
The Case of Gunner John Jordan. 
 

This is the story of a murderer. 
 
According to the 1841 census John Jordan was born in 1831 in Hoby, Leicestershire. 
However, according to subsequent records he was born in Hoby in 1832 or 1833. 
(Registration of births was not instituted until 1837.) Hoby is a small village, six miles south-
west of Melton-Mowbray in the valley of the River Wreake, and in 1841 it had a population 
of 392. The local economy was based on farming, predominantly grazing, and John Jordan’s 
father, James, was an agricultural labourer. 
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In 1841 John was living with his parents in a cottage on the street known as Lock House. He 
was the oldest child of five - younger than him were William, Charlotte, James and Mary.   
 
By 1851 John had moved out of home and was living just down the road in Thrussington on a 
farm belonging to Thomas Mellows. Mellows owned 175 acres and employed four 
agricultural labourers of whom John Jordan was one. 
 
When or why John Jordan left the farm is not known but on 14th October 1853 he was 
attested into the army, joining the Royal Artillery 8th Battalion. He was recorded by the army 
as being 21 years and 5 months old. Unlike other European countries Britain did not conscript 
men into the Regular Army so John must have volunteered.  The main reason for signing up  
was poverty and lack of prospects in civilian life. At this time it was common for agricultural 
labourers to look for alternative employment as the rapid mechanisation of agriculture was 
depressing farm wages.  Indeed the population of Hoby was in decline. 

 
Year  Inhabitants 
1841 392 
1861 369 
1871 327 
1881 311 



Volunteers were recruited by a recruiting sergeant, usually at a pub, and given a medical and 
a 24 hour cooling off period. Then they were attested, which means they swore the oath of 
allegiance: 
 
 “I do make Oath, That I will be faithful and bear true Allegiance to Her Majesty, Her Heirs 
and Successors; and that I will, as in Duty bound, honestly and faithfully defend Her Majesty, 
Her Heirs and Successors, in Person, Crown, and Dignity, against all Enemies; and will 
observe and obey all Orders of Her Majesty, Her Heirs and Successors, and of the Generals 
and Officers set over me. So help me God.” 
 

 
 

 

 The benefit of joining up for a poor man was not just the regular pay, but also the guarantee 
of accommodation, food and clothing.  John Jordan must have been happy in the army 
because he re-enlisted when his initial term was completed on 13th October 1865. 



Jordan had a successful and steady army career. 

Regiment Rank Date 
Royal Artillery 8th Battalion Gunner and Driver 14 October 1853 
Royal Artillery 1st Battalion Gunner and Driver 1st March 1854 
1st Battalion Royal Horse Artillery  Gunner and Driver 1st December 1857 
Coastal Brigade Gunner 1st November 1863 
Riding Establishment Gunner 1st September 1864 
Re-enlisted at Woolwich Gunner 13th October 1865 
Coastal Brigade Gunner 1st September 1870 

The Royal Horse Artillery was regarded as an elite unit with a smart uniform: when a Gunner 
Officer was promoted to the Horse Artillery (it was considered a promotion), he was said to 
have been "given the jacket".   

He served one overseas tour of duty from 18th June 1855 to 23rd July 1856 - to the Crimean 
War where he won a Crimean Medal with the clasp for Sebastopol and a Turkish War Medal 
issued by Sultan Abdülmecid I of the Ottoman Empire to allied military personnel. Much 
later it was claimed that Jordan sustained a head injury while in the Crimea but this was never 
taken seriously.  

 

Siege of Sevastopol 1855  by Grigoryi Shukaev 1856 

On four occasions he was rewarded extra pay for good conduct: in August 1860, August 
1862, October 1866 and October 1871. 



 

John Jordan’s discharge papers 1872. 

In March 1859 Jordan married Sarah Ann Marsh, the daughter of a gardener’s labourer from 
Barham, Kent – a small village halfway between Canterbury and Dover.  He was 19 and he 
was about 28. According to newspaper reports they had three children. John Jordan does not 
appear in the 1861census. It is possible that he was stationed at Woolwich at that time, as the 
original 1861 census for the sub-district of Woolwich Arsenal (piece RG 9/40) was 
destroyed,  and no copies exist. However, the census does show Mary Ann Jordan, aged 1, 
staying with her grandparents in Barham. Colonel Calvert, who was Jordan’s commander at 
Woolwich, described him as a man of good character, most humane and very fond of children 
and fond of his wife. 

Things began to go wrong in 1870 when John Jordan was known to be stationed in 
Woolwich. His wife left him (the cause of the breakup is not recorded) and he sank into a 
state of severe depression, requiring medical treatment. Dr. Hogg, who was attached to the 
Royal Artillery there, kept notes which described him as suffering from “loss of sleep and 
appetite". His condition got so bad that the army moved him from Woolwich to a hospital in 
Gosport, where he spent two months. He was admitted for “delirium tremens” as he could 
scarcely remain still in bed owing to a sort of shaking and he was sleepless and used to jump 
out of bed at night. He complained of pains in the head and he was covered in blisters. On 
one occasions he was found with a knife in his hand, which had to be taken from him. The 
doctors feared he would commit suicide from melancholy.  

