
Inquest - Mary Elizabeth Ann Britten 1898 

 

 
An inquest was held on Friday at the Boot Inn, High Street, by Mr R A Wilson, Coroner, touching the 
death of Mary Elizabeth Ann Britten, whose body was found in a well at the rear of the residence of 
her father on the previous Thursday morning.  
 
The jury was composed as follows: Messrs R W Davey (foreman), J Westfield, J F Fairlie, Frank 
Cooper, W Toms, E Dewey, W Robinson, F Joy, C Bugg, C Love, J Moxham and J Meaden. 
  
Mr Robert Britten, the father of the deceased, stated that his daughter was 26 years of age, and was 
not married. She had been living with him as housekeeper for eight years. He last saw her on that 
morning, just previous to the discovery of the body. She had been ill and had recently suffered from 
influenza. She had been ailing for a long time and had complained a great deal about her head. She 
went to bed on the previous Wednesday night with her aunt and spoke of her head, and said that 
when the pains came on she seemed paralysed, and did not know what she was doing. She did not 
on that occasion sleep until five o’clock in the morning.  
 

He got up first.  Deceased came down between seven and eight o’clock, and she looked very strange. He went to the doctor, 
leaving her with the other daughter. The doctor said he would come, and when witness got back he told deceased a gentleman 
was coming to see her. She inquired if it were the doctor. Witness told her it was. She was dusting the table at the time.  
 
Whilst he was taking off his coat she went out, and immediately afterwards he heard the well-cover rattle. He rushed out, and 
as he did not see deceased he asked his other daughter if she had seen her. She replied she had not, and witness said, “Then 
she’s in the well.” He immediately got assistance, and Mr Perry went down the well. Deceased had been in the habit of drawing 
water. 
  
Mr A H Perry, pastry cook, said he was called by Mr Britten about 9.45 on the morning named, and he asked someone to come 
as his daughter was in the well. Witness went at once to the well at the back of Mr Britten’s house. He looked down and saw a 
faint movement in the water of what he thought was a hand. He asked Mr Britten for a rope, and they got one, witness making it 
secure to the well-post.  
 
Other persons had now come with more ropes and a ladder. They secured the ropes and lowered the ladder into the water. 
Witness then put a noose round one of his legs and went down. It was 40 feet to the water and he could see nothing but foam 
on the surface. He took a candle and matches and lit the candle. He could then see the body in the water, face downwards. He 
went in to the water to reach the body and tied the rope round deceased and sent her to the top. Deceased was dead when he 
reached her. There were at least 6 foot of water in the well.  The Coroner remarked that Mr Perry seemed to have done all he 
possibly could to render assistance and recover the body of the deceased, a remark endorsed by the jury. 
  
Mr J A Ensor, MRCS, said he knew the deceased well, and had attended her professionally on several occasions. She had 
suffered much from sleeplessness and depression of spirits. The last attack of influenza for which he attended her was about 
four years ago, but in his absence his son (Mr A C Ensor) attended her on March last.  
 
He understood when Mr Britten called on the previous day that deceased was suffering from her old complaint of sleeplessness 
and depression and he wished him to see her. He was about to call when her sister came running up saying she was in the 
well. When witness arrived Mr Perry was in the well recovering the body.  
 
When it was brought to the surface life was extinct. The usual means were resorted to for restoring animation but without avail. 
His opinion, not having an opportunity lately of closely examining deceased, must be taken as a general one. She might have 
gone to the well and in a moment of sudden giddiness might have fallen in. The well was a dangerous one as there was no 
coping around the top. 
  
The jury returned a verdict that deceased was found drowned in a well at the back of the house in which she resided, but 
whether she came into it by accident or otherwise the evidence was not sufficient to show.  
 
The jury gave their fees towards purchasing a wreath.  We have been asked by a relative to say that deceased had never been 
heard by anyone to threaten her life. 
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