
SHEFFIELD PATROL GROUP PRESENTS 

 
 

 
 

 

ATTERCLIFFE AND DARNALL  



 

I first went to Attercliffe to see Spacemen 3 at the Take Two Club on Staniforth Road. It 

looks to me like no trace of the place remains, although I’m told that the building still exists 

and is now a Muslim community centre. 

 

I know that I’ll have travelled to the Take Two on the 52 bus from Crookes, but I wouldn’t 

have remembered the date of the concert, were it not for the meticulously researched 

Spacemen 3 blog, which reliably informs me that it took place on 24 March 1988.  

 

Apparently, the setlist consisted of three songs – ‘It’s Alright’, ‘Come Down Easy’, and 

‘Walkin’ with Jesus’ – and a recording with a running time of 29 minutes 25 seconds is 

available to download from Dropbox. I might look into that sometime, if nostalgic yearning 

gets the better of me. 

 

I can’t remember anything specific about the performance, beyond registering that it was 

good. I thought it resembled ‘An Evening of Contemporary Sitar Music’, which was recorded 

live at an arts centre in Brentford on 19 August 1988, and the timing suggests that was 

possible, although two of the songs from the setlist were from ‘The Perfect Prescription’, 

which was released in September 1987 and has been described as “a vision of a drug trip 

from inception to blasted conclusion, highs and lows fully intact.” 

 

That was Spacemen 3 for you: taking drugs to make music for public schoolboys and 

revolutionary estate agents. 

 

Will Carruthers, a member of Spacemen 3 for a brief time, who played at the show in 

Brentford, but who can’t be heard because he failed to switch on his amp, sums up the vibe in 

his memoir, ‘Playing the Bass with Three Left Hands’:  

 

“I presume that the bright spark or cunning entrepreneur who had booked this “evening of 

contemporary sitar music” had somehow seen (or heard about) Sonic and Jason Pierce’s 

previous excursion into drones and “sitar” music at an acid party in London, when a suitably 

inebriated person might easily have been ecstatically transported to the banks of the Ganges. 

It might have been quite possible for that person to imagine they were hearing some fabulous 

type of “contemporary” sitar music, especially if they had never seen or heard a sitar before... 

 

Spectral shapes, motifs and melodic archetypes drift in and disappear, while the occasional 

mythical beast emerges from the ocean of drone, rising and submerging with barely a ripple. 

Imaginary colours pulse lysergically, and the drift of time is forgotten within the boundaries 

of limitless sound.” 

 

And he might also have touched upon why the show on Staniforth Road left such an 

uncertain trace on my memory: 

 

“Spacemen 3 were certainly not something you would expect to encounter at a serious-

minded arts centre in the late 80s. Bands didn’t really play at arts centres, anyway, or at least 

we didn’t. We generally played in windowless rooms that stank of stale ale, exhaled 

cigarettes and abandoned sweat, in which obvious art lovers were rarely to be seen obviously 

enjoying art. We played to drunk people, mostly.” 

 



 
 

Not only was I drunk, I was also being pursued on account of my beauty by girls. I went out 

in the company of one beautiful girl, and as I radiated outwards, I attracted the attention of 

several others. I didn’t really register this at the time. It was commonplace. I was humble. It 

meant nothing to me. I took my beautiful blond hair for granted. My beautiful slim body was 

second nature. In fact, I had trouble accepting the idea that I had a physical presence and 

could be perceived as an object by other people, who seemed far more real than me. The best 

looking people act as if they don’t realise how good looking they are. 

 

Not only was I drunk, and drugged, immersed in my beauty, and adored, I was also in the 

company of at least one member of The Nihilistics, stalwarts of the Hallamshire Hotel, Maze 

Bar, Moor Bandstand and Leadmill (remember those endless showcases for worthy causes 

that used to be all the rage?), who also played with Fuck City Shitters at Take Two six 

months after Spacemen 3. 

 

It’s thanks to Nile Manilow, Phylllistine Geldof, Pete Fuck, Sex Vicar and Mr Pharmacist of 

The Nihilistics that I can remember where I was when I was [reference to sex act removed] 

on 25 April 1987, when I looked with disappointment upon Inspiral Carpets on 26 May the 

same year, and where I learned how to make a convincing dog collar with a piece of 

cardboard inserted into a cheap black shirt on 13 September.  

 

There’s no-one I love more in life than the lad who sparked The Nihilistics reunion of 2006 

by name checking them in a list of the greatest ever gigs in Sheffield, and whose review of 

that first reunion show was published in the local music magazine ‘Sandman’, which had 

much to recommend it whenever it featured his writings: 

 



“The Nihilistics claim to be resolute atheists but their performance tonight facilitates a 

journey through space and time that is fundamentally supernatural in that it makes a mockery 

of the laws of physics. 

 

The crowd is large and enthusiastic, although P. Geldof is the target for some artless heckling 

from a once young man who is proud to have been unemployed for 25 years, loudly and 

repeatedly agitating in favour of the DWP (Darnall Workers Party), suggesting the bass 

player is a traitor by virtue of having taken a job. 

