From Blue Fire
by Wendy Walker 

“If there are any who never saw what they have never looked for, they will find it here.”

                             --Joseph Stapleton, The Great Crime of 1860, 1861

Introduction

In late June 1860 Constance Kent, then sixteen, was home from school on holiday.  She had brought her four-year-old half-brother Savill a bracelet and spent the afternoon playing with him in the garden of the house at Road, in Wiltshire.  The next morning Savill was missing from his crib.  Their father, Samuel Savill Kent, rode off to summon the police.  Late that morning two workmen thought to look in the garden privy.  They fished up a blanket and saw the body, horribly mutilated.  The case became national news and inspired both Wilkie Collins’ The Moonstone and Dickens’ The Mystery of Edwin Drood.  Constance was accused but found guiltless at the inquest; then, in 1865, she created a sensation by confessing.  Her statement was met with frank disbelief, but she persisted.  When the judge pronounced the sentence of death upon her, he and everyone else in the court wept.

Over the next twenty years she inhabited five prisons and executed church mosaics as a penance.  After she was released in 1885, her brother William fetched her to Australia, where she worked under a new name as a nurse and a trainer of nurses till she died, in 1944.

Because so much historical fiction plays irresponsibly with the past, I wish to be as transparent as possible about my method in BLUE FIRE.  In the course of my reading, I encountered one stumbling-block, Joseph Stapleton’s The Great Crime of 1860, which established the genre of “true crime” and which, to exonerate Samuel Kent (on the evidence the more likely killer), placed the blame on Constance.  Stapleton’s rhetoric so repelled me that I decided to select one word from each line of his book, proceeding line by line but never choosing two words that followed consecutively.  Every text contains its own critique, like a statue hidden in a block of marble; one has only to liberate it. 


At the same time I was selecting passages from my reading: books Constance had read and works contemporary with them.  I arrived at the following algorithm:  the number of words in a section of my text would be paralleled by a passage with the same number of lines, which I would place on the facing page.  So a section derived from Stapleton that was fifteen words long would appear opposite a prose excerpt of fifteen lines.  The prose passage would be selected for its commentary upon the derived section.  After that I could entrust to the form what content would emerge. 

In the full version of BLUE FIRE, which awaits a publisher bold enough to undertake a complex venture, I added images: photographs and plans of the sites where Constance lived, documents from the Public Record office and elsewhere, and photographs of the mosaics that Constance made. 


As I studied these intricate floors, my own mosaic method, requiring several different orders and directions of reading, came to seem more and more appropriate.
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	I thought I would go up to the Eumenides Cave & ask God there to explain to me what were these Eumenides which pursued me.  I would not ask to be released from them—Welcome Eumenides— but to be delivered from doing further wrong.

You talk of the Road Murder, I suppose, even at Lausanne?  Not all the Detective Police in existence shall ever persuade me out of the hypothesis that the circumstances have gradually shaped out to my mind.  The father was in bed with the nurse: The child was discovered by them, sitting up in his little bed, staring, and evidently going to “tell Ma”.  The nurse leaped out of bed and 

instantly suffocated him in the father’s presence.  The father cut the child about, to distract suspicion (which was effectually done), and took the body out where it was found.  Either when he was going for the Police, or when he locked the police up in his own house, or at both times, he got rid of the knife and so forth.  It is likely enough that the truth may be never discovered now.

In some of my former novels, the object proposed has been to trace the influence of circumstances upon character.  In the present  story I have reversed the process.  The attempt made, here, is to trace the influence of character on circumstances.  The conduct pursued, under a sudden emergency, by a young girl, supplies the foundation on which I have built this book.



I went & sate in the cave of the Eumenides alone, & thought how they pursued me — & how would it end?  A wretched [sic] that I am.  Who shall deliver me from the body of this death?  What does it signify to me now whether I see this or do that or not?  I never can be sure of seeing it.  I may see nothing but my own self practicing an attitude.

C. did not take her punishments very seriously she generally managed to get some amusement out of them.  Once after being
  

particularly provocative & passionate, the governess put her down in a dark wine cellar, she fell on a heap of straw & fancied herself in the dungeon of a great castle, a prisoner taken in battle fighting for Bonnie Prince Charlie & to be taken to the block next morning, when the governess unlocked the door and told her to come up she was looking rather pleased over her fancies.

I like to think how Eumenides’ laws work out all things for good & I would not be such a fool as to pray that one little [sic] of hell should be remitted, one consequence altered either of others mistakes or of our own.

