a local concern, filed under the heading of ordinary East End violence — had become the biggest story in London.

Dr. Phillips offered his professional opinion that the killer possessed surgical skill. The uterus had been removed cleanly, without damage to surrounding tissue, in conditions of near-total darkness, in a space so confined that the killer must have been kneeling beside the body. This was not the work of a madman slashing at random. This was the work of someone who knew anatomy. Someone who could find and extract an organ in the dark, by touch, in minutes.

The suggestion that the killer might be a doctor — or a medical student, or a butcher, or a slaughterman, or anyone with professional knowledge of the human body — electrified the press and terrified the public. The idea that the murderer was not a common street criminal but a man of education, a man who walked among them in respectable clothes, was more frightening than any amount of ordinary violence. A thug could be understood. A doctor who killed women and stole their organs was something else entirely.

Inspector Frederick Abberline was pulled from Scotland Yard's Central Office and assigned to take charge of the ground investigation. He had served fourteen years in Whitechapel, and he knew the district as well as any man alive. He also knew that finding a killer in Whitechapel — a killer who left no witnesses, who chose his victims from the most anonymous population in London, who worked in darkness and vanished without trace — would require either extraordinary luck or extraordinary patience.

Abberline had patience. What he did not have was time.

 [image: The Illustrated Police News, September 22, 1888]The front page of The Illustrated Police News after Annie Chapman's murder. The penny press turned Whitechapel into front-page news across the nation.
 

Chapter Three
 The Double Event

 September passed in a fever of rumour, panic, and recrimination. The newspapers published daily accounts of the investigation — or, more accurately, of the investigation's failure. The police had no suspect. They had no witnesses. They had no physical evidence beyond the bodies themselves and the clinical observations of the surgeons who examined them. They had a description of a man seen talking to Annie Chapman near Hanbury Street in the early morning hours — dark coat, dark hat, "shabby-genteel" in appearance — but the description could have fitted half the men in Whitechapel.

The public mood was turning ugly. Whitechapel's residents, who had always regarded the police with suspicion, were now openly hostile. The newspapers accused the Metropolitan Police of incompetence. Questions were raised in Parliament. Letters poured into Scotland Yard — hundreds of them, then thousands — offering advice, theories, accusations, and confessions. Most were from cranks. Some were threatening. A few were interesting. None were useful.

Then came the night of September 30. The night the Ripper killed twice.

Elizabeth Stride was born Elisabeth Gustafsdotter in Torslanda, Sweden, in 1843. She had come to London in her twenties and married a carpenter named John Stride. The marriage ended — there were stories of a shipwreck, of a husband drowned on the Princess Alice disaster, but these were fictions that Elizabeth told to explain her solitude and gain sympathy. John Stride died in a workhouse in 1884. Elizabeth — everyone called her Long Liz — drifted into the same pattern as Nichols and Chapman: lodging houses, drink, the streets.

She was found at approximately one o'clock in the morning of September 30 in Dutfield's Yard, a narrow passage off Berner Street, just south of Commercial Road. Her throat had been cut — a single, deep incision from left to right — but the body had not been mutilated. This was unusual. It broke the pattern. The accepted explanation, then and now, was that the killer had been interrupted.

Louis Diemschutz, the steward of the International Working Men's Educational Club — a socialist organisation that occupied the building adjoining Dutfield's Yard — had driven his pony and cart into the yard at one o'clock and found the body. The pony had shied at the dark shape on the ground. Diemschutz had struck a match, seen the blood, and run into the club to raise the alarm. By the time he returned with other men, the yard was empty. The killer had gone.

But he had not gone home. He had not finished.

Catherine Eddowes was found forty-five minutes later and three-quarters of a mile to the west, in Mitre Square, within the boundaries of the City of London — a different police jurisdiction from Whitechapel, which was Metropolitan Police territory. The jurisdictional boundary would cause problems. It would cause problems for years.

Eddowes was forty-six years old. She had been born Catherine Eddowes in Wolverhampton and had come to London as a young woman. She had lived with a man named Thomas Conway for years, had three children, and had eventually separated from him — drink again, probably, on both sides. By 1888 she was living with a man named John Kelly in a lodging house on Flower and Dean Street, one of the most notorious streets in Whitechapel.

On the evening of September 29, she had been arrested for being drunk and disorderly on Aldgate High Street. She was taken to Bishopsgate police station and placed in a cell to sober up. At approximately one in the morning — around the same time Elizabeth Stride's body was found in Dutfield's Yard — the desk sergeant released her. She gave a false name. She walked out of the station and into the night.

