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James Holman 
 
 
First recorded as being in Bodmin Gaol on 5th January 1854, he was committed by 
the coroner Mr Hichens on the 2nd Jan 1854 on a charge of “the willful murder of his 
wife Philippa in the parish of Crowan” (between Camborne & Helston). His prison 
number was 10481 
 
It transpired that on Boxing Day 1853 he murdered his wife, then seven months 
pregnant, in their cottage in Crowan, by beating her skull, and then throwing her face 
down into a fire. 
 
When the well outside their house was drained later that week, a blood-stained 
hatchet was found. James, a 29yr old labourer admitted he had murdered her, 
saying that when he accused her of drunkenness she attacked him, and he pushed 
her into the fire. He did not offer any explanation for the wounds he inflicted upon 
her; one being large enough to put three fingers into. 
 
He was tried at the Lent Assizes on the 21st March 1854 in Courtroom No1 of the 
Assize Court, Bodmin. 
 
Throughout the trial, Holman displayed a complete indifference to either the death of 
his wife, or the nature of his own fate. 
 
The sentence was death, and 165lb,  5ft 9”, grey eyed, brown haired, the 
unemployed James, was executed on the 3rd April 1854 by William Calcraft. Latterly, 
he was buried in an unmarked grave near the western cross wall of the gaol. 
 
Prior to execution it was noted that his complexion was “swarthy”, and his visage as 
“long”. Further, he had sandy whiskers, large eyebrows, with a face that was 
described as “falling in”, a “wrinkled forehead and both little fingers crooked,” 
probably due to onset of rheumatism.  
 
His marital status was down as “widowed with two children” and his religion as 
“Catholic.” His abode was registered as “Gwinear late Crowan”. His behavior whilst 
in gaol was described as “orderly”. 
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John Doidge  

The Last Public Execution in Cornwall 
 
August 18th 1862,     6,000 - 8,000 people thronged the area around the Gaol to 
watch John Doidge at the end of the hangman’s rope 
 
John Doidge was born at Castle Street, Launceston in 1834. One of many illegitimate 
children, he was born into a life of dishonesty and crime, and destined to end his life 
on the gallows.  
 
On Sunday June 8th 1862 Roger Drewe was found dead in the living quarters of his 
shop, having suffered repeated blows to the head; his living quarters were also 
ransacked. The police were called and it was established that money had been 
taken. Latterly the police questioned John Doidge, who lived a few houses away from 
Drewe, and a billhook that he owned was found to have bloodstains on it. �
�
John Doidge was arrested and charged with Drewe’s murder. He was committed for 
trial at the Bodmin Assizes, and after a two-day hearing, was found guilty and 
sentenced to death by Mr Justice Williams on Thursday 7th August 1862. 
 
At 8.30am on the morning of the execution the carpenters commenced to build the 
platform, which was sited on the South wall of the Gaol by the female wing; which in 
time became the Naval Wing. The actual gallows were situated outside the South 
wall facing the Bodmin Highlands. The platform was built level with the outer wall to 
line up with the grating of the gallows, and by 10.30am all was complete and ready. 
 
At 9am Doidge attended the regular service in the Gaol Chapel, and it is said that he 
appeared more penitent and earnest in his prayers than he had been previously. The 
Chaplain remained with him for a good part of the morning praying with him and 
offering comfort and solace.  
 
On the same morning of the execution a woman attended the Gaol claiming to be the 
estranged wife of John Doidge and that she had been wed to him 8 years ago and 
that she wished to see him. She said that she had been residing in the 
neighbourhood of Liskeard ever since. Governor Colvill thought this most strange, as 
Doidge had previously stated that he had never been married. She was denied an 
audience with the condemned. On that same morning two other women presented 
themselves to the Governor and asked if they could be touched by the dead man’s 
hand as a cure for sore necks after his death by hanging, again Governor Colvill 
refused their requests. 
 
The executioner was to be William Calcraft, who was at that time Chief Executioner 
for Great Britain. He arrived at Bodmin on the 17th August 1862 on orders from the 
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Under Sheriff of the County of Cornwall; Edmund Carlyon Esq. The Under Sheriff had 
power of attorney granted to him by the High Sheriff of Cornwall Thomas Tristrem 
Spry Carlyon, of Tregrehane to oversee the execution of John Doidge by William 
Calcraft. 
 
At 10am on the morning of the execution the Under Sheriff arrived at Bodmin Gaol 
with six of the Sheriff’s officers. These were Mr Murray, Mr Lake, Mr Grose, Mr Bond, 
Mr Short and Mr Harris. The officials had to await the arrival of the gaol’s surgeon Mr 
Ward who arrived at 11.30am.  
 
At 11.45am the official party went to the front entrance of the Gaol within the walls, 
and at 11.55am the Under Sheriff knocked on the door of the Governors office and in 
reply to formal questions from the Governor said: - “I come in the name of the Sheriff 
of Cornwall, to demand the person of John Doidge, on whom extreme sentence of 
the Law has been passed, in order that such sentence may be duly executed.”  
 
The Under Sheriff was then conducted to the condemned cell. On arriving the Under 
Sheriff addressed Doidge and said: -  “I come in the name of the Sheriff of Cornwall 
to demand that you be handed over to me, in order that the sentence passed upon 
you may be duly executed and I hand you over to the executioner.” 
 
Calcraft then took over and pinioned the arms of Doidge who said,   “ I am prepared 
to give up all for what I have done and that I know in whom I have hope.”   The escort 
party now formed with the Chaplain Rev Everest at the front. He was followed by two 
of the Sheriff’s officers, with Doidge behind them, and Calcraft a little behind him to 
his right. Behind Calcraft was the other four sheriff’s officers followed by the Under 
Sheriff, the Governor, the Gaol surgeon, and Mr William Peter the Clerk of the Gaol.  
 
As the procession made its way through the gaol area to the South wall, Reverend 
Everest read the first three sentences of the burial service; Doidge walked with them 
quite firmly and uttering prayers as they went. When they arrived at the platform, 
Doidge went up the steps and across the platform to the gallows where Calcraft 
placed the white hood over his head and fastened his ankles. He then placed the 
rope around Doidge’s neck whilst Rev. Everest continued to recite the burial service.  
 
As Doidge stood on the scaffold he was saying “Oh Lord have mercy upon me and 
Lord save me.” Just as Rev. Everest said the benediction for Doidge, Calcraft drew 
the lever to dispatch him into eternity. 
 
 
 
 

NOTE 7 
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