 

P. Geldof’s assertion of godlessness is undermined by his countenance, replete with the eyes 

and ears of a pixie. I once encountered him on the outskirts of Dore, carrying a bucket, 

claiming to be on his way to an anarchist summer camp, but surely engaged in pagan 

fieldwork.  

 

As I’m leaving the Grapes, not quite sure what year it is, I chance to spy copies of ‘TOPY vs. 

NOS’ on the information counter near the pub’s entrance, which outlines the activities of 

Thee Temple Ov Psychick Youth and the discredited Christian evangelical group that 

flourished in Crookes around the time that The Nihilistics originally flourished. 

 

I hear the singer from the support band damning both TOPY and NOS and I take this as 

further evidence that space and time mean nothing at all.” 

 

 
 

Whether or not space and time have meaning, we’re going to use this sentence to travel from 

2006 to 2018, and to transport ourselves along the route that leads from The Grapes to the 

two miles distant junction of Attercliffe Road and Staniforth Road in an instant, to ask 



ourselves if Staniforth Road is located in Attercliffe or Darnall. There seems to be a boundary 

stone near the junction, which might cast some light on the issue, but the inscription has 

faded to the point of invisibility, presumably as a result of traffic pollution combined with 

civic contempt for the heritage of the poor.  

 

We’ll head for the other end of Staniforth Road some other time, in search of the ghost of the 

Duke of Darnall, a notable Sheffield character, figure of fun and object of ridicule in one, as 

this edited and improved reminiscence posted on the Sheffield History forum testifies: 

 

“I remember the Duke of Darnall in the fifties standing at the top of Angel Street directing 

the traffic (where the policeman used to stand on point duty), dressed in his usual black 

bowler hat, pinstripe trousers, frock coat and rolled umbrella waving his hands about (just 

like the policeman), with traffic zooming past him, not taking a blind bit of notice. He once 

jumped out in front of me when I was driving a double decker bus down The Moor and I had 

to hit the brakes, throwing my conductress flat on her face on the top deck. The Duke of 

Darnall was not responsible for his actions; he should have been kept in a secure, safe place 

instead of being let loose on the community.” 

 

Some people say that the Duke was deaf and dumb. He often sported white gloves, a red bow 

tie and spats. He sometimes wore a top hat in place of the bowler. He was also active in the 

1960s, and it’s unreliably reported that he believed it was his duty to help the traffic police of 

the era. He was also known as The Burton’s Dummy, not only for the clothes he wore, but 

also because he sometimes stood outside the vast and imposing Burton Taylors outlet on 

Attercliffe Road. He is said to have been a close friend of Russian Edna (Melanie Birch), who 

lodged on Darnall Road and was found slain in High Hazels Park in March 1954 (and whose 

killer was found guilty of manslaughter), and they were frequently found in the Barleycorn 

and Wellington pubs. It’s rumoured that the Duke lived off Main Road in Darnall.  

 

I passed along Attercliffe Road to and from Rotherham twice a week for several months in 

2007 following the Sheffield flood that summer, which rendered the train track impassable, 

and it was the memory of the impressive buildings and faded grandeur of Attercliffe that 

called me back. 

 

 

 

 

  



 
  



As I wandered around the suburb, I came across a building on Worksop Road bearing the 

legend ‘1772’. It looked like it could have been a small inn (and so it proves, a Grade II listed 

building once called The Britannia, which was closed in 2014, when it was developed into 

three flats that you wouldn’t want to live in) but there was nothing to indicate for sure what it 

was now or had been.  

 

When I was looking for information on this building, I mistakenly and fortuitously searched 

for ‘Attercliffe 1792’ and came across the story of Spence Broughton.  

 

Broughton was born into a farming family in the village of Horbling in Lincolnshire, or to 

wealthy parents in the village of Marton (which is almost 40 miles from Horbling) in 1746. 

He fathered three children, but his fondness for gambling led him to desert his wife and 

children for the cock-fighting scenes of Sheffield, Grantham and Derby. 

 

Early in 1791, Broughton was involved in the robbery of the Sheffield and Rotherham mail 

on Attercliffe Common. He escaped towards Mansfield with his accomplice and committed 

further robberies at Cambridge and Aylesbury before being arrested in London in October 

1791 and sent to Newgate Prison. His accomplice in the Attercliffe Common robbery 

escaped, and another of his criminal associates gave evidence that Broughton was the ring-

leader, meaning that Broughton was left to stand trial alone.  

 

Following a 90 minute hearing, Broughton was sentenced to death by hanging, with the 

further instruction that he should “be hung in chains on the Common, within three miles of 

Sheffield, where the robbery was committed.” He protested his innocence, claiming that he 

was six miles away when the robbery took place, but he was executed at the York Tyburn on 

Knavesmire on 14 April 1792. His body was removed to Attercliffe Common two days later, 

where it was hung on a gibbet. 

 

Gibbeting was a form of punitive ‘justice’, as indicated by the judge who proclaimed 

Broughton’s sentence, saying: 

 

“…that in order to deter others, his punishment should not cease at the place of execution, but 

his body should be suspended between earth and Heaven, as unworthy of either, to be 

buffeted by winds and storms.” 