Forty-five minutes later, she was dead.

The injuries to Catherine Eddowes were the most extensive yet. Her throat had been cut. Her face had been mutilated — the nose cut off, the cheeks slashed, the eyelids nicked. The abdomen had been opened and the intestines drawn out and placed over the right shoulder, as with Chapman. The left kidney had been removed. The uterus had been removed. Part of the ear had been cut away.

PC Edward Watkins of the City Police found the body at one-forty-five a.m. during his regular beat of Mitre Square. He had passed through the square fourteen minutes earlier and seen nothing. The murder, the mutilation, the removal of organs, and the killer's escape had all occurred in a window of less than fifteen minutes, in a square overlooked by occupied buildings on every side.

The Double Event — as the press immediately called it — changed everything. One murder was a crime. Two murders were a pattern. Two murders in one night, less than an hour apart, suggested a killer who was not merely violent but driven, compelled, unable to stop once he had started. The interruption at Dutfield's Yard had not satisfied him. He had walked three-quarters of a mile through streets that were now patrolled by police and vigilance committees, found another victim, and completed what the interruption had prevented.

And there was one more thing. On the way from Berner Street to Mitre Square — or on the way back, the direction was never established — the killer had passed through Goulston Street. In a doorway on Goulston Street, a piece of Catherine Eddowes's apron was found, stained with blood. Above it, chalked on the black fascia of the doorway, was a message.

The message read: "The Juwes are the men that will not be blamed for nothing."

What the message meant — whether "Juwes" was a misspelling of "Jews," whether it was a Masonic reference, whether it was even written by the killer — has been debated for more than a century. What is not debated is what happened next. Sir Charles Warren, Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police, arrived at Goulston Street in the early hours of the morning and ordered the message erased before it could be photographed.

His reasoning was straightforward. The East End was home to a large Jewish population — immigrants from Eastern Europe who were already subject to suspicion and hostility. A message apparently accusing "the Jews" of the murders, left at a murder scene, could trigger a pogrom. Warren was not wrong about the danger. Anti-Jewish feeling in Whitechapel was running high. The previous week, a mob had gathered outside a leather-apron maker's shop on the strength of a rumour that the killer was a Jew nicknamed "Leather Apron." Warren judged, not unreasonably, that public safety was more important than evidence.

The message was sponged away. No photograph was taken. One of the few pieces of direct evidence potentially linking the killer to a written communication was destroyed on the order of the Metropolitan Police Commissioner. It was not the last time the investigation would be hamstrung by the men who were supposed to be running it.

 [image: Map of the Whitechapel murders, 1894 Ordnance Survey]An annotated map of the Whitechapel murder sites. The canonical five victims were killed within a half-mile radius — a dense, dark warren of alleys, courts, and lodging houses.
 

Chapter Four
 Dear Boss

 The letter arrived at the Central News Agency on September 27, 1888 — three days before the Double Event. It was written in red ink on lined paper, in a hand that was educated but affected, the handwriting of someone trying to sound common. It was addressed to "Dear Boss" and signed "Jack the Ripper."

It was, in all probability, a hoax. Most Ripper scholars believe it was written by a journalist — possibly Tom Bulling of the Central News Agency itself — as a circulation booster. The language is theatrical, the tone is performative, and the details it provides about the murders are no more than what had already been published in the press. But none of that matters. What matters is the name.

Jack the Ripper.

Before the letter, the killer had no name. The newspapers referred to him as "the Whitechapel Murderer" or "the Leather Apron" — nicknames that were functional but forgettable. "Jack the Ripper" was something else entirely. It was vivid. It was personal. It was almost jaunty. It suggested a character — a rakish, mocking figure who killed with a wink and a flourish, a villain from a penny dreadful stepped into the gaslit streets of real life. The name was a masterpiece of branding, and whoever wrote it — the killer, a journalist, a prankster — created something that would outlast every fact of the case.

The letter was forwarded to Scotland Yard on September 29. The police published it in the newspapers on October 1, hoping someone might recognise the handwriting. Nobody did. But the publication had a consequence that the police had not anticipated. It triggered a flood.

Within weeks, Scotland Yard and the City of London Police were receiving letters by the hundred — eventually by the thousand — all claiming to be from Jack the Ripper. The letters came from every corner of London and from as far away as America and Australia. They were written in ink, in pencil, in crayon. Some were literate; some were barely legible. Some were funny. Some were obscene. Some included crude drawings of knives and dismembered bodies. A few included bits of tissue that the writers claimed were human organs.

