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THE BARBAROUS MURDER IN SUSSEX BY A 

ROYAL ARTILLERYMAN 
EXAMINATION OF THE ACCUSED BEFORE THE MAGISTRATES. 

 

 
At the Littlehampton police-station on Tuesday, John Jordan, a gunner in the Royal Artillery, 

was examined before magistrates, charged with the wilful murder of John Semple, the 

circumstances of which were briefly reported in our impression of Wednesday. 

On being asked if he had any solicitor, the prisoner replied, “I don’t know of any solicitor 

that can do me any good, sir.” 

Solomon Semple, the father, was first examined. The substance of his evidence was – I am a 

bombardier in the Royal Artillery, and have been stationed at the Fort since November last. 

The prisoner, John Jordon, was a gunner in the Royal Artillery, and was at the Fort about 

three months before I came here. There has never been a quarrel between Jordan and myself; 

but on the 8
th

 of last month I had occasion to make him a prisoner for two days in his own 

barrack-room for having absented himself from the Fort for eleven hours without leave. He 

said nothing to me on that occasion about being punished for this offence, nor has he done so 

since, and I was not aware he entertained any ill feeling against me. I had four children. The 

deceased was two years and seven months old. Prisoner never, to my knowledge, had any ill 

feeling against my wife. About an hour before the murder was committed, prisoner and I 

came from the Congregational Chapel together, and on the road no particular conversation 

took place between us. I spoke to him on going and returning home from church. The 

conversation was of a very ordinary description – about the weather and so on. The 

conversation took place about at about a quarter to one. At about a quarter to two, two of my 

children came to me, and one of them, named Catherine, four years and a half old, said, 

“Father, mother, Jordan has cut Johnny.” 

I ran out of the gate of the Fort, and as I went out, I saw the prisoner running, about 100 yards 

ahead of me, away from the Fort. I did not notice anything in his hand, as the prisoner was 

running among the furze. There was no one else in sight but some little boys in a field a long 

distance off. I ran after the prisoner some distance, thinking my child was down among the 

gravel pits, but my wife called me back. Prisoner ran along the river bank towards the main 

ferry. 

I returned to my wife, who followed me out of the Fort, and then I found the deceased about 

fifteen yards from the gate of the Fort, on the eastern side. My wife had the child in her arms, 

and was just taking him off the grass. The child was quite dead. His throat was cut 

completely across, and there were bruises on his legs. I took the deceased in. The murder was 

evidently committed on the bank where the body was found, and there was a great quantity of 

blood. I had seen my child alive about a quarter of an hour before – after his dinner- when he 

went out with his sister and two little brothers. My wife and I took the child into the Fort and 



undressed and washed it. I then went to the master gunner and reported to him what had taken 

place, and he said go to the police, and he told me to go for a doctor. 

I have not seen Jordan from that time till this afternoon. I knew nothing at all, except the 

arrest mentioned, that could have given rise to any unfriendly feeling. The prisoner is a single 

man “in barracks” but I believe he is married. He has told me so. He passed by my window at 

the Fort about four minutes before my two children came running in. He was alone. 

The witness added that he reported the absence of the prisoner to Mater-Gunner McClelland. 

McClelland, who was quartered outside the fort, communicated to Captain Marshall, at 

Portsmouth, who ordered his release. 

Jane Semple, the mother (who was very deeply affected and labouring under intense 

excitement) said on Friday the prisoner visited them, and was on good terms. On Saturday he 

brought two onions which he borrowed; and on Sunday he came there as her husband was 

getting ready for church, and spoke about baking the dinner in the oven. The prisoner was in 

general kind and attentive to them all, and on the Sunday morning he noticed the little boy 

and said “What a nice flower you have Jacky.” The parents (the witness added) were of 

course very fond of the boy, being the smallest one, and Jordan had said, “We used to pet 

Johnny too much.” The little boy had been scalded some tm e ago, whilst at Gosport, and 

they were afraid, at one time they might have lost him. But he got over it, and was petted, but 

perhaps not more so than the others. On the Sunday her daughter came running in and called 

her father and mother out, saying to the mother, “Here he is, mother.”Witness ran up, nd 

shouted, “Good God, father! Here he is, on the bank; whatever has happened?” She screamed 

aloud as she saw her dear child, and felt a slight shock and movement as she held him in her 

arms. The child died in her arms. 