 

The keeper of a pub called the Arrow that was located near the site of the gibbeting reported 

that crowds gathered to observe the spectacle the day before Broughton’s corpse was 

delivered, and the site attracted 40,000 visitors on the first day it was displayed. It remained 

hanging on the gibbet for nearly 36 years, only being removed in 1827 because the new 

landowner, Henry Sorby, objected to tourists trespassing on his land. 

 

The remains of the gibbet post were supposedly rediscovered in 1867 during the building of 

new houses on Clifton Street, which once again drew large crowds to the Common. 

 

It’s said that a group of drunken potters from the Don Pottery in Swinton dislodged two 

fingers from Broughton’s skeleton, which they incorporated into the body of a jug. 

 

 

 



  



Several songs were written about Broughton, including the ‘Spence Broughton’ reported by 

C.J. Davison Ingledew in ‘The Ballads and Songs of Yorkshire’, published in 1860, and 

‘Spence Broughton’s Lament’ by Joseph Mather. 

 

The Ingledew version runs as follows: 

 

SPENCE BROUGHTON 

 

Who was hung at York for robbing the mail on the 14th of April, 1792. 

 

To you my dear companions, 

Accept these lines I pray; 

A most impartial trial 

Has occupied this day. 

'Tis from your dying Broughton 

To show his wretched fate, 

I hope you'll make reformation 

Before it is too late. 

 

The loss of your companion 

Does grieve my heart full sore, 

And I know that my fair Ellen 

Will my wretched fate deplore. 

I think on those happy hours 

That now are past and gone, 

Now poor unhappy Broughton 

Does wish he had ne'er been born. 

 

One day in Saint James's 

With large and swelling pride, 

Each man had a flash woman 

Walking by his side; 

At night we did retire 

Unto some ball or play, 

In these unhappy pleasures 

How time did pass away. 

 

Brought up in wicked habit, 

Which brings me now in fear, 

How little did I think 

My time would be so near; 

For now I'm overtaken, 

Condemned and cast to die, 

Exposed a sad example 

To all that does pass by. 

 

O that I had but gone 

To some far-distant clime, 

A gibbet post, poor Broughton, 

Would never have been mine; 

But alas, for all such wishes, 

Such wishes are in vain, 

Alas! it is but folly 

And madness to complain. 

 

One night I tried to slumber 

And close my weeping eyes, 

I heard a foot approach 

Which struck me with surprise; 

I listened for a moment, 

A voice made this reply, 

"Prepare thyself, Spence Broughton, 

To-morrow you must die." 

 

O awful was the messenger 

And dismal was the sound, 

Like a man that was distracted 

I rolled upon the ground; 

My tears they fell in torrents, 

With anguish I was torn; 

I am poor unhappy Broughton, 

I wish I had ne'er been born. 

 

Farewell, my wife and children, 

To you I do bid adieu, 

I never should have come to this 

Had I staid at home with you. 

I hope thro' my Redeemer 

To gain the happy shore, 

Farewell! farewell! farewell for ever, 

Spence Broughton soon will be no more. 

 

Mather, the file hewer and radical balladeer from Sheffield, who was a contemporary of 

Broughton’s, presents the robber as a tragic hero, rather than a sensational villain: 

 



Hark, his blood, in strains so piercing, 

Cries for justice night and day; 

In these words which I'm rehersing, 

Now methinks I hear him say— 

"Thou, who art my spirit's portion 

In the realms of endless bliss, 

When at first thou gav'st me motion 

Knew that I should come to this.” 

 

The Yorkshire Garland group presents a serviceable but uninspiring version of the song by 

Robin Garside of Sheffield on its website at: 

http://www.yorkshirefolksong.net/song.cfm?songID=89  

 

And that ghastly fake, bully and Stalinist bore who was born James Henry Miller in 

Broughton (!), Salford but chose to represent himself as Ewan MacColl and sing in a fake 

Scottish accent presents something he calls ‘Spence Broughton’ at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=90z4Q0JjBEA  

 

Shirley Collins, the singer from Sussex, who sang songs from Sussex in a Sussex accent 

under the name she was born with, and who was heavily criticised by the self-appointed 

Critics Group directed by James Henry Miller and his wife Peggy Seeger on the grounds of 

her supposed inauthenticity, had this to say about MacColl: 

 

“Ewan had quite a pernicious influence on folk music, I think. People who went to the Critics 

Group [a study group for singers held at MacColl’s home] ended up being moulded by him, 

sounding the same. Folk music should be about reflecting music from the regions, the 

different voices, the roots of it. You couldn’t differentiate anything with his approach. 

 

I first met him when I was 20 and my antenna went up straightaway. I genuinely don’t want 

to be unpleasant, but he was unpleasant to me, quite sexist, and pretentious and pompous – 

words that should never be applied to a folk singer. He said to me that I shouldn’t wear nail 

varnish. What a wretched thing to say to a young woman with an interest; what a way of 

putting someone down. 

 

He was self-invented; there seemed nothing truthful about him, and that’s always concerned 

me greatly. He was an actor, really, even as a singer. The way he’d turn his chair, sit astride 

it, put his hand to his ear... my heart would sink. I know it’s not fair as he’s not here to defend 

himself, but I’ve had my opinion since I first met him, and I’ve not seen any reason to change 

it.” 