The vast majority were obviously fake — the work of pranksters, attention-seekers, and the casually deranged. But the police could not simply ignore them. Each letter had to be read, assessed, and filed. Each letter consumed time and resources that the investigation could not spare. The Ripper letters were not just a nuisance. They were a weapon — a weapon wielded not by the killer but by the public against the police, a kind of mass harassment disguised as help.

One letter stood apart from the rest.

It arrived on October 16, addressed to George Lusk, the chairman of the Whitechapel Vigilance Committee — a citizens' group formed in the wake of the Chapman murder to patrol the streets and press the police for results. Lusk was a builder by trade, a solid, respectable man who had taken on the chairmanship out of civic duty and was now receiving threatening letters on a near-daily basis.

This letter was different. It came in a small cardboard box. Inside the box, preserved in ethanol, was half a human kidney.

The accompanying letter was written in a different hand from the "Dear Boss" letter and in a different style — cruder, more direct, with none of the theatrical flourishes. It was addressed "From hell" and it began: "Sir, I send you half the Kidne I took from one woman prasarved it for you tother piece I fried and ate it was very nise."

Dr. Thomas Openshaw of the London Hospital examined the kidney. He concluded that it was human, that it was from the left side — consistent with the kidney taken from Catherine Eddowes — and that it showed signs of Bright's disease, a condition that Eddowes was known to have. Other medical opinions were more cautious. The kidney could have come from any dissecting room. Medical students had access to preserved organs. The whole thing could be a prank — an elaborate, revolting prank, but a prank nonetheless.

The "From Hell" letter has been debated ever since. Unlike the "Dear Boss" letter, which most scholars dismiss as a journalistic fabrication, the "From Hell" letter has a constituency of believers. Its crudeness feels authentic in a way that the theatrical "Dear Boss" letter does not. Its lack of the "Jack the Ripper" signature — it is signed simply "Catch me when you can Mishter Lusk" — suggests a different author. And the kidney, whatever its provenance, is hard to explain as a casual joke.

The letters created a problem that extended far beyond the investigation. They created a persona. "Jack the Ripper" was no longer just a killer. He was a character — a character with a voice, a sense of humour, a recognisable style. The letters made him human. They made him vivid. They made him, in a terrible way, entertaining. The public read the letters in their newspapers and felt the thrill of proximity to evil, the same thrill that draws crowds to executions and fingers to wounds.

The killer — the real killer, whoever he was — had been given a mask. And the mask would prove more durable than the man behind it. The mask would last forever.

The press, meanwhile, was not merely reporting the story. It was shaping it. The newspapers of 1888 were engaged in a circulation war of unprecedented ferocity, and the Whitechapel murders were the biggest story in a generation. Every paper wanted the most sensational angle, the most lurid detail, the most shocking revelation. Reporters roamed Whitechapel like an occupying army, interviewing residents, bribing informants, inventing quotes, and publishing rumours as facts.

The effect on the investigation was devastating. Every newspaper theory generated dozens of public tips, each of which had to be investigated. Every published accusation sent the police chasing shadows. The detective work that might have been done quietly and methodically was instead conducted in a blinding spotlight of public attention, where every misstep was magnified and every lead was compromised by premature publicity.

The letters, the press, the public panic — these were the forces that transformed the Whitechapel murders from a criminal investigation into a cultural phenomenon. The killer had committed four murders. The press, the letter-writers, and the public had created Jack the Ripper.

 [image: The ]The "Dear Boss" letter, dated September 25, 1888. Written in red ink, it coined the name "Jack the Ripper" — arguably the most effective criminal alias ever created.
 

Chapter Five
 Miller's Court

 Mary Jane Kelly was different from the others. She was young — twenty-five years old, though even this is uncertain, because almost everything known about Mary Jane Kelly was told by Mary Jane Kelly, and Mary Jane Kelly was not always reliable. She was Irish, or possibly Welsh. She was attractive, or had been recently. She had fair hair and blue eyes and a singing voice that her neighbours in Miller's Court remembered with a fondness that suggests it was better than average.

She was also the only canonical victim who was killed indoors.

Miller's Court was a narrow passage off Dorset Street, Spitalfields — the street that the police called "the worst street in London." It was not really a court. It was an alley, barely wide enough for two people to pass, that led to a row of small rooms partitioned from a larger building. Kelly rented Room 13, the last room at the end of the passage. It was a single room, perhaps twelve feet square, with a bed, a table, a chair, and a fireplace. The door had a broken window pane near the lock. The rent was four shillings and sixpence a week. Kelly was twenty-nine shillings in arrears.

