Mary Ann Cotton
Britain’s first serial killer Mary Ann Cotton gave birth to Margaret Edith Quick-Manning Cotton on
January 10th 1873 and was hanged in Durham Gaol on March 24th 1873 for the murder of her stepson, Charles Edward Cotton.

Baptised Mary Ann Robson at Rainton Chapel on November 11th 1832, she was the oldest child of Michael (Pitman) and Margaret Robson (née Lonsdale) who were living at Low Moorsley when Mary Ann was born.  Shortly thereafter the family moved to East Rainton and were said to be churchgoers.
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			The Baptism Record of Mary Ann Cotton (Robson)

When Mary Ann was about eight years old the family moved to Murton where her father died
following a fall down the pit shaft early 1842 while repairing a pulley wheel.  Less than two years
later her mother remarried George Stott who Mary Ann supposedly didn’t get on with.  At the age of sixteen she was employed as nursemaid at the home of Edward Potter, viewer of South Hetton colliery.  This is presumably where she met William Mowbray who was living locally and working as a colliery labourer.  The couple married in the Register Office, Newcastle upon Tyne, when Mary Ann wasn’t quite twenty.

William and Mary Ann moved to Cornwall and during their marriage had five children.  Alas,
William died from an intestinal disorder in early 1865 when Mary Ann collected a payout of £35, life insurance, from the British and Prudential Insurance Office.  Mary moved to Seaham Harbour where her mother was living and met Joseph Nattrass who was engaged to be married.  Natrass did marry and moved away.  Mary Ann moved to Sunderland, leaving behind Isabella, the only surviving child out of nine, with her mother.

 Mary Ann then turned to nursing at Sunderland Infirmary, Chester Road, where she met patient, George Ward, who was an engineer.  William Mowbray was cold in his grave less than six months when the couple married at Monkwearmouth in August 1865.  Although in ill health, the attending doctor was surprised when George died suddenly in October 1866.  Once again Mary Ann collected life insurance on his death.

The story continues . . .  Mary Ann Ward married James Robinson in August 1867 and Frederick Cotton (bigamously) in September 1870; she had two lovers, Joseph Nattrass who was no longer married, and John Quick-Manning.

 Mary Ann had twelve children in total: nine to William Mowbray, one to James Robinson, one to Frederick Cotton, and one to John Quick-Manning.

The following died: William Mowbray, first husband and all nine children; George Ward, second husband; one child to James Robinson and two step-children; Margaret Stott, mother; Frederick Cotton, fourth husband, one child and two step-children; Margaret Cotton, sister-in-law and Joseph Nattrass, lover.  

James Robinson had a lucky escape.  He became suspicious when Mary Ann wanted his life insured.  He discovered she had debt, had stolen money, and had also forced his children to pawn household valuables, so he threw her out.

Mary Ann’s downfall came in West Aukland when Thomas Riley, parish official and assistant coroner, became suspicious when “she complained that the last surviving Cotton boy . . .  was in the way” . . .  and added, “I won’t be troubled long.  He’ll go like all the rest of the Cottons.” 

Rumour turned to suspicion and forensic enquiry.  Samples from Charles Edward Cotton were tested positive for arsenic and Mary Ann was charged with his murder.

It is said that Mary Ann Robson was a striking, though not beautiful woman, who was obviously attractive to the opposite sex but what caused her to behave as she did?  ‘Shifting’ from place to place for purposes of work was normal and, with the expiry of the colliery bond, it was not unusual to seek more lucrative employment elsewhere.

It would appear that the return to the North-East in 1860 is when the killings began but what were her motives?   

The pattern which emerged: 
                                                         find a man, live with him until it became inconvenient then murder
                                                        him; numerous children, all despatched with the same callousness

                                                        her choice of poison was arsenic, easy to administer and readily
                                                        available                                                         
                                                         
                                                        the symptoms were easily confused with gastroenteritis.

She had poisoned her step-son, apparently, to clear the way for yet another new relationship, this time with Quick-Manning. 

Letters, which Mary Ann wrote to her lodger from Durham Gaol shortly before her death, have recently been sold to a collector.

Murder at Springwell Terrace
John William Johnson, a farm labourer, was obviously besotted with Margaret Addison, his landlady.  Margaret had been widowed for nearly ten years; her son, Christopher, a coal miner, and daughter, Margaret, were still living at home with their mother at the Four Lane Ends.  

Margaret had found happiness with another, Andrew Simpson a coal miner, who was living at the Brewery Hotel in Hetton with his grown-up family.  Their wedding day was planned for Saturday, October 31st 1891.  However, John William Johnson had other ideas: if he couldn’t have her, no one else would.