 

Talking of dreadful, self-opinionated bores with over inflated egos and close associations 

with Ewan MacColl, I had the misfortune to see Peggy Seeger instructing her audience on 

what constitutes correct behaviour whilst singing ridiculous songs about abortion at The 

Boardwalk in Sheffield on 21 October 2010. 

 

Sometimes the past calls back to you and urges you to remember, and sometimes it calls back 

to you and suggests you might like to forget. 

  

http://www.yorkshirefolksong.net/song.cfm?songID=89
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=90z4Q0JjBEA


 
 

It’s reported by a semi-literate fantasist that Attercliffe was once renowned for sightings of 

huge birds, black dogs, UFOs crashing into chimneys, ghosts and other ‘strange entities’. 

This fellow is the primary source for intelligence about the ‘Prowler of Westbury Street’, 

commonly held by idiots to be a latter day manifestation of Spring Heeled Jack. 

 

A young woman relates her encounter with the Prowler in the early 1970s: 

 

“When we moved into our house in 1973, our neighbours told us to be careful at night 

because there had been trouble with a prowler. Apparently, he had knocked on windows, 

punched men and grabbed women. We were also told this is the reason why there were police 

cars always parked at the end of the road. One night, I was coming back from town with my 

new boyfriend when we saw a dark figure slip into one of the alleyways. We were cautious 

and decided to walk in the middle of the road, slowly passing the alleyway. Suddenly we 

noticed two bright red circles; they came closer and we realised it was his eyes. We began to 

run, and my boyfriend felt something hit his back. He turned around and lying on the floor 

was a pitchfork type tool, like a hay fork. He picked it up and we ran home. We contacted the 

police and a Detective Constable Trevor Bassendale came and took the fork away for 

evidence. The strange thing is he didn’t offer any explanation at all for what we saw.” 

 

This young woman’s father also encountered the demonic figure: 

 

“I always remember one night we heard laughter coming from our attic. We also heard 

banging and shouting. Reluctantly, I had a look. The attics of the terraced houses on 

Westbury Street were not cordoned off, and somehow the prowler had got into them. There 

were five or more people chasing after him across the beams. I always remember that one of 

them put his foot through our next door neighbour’s ceiling. The strange thing is that the 

prowler ran across the ceilings without crashing through. This lasted for about half an hour, 

and the prowler laughed all the time.” 

 

When prompted to supply a description, he replied: 

 



“Oh, he was tall, very tall: 6 feet 6 inches at least, dressed in black. He also had a black cape 

that night, but his face I can’t remember, just those burning red eyes. I honestly think he was 

the Devil.” 

 

Another former resident of Westbury Street in the 1970s provided further evidence about the 

Prowler: 

 

“You mean him who ran up the side of buildings? Well, I never saw him personally, but I 

heard all about him. In the mid-seventies we moved to a road off Broughton Lane. They were 

nice small houses, overlooking Attercliffe and Westbury Street. Our next-door neighbour was 

a lovely old woman, a real salt of the earth type and not the kind to believe in the paranormal. 

One day she came to our house quite shaken, and when we asked her what was up, she told 

us that she had seen the prowler. 

 

The night before she was looking over Attercliffe towards the steel works and she saw a 

figure jumping across the roof tops. At first, she thought it was a thief running away from the 

police but then she noticed he was jumping huge distances, sometimes twenty to thirty feet. 

This scared her. It lasted about five minutes until she watched him walk down the side of a 

pub’s wall and into the scrap yard.  

 

I have no reason to doubt her, and she certainly wasn’t one for telling lies.” 

 

Apparently, many people died in strange circumstances in Attercliffe around this time. Some 

were found with their necks broken, others were stabbed to death in their caravans. 

 

There was collective agreement on what happened to the Prowler: 

 

“One night, the police followed him from Woodburn Road across the rooftops. As usual, he 

was laughing and dancing, goading the police. Two coppers went after him across the roof 

tops, but he ran down the side of the buildings on Arris Street. He then went into the yard of 

Dexel Tyres and that’s where the police surrounded him in the back room. 

 

The police got the order to get him, then the prowler disappeared. There was no trace of him 

at all. We never saw him again. Detective Constable Bassendale told us never to mention it to 

anyone, and we haven’t up to now, when we know that he has died.” 

 

This South Yorkshire version of Spring Heeled Jack was not the first to make an appearance 

in Sheffield. An account by city historian Henry Tatton from 1934, refers to ‘the Park Ghost, 

alias Spring-heeled Jack’, which ‘could spring like a goat and jump through five-barred gates 

like a cat. It used to appear at all times of night, robed in white, and suddenly appeared in 

front of people, mostly courting couples, and then suddenly disappeared when anyone tried to 

get a hold of it.’ 

 

The Park Ghost used to appear from the grounds of the Cholera Monument, off Norfolk 

Road, and in the spring of 1873, police were called in by residents who were being terrorised 

by a creature that emerged from Clay Wood quarry ‘springing and jumping about the quarry 

and over walls.’ His reign of terror continued for several years and sightings of ‘the ghost’ 

spread from the Park district to other suburbs of the city and as far as Rotherham. 

 



‘People were afraid to go out at night and they used to carry sticks to attack it,’ Tatton said. 