On the night of November 8, 1888, Kelly was seen by several witnesses in the vicinity of Dorset Street. She was drinking. She was looking for trade. At approximately two in the morning, a witness named Mary Ann Cox — a fellow resident of Miller's Court — saw Kelly entering her room with a man. Cox described him as short, stout, with a blotchy face and a carroty moustache. He was carrying a pail of beer. Kelly was drunk, and she was singing.

Several hours later — the time was never precisely established — another witness, Elizabeth Prater, who lived in the room above Kelly's, heard a faint cry of "Murder!" from somewhere below. She did not investigate. In Dorset Street, cries of "Murder!" were not uncommon. They were background noise, like the sound of breaking glass or the barking of dogs. Prater rolled over and went back to sleep.

At ten forty-five the following morning — November 9, a Friday, the day of the Lord Mayor's Show — Thomas Bowyer, an assistant to Kelly's landlord, knocked on the door of Room 13 to collect the overdue rent. There was no answer. He went to the broken window, reached through the glass, pushed aside the coat that served as a curtain, and looked in.

What he saw sent him staggering back into the court.

The scene inside Room 13 was, by the unanimous account of everyone who witnessed it, the most horrifying thing any of them had ever seen. Inspector Abberline, who had seen the previous four victims, was visibly shaken. Dr. Thomas Bond, the police surgeon who performed the post-mortem, produced a report of clinical precision that nonetheless reads like a document written by a man who wished he could forget what he had observed.

The body was lying on the bed, on its back. The throat had been cut to the spine. The face had been mutilated beyond recognition — the nose, cheeks, eyebrows, and ears partially removed. The breasts had been cut off. The abdomen had been opened and the intestines removed. The uterus, kidneys, and one breast were found under the head. The other breast was by the right foot. The liver was between the feet. The spleen and the flaps of the abdominal wall were on the table beside the bed. The thighs had been stripped of flesh down to the bone.

The killer had had time. For the first and only time in the series, he had had privacy, a locked door, a room, and hours. The previous murders had been committed outdoors, in public spaces, in minutes. Kelly's murder had been committed indoors, in her own room, over a period that Dr. Bond estimated at two hours or more. The fire in the grate had been lit — probably to provide light — and had burned so fiercely that the handle of a kettle on the hob had melted.

Dr. Bond's report included his assessment of the killer's character and habits — one of the earliest criminal profiles in history. "The murderer must have been a man of physical strength," Bond wrote, "and of great coolness and daring. There is no evidence that he had an accomplice. The murderer in external appearance is quite likely to be a quiet inoffensive looking man probably middle-aged and neatly and respectably dressed."

Bond departed from Dr. Phillips's earlier suggestion that the killer possessed surgical skill. "In each case the mutilation was inflicted by a person who had no scientific nor anatomical knowledge," Bond wrote. "In my opinion he does not even possess the technical knowledge of a butcher or horse slaughterer or any person accustomed to cut up dead animals." The two surgeons disagreed, and the disagreement has never been resolved.

The Kelly murder was the last of the canonical five. After November 9, the murders stopped — or, more precisely, the particular pattern of throat-cutting and abdominal mutilation that characterised the Ripper killings stopped. There were further murders in Whitechapel — Rose Mylett in December 1888, Alice McKenzie in July 1889, Frances Coles in February 1891 — but none of them bore the distinctive signature of the first five. The Ripper, whoever he was, had stopped killing. Or had died. Or had been imprisoned for another offence. Or had moved away. Or had been committed to an asylum.

Nobody knew. Nobody would ever know. The killer had come out of the fog and gone back into it, leaving behind five dead women and a name that would echo for more than a century.

 [image: Dorset Street, Spitalfields, photographed in 1902]Dorset Street, Spitalfields — known as "the worst street in London." Mary Jane Kelly was murdered in a small room at 13 Miller's Court, accessed through a narrow passage off this street.
 

Chapter Six
 The Investigators

 Frederick George Abberline was forty-five years old in 1888 and the most experienced detective available to the Metropolitan Police for the Whitechapel investigation. He had joined the force in 1863, served fourteen years in H Division — the division that covered Whitechapel and Spitalfields — and risen to the rank of Inspector, First Class, before being transferred to Scotland Yard's Central Office in 1887. He knew the East End as well as any policeman alive. He knew its streets, its alleys, its lodging houses, its pubs. He knew its criminals and its informants and its patterns of vice. When the Ripper murders began, he was the obvious choice to lead the ground investigation.

