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Murder of Charles Broomer
Albury 1852
Surrey Constabulary’s first murder enquiry

1852 January 26: First murder charges brought by the Constabulary were against
John Keene aged twenty two and Jane Keene aged twenty five charged with the
murder of Charles Broomer aged three years in Albury “almost twelve months since”.
The child was an illegitimate child of Jane and was drowned in a well at Albury.

May 1848 Jane Broomer gave birth to an illegitimate child, she named him Charles
and with the support of her family she was determined to keep the child and bring him
up. For the first three months after the birth she lived with her mother Ann at home
but then decided that she should move on and then entered the Guildford Workhouse
with her baby.

This proved to be a temporary arrangement and after a few months, she found a job as
a domestic servant. She paid someone to look after her son while she was at work this
was a good arrangement and lasted until she met and married John Keene. Baby
Charles returned to his mother and her husband John.
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Guildford workliouse from the northwest, c. 1838

In December 1850 she gave birth to another son, of whom John Keene was the father.
Keene depended on casual employment as a labourer to earn enough money to
support his growing family. Times were really hard towards the end of 1the 1840s and
Keene was unable to secure very much work.

On the 10th January 1851 they all entered the workhouse and stayed there until the
6th February when they left the Institute and for the next three nights they lodged with
a friend of Jane’s, Jane Barfoot in Guildford.

On the night of the 9th February Jane, Keene’s wife stayed with a friend, Hannah
Ranger, but only took her youngest son with her. Hannah knew little Charles and
asked after him. In answer to any questions about Charles Jane always said that he
had died in London a little while ago. Little Charles would never be seen alive ever
again.
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In January 1852, Jane went to visit her mother and shocked her by telling her that
Keene had murdered Charles the previous February. Her husband had told Jane that if
ever she informed on him, he would kill her. She had become very frightened by him
and was scared of leaving him. She continued with her story saying that the child’s
body was at the bottom of Warren Well on Albury Heath. She said that her husband
had beaten the little boy with a heavy stick and she had watched helplessly as he
picked the child up and hurled him into the well; she heard the ‘splash’ as the child hit

the water.

Jane’s mother was so shocked, she sat down and started to cry and then she became
very angry both with Jane and her husband. She went to see The Reverend Hooper,
the local priest and there related the story to him. He, in turn went to report the facts
to the police. Superintendent Radley visited the Keene’s at their lodgings. Jane was
alone at home at this time and told the policeman she knew why he had come to see
her. She related the story and made a statement as to the facts. Soon after her
interview, her husband, John Keene was arrested and taken into custody. In his

statement he said that his wife had killed the baby.
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Trial and execution of John Keene for murder of child by throwing it down a

well, 1832!

1 Look and Learn / Peter Jackson Collection
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The police called upon a local well digger to assist them in the recovery of Charles‘s
remains. The well digger, William Edsor made a number of descents into the well,
each time going further down. It was very difficult work but eventually he recovered
the remains of the little boy. What remained of the little boy was badly decomposed
and although several limbs had become detached from the trunk. Mr. Edsor stated that
in his opinion the child had died while sat up against the wall of the well. This
suggested that he had been alive when he reached the bottom, the water breaking his
fall. Several items of child’s clothing were also recovered.

At the post mortem it was concluded that the remains were that of a male child, 3 or 4
years old. The various items of clothing that had been recovered were identified by
Jane’s friends as being very similar to clothes they had seen Charles wearing.

1852 2 February: Murder near Albury: Guildford 5™ February the Coroner held the
inquest at the Drummond Arms, Albury on the little boy Charles Broomer otherwise
Keen. At the request of Superintendent Radley the case was adjourned for a week. 2

Assizes Kingston Thursday 25 March 1852 John 20, and Jane Keen 25, were
indicted for the murder of Charles Broomer by casting it into a well.