When the engagement was announced early October, Johnson started drinking heavily.  He couldn’t get out of his head the fact that Margaret loved another, even though she had given him no encouragement.  In the Colliery Inn, the night before the wedding, Johnson announced that there would be a funeral before there was a wedding . . . and he was true to his word.

 By 9 a.m. on the wedding day Johnson was in the New Inn, Four Lane Ends, where he ordered a beer.  He knew Margaret was setting off early from Hetton Station to go to her mother’s home at Shincliffe.  She would have to pass that way so he would be ready.  He followed Margaret who had almost reached the station when he called her name.  As she turned, she found herself staring down the barrel of a handgun.  What ensued at that time – an argument or pleading - will never be known, but the outcome was certain – Margaret Addison lay dead in a pool of blood.  Johnson had blasted two shots into Margaret’s head and she died instantly.

He then walked to the nearby Police Station at Bog Row and handed himself in.  Sergeant
Cartwright was not at home but his wife Sarah answered the door.  She, calmly, requested Johnson to empty his pockets, the contents of which were three cartridges, a knife and some keys.  She then took Johnson to a cell and locked him up before sending for her husband.  

Police Constable Bellam had arrived at the scene where a crowd gathered around Margaret Addison’s body.  A large crowd thronged outside of Sergeant Cartwright’s home when he arrived home but he waited until the crowd dispersed before transporting the prisoner to the lock-up at Houghton-le-Spring.  John William Johnson had willingly confessed to Margaret Addison’s murder.

At his trial, Johnson accepted his fate with dignity - murder meant hanging – and on December 22nd  1891, after a hearty breakfast, he went to the gallows.  There would be two funerals and no wedding.

The execution of notorious mass killer, 'Dark Angel' Mary Ann Cotton 150 years ago Evening Chronicle
On March 24, 1873, Mary Ann Cotton was hanged at Durham jail for the murder of her stepson and the deaths by poisoning of 11 of her children, three husbands, one lover, and her mother
It was a story which gripped Victorian Britain: One hundred and fifty years ago, multiple murderer Mary Ann Cotton was executed at Durham prison by the prolific hangman William Calcraft.
In an age long before the dawn of radio, television and the internet, the details of Cotton's trial and subsequent hanging were followed in the flourishing regional newspapers of the time by millions up and down the country with morbid fascination.

The 40-year-old was swiftly demonised, becoming widely known as the 'black widow' and being described as a ‘monster in human shape’ by the Newcastle Chronicle. Her notoriety even reached as far as the playground. North East children would recite a chilling nursery rhyme:

 “Sing, sing, oh, what can I sing? Mary Ann Cotton is tied up with string. Where, where? Up in the air, sellin’ black puddings a penny a pair.”
Born Mary Ann Robson in October 1832 at Low Moorsley. Mary Ann Cotton, would in effect become one of Britain's worst serial killers, a century before the term was coined. Suspected of poisoning to death 21 people, only modern-day mass murderers Harold Shipman and Peter Sutcliffe have been convicted of killing more.
In common with many people in the rabidly industrialising Britain of the mid-19th century, life for the young Mary Ann was hard. Her coal miner father fell to his death, forcing her to become a nurse and support the family.
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A contemporary photograph of Victorian murderer Mary Ann Cotton (Image: Newcastle Chronicle)
Described as “strikingly beautiful” and seeking a husband, 20-year-old Mary Ann married labourer William Mowbray, and the suspicious deaths would soon begin. While living in Plymouth, she and William had five children - four of whom died of “gastric fever”. The couple then moved back to the North East where they had, and lost, three more children. In 1865 William, like his children, died of an intestinal disorder, leaving his widow with an insurance pay-out.
Little over a year later, husband number two - George Ward - died, again from intestinal problems. And Mary Ann again picked up a hefty sum of insurance.