He was a quiet man. He did not fit the popular image of the Victorian detective — no deerstalker, no magnifying glass, no flashes of deductive brilliance. He was methodical, patient, and thorough. He worked long hours. He kept detailed notes. He conducted interviews with a courtesy that was unusual for a police officer of his era, particularly when dealing with the residents of Whitechapel, who were more accustomed to being bullied than listened to.

Abberline worked under enormous pressure. The press attacked him daily. The public demanded results. His superiors — men who had never set foot in a doss-house — second-guessed his methods and questioned his progress. He pursued every lead, however thin. He investigated over two thousand suspects. He conducted house-to-house searches that covered every lodging house in the district. He deployed plainclothes officers on the streets. He even, at one point, dressed a police constable in women's clothing and sent him out as bait.

None of it worked. The killer left no physical evidence. He left no witnesses. He left no pattern of behaviour that Abberline could predict. He killed, he vanished, and he killed again, and the investigation remained, from start to finish, one step behind.

Above Abberline, the chain of command was complicated and frequently dysfunctional. The Metropolitan Police — which covered Whitechapel — was headed by Sir Charles Warren, a military man with no detective experience who had been appointed Commissioner on the strength of his ability to manage civil unrest. Warren was a poor fit for a criminal investigation. He was autocratic, rigid, and inclined to treat the Whitechapel murders as a problem of public order rather than a problem of detection.

His most damaging decision was the destruction of the Goulston Street graffito. But his general management of the case was also problematic. He clashed with the head of the Criminal Investigation Department, James Monro, who resigned in August 1888 — weeks before the first canonical murder. Monro was replaced by Dr. Robert Anderson, an Irish-born intelligence specialist who promptly went on holiday to Switzerland for a month, leaving the investigation without senior CID leadership during the most critical period of the case.

Anderson returned in October. He was an intelligent man, a capable administrator, and a devout Christian who would later claim — in his memoirs, published in 1910 — that the identity of the Ripper was known to the police. "The only person who had ever had a good view of the murderer unhesitatingly identified the suspect the instant he was confronted with him," Anderson wrote, "but he refused to give evidence against him." Anderson believed the Ripper was a "low-class Polish Jew" — a claim that has been linked to the suspect Aaron Kosminski, though Anderson never named him publicly.

Anderson's claim has been debated for more than a century. Some Ripperologists accept it as credible evidence from a senior police official who was in a position to know. Others dismiss it as self-serving memoir embellishment — the kind of claim that is easy to make twenty years after the fact and impossible to verify. The witness Anderson described was never identified. The suspect was never charged. The "identification" was never documented in any official file that has survived.

The City of London Police, who had jurisdiction over the Eddowes murder in Mitre Square, ran their own parallel investigation under Detective Inspector James McWilliam. The City Police were smaller, better funded, and arguably more competent than the Metropolitan Police, but they were hampered by the jurisdictional divide. The two forces did not share information freely. They did not coordinate their investigations. They operated, in effect, as competing organisations, each pursuing its own leads, each protecting its own reputation.

The Metropolitan Police also employed bloodhounds — a decision that became a public embarrassment when the dogs got lost during a trial run in Hyde Park and had to be retrieved by their handler. Warren, who had authorised the experiment, was mortified. The dogs were never used in the actual investigation.

Warren resigned on November 8, 1888 — the day before the Kelly murder. His resignation was officially over a dispute about publishing an article in Murray's Magazine, but the real cause was the accumulation of pressure, criticism, and failure that the Whitechapel investigation had brought down upon him. His departure was not mourned.

Abberline continued to work the case for months after the Kelly murder. He investigated the later Whitechapel murders — Mylett, McKenzie, Coles — though he did not believe all of them were the work of the same killer. He retired from the Metropolitan Police in 1892 and took a position with the Pinkerton Detective Agency. He gave occasional interviews about the Ripper case but never publicly named a suspect. He died in 1929, at the age of eighty-six, in Bournemouth.

He took whatever he knew to the grave.

 [image: Inspector Frederick Abberline]Inspector Frederick Abberline, the lead detective on the Whitechapel murders. He had served fourteen years in the East End and knew its streets, its people, and its criminal underworld better than any man at Scotland Yard.
 