Jordan was discharged from hospital with a recommendation that he should not be stationed 
in an out-fort where he would be lonely as “he would probably go melancholy mad, as he was 
always melancholy when solitary.”  Initially he went to Fort Brockhurst, Gosport. He is 
recorded in the 1871 census as being there along with 318 other men. In this census Jordan is 
recorded as ‘unmarried’.  

He was now serving in the Coastal Brigade which was responsible for the care and 
maintenance of the guns, ammunition and stores at every defence work in the United 



Kingdom. The Brigade comprised experienced officers and men with not less than 12 years 
service. In this capacity he was transferred to Littlehampton Fort. 

Littlehampton Fort is situated in Climping, on marshy ground on the west bank of the River 
Arun. It is an isolated building and for the soldiers wanting to reach the town there was a 
three quarter of a mile walk along a track to the ferry. 

  

	  
Littlehampton 1858 

 
“Climping is a scattered and sequestered village on the south coast, near Littlehampton; but 
separated from it by the Arun. Not a shop of any character in the village; the means of 
communication with Littlehampton an old fashioned ferry barge and small boats – said barge 
advanced in years – links of its chain continually breaking; and so rendering it needful for 
vehicles to go round by Arundel, and making an eight or ten miles’ business of it.” - The 
Graphic Saturday, November 23, 1872. 
	  
In 1871 there were only three soldiers stationed at the Fort. John Jordan arrived in November 
1871 and three months later the Semple family arrived from Fort Gilkicker, Gosport.  
Solomon Semple was a bombardier, and Jordan’s immediate superior.  He lived in the fort 
with his wife, Jane, and children recorded in 1871 as William (5), Katherine (3), John (2) and 
Robert (1). The third member of the trio was Gunner Reardon. They were all under the 
immediate command of a non-commissioned officer named McClelland, who lived across the 
river in the Littlehampton Battery House. The commanding officer, a Captain Marshall, lived 
at Portsmouth. 
	   	  	   	  	   	  Life in the fort went on perfectly amicably until 11th of April 1872. On that day Jordan 
applied for a transfer to Dover; he had heard that his wife was there and he wanted to be near 



her and the children. Unfortunately, however, that very day Jordan stayed out all night, not 
returning until 9 o'clock next morning. He was therefore put under arrest by Bombardier 
Semple, and kept in confinement for two days in his own barrack-room as a punishment. The 
result was that Captain Marshall refused his application for a transfer. It seemed as though 
Jordan blamed Semple for reporting him to Captain Marshall and so getting his request 
rejected. After this, on more than one occasion the bombardier had to rebuke Jordan for small 
breaches of duty. One Friday, Jordan was out in a boat and drifted away down by the pier. 
The boat was heavy, and the day stormy, and he was quite unable to manage it, so Semple 
reprimanded him, as he had to take off his stockings and shoes to go out and help him. 
 
Things came to a head on Sunday May 5th 1872. The day started conventionally enough with 
the Jordan and the Semple family all going together to Littlehampton Congregational Chapel 
for the 10.30 service. 
 

 

They all seemed on very good terms, with Jordan chatting with the children, especially with 
the little boy, John, for whom he showed particular affection. Bombardier Semple 
remembered the conversation as being of a very ordinary description – about the weather and 
so on. They returned to the fort for dinner then Jordan went to his room where he read a novel 
for about half an hour. Then he got up, took a razor out of a box and went out on the ramparts 
from which he could see right round the fort.  
 
The next thing Semple knew was his four year old daughter, Katherine, shouting “Father, 
mother, Jordan has cut Johnny!”  Semple and his wife went outside and saw Jordan running 
away. Bombardier Semple chased after him and his wife looked for John. She found him 
about fifteen yards from the gate of the Fort.  His throat was cut completely across, and there 
were bruises on his legs. The boy died in her arms. Jordan had found the Semple children 
playing and had taken John out of the fort to a sand dune, put him over his knee and slashed 
his throat completely through with the razor. Mrs Semple called her husband back and they 



took the child’s body into the Fort, undressed and washed it. Then Semple set off to report 
the crime to the Master Gunner and the Police.	  	  	  
	  
Dr Candy, who had medical charge of the troops at the Fort, gave evidence about the injuries 
to the child, who was quite dead by the time 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. Outside the fort there was a pool of blood, and about twenty yards further along 
the embankment he discovered a razor partly opened, with the blade was smeared with fresh 
blood. 
 