The life and crimes of Mary Ann Cotton were dramatised by ITV in the two-part 2016 production, Dark Angel (Image: ITV)
Husband number three would be James Robinson and, in the meantime, the deaths continued - Mary Ann’s mother, a daughter, and two of James’ own offspring. The couple’s own child - a daughter - also died, before James kicked his wife out.
Mary Ann then bigamously married husband number four, Frederick Cotton. The deaths soon continued - Frederick, their child, Frederick’s sister, and Frederick’s own child, Charles Edward Cotton, all perished. A lover called Joseph Nattrass also died from stomach problems.
It was the death of little Charles which led to Cotton’s downfall. The effects of arsenic poisoning — vomiting, diarrhoea and abdominal pain — were similar to common medical conditions such as gastroenteritis or dysentery, and until then had been undetectable. A recent pioneering advance in toxicology called the Marsh Test, however, meant arsenic could now be readily detected in a corpse. Charles' body was exhumed and traces of deadly arsenic were found.
Mary Ann Cotton's three-day trial at Durham Crown Court was extensively covered by newspaper reporters from around the country. The court heard how she lived off her successive husbands before eventually claiming their estates.
In an era of poor nutrition among the urban working class, the constant movement of people, and poor record-keeping, the repeated deaths had gone unchallenged. Thanks to new advances in forensic science, murderers like Mary Ann Cotton would now no longer be able to get away with their crimes.
Cotton was found guilty of Charles’ murder and responsible for the deaths by poisoning of 11 of her children, three husbands, one lover, and her mother. She was sentenced to death by hanging. When the dust finally settled, Cotton would be linked to as many as 21 suspected murders in total.
Mary Ann Cotton was executed at Durham jail on March 24, 1873, in front of 50 observers. The details were reported in great detail in newspapers across Britain. At ten minutes to eight, the dreaded sound of the 'death bell' ringing was heard throughout the jail. On the hour, the prisoner and a procession of officials, including the hangman, William Calcraft, and his assistant, slowly began making their way to the gallows yard.
Praying, whimpering and sobbing as as she walked, and supported on each side by a male warder, Cotton was dressed in a black gown with a black and white checked shawl thrown over her shoulders. Her head and throat were bare and her hands were clasped tightly in front of her.
One report noted: "Though her step was firm and her body erect, there was deep emotion observable in her face which had grown so pale, wan and worn since her trial." Reaching the quadrangle where her imminent death was about to take place, she exclaimed loudly: "Lord have mercy".
At the gallows, Calcraft covered the prisoner's face with a white cap, her legs were bound, and the noose was positioned around her neck at which point Cotton "visibly shuddered". Her last words were "Lord, have mercy on my soul" before the bolt was drawn and the prisoner instantly dropped three feet, her dead suddenly dropping to one side before her lifeless body finally stopped twitching. "All present were deeply moved," it was reported, "particularly the under-sheriff who was so overcome with horror at the sight that he fainted away." Cotton's body would be buried in an unmarked grave in the prison grounds.
About Mary Ann Cotton
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mary_Ann_Cotton
Mary Ann Robson Cotton, was a serial killer convicted of murdering her mother, 11 of her 13 children, her stepson and 3 of her 4 husbands by arsenic poisoning. She is believed to have murdered up to 21 people in total.
Mary was born in October 1832 at Low Moorsley (now part of Houghton-le-Spring in the City of Sunderland) and baptised at St Mary's, West Rainton on 11 November. Her father Michael, a miner, was ardently religious and a fierce disciplinarian.
When she was eight, her parents moved the family to the County Durham village of Murton, where she went to a new school and found it difficult to make friends. Soon after the move her father fell 150 feet (46 m) to his death down a mine shaft at Murton Colliery.
In 1843, Mary Ann's widowed mother, Margaret (née Lonsdale) married George Stott, with whom Mary Ann did not get along. At the age of 16, she moved out to become a nurse at Edward Potter's home in the nearby village of South Hetton. After three years there, she returned to her mother's home and trained as a dressmaker.
Husband 1: William Mowbray
In 1852, at the age of 20, Mary Ann married colliery labourer William Mowbray in Newcastle Upon Tyne register office; they soon moved to Plymouth, Devon. The couple had five children, four of whom died from gastric fever. William and Mary Ann moved back to North East England where they had, and lost, three more children. William became a foreman at South Hetton Colliery and then a fireman aboard a steam vessel. He died of an intestinal disorder in January 1865. William's life was insured by the British and Prudential Insurance office and Mary Ann collected a payout of £35 on his death, equivalent to about half a year's wages for a manual labourer at the time.
Husband 2: George Ward
Soon after Mowbray's death, Mary Ann moved to Seaham Harbour, County Durham, where she struck up a relationship with Joseph Nattrass. He, however, was engaged to another woman and she left Seaham after Nattrass’s wedding. During this time, her 3½-year-old daughter died, leaving her with one child out of the nine she had borne. She returned to Sunderland and took up employment at the Sunderland Infirmary, House of Recovery for the Cure of Contagious Fever, Dispensary and Humane Society. She sent her remaining child, Isabella, to live with her mother.
One of her patients at the infirmary was an engineer, George Ward. They married in Monkwearmouth on 28 August 1865. He continued to suffer ill health; he died in October 1866 after a long illness characterised by paralysis and intestinal problems. The attending doctor later gave evidence that Ward had been very ill, yet he had been surprised that the man's death was so sudden. Once again, Mary Ann collected insurance money from her husband's death.
Husband 3: James Robinson
James Robinson was a shipwright at Pallion, Sunderland, whose wife, Hannah, had recently died. He hired Mary Ann as a housekeeper in November 1866. One month later, when James' baby died of gastric fever, he turned to his housekeeper for comfort and she became pregnant. Then Mary Ann's mother, living in Seaham Harbour, County Durham, became ill so she immediately went to her. Although her mother started getting better, she also began to complain of stomach pains. She died at age 54 in the spring of 1867, nine days after Mary Ann's arrival.
Mary Ann's daughter Isabella, from the marriage to William Mowbray, was brought back to the Robinson household and soon developed bad stomach pains and died; so did another two of Robinson's children. All three children were buried in the last two weeks of April 1867.