‘This went on for a long time, until people started to go out in crowds to try to capture it and 

the ghost had some narrow escapes.’ 

 

Eventually large crowds began to assemble at the Cholera Monument and nearby Clay Wood 

at night waiting for the ghost to appear. An account in the Sheffield Telegraph dated 23 May 

1873 noted that ‘not less than two thousand persons, principally youths and young men 

congregated in the haunted district, much to the annoyance of residents.’ A police task force 

was drafted in to restore order, but the youths began throwing stones and a riot ensued, during 

which two officers received head injuries that required hospital treatment. 

 

The identity of the ‘ghost’ was never established but there was speculation that he was a 

member of a family in the area who was assisted in his anti-social activities by a local gang. 

He was rumoured to be a ‘young fellow of weak intellect who has undertaken to appear 

nightly from Easter until Whitsuntide for a wager…’ to be paid if he successfully frightens ‘a 

certain number of individuals and escapes the law.’   

 

 
 

The route is easy to follow. Take the 52 for Woodhouse, and disembark at Al Amin Halal 

Wholefoods, 363 Staniforth Road. Turn right onto Wilfrid Road, walk along its length for a 

third of a mile, turn right onto Darnall Road, walk for a little over half a mile before it turns 

into Main Road, then make your way to the Darnall end of Staniforth Road and wait for a 

brief time at the bus stop by the shop displaying brightly coloured women’s dresses before 

taking the 52 for Crookes via Sheffield city centre. 

 



 
 

The township or suburb of Darnall is announced by means of a welcome sign a short distance 

up Staniforth Road from Attercliffe, perhaps a hundred yards further along from what I 

thought could be a boundary stone marking the point of division. 

 

The Staniforth Road end of Wilfrid Road is characterised by nondescript recent housing 

developments before eventually being dominated by a long brick wall with chimneys rising 

and iron grated window spaces, which has the feel of a workhouse or other oppressive 

institution about it and proves to be Darnall Works. Darnall Community Park is situated 

opposite the derelict works. Occasional cars speed up and down the road in a show of 

mindless macho bravado. 

 

Darnall Road is wide and spacious. It’s quite a steep incline from the junction with Wilfrid 

Road to the top. A gang of youths cast unfriendly looks in my direction from the Community 

Park, which can be accessed from Darnall Road as well as Wilfrid Road, but they make no 

move towards me – perhaps my beard is a confounding variable? 

 

The derelict Salvation Army building you encounter shortly before you reach the site of what 

was the Darnall School for Boys, Girls and Infants (opened in 1875 – the same year that the 

murderer Charles Peace moved to the area) is in the initial stages of being transformed into an 

Islamic centre. The Ball Inn, a little further up the hill on the opposite side of the road to the 

school, is also being redeveloped. Descending from the summit of Darnall Road, there is little 

of note until you reach the Living Waters Christian Fellowship centre, shortly after the road 

changes name. The Living Waters centre used to be a pub, maybe The Vine, known 

colloquially as The Monkey, after the stuffed monkey that used to reside behind the bar. Zidi 



Gujjar gives the place a one star Google review (‘Ziddi Gujjar’ is the name of a Punjabi 

action film released in 1994, starring Sultan Rahi). 

 

 
 

Main Road veers right up a slight incline, shortly before Lidl and what is probably Prince of 

Wales Road. The first building of note after making the right turn is the Terminus pub, which 

displays a large and prominent Sheffield United badge, proclaiming its tribal allegiance from 

the heights of the tall red brick structure.  

 

The following review of the Terminus was posted on the Sheffield Forum in January 2010, in 

response to an invitation to share information about rough pubs in the city with a ‘Wild West’ 

feel: 

 

“Terminus Tavern in Darnall… hardly anyone has a job and they are there all day. The pub 

closes in the evenings because of all the trouble that has gone off. Men and so called ladies 

battle it out when full of ale.” 

 

This review is at odds with the current Google reviews, which praise the Terminus for its 

excellent hosts, good value and friendly atmosphere. 

 

The Terminus is located at the junction of Main Road and Fisher Lane, and the bottom of 

Fisher Lane in its cramped narrowness retains the eldritch air of Darnall in times gone by. 

 

If Darnall has a centre, then it’s located at the junction of Main Road and Staniforth Road. 

It’s not in very good shape. Darnall Post Office has closed. Most community resources in 



Darnall have closed, or are closing, or are being transformed to serve purposes that they were 

not originally intended for. 

 

But Darnall has always been in a state of flux: first a rural hamlet, then an industrial area, 

which called for the intensive development of housing to tie the workforce to the area they 

toiled in and built countless large and impressive looking pubs by way of consolation, then a 

post-industrial wasteland, before arriving at its current manifestation as an early 21st century 

interzone. 

 

 
 

Darnall means ‘the hidden spot’. There are three people associated with the folklore infused 

history of the place, and their links to it are tenuous, temporary or accidental, which seems 

fitting. 