John Jordan ran along the bank to the ferry and went across the river. William Dyer, the 
collector of Ferry tolls, asked Jordan what he had been doing to get blood all over himself 
and Jordan replied that he had cut his hand with a knife, and that he had a deep cut to the 
bone. Jordan asked where he could get a bit of rag to do up the wound and Dyer suggested 
that he might get a piece at the beer house near the Ferry. Dyer noted that Jordan looked very 
pale and trembled very much when he took out his money to pay. 
 

 

John Jordan was arrested in the public house by Thomas McClelland, the Master Gunner. 
Jordan readily admitted his guilt, saying he had cut the child’s throat with his razor which he 
had then thrown away in the grass. When he was asked why he did it, Jordan said he said he 
had no animosity against the bombardier or his family, and it must have been the Devil that 
had made him do it. 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.” On being asked if he had any solicitor, Jordan replied, “I don’t know of any solicitor 
that can do me any good, sir.” 
 
He told the magistrate  “I have had 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 trial at the 
Assizes at Lewes for Wilful Murder. 
 
The case was heard at Summer Assizes in Lewes in July 1872. The Judge was Baron Martin;  
Mr. Lumley Smith and Mr. Granthan acted for the prosecution and Mr. Barrow defended the 
prisoner. The defence was paid for by Colonel Calvert from Woolwich out of his own pocket. 
Had he been left to his own resources, there can be no doubt that Jordan would have been 
found guilty of murder and in due course hanged.  
 
The defence argued that Jordan was not guilty on the grounds of insanity; a defence of 
homicidal impulse -a fit, or paroxysm of mania. Colonel Calvert appeared as a character 
witness for Jordan, as did Major Dann, who had succeeded Colonel Calvert in the command 
at Woolwich. The court heard from Dr Hogg and from staff at the hospital at Gosport. The 
prosecution argued that Jordan seemed to have made a complete recovery. Two years 
previously he had been suffering from depression, likely to lead to suicide. There was no 
evidence of a tendency to madness, and no evidence of problems since. Everyone- Semple, 
his wife, Reardon, McClelland, Dyer the Ferry man and William Edward Wright the 
hairdresser who sold him the razor - all testified that they regarded his behaviour as perfectly 
normal.  
 
The jury spent about half an hour considering their verdict. They then returned into court with 
a verdict of “Guilty of murder in an unsound state of mind”. The Officer of the Court asked if 
they meant “You find him not guilty of murder on the ground that at the time he committed 
the act he was in an unsound state of mind”. The jury said that was what they meant. The 
Judge said the result was that the prisoner must be confined during Her Majesty's pleasure.  
 
The case made legal history as it redefined what could be regarded as a defence of insanity , 
with the judge’s summing up and the swift deliberation of the jury showing that a fit of 
‘homicidal impulse’ was perfectly possible. The case was reported in the Lancet in August 
1872: 
 
“The case of John Jordan, a soldier, aged 39, who was tried on the 18th inst, at Lewes, for the 
murder of a child by cutting its throat, and who was acquitted by the jury on the score of 
insanity, is of great interest on medical grounds, and is likely, we think to be often referred to 
in the courts of justice when similar cases are sub judice. 
The above case, in which, with the exception of the crime itself, there are very few evidences 
of unsoundness of mind, seems to show that modern views of insanity are gaining ground.” 
 
The trial was also reported in the British Journal of Psychiatry vol. 18 (1872): pgs 415-420, 
which concluded 
 
“ We may feel pretty sure that the illness for which the prisoner had been admitted into 
hospital in 1870 was not delirium tremens, but a genuine attack of acute insanity, and that 
the account which he himself gave of his mental state at the time of the homicide was correct. 
He was greatly depressed, "had a great deal preying on his mind," and " hardly knew what 



he was doing." " The bombardier, his wife, and family, never did me any harm that I am 
aware of;" still out of the melancholic depths the homicidal idea suddenly springs, and, like 
an unclean spirit entering into a man, drives him to his destructive work. After the mental 
convulsion is over, he trembles very much, returns to himself, and for the first time realises 
what a deed of horror he has done.” 
 
John Jordan was sent to Broadmoor Criminal Lunatic Asylum, Sandhurst, Berkshire.   
 

 
 
In the 1881 and 1891 census for Broadmoor he is recorded as “John Jordan; married; soldier; 
inmate lunatic.”  He died in Broadmoor in 1899 having served 27 years there.  
 
What happened to Sarah Ann Jordan and her children is not known. She disappears from all 
records, although Mary Ann is recorded as being a maid in Folkestone in 1881. 
 
Bombardier Semple was promoted to Corporal in 1874 and he retired from the army in 1876, 
when he was based in Guernsey. In the 1881 census he is to be found in Liskeard, Cornwall – 
the home town of his wife - living with them are Katherine (13) and Robert (10) also with 
Jane (8) and James (6) both born at Climping and with John (1) born in Liskeard. 
 
 

Hilary Greenwood 
February 2012 
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