Robinson married Mary Ann at St Michael's, Bishopwearmouth on 11 August 1867. Their child, Mary Isabella, was born that November, but she became ill with stomach pains and died in March 1868.
Robinson, meanwhile, had become suspicious of his wife's insistence that he insure his life; he discovered that she had run up debts of £60 behind his back and had stolen more than £50 that she was supposed to have put in the bank. The last straw was when he found she had been forcing his children to pawn household valuables for her. He threw her out.
"Husband" 4: Frederick Cotton
Mary Ann was desperate and living on the streets. Then her friend Margaret Cotton introduced her to her brother, Frederick, a pitman and recent widower living in Walbottle, Northumberland, who had lost two of his four children. Margaret had acted as substitute mother for the remaining children, Frederick Jr. and Charles. But in late March 1870 Margaret died from an undetermined stomach ailment, leaving Mary Ann to console the grieving Frederick Sr. Soon her eleventh pregnancy was underway.
Frederick and Mary Ann were bigamously married on 17 September 1870 at St Andrew's, Newcastle Upon Tyne and their son Robert was born early in 1871. Soon after, Mary Ann learnt that her former lover, Joseph Nattrass, was living in the nearby village of West Auckland, and no longer married. She rekindled the romance and persuaded her new family to move near him. Frederick followed his predecessors to the grave in December of that year, from “gastric fever." Insurance had been taken out on his life and the lives of his sons.
Two lovers
After Frederick's death, Nattrass soon became Mary Ann’s lodger. She gained employment as nurse to an excise officer recovering from smallpox, John Quick-Manning. Soon she became pregnant by him with her twelfth child. It may well be that the name of the excise man was in fact Richard Quick Mann. There appears to be no trace of John Quick-Manning in the records of The West Auckland Brewery or The National Archives at Kew. The census records, birth, death and marriage records also show no trace of him. Richard Quick Mann was a custom and excise man specialising in breweries and has been found in the records and this may indeed be the real name of Mary Ann Cotton's alleged lover.
Frederick Jr. died in March 1872 and the infant Robert soon after. Then Nattrass became ill with gastric fever, and died — just after revising his will in Mary Ann’s favour.
The insurance policy Mary Ann had taken out on Charles' life still awaited collection.
Death of Charles Edward Cotton and inquest
Mary Ann's downfall came when she was asked by a parish official, Thomas Riley, to help nurse a woman who was ill with smallpox. She complained that the last surviving Cotton boy, Charles Edward, was in the way and asked Riley if he could be committed to the workhouse. Riley, who also served as West Auckland's assistant coroner, said she would have to accompany him. She told Riley that the boy was sickly and added: “I won’t be troubled long. He’ll go like all the rest of the Cottons.”
Five days later, Mary Ann told Riley that the boy had died. Riley went to the village police and convinced the doctor to delay writing a death certificate until the circumstances could be investigated.
Mary Ann’s first port of call after Charles' death was not the doctor’s but the insurance office. There, she discovered that no money would be paid out until a death certificate was issued. An inquest was held and the jury returned a verdict of natural causes. Mary Ann claimed to have used arrowroot to relieve his illness and said Riley had made accusations against her because she had rejected his advances.
Then the local newspapers latched on to the story and discovered Mary Ann had moved around northern England and lost three husbands, a lover, a friend, her mother, and a dozen children, all of whom had died of stomach fevers.
Arrest
Rumour turned to suspicion and forensic inquiry. The doctor who attended Charles had kept samples, and they tested positive for arsenic. He went to the police, who arrested Mary Ann and ordered the exhumation of Charles' body. She was charged with his murder, although the trial was delayed until after the delivery of her last child in Durham Gaol on 10 January 1873, whom she named Margaret Edith Quick-Manning Cotton.
Trial and execution
Mary Ann Cotton's trial began on 5 March 1873. The delay was caused by a problem in the selection of the public prosecutor. A Mr. Aspinwall was supposed to get the job, but the Attorney General, Sir John Duke Coleridge, chose his friend and protégé Charles Russell. Russell's appointment over Aspinwall led to a question in the House of Commons. However, it was accepted, and Russell conducted the prosecution. The Cotton case would be the first of several famous poisoning cases he would be involved in during his career, including those of Adelaide Bartlett and Florence Maybrick.
The defense in the case was handled by Mr. Thomas Campbell Foster. The defence at Mary Ann's trial claimed that Charles died from inhaling arsenic used as a dye in the green wallpaper of the Cotton home. The jury retired for 90 minutes before finding Mary Ann guilty.
The Times correspondent reported on 20 March: "After conviction the wretched woman exhibited strong emotion but this gave place in a few hours to her habitual cold, reserved demeanour and while she harbours a strong conviction that the royal clemency will be extended towards her, she staunchly asserts her innocence of the crime that she has been convicted of." Several petitions were presented to the Home Secretary, but to no avail. Mary Ann Cotton was hanged at Durham County Gaol on 24 March 1873 by William Calcraft.
Nursery rhyme
Mary Ann Cotton also had her own nursery rhyme of the same title, sung after her hanging on March 24, 1873.
Lyrics:
Mary Ann Cotton,
Dead and forgotten
She lies in her bed,
With her eyes wide open
Sing, sing, oh, what can I sing,
Mary Ann Cotton is tied up with string
Where, where? Up in the air
Sellin' black puddens a penny a pair.
"Black puddens" refers to black pudding, a type of sausage made with pig's blood.
As with all nursery rhymes passed on primarily by word of mouth, there are variations. A more complete version runs:
Mary Ann Cotton
She’s dead and she’s rotten
She lies in her bed
With eyes wide open.
Sing, sing, oh, what can I sing,
Mary Ann Cotton is tied up with string.
Where, where? Up in the air
Sellin’ black puddens a penny a pair.
Mary Ann Cotton
She’s dead and forgotten,
She lies in a grave with her bones all-rotten;
Sing, sing, oh, what can we sing,
Mary Ann Cotton is tied up with string.
There are further versions, slightly more crude, still passed on in school playgrounds in the region, such as:
Mary Ann Cotton
She’s dead and forgotten,
She lies in her coffin with her finger up her bottom.
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Mary Ann Cotton's Timeline
	1832
	October 31, 1832
	Birth of Mary Ann Cotton
Low Moorsley, Hetton-le-Hole, Tyne and Wear, England, United Kingdom
	

