The Redruth Revival Murder

by Michael Tangye

population, lived out their drab lives in poverty.

mines which provided them with work.

working-class!

1824. King George IV reigned. The mining town of Redruth had not yet reached the height of its prosperity.
Its shallow, immensely rich copper lodes had rapidly raised many shrewd miners and investors from their
working-class status to that of the middle class. Yet the majority of what was then an almost entire Cornish

Each morning they arose in their overcrowded, unhygienic courts and small cottages, washed hands and
faces in the meagre portion of cold water so allocated - and obtained from the nearest well or mine adit, ate a
frugal breakfast, donned clothes still wet from the previous day’s rain, and trudged wearily to one of the many

The majority was Methodists, many of whom had been directly inspired by the preaching of John Wesley.
He had often positioned himself in the streets of the town, and at Gwennap Pit, to address the masses who had
drifted away from the uninspiring influence of the Church of England.

Methodism, with its stirring hymns, appealed to the Cornish. On Saturdays the population cast aside their
dowdy working-clothes and donned their “Sunday best”. Bal maidens, who had toiled throughout the week
breaking ore, asserted their femininity, being transformed with expensive silk dresses and decorative hats - as
one reporter wrote “larvae of the earth during the week - butterflies in the sunshine on the Sabbath”. An
English minister attending a service at Redruth was disappointed at what he though was the absence of the

It was at a time before compulsory education; the majority of the population was illiterate and rapidly influ-
enced by the vivid comparisons between heaven and “hell, fire and damnation”, forcibly expounded by minis-
ters and local preachers from chapels, great and small. Revivals, termed “an outpouring of the spirit”, were
therefore held about every ten years for the saving of souls. One such revival was held at the Redruth
Weslyan Chapel over a continuous period of six or seven weeks in January and February 1824. The meeting
house was kept open and used for two or three days both by day and night. One of those who attended was
Emma, or Amy, George, a nineteen year old bal maiden who lived at West End, Redruth, in a house divided
into four tenements, near the Poor House, which still survives. Unfortunately, she suffered from mental ill-
ness which was to manifest itself with the most horrific result. The revival, and the ensuing tragedy, were
widely reported in Cornish newspapers at that time, and it is research of these on which this article is based.

a frenzy of religious fervour by the monotonous

rhythmic incantations of the preacher. All around
Emma people cried out in an extraordinary manner using
violent gesticulations; many had completely lost control of
their emotions - some laughing, others crying. Some “fell
on their knees, and with uplifted hands and their bodies
working to and fro, call as loud as they are able to the Lord
for help”.

“Oh! Christ! Pardon me my sins! Oh Lord, give me
grace!” Their conduct was wild and extravagant, and “alto-
gether out of the mild decent course of addressing the
Almighty usually observed in places of worship - the kind
of excitement that was likely to operate on weak minds”.

Emma herself was caught up in this fervour, and when
she had not arrived home by 10.30pm. after entering the
chapel at 2.30pm., her mother went to fetch her. She found
her amongst the crowded congregation lifting up her hands
as high as she could and throwing herself backwards and
forwards violently.

On seeing her mother she began to cry for her parents to
pray for themselves, as they were unaware of the danger
they lived in - meaning danger from her. Ignoring this, and
dragging her by the hand her mother forced her way
through the mass of people and pandemonium to search for,
and retrieve Emma’s cloak, shoes and bonnet, which she
had discarded in different parts of the chapel.

The chapel was crowded, the congregation stirred into

Emma attended again the following night, and on
returning to her home prayed “violently and outrageously
for her parents”, her mind filled with the knowledge
imparted that the ultimate experience was for anyone to be
with their Lord.

It was probably the following day, 4th March, when
Emma returned from the mine. Her mother had gone to
chapel leaving Emma’s seven year old brother, Benjamin,
in her care. She was particularly fond of Ben, and on sitting
down to her meal gave him some of her food. Then, smil-
ing at him, she calmly asked, “Should you like to go to
Heaven dear?”

The child replied, “Yes. When I die.”

She then got up, singing a hymn, placed a black silk
handkerchief round his neck tied with a running knot. “Is it
too tight dear?” she asked.

The child looked up in her face, and smiling, said,
“No.” »

Still singing a hymn, she then lifted him up and sus-
pended him from a crook on the door!

Francis Hodge, a witness at the subsequent trial, later said
that he was surprised when Emma wandered into his room,
obviously troubled, and sat down. On asking what was
troubling her she blurted out, “Ben’s behind the door hang-
ing from a crook.”

In the meantime, Samuel Gribble, another tenant, had
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