Dr Candy, who had medical charge of the troops at the Fort, gave evidence as to the injuries 

to the child, which was quite dead when he arrived. He had an incised wound in the neck, 

which extended from ear to ear, dividing the whole of the vessels of the anterior part of the 

neck. Death must have been almost instantaneous, and was evidently caused by one cut from 

a sharp razor. There were some slight contusions on the legs. Witness went to the spot where 

the deed was committed  which was a few yards from the gate of the Fort, and he there found 

a pool of blood, and going further along the embankment about twenty yards he discovered 

the razor he produced. It was partly opened, and the blade was smeared with fresh blood. 

William Dyer, collector of Ferry tolls, proved taking the prisoner across. He then had blood 

on his hands. He asked him what he had been doing to get all over blood, and he said he had 

cut his hand with a knife, and there was a deep cut to the bone. He asked the witness where 

he could get a bit of rag to do it up, and he told him perhaps he might get a piece at the 

beerhouse near the Ferry. The prisoner trembled very much when he took out his money to 

pay. 

Thomas McClelland, the master-gunner at the Fort, proved finding the prisoner at the public-

house, and apprehending him there on the charge of murdering the child. The prisoner 

admitted that his finger was cut with the razor with which he had cut the child’s throat, and 

that he had thrown it in the grass. When asked why he did it, the prisoner said he thought t 

must be the Devil. 



William Edward Wright, a hairdresser, stated that the razor was purchased at his shop by the 

prisoner about a month or six weeks ago. 

Police Sergeant Milham, stationed at Littlehampton, stated that when he apprehended the 

prisoner he said “It would have been a good job if I had been dead long ago.” As he was 

going along toward the station he said to the witness, “Is the child dead?” The latter said, 

“Yes.” When the master-gunner got to the police station he asked the prisoner what he cut his 

fingers with, and he replied, “With the razor”. Witness asked, “What were you doing with a 

razor?” He replied, “What I cut the child with.” The master-gunner asked him where it was. 

He replied, “I threw it on the grass.” The master-gunner also asked, “Have you any animosity 

against the child?” Prisoner said, “No.” The master-gunner then said “How came you to kill 

it?” Jordan replied “It must have been the Devil that caused me to do it.” Witness had known 

the prisoner as an orderly and well-conducted man. 

Bombardier Semple was recalled, and he stated that he had only twice to correct the prisoner 

for being absent at “tattoo” since the 11
th

 of April. He did not remember the first time, but the 

last time was on Wednesday (the 1
st
 of May), and he told him if it happened again he would 

report him. Never anything else occurred, except on Friday, when the prisoner was out in a 

boat, and was drifted away down by the pier. The boat was heavy, and the day stormy, and he 

was quite unable to manage it. He was allowed, with the other soldiers, to row about for 

exercise. Witness only reprimanded him in a friendly way, as he had to take off his stockings 

and shoes to go out and help him. 

The prisoner had no questions to ask of the witnesses, and after the evidence had been read 

over, he was asked in the usual way if he had anything to say. He replied, “I have had a a 

great deal preying on my mind, sir, for some time, and I think I hardly knew what I was 

doing, sir. It was about two years and a half ago since my wife went away, and of course, I 

have had a great deal on my mind ever since. The bombardier and his wife and family have 

never done me any harm, as I am aware of. Of course, since I’ve been at this Fort it has 

preyed more on my mind, not having sufficient company nor enough work. Had I been in a 

livelier place and among different, or more companions, I have no doubt it would have worn 

off. I think that is all, sir. I can say.” 

The magistrates said they had no alternative than to commit the prisoner for trail at the 

Assizes at Lewes for Wilful Murder. 

The case has caused much excitement in the district, as no such crime has been committed for 

many years. The prisoner’s demeanour was very quiet and composed throughout the entire 

proceedings, which lasted some hours. His hands shook a little as he made his confession to 

the magistrates, but otherwise he was quiet and respectful. He is a native of Leicester, 

about39 years of age, and of ordinary appearance. He has been over 18 years in the service, 

and was married to his wife (who is now living in Dover) in March 1859. Several children are 

alive. It is now known that Jordan had been under treatment for affectation of the brain at 

Woolwich Hospital, and he has said it was no good going to doctors, as they could do him no 

good. He has four “good conduct stripes” on his arm.  

 