Chapter Seven
 The Suspects

 The list of suspects in the Jack the Ripper case is long, absurd, and growing. More than a hundred names have been proposed by police investigators, amateur sleuths, academic researchers, novelists, filmmakers, and obsessives of every stripe. The suspects include a barrister, a barber, a midwife, a painter, a prince, a cotton merchant, a schoolteacher, a doctor, a butcher, a mortuary attendant, and Lewis Carroll. Ripperology — the study of the case — is less a discipline than an industry, and its principal product is new suspects.

The serious candidates — the ones supported by contemporary police evidence rather than modern speculation — are few. The most important document is the so-called Macnaghten Memorandum, written in 1894 by Sir Melville Macnaghten, who had become Assistant Chief Constable of the CID in 1889. The memorandum names three suspects, and they remain, more than a century later, the foundation of most serious discussion of the case.

The first was Montague John Druitt. He was a barrister and schoolteacher, born in 1857, educated at Winchester and New College, Oxford, the son of a surgeon. He was thirty-one years old in 1888. He was dismissed from his teaching position at a boys' school in Blackheath in December of that year — the reason was never officially recorded, though Macnaghten described him as "sexually insane." On December 31, 1888, his body was pulled from the Thames at Chiswick. He had been in the water approximately a month. His pockets were filled with stones. The verdict was suicide while of unsound mind.

Druitt's case as the Ripper rests almost entirely on timing. He died — apparently by his own hand — shortly after the Kelly murder. The murders stopped. The inference is obvious, if circumstantial: the killer stopped killing because the killer was dead. Macnaghten clearly believed this. "From private info," he wrote, "I have little doubt but that his own family believed him to have been the murderer." The "private info" has never been identified. No documentary evidence linking Druitt to the murders has ever been found.

The second suspect was a man identified in the memorandum as "Kosminski" — almost certainly Aaron Kosminski, a Polish-born hairdresser who had emigrated to London in 1882 and was living in Whitechapel in 1888. Kosminski was, by all accounts, seriously mentally ill. He suffered from auditory hallucinations. He refused to wash. He ate food from gutters. He had, according to police records, "a great hatred of women, especially of the prostitute class." He was committed to Colney Hatch Lunatic Asylum in February 1891, where he remained for the rest of his life. He died in 1919.

Kosminski is the suspect most closely linked to Robert Anderson's claim that the Ripper was a "low-class Polish Jew" who was identified by a witness but could not be prosecuted because the witness refused to testify. Chief Inspector Donald Swanson, who supervised the case from Scotland Yard, annotated his copy of Anderson's memoirs with the name "Kosminski" — confirming, at least, that Anderson and Swanson agreed on the suspect's identity.

But the evidence is thin. No physical evidence links Kosminski to the murders. The identification described by Anderson — if it happened — was never documented. Kosminski was not arrested, not charged, not even formally questioned. He was a disturbed man who lived in Whitechapel and was committed to an asylum — and in the Whitechapel of 1888, that description fitted dozens of men.

The third suspect was Michael Ostrog, described by Macnaghten as "a Russian doctor, and a convict, who was subsequently detained in a lunatic asylum as a homicidal maniac." Ostrog was a real person — a con man and petty criminal who used multiple aliases and claimed, falsely, to be a surgeon. He had a record of theft and fraud but not of violence. Modern research has established that Ostrog was almost certainly in prison in France at the time of the murders, making him the weakest of Macnaghten's three candidates.

Beyond the Macnaghten suspects, the field expands rapidly. The "Royal Conspiracy" theory — which proposes that the murders were committed to cover up a secret marriage between Prince Albert Victor, the Duke of Clarence, and a Catholic shop girl — has been thoroughly debunked but refuses to die. The theory implicates Sir William Gull, the Queen's physician, who was seventy-one years old and had recently suffered a stroke, making him an unlikely candidate for street murders requiring speed and physical strength.

Dr. Francis Tumblety, an American quack doctor arrested in London in November 1888 on charges of gross indecency, has his advocates. So does Michael Maybrick, a composer and Freemason proposed by a researcher in 2015. So does a Polish immigrant named Aaron Cohen, a man named Carl Feigenbaum, and a woman — Mary Pearcey — who was hanged for murder in 1890.

The truth is that no suspect has ever been convincingly linked to the murders by direct evidence. Every candidate is supported by circumstances, by inference, by the selective reading of fragmentary records, and by the passionate conviction of their proponents. The Ripper case is, and has always been, a Rorschach test. People see what they want to see. They find the suspect that confirms their theory of the case — medical killer, social outcast, establishment conspiracy — and they build their argument around it, and the evidence, such as it is, obliges.