Anne Broomer: I am a widow and reside at Albury. The female prisoner is my
daughter and the other is her husband. They have been married about 18 months but I
do not know how John makes his living. Before they were married Jane had a child
three years ago that was illegitimate and called Charles.

Mr Radley Superintendent of Police for Guildford went on the 26 January to the
house where the prisoners were living in Guildford when Mrs Keen said when asked
about the child “— my husband has murdered it; and I hope he will confess all.” Soon
after John Keen was seen and arrested by the police when he said that the baby had
died in London twelve months ago. At the police station Keen asked where his wife
was and said “is she going to Shere to show you where the child is?”” The following
morning keen asked the superintendent “She may say I drowned the child but I never
put it in no water.” By the leave of the magistrates the two prisoners were allowed to
meet at the police station when Mrs Keen said to her husband “Oh John, go on your
knees and confess your sins before God for you know you murdered my child and if
you do not confess I must do so, or I must tell all about it.” John was then removed.
After he was gone Mrs Keen said her child would be found in the Warren Well near
Albury Heath. The well was in the parish of Shere. Later that day Mrs Keen made a
statement the police saying she left the union-house a twelvemonth before with her
two children and that her husband met her and they walked over the downs to Albury.
While they were on the road her husband got a stick and beat the elder boy very
much. She complained and was knocked to the ground and ill-used.

On the day the child was murdered Mr and Mrs Keen went to the Warren with the
children, her husband carrying Charles and she the younger child. She missed her
husband for a short time and found him standing beside the well with the child in his
arms. She ran to him but before she could get to him he had thrown the child down
the well. She heard the child hit against the wall and a splash. She said “Oh John what

%1852 2 February: The Times
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have you done with my child?” He replied “—you and your child; and if you say a
word about it I will smash your — brains out.” She would not go back to Guildford
with her husband staying in Albury, her husband returning to the town to stay with his
mother.

The superintendent and a well digger named Edgar went to the well on the 27"
January. Edgar went down the well having removed the nailed down well cover, a
large piece of plank. A basket was lowered by rope by the policeman to the well
digger and after a short time it was drawn up containing the much-decomposed body
of a child.

The defence counsels adopted the strategy of both defendants accusing the other of
the murder making it unclear who was responsible. However, after a brief deliberation
the jury returned a verdict of guilty against John Keen acquitting his wife.

Placing the black cap on his head the judge immediately sentenced keen commenting
on the brutality of the act of the prisoner in destroying a helpless child in such a cruel
manner, sentenced him to death holding not the slightest hope of mercy. Mrs Keen
fainted when the sentence was passed and had to be carried from the court whilst her
husband walked “carelessly from the dock.” *

1852 April 13: Execution of the convict Keene: This morning at none o’clock, John
Keene suffered the extreme penalty of the law on the top of Horsemonger Lane goal
The convict was only in his 20" year. He was found guilty at the last Surrey Assizes
of murder by throwing a child down a well upwards of 100 feet deep, belonging to his
wife by a former husband. The unhappy man retired to rest last night shortly before
eleven o’clock and rose at six this morning. At a few minutes before nine o’clock the
prisoner was handed over to Calcraft the hangman. Precisely as the clock struck nine
the mournful procession ascended the top of the gaol on which the gallows had been
erected. Here for some moments the convict appeared to be in earnest conversation
with the Rev Chaplain at the end of which he ascended the fatal drop alone with a
firm step. After placing himself under the fatal beam, Calcraft adjusted the rope, but
from some cause or the other the convict, after the bolt had been drawn, struggled in a
frightful manner, which led to the belief that the rope had shifted. As soon as Calcraft
could get below, the struggling terminated, and the convict ceased to exist.*

Walking up to the gallows John Keene still insisted that he was innocent saying that
they were killing an innocent man.

It was not until 1867 that there was another hanging for a murder in Surrey - 15
years

3 1852 28 March: Reynolds News Sunday
4 The Standard (London, England), Tuesday, April 13, 1852