 

The Duke of Darnall 

 

Many of the places associated with the Duke of Darnall are not in Darnall at all; for example, 

he performed his freelance, voluntary traffic control duties on Angel Street in central 

Sheffield as often as he did in the place that he is named after, and he was to be found in the 

Barleycorn (a notorious house of ill repute on Cambridge Street, which eventually became 

Henry’s café bar, and which currently stands in danger of demolition as part of the much 

vaunted, frequently delayed and fundamentally inane development that goes by the name of 

the Sheffield Retail Quarter) as often as he was in the Wellington in Darnall. 

 

 

 



 
  



No justice for Russian Edna 

 

It’s obvious from her nickname that Russian Edna didn’t come from Darnall. Melanie Birch 

(surely not her original or married name) was 52 when she ‘was found murdered in a 

Sheffield park’ in March 1954. According to Chief Detective Inspector Thomas Butler, one 

of two officers in charge of the case, “She met her death by foul play. Robbery was not the 

motive.” Butler added, “We are checking up on her companions of Monday evening and 

would welcome any information as to her movements.” Melanie’s body was found by two 

miners passing through High Hazels Park, a mile from her home on Darnall Road. The only 

money in her handbag was ‘a bent penny’. 

 

Sheffield police quickly identified a prime suspect in the case, a 24 year old lorry driver 

called George William Wood Pullan, who was born in Leeds but had lived in Sheffield for 

some years. One of the distinguishing features contained in the description of Pullan that was 

issued to police forces throughout the country was that he ‘bites his nails’.  

 

The inquest into Melanie Birch’s death reported that she was known locally as ‘Russian 

Edna’, and that she was also known as ‘Rita’. She was a registered alien who had never been 

naturalised. She was born in ‘Reval, Russia’ (the former name of Tallinn, the capital of 

Estonia) in 1901 and she signed her name ‘Melanie Silling’. She ‘had a number of 

convictions for various offences’.  

 

After being detained whilst walking in pouring rain between Canklow and Brinsworth in 

Rotherham with only three farthings in his pocket, Pullan was charged with murder two days 

after the discovery of the body was reported. Pullan was a resident of Hall Road in 

Handsworth, and when he was told of the discovery of the body he said: “I didn’t know I 

killed her. I didn’t know her name was Melanie Birch. I knew her as ‘Russian Edna’. She 

blackmailed me.”  

 

He claimed that he had agreed to ‘pay her £1 and she later demanded £2’. “I put my coat on 

the floor. We started our antics and then she said, 'Make it two pounds now', and I said, 'I 

can't'. She said if I didn’t pay up she would scream out and say I had attacked her. So, I put 

my hand over her mouth… I heard footsteps coming, and men’s voices. I put one hand over 

her mouth to stop her shouting… She started struggling as the voices got nearer. I put more 

pressure over her mouth, and when they’d gone away I said: ‘Come on, now: I’m off’. She 

didn’t answer me, and I thought she was shamming. I left her where she was on the ground 

and I walked into Darnall.” Pullan went to Birmingham after leaving ‘Russian Edna’. 

 

Pullan was tried for murder in Leeds in July, where he was found “Not guilty of murdering a 

woman known as ‘Russian Edna’ but guilty of manslaughter,” and sent to prison for 12 

months. The jury took the view that it was an accidental although unlawful killing, accepting 

Pullan’s statement that he had no intention of killing her or doing her serious harm, despite 

the pathologist saying that her ‘neck would have had to be squeezed for at least four minutes 

to cause death’ and the prosecutor introducing evidence that her earrings had broken, one of 

her bra straps had been ripped in two, and that her clothes were in disarray. 

 

There’s something deeply troubling about the leniency of the sentence imposed upon Melanie 

Birch’s killer, in what it says about the value attributed to the lives of women who work as 

prostitutes, an issue that remains as troubling now as it has been in the decades following the 

death of Russian Edna, and as it was in the centuries before it.     



 

Pullan returned to Sheffield after serving his sentence, where he was married in 1956. He 

died in Scarborough in 1992. 

 

Pullan had met Melanie Birch in The Sportsman pub on Cambridge Street, a 30 second walk 

from the Barleycorn, 3 ½ miles from High Hazels Park and 4 ½ miles from Hall Road. 

 

The ironically named Charles Peace 

 

“The fact that property seemed to be no more sacred to him than life aggravated in a singular 

degree the resentment of a commercial people.” 

 

Melanie Birch was presented as morally reprehensible, although she was the victim of violent 

crime. Charles Peace was a perpetrator of violent crime, who was presented as a notable 

character and a man of considerable virtue by H.B. Irving, who wrote an account of his life.  

 

Is the connection between Peace and Darnall overstated? He wasn’t born in Darnall, but at 

some unspecified location between Sheffield and Rotherham, he didn’t move to Darnall until 

1875, at the age of 42 or 43, and he seems to have lived there for about a year. The murder he 

committed in Sheffield took place at Banner Cross, although he met his victim in Darnall, 

and gallivanted about the place in the company of his victim’s wife (visiting the Duke of 

York pub and the Halfway Inn, amongst other locations). Ecclesall and Sharrow are also 

mentioned in the context of the Sheffield murder. However, he did speak fondly of Darnall 

following his arrest in London, and he expressed a wish to be buried there. 

 

Peace’s father began work as a collier at Burton-on-Trent, but after losing his leg in an 

accident, he joined a wild beast show in Wombwell as a lion-tamer. Following his marriage 

in Rotherham, he settled in Sheffield as a shoemaker. 