The case remains open. It will probably remain open forever. There is no forensic evidence to test — no DNA, no fingerprints, no preserved tissue that can be reliably linked to the killer. The police files have been picked over, reinterpreted, and argued about for more than a century, and they have yielded everything they are going to yield. The Ripper's identity is not hidden in the archives. It was never there.

 [image: The ]The "From Hell" letter, sent to George Lusk with half a human kidney. Unlike the "Dear Boss" letter, many researchers consider this the only potentially genuine communication from the killer.
 

Chapter Eight
 The Name

 The case endures. It endures not because it is uniquely horrifying — the twentieth century would produce serial killers far more prolific and far more savage than Jack the Ripper — but because it was the first. It was the first case in which the modern machinery of publicity — mass-circulation newspapers, sensational illustration, the cult of the named criminal — was brought to bear on a series of murders, and the result was something new in the world: a criminal celebrity. A killer who was famous precisely because he was unknown.

The name did most of the work. "Jack the Ripper" was — and is — a perfect construction. It is short, punchy, alliterative in its rhythm if not its letters, and it carries within it the suggestion of casual, jaunty violence. "Jack" is everyman. "The Ripper" is the act. Together, they create a figure that is both anonymous and specific, both anybody and nobody. The name turned a series of squalid murders in a London slum into a story with a main character, and the character was so compelling that more than a century of investigation, speculation, and scholarship has not diminished him.

The victims, by contrast, have largely disappeared. Polly Nichols, Annie Chapman, Elizabeth Stride, Catherine Eddowes, Mary Jane Kelly — their names are known to Ripperologists but not to the general public. They are footnotes to the story of their killer. They are remembered not for who they were but for how they died, and the manner of their deaths has been described, analysed, illustrated, dramatised, and fictionalised so many times that the women themselves have been reduced to wounds. They have become exhibits in the case against a man who was never identified and never tried.

This erasure is not accidental. It is built into the structure of the story as it has been told for a hundred and thirty years. The Ripper narrative is a mystery — who did it? — and mysteries require a hidden answer, not a visible victim. The victims are the given. The killer is the unknown. The entire enterprise of Ripperology is oriented toward the killer: finding him, naming him, understanding him. The victims are the evidence. They are the clues. They are not the point.

Recent scholarship has attempted to correct this imbalance. Hallie Rubenhold's The Five, published in 2019, reconstructed the lives of the canonical five victims without reference to their deaths — an act of biographical restoration that revealed five complex, specific, individual women whose lives had been flattened into a single narrative of victimhood. The book was widely praised and bitterly attacked, because any attempt to shift the focus from the killer to the killed disrupts the fundamental architecture of the story. If the victims are the point, then the mystery is less important. And if the mystery is less important, then the entire edifice of Ripperology — the books, the tours, the television programmes, the conferences — is built on the wrong foundation.

The case endures for another reason, and it is simpler. It endures because it was never solved. An unsolved mystery is a story without an ending, and a story without an ending can be told forever. Every generation brings new tools, new theories, new suspects. DNA analysis, geographic profiling, handwriting analysis, psychological profiling — each new technique is applied to the Ripper case, and each produces a new answer, and none of the answers is definitive, and the mystery remains.

There have been confessions. There have been deathbed revelations. There have been documents found in attics and diaries discovered in trunks. In 2019, a team of researchers claimed to have identified the Ripper through DNA analysis of a shawl allegedly found at the Eddowes murder scene — but the provenance of the shawl was disputed, the methodology was questioned, and the conclusion was rejected by most serious researchers. The pattern repeats. The answer is found. The answer is challenged. The mystery reasserts itself.

Meanwhile, the streets where the murders were committed have changed beyond recognition. Buck's Row is now Durward Street. Hanbury Street still stands, though number 29 has been replaced by a brewery building. Dorset Street has been demolished entirely — erased from the map, as though the city itself wanted to forget. Mitre Square is a modern office development. The doss-houses, the alleys, the dark courts — the entire landscape of Victorian Whitechapel — has been scraped away and rebuilt, and rebuilt again, until nothing remains but the names on old maps and the echo of footsteps in the histories.