The governess asked what she was smiling about   Oh she said only the funny rats.  What rats said the governess, she did not know there were any there   They do not hurt said C; only dance & play about   After that to her disappointment she was shut in a beer cellar a light room but with a window too high to look out of, but she managed to pull the spigot out of a cask of beer, after that she was locked up in one of 2 spare rooms at the end of a vestibule & shut off by double doors, she liked the big room for it had a large 4 poster bed she could climb about, but the little room was dreary, the rooms had a legend attached to them, were said to be haunted & on a certain date a blue fire burned in the fire place

29.  We come then to that great concourse of the Dead, not merely to know from them what is true, but chiefly to feel with them what is just.  Now, to feel with them, we must be like them; and none of us can become that without pains.  As the true knowledge is disciplined and tested knowledge, —not the first thought that comes--- so the true passion is disciplined and tested passion, —not the first passion that comes.

“On Saturday the electric wires flashed with the intelligence that a man had given himself up, at Wolverton, as the murderer… a man, who has given the Christian name of Edmund John, but who refuses to give any surname, or to state where his place of abode is situated… made a statement to the effect that he had killed the child at Road, and that he felt he could not live; and that he had given himself up, as he could see the child walk before him wherever he went…  Subsequently he avowed his intention of making an open confession to a clergyman, and expressed a wish to see a minister of the Wesleyan denomination…

To be inconsistent is to be cramped in some direction.
Constable Goodson said that while the prisoner was at Wolverton railway station the prisoner gave a tobacco-box to one of the station, 
railwaymen, and a purse to another, and a knife to a third.  He
produced these articles, which he had recovered from the men, who
were total strangers to the prisoner.  When he gave them to the men, the prisoner said that "they would hear something of them afterwards."  During the train journey the knife had fallen from the bundle, and the prisoner at once said: "That is my knife; how did you come by that?"

 I don't mean that she is perfect— she acts without thinking, her temper is sometimes warm and hasty; but have we any right to go and injure her prospects for life, by telling Mr. Bradshaw all we know of her errors— only sixteen when she did so wrong, and never to escape from it all her many years to come— to have the despair which would arise from its being known, clutching her back into worse sin?  What harm do you think she can do?


I promised my God that I would not die of disgust or disappointment if he would let me go through this.  In all that has been said against & for me, no one soul has appreciated what I was really doing—

 "When we first spoke together, Neville, you told me that your sister had risen out of the disadvantages of your past lives as superior to you as the tower of Cloisterham Cathedral is higher than the chimneys of Minor Canon Corner.  Do you remember that?"




"Right well!"

"I was inclined to think it at the time an enthusiastic flight.  No matter what I think it now.  What I would emphasise is, that under the head of Pride your sister is a great and opportune example to you."


"Under all heads that are included in the composition of a fine character, she is."


"Say so; but take this one.  Your sister has learnt how to govern what is proud in her nature.  She can dominate it even

when it is wounded through her sympathy with you.  No doubt she has suffered deeply in those same streets where you suffered deeply.  No doubt her life is darkened by the cloud that darkens yours.  But bending her pride into a grand composure that is not haughty or aggressive, but is a sustained confidence in you and in the truth, she has won her way through those streets until she passes along them as high in the general respect as any one who treads them.  Every day and hour of her life since Edwin Drood's disappearance, she has faced malignity and folly— for you— as only a brave nature well directed can.  So it will be with her to the end.  Another and weaker kind of pride might sink broken-hearted, but never such a

pride as hers: which knows no shrinking, and can get no mastery over her."


The pale cheek beside him flushed under the comparison, and the hint implied in it.


"I will do all I can to imitate her," said Neville.


"Do so, and be a truly brave man."

       Now you know exactly what my position was, at the time of Mr Candy's illness, you will the more readily understand the sore need I had of lightening the burden on my mind by giving it, at intervals, some sort of relief.  I have had the presumption to occupy my leisure, for some years past, in writing a book, addressed to the members of my profession— a book on the intricate and delicate subject of the brain and the nervous system.  My work will probably never be finished; and it will certainly never be published.  It has none the less been the friend of many lonely hours; and it helped me to while away the anxious time— the time of waiting, and nothing else— at Mr Candy's bedside.  I told you he was delirious, I think?  And I mentioned the time at which his delirium came on?'


'Yes.'


'Well, I had reached a section of my book, at that time, which touched on this same question of delirium.  I won't trouble you at any length with my theory on the subject— I will confine myself to

telling you only what it is your present interest to know.  It has often occurred to me in the course of my medical practice, to doubt whether we can justifiably infer— in cases of delirium— that the loss of the faculty of speaking connectedly implies the loss of the faculty of thinking connectedly as well.  Poor Mr Candy's illness gave me the opportunity of putting this doubt to the test.  I understand the art of writing in shorthand; and I was able to take down the patient's "wanderings", exactly as they fell from his lips.  —Do you see, Mr Blake, what I am coming to at last?'


I saw it clearly, and waited with breathless interest to hear more.