 

Charles attended schools near Sheffield, where he was renowned for mischief and an uncanny 

ability to tame cats. After leaving school, he found work in a steel works, where he suffered 

an industrial accident that required him to be hospitalised for eighteen months and left him 

disabled for life. 

 

He taught himself to play tunes on a violin with one string, which he played at fairs and pubs, 

where he was described as "the modern Paganini." He remained a musician and lover of 

music throughout his life. 

 

Although he was an animal lover, Peace once caught a bulldog that was set upon him by the 

lower jaw and punched it into a state of coma. 

 

He took up burglary shortly after recovering from his work injury, and he committed murder 

during the course of a robbery in Salford. He attended the trial of a man wrongly accused of 

this crime, travelling from Hull to Manchester to be present throughout the two day hearing. 

 

In 1875 Peace moved from central Sheffield to the suburb of Darnall, where he lived a few 

doors away from a married couple named Dyson. He was married at this time. He was feared 

at home, where he kept order through corporal punishment, and it was known by his wife that 

it could be very dangerous to upset him.   

 



Despite his prodigious ugliness and propensity for violence, Peace could be charming. He 

spent time in music halls and ale houses with Mrs. Dyson (described as ‘a woman of 

intemperate habits’) and asserted that she had been his mistress, although she strenuously 

denied this. 

 

“According to Mrs. Dyson, Peace was a demon, ‘beyond the power of even a Shakespeare to 

paint,’ who persecuted her with his attentions, and, when he found them rejected, devoted all 

his malignant energies to making the lives of her husband and herself unbearable. According 

to Peace's story he was a slighted lover who had been treated by Mrs. Dyson with contumely 

and ingratitude.” 

 

When Mr. Dyson objected to Peace’s relationship with his wife, Peace replied: "I am here to 

annoy you, and I'll annoy you wherever you go." The Dysons moved from Darnall to Banner 

Cross, a distance of about 5 miles, but Peace remained intent on persecuting the couple.  

 

The afternoon of the day on which Peace murdered Dyson was “…spent in a public-house at 

Ecclesall, entertaining the customers by playing tunes on a poker suspended from a piece of 

strong string, from which he made music by beating it with a short stick. The musician was 

rewarded by drinks… There was dancing, the fun grew fast and furious, as the strange 

musician beat out tune after tune on his fantastic instrument.” We note in passing that 

Sheffield claims to be the birthplace of the European improvised music scene (which has an 

international following of about four people). 

 

The police issued the following announcement after the crime: 

 

"Charles Peace wanted for murder… He is thin and slightly built, from fifty-five to sixty 

years of age. Five feet four inches or five feet high; grey (nearly white) hair, beard and 

whiskers. He lacks use of three fingers of left hand, walks with his legs rather wide apart, 

speaks somewhat peculiarly as though his tongue were too large for his mouth, and is a great 

boaster. He is a picture-frame maker. He occasionally cleans and repairs clocks and watches 

and sometimes deals in oleographs, engravings and pictures. He has been in penal servitude 

for burglary in Manchester. He has lived in Manchester, Salford, and Liverpool and Hull." 

 

This description was later altered to give Peace's age as forty-six, although he was only forty-

four at the time of the murder, despite looking much older. Peace said that he had lost one of 

his fingers when it was shot off by a man with whom he had quarrelled, but it was more 

likely that he had shot it off himself when mishandling one of his revolvers. He concealed 

this obvious means of identification by wearing an ingeniously constructed false arm which 

enabled him to ‘wield a fork and do other dexterous feats’. 

 

After murdering Dyson, Peace shaved his grey beard, dyed his hair, adopted a pair of glasses, 

and made use of his ability to contort his features ‘in such a way as to change altogether the 

character of his face’. Adopting this disguise allowed him to escape to London. 

 

Peace initially took up lodging in a slum in Lambeth but rapidly progressed to the 

comfortable suburbia of Peckham through renewing his criminal pursuits. He adopted the 

name of Mr. Thompson and took to presenting himself as a gentleman, ‘a distinguished figure 

in black coat and trousers, top hat, velvet waistcoat, with stick, kid gloves, and a pretty little 

fox terrier by his side’. 

 



He became an inventor and engineer, and he was noted for his eccentricities: 

 

“His love of birds and animals was remarkable. Cats, dogs, rabbits, guinea-pigs, canaries, 

parrots and cockatoos all found hospitality under his roof. It was certainly eccentricity in Mr. 

Thompson that he should wear different coloured wigs; and that his dark complexion should 

suggest the use of walnut juice.”  

 

He kept strict hours and was in the habit of going to bed early (although this was probably a 

ruse to cover for his nocturnal criminality). 

 

He was strongly opposed to the British government’s support for the Turks in the Russo-

Turkish war and condemned its hypocrisy in supporting violence whilst professing to 

represent Christianity and civilisation. 

 

His fondness for animals persisted and he was reportedly ‘devoted to his pony, Tommy, and 

great was his grief when at the end of six months' devotion to duty Tommy died after a few 

days' sickness, during which his master attended him with unremitting care’. 

