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or bred?

Paul McNeil asks whether criminals like the Kray
twins are created by circumstance or family links

n a cold December day in 1816 John

Kray (the great great great grandfather

of the Kray twins) and his [ellow
apprentice brass tinishers followed a surging
crowd through the streets of Clerkenwell. These
were the “Spenceans” calling for the destruction
of machinery and the sharing of land and
property, to be able to live “as free as cats™. The
eroup had been infiltrated by government spies,
and John Stafford, the Spy Master, led 80
constables to arrest their leaders. During the
action a constable was stabbed, and a splinter
group surged away to the Tower of London to
scize the armoury, and light the fire of revolution
in the capital. The garrison of the Tower was
called upon to join them, but the hard-nosed
Guardsmen, fresh back from fighting the French,
just laughed in their faces.

Frustrated, a revolutionary leader led a group
into a gun shop, ransacked and looted it and shot
a bystander. As the violence escalated the casual
followers of the revolution melted away and the
remainder were dispersed by the Lord Mayor at
the head of the City Militia, capturing a number
of their leaders. At their trial four middle class
ringleaders walked free thanks to clever lawyers
and the jury’s suspicion of government spies, but
a sailor who had been present at the gun shop
incident was hanged. The lesson for John Kray
was that if you were a big enough fish and had
the right lawyer you could walk away on a
technicality. If you were poor you would go to
the gallows even if you didn't pull the trigger.

In 1818, at St James Church, Clerkenwell,
John Kray married Maria Etteridge; they were to
have six children over the next 20 years. John
managed to keep his family together with a roof
over their heads and food on the table, with
enough for a regular drink at the gin shop.

Living conditions in Goodmans Yard within
sight of the Tower were harsh, one 13ft by 11ft
room in the roof of the house, a fireplace, and a

window. Here lived John and Maria and five of
their children. Their only {urniture was a bed. a
couple of chairs and a table. Yet it was luxury
compared to starving on the streets.

There was a charity school so the children
would have a chance to read, write, and do sums,
One autumn afternoon Mary Ann Kray (the great
great grandaunt of the twins) was in the school
when the quiet was broken by the uniformed
figure of Officer Lea, the local policeman, who
spoke to the teacher then marched out with a
frightened and crying Ned Cook by the collar.
The year was 1832, and a macabre story of
murder would emerge.

Caroline Walsh, an old Irish street seller, had
gone missing that year and her granddaughter
Ann Buton, searching for her. turned up at
Goodmans Yard. She bought a quart of gin and a
quart of beer for Ned Cook’s mother Elizabeth
Ross (the Kray’s neighbour) and got her to admit
Lo having sold a bundle of the old lady’s clothes.
Ann Buton went to the police to make a
complaint, but they took no action until Buton
pestered a local magistrate and Officer Lea was
dispatched to arrest Elizabeth Ross and Ned
Cook on suspicion of involvement in the old
lady’s disappearance and, because he was
required to keep them in custody, Lea was
compelled (o take voung Ned Cook to the cells as
well. Young Ned confessed to Officer Lea that
old Mrs Walsh had drunk some coffee with his
mother then fallen asleep on their bed. His
mother put one hand over Mrs Walsh's face, the
other on her chest, and leaned on the stricken
woman. His father stood with his back to the
grim scene, leaning out of the window smoking
his pipe. His mother carried the old woman's
body downstairs. The next morning he went to
the basement privy where, feeling his way around
in the dark, he found a large sack. and protruding
out of the top of it was the head of Caroline

Jalsh! He fled the basement, and at midnight

that night he saw his mother carrying the body

in the sack to be sold to the anatomists for
dissection. Elizabeth Ross was found guilty of
murder and condemned to be hanged at Newgate
in front of a howling crowd, and her body given
over for dissection to the college of surgeons, the
same men who had bought the murder victim
from her. But for her son’s testimony Elizabeth
Ross may only have been convicted of theft for
the sale of Caroline Walsh's clothes.

The lessons for the Krays would have been
plain; your neighbour could kill you for the
clothes you stood up in, dispose of your body and
very likely get away with it if nobody “talked™...
equally you could be hanged by vour own
children and the poor could not expect to be
helped by the police, unless, like Ann Buton, you
fought hard for it.
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