	1857
	June 23, 1857
	Birth of Margaret Jane Mowbray
	

	1858
	September 26, 1858
	Birth of Isabella Mowbray
	

	1861
	October 1, 1861
	Birth of Margaret Jane Mowbray
England (United Kingdom)
	

	1864
	July 6, 1864
	Birth of John Robert Mowbray
England (United Kingdom)
	

	1867
	November 29, 1867
	Birth of Mary Isabella Robinson
	

	1869
	June 18, 1869
	Birth of George Robinson
Deptford, County Durham, England, United Kingdom
	

	1871
	1871
	Birth of Robert Robson Cotton
	

	1873
	January 10, 1873
	Birth of Margaret Edith Quick-Manning Fletcher Kell
Durham Gaol, Durham, County Durham, England, United Kingdom
	

	
	March 24, 1873
Age 40
	Death of Mary Ann Cotton at Durham Gaol
Durham Gaol, Durham, Durham Unitary Authority, County Durham, England, United Kingdom
	



image1.jpeg
7

,\ i
/*’)-.A_/H\\_,c& \,M . in the Year 18_&_..

Parcats Name. Quality, Trade, By whom the
Fae Abode. or Ceremouny
# Neme | ChriRion. | Surname. Frofellien. wes
=) 1
. < 4 i, .k
Mw’/ » E @\mz ﬁ / e s /%Z‘/tu
o ug Lrv LAt ) (a0 T
/: g nid- i s L eenexke





image2.png