 

Peace was impaled on some railings after falling in the commission of a burglary, but he 

suffered no lasting damage. He was pursued by a detective who had known him in Yorkshire 

but ‘Peace with lightning agility slipped through his fingers and disappeared’. When he was 

eventually arrested and appeared before the magistrate at Greenwich Police Court, he refused 

to give his name and was described as ‘a half-caste about sixty years of age, of repellent 

aspect’.  

 

When his identity had been established and Peace was tried for the murder of Dyson, he 

made the following representation to the presiding judge at his first trial: 

 

“…and I hope, my lord, that you will have mercy on me. I feel that I have disgraced myself, I 

am not fit either to live or die. I am not prepared to meet my God, but still I feel that my 

career has been made to appear much worse than it really is. Oh, my lord, do have mercy on 

me; do give me one chance of repenting and of preparing to meet my God. Do, my lord, have 

mercy on me; and I assure you that you shall never repent it. As you hope for mercy yourself 

at the hands of the great God, do have mercy on me, and give me a chance of redeeming my 

character and preparing myself to meet my God. I pray and beseech you to have mercy upon 

me.” 

 

Peace’s lawyer urged the jury to show mercy because ‘he was in such a state of wickedness 

as to be quite unprepared to meet death’. When this plea was made, Peace was heard to 

exclaim, "I am not fit to die." 

 

It was during the journeys between London and Sheffield following his first trial that Peace 

gave voice to his fondness for Darnall: 

 

"I saw from the way I was guarded… that I could not get away from the warders, and I knew 

I could not jump from an express train without being killed. I took a look at Darnall as I went 

down and as I went back, and after I was put in my cell, I thought it all over. I felt that I could 

not get away, and then I made up my mind to kill myself. I got two bits of paper and pricked 

on them the words, 'Bury me at Darnall. God bless you all!' With a bit of black dirt that I 

found on the floor of my cell I wrote the same words on another piece of paper, and then I hid 



them in my clothes. My hope was that, when I jumped from the train I should be cut to pieces 

under the wheels. Then I should have been taken to the Duke of York (a public-house at 

Darnall) and there would have been an inquest over me. As soon as the inquest was over you 

would have claimed my body, found the pieces of paper, and then you would have buried me 

at Darnall." 

 

Mrs. Dyson differed in her account of her relationship with Peace when giving evidence at 

his trial. She admitted that after her husband had objected to her friendship with Peace, she 

still maintained contact with the murderer. She was condemned for her fondness for drink, to 

which she replied, "I always know what I am doing."  

 

She maintained that the Dysons had acted in a friendly manner towards Peace out of 

politeness, and this led to him becoming a constant visitor at their house. Peace showed Mr. 

Dyson ‘improper pictures’ and the sights of the town of Sheffield. The Dysons tried to end 

the increasingly unwelcome acquaintance, but Peace would have none of it.  

 

“He would listen at keyholes, leer in at the window, and follow Mrs. Dyson wherever she 

went. When she was photographed at the fair, she found that Peace had stood behind her 

chair and by that means got himself included in the picture. At times he had threatened her 

with a revolver. On one occasion when he was more insulting than usual, Mrs. Dyson forgot 

her fear of him and gave him a thrashing. Peace threatened ‘to make her so that neither man 

nor woman should look at her, and then he would have her all to himself.’” 

 

In Mrs. Dyson’s opinion, Peace was ‘a perfect demon - not a man’. “The place to which the 

wicked go is not bad enough for him. I think its occupants, bad as they might be, are too good 

to be where he is. No matter where he goes, I am satisfied that there will be hell. Not even a 

Shakespeare could adequately paint such a man as he has been. My lifelong regret will be 

that I ever knew him." 

 

The jury took ten minutes to return a guilty verdict. When asked if he had anything to say 

after the verdict had been delivered, Peace replied, "It is no use my saying anything." 

 

While awaiting execution he confessed to the murder he committed in Salford, saying, 

“People will say that I was a hardened wretch for allowing an innocent man to suffer for the 

crime of which I was guilty but what man would have given himself up under such 

circumstances, knowing as I did that I should certainly be hanged? Now that I am going to 

forfeit my own life and feel that I have nothing to gain by further secrecy, I think it is right in 

the sight of God and man to clear this innocent young man." 

 

He designed a monument to be placed over his grave, in the style of the Albert Memorial, 

bearing this inscription: 

 

In 

     Memory 

     of 

     Charles Peace 

     Who was executed in 

     Armley Prison 

     Tuesday February 25th, 

     1879 Aged 47 



 

     For that I don but never 

     Intended. 

 

His final words before he was executed were: 

 

"You gentlemen reporters, I wish you to notice the few words I am going to say. You know 

what my life has been. It has been base; but I wish you to notice, for the sake of others, how a 

man can die, as I am about to die, in fear of the Lord. Gentlemen, my heart says that I feel 

assured that my sins are forgiven me, that I am going to the Kingdom of Heaven, or else to 

the place prepared for those who rest until the great Judgment day. I do not think I have any 

enemies, but if there are any who would be so, I wish them well. Gentlemen, all and all, I 

wish them to come to the Kingdom of Heaven when they die, as I am going to die." 
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