But the name survives. Jack the Ripper. It is spoken on walking tours that trace the killer's route through streets he would not recognise. It is printed on the covers of books that fill entire shelves in libraries and bookshops. It is typed into search engines millions of times a year. The name has become a brand, a shorthand, a symbol of something larger than the case itself — the idea of the unknown killer, the unseen predator, the monster who walks among us in respectable clothes and vanishes without trace.

The five women who died in the autumn of 1888 are part of that symbol, though they should not be. They were not symbols. They were people — specific, individual, irreducible people who lived and suffered and died in circumstances of appalling brutality. Polly Nichols, who was proud of her new bonnet. Annie Chapman, who was dying of tuberculosis before the killer found her. Elizabeth Stride, who told stories about shipwrecks that never happened. Catherine Eddowes, who gave a false name to the desk sergeant and walked out into the night. Mary Jane Kelly, who sang in her room at Miller's Court while the fire burned in the grate.

They deserved better than the story that has been told about them. They deserved better than to be reduced to clues in a puzzle that will never be solved. They deserved, at the very least, to be remembered as something other than the evidence for a name.

But the name endures. It has outlasted the women, the investigators, the suspects, the journalists, the city they lived in, and the world they knew. It will outlast us. The autumn of terror was five women and seventy-one days and a handful of dark streets in a quarter of London that no longer exists. The name is forever.

 [image: The Nemesis of Neglect, Punch magazine, September 29, 1888]The iconic Punch magazine cartoon from September 29, 1888 — a phantom stalking the alleys of Whitechapel. The image captured what the name "Jack the Ripper" would soon make permanent: the terror of an invisible killer in the heart of the world's greatest city.
 

Timeline

 August 31, 1888 — Mary Ann "Polly" Nichols is found murdered in Buck's Row, Whitechapel, at approximately 3:40 a.m. Her throat has been cut twice and her abdomen mutilated. She is later identified as the first of the "canonical five" victims.

 September 8, 1888 — Annie Chapman is found dead in the backyard of 29 Hanbury Street, Spitalfields. The killer has removed her uterus and part of her bladder.

 September 25, 1888 — The Central News Agency receives the "Dear Boss" letter, written in red ink and signed "Jack the Ripper." It is the first use of the name that will become the most infamous criminal alias in history.

 September 30, 1888 — The "Double Event." Elizabeth Stride is found murdered in Dutfield's Yard, off Berner Street, at approximately 1:00 a.m. Less than an hour later, Catherine Eddowes is found in Mitre Square, her abdomen torn open and her left kidney removed.

 September 30, 1888 — A piece of Catherine Eddowes' apron is found in Goulston Street with a chalked message above it. Sir Charles Warren orders the message erased before it can be photographed.

 October 1, 1888 — The "Saucy Jacky" postcard arrives at the Central News Agency, referencing the "double event" before the details are public knowledge.

 October 16, 1888 — George Lusk receives a small cardboard box containing half a preserved human kidney and a letter beginning "From hell."

 November 9, 1888 — Mary Jane Kelly is found murdered in her room at 13 Miller's Court, off Dorset Street. The mutilations are by far the most extreme. Kelly is the last of the canonical five.

 November 10, 1888 — Dr. Thomas Bond submits his profile of the likely murderer — one of the earliest criminal profiles in history.

 November 8, 1888 — Sir Charles Warren resigns as Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police, the day before the Kelly murder.

 1892 — Inspector Frederick Abberline retires from the Metropolitan Police. He never publicly names a suspect.

 1894 — Sir Melville Macnaghten writes a confidential memorandum naming three prime suspects: Montague John Druitt, Michael Ostrog, and Aaron Kosminski.

 • • •

 

About This Book

 Jack the Ripper is a dramatised historical narrative based on documented events. The chronology, key figures, and factual framework are grounded in primary sources and historical scholarship; dialogue and some scene detail are imaginatively reconstructed to bring the story to life.

 ***

 Further Reading

 Sugden, Philip — The Complete History of Jack the Ripper, Robinson, 1994/2002

 Begg, Paul — Jack the Ripper: The Definitive History, Pearson, 2003

 Evans, Stewart and Skinner, Keith — The Ultimate Jack the Ripper Sourcebook, Robinson, 2001

 Rumbelow, Donald — The Complete Jack the Ripper, Penguin, 1975/2004

 Rubenhold, Hallie — The Five: The Untold Lives of the Women Killed by Jack the Ripper, Doubleday, 2019

 ***

 This book is part of Vol. 3: Cold Cases in the HistorIQly Books series — real history, told as narrative nonfiction.

 Visit books.historiqly.com for more stories.
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