'At odds and ends of time,' Ezra Jennings went on, 'I reproduced my shorthand notes in the ordinary form of writing— leaving large spaces between the broken phrases, and even the single words, as they had fallen disconnectedly from Mr Candy's lips.  I then treated the result thus obtained, on something like the principle which one adopts in putting together a child's "puzzle".  It is all confusion to begin with; but it may be all brought into order and shape, if you can only find the right way.  Acting on this plan, I filled in each blank space on the paper, with what the words or phrases on either side of it suggested to me as the speaker's meaning; altering over and over again, until my additions followed naturally on the spoken words which came before them, and fitted naturally into the spoken words which came after them.  The result was, that I

'not only occupied in this way many vacant and anxious hours, but that I arrived at something which was (as it seemed to me) a confirmation of the theory that I held.  In plainer words, after putting the broken sentences together I found the superior faculty of thinking going on, more or less connectedly, in my patient's mind, which the inferior faculty of expressions was in a state of almost complete incapacity and confusion.'


One day Constance and her brother were supposed to be attending to their little gardens behind some shrubbery, they heard some merry laughter from a neighbouring garden, they went to the hedge & looked over longingly at the children playing with some visitors, they were invited to join but were afraid, they were seen and their disobedience punished, the little gardens were uprooted and trampled down, Constance made some futile efforts to revive hers.  No pets were allowed, two little tropical birds sent by the eldest son to his sisters were consigned to a cold back room & died.  The few relatives who visited got into disgrace over the governess &  their stay was brief.  Once Constance was told to make friends with a girl about her own age who lived nearly a mile away but friendships are not make to order, after a period of mutual boredom, the girl falsely accused C of trying to set her against her mother.  At school she was happier with companions but she was always resentful of authority she was still ever in trouble, and looked on as a black sheep, she had nothing to do with the gas escape which was probably owing to the taps having been forgotten when the meter was turned off, she gave nicknames to her teachers & made rhymes on them which were not complimentary increasing her unpopularity with them tho' there were exceptions.


'Why do you dislike the trout so?' asked Tom.


'My dear, we do not even mention them, if we can help it; for I am sorry to say they are relations of ours who do us no

          
credit.  A great many years ago they were just like us: but they were so lazy, and cowardly, and greedy, that instead of going down to the sea every year to see the world and grow strong and fat, they chose to stay and poke around in the little streams and eat worms and grubs: and they are very properly punished for it; for they have grown ugly and brown and spotted and small; and are actually so degraded in their tastes, that they will eat our children.'


'And then they pretend to scrape acquaintance with us again,' said the lady.  'Why, I have actually known one of them propose to a lady salmon, the little impudent creature.'


'I should hope,' said the gentlemen, 'that there are very few 

ladies of our race who would degrade themselves by listening to such a creature for an instant.  If I saw such a thing happen, I should consider it my duty to put them both to death upon the spot.'  So the old salmon said, like an old blue-blooded hidalgo of Spain: and what is more, he would have done it too.

The young nightingales you gets

out of their nest before the end of June are more likely to survive and they'll start singing earlier.  The young must be taken from a
            long, loud-voiced nightingale.  They do not hatch in a cage.  In the woods a nightingale stops singing as soon as his brood is hatched, and about the end of June he moults.  He'll sing a tune in flight and that's all.  He only whistles.  He sings only when he's sitting' in flight, when he is diving after a hen, he warbles.


It is a good thing to put a cage with young birds near a cage

with older ones, so that they should learn to sing.  They should be

hung next to each other.  And here you have to look sharp: if the

young bird sits quiet-like, without moving or uttering a sound and listening while the old bird's singing, he'll be all right and in two weeks he'll perhaps be ready; but the one who doesn't keep silent and keeps warbling after the old 'un, will, if you're lucky, start singing proper-like next year, and even that is doubtful.


One of the masters who attended the school, had a

great quantity of black hair and rugged countenance, she named
          

him Bear in a bush & when taken to a fashionable chapel for Bible class, the minister who became a Bishop, she called the Octagon Magpie from the shape of the building when they were told they only laughed & the minister thinking he might bring some good out of her took some extra pains with her, but seeing the other girls were jealous she gave stupid replies on purpose & so fell from grace.  Then she thought to turn religious & got 2 of her companions to join her in learning chapters of the Bible, but it did not act to make her as good as she had hoped, she was given to read a book by Baxter which convinced her that she had committed the unforgivable sin, so it was useless to try anymore


He said that he was thirty years of age, that he belonged to London, and was a bricklayer by trade; also
that his wife and three children were living in London.  A short time after he had his dinner he said to me: 'Do you think they can try Miss Constance Kent again?  He also said: 'Before I die I should like to have a sheet or two of paper, and I'll leave all behind, and they'll know all about it.  I hope my wife will not know about it; it will break her heart.'








He then gave me an account of his journey from London to Leicester and Leicester to Wolverton, and added that the finger of God was against him, so that he could not get work anywhere.  He begged hard that he might not be handcuffed, and said that he would go with anybody

to any place—to Road or anywhere else.  As far as I could judge the conduct of the prisoner was that of a man in a sound state of mind.
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