
Foreword

A Dreadful Murder is based on the true story of the shooting 
of Mrs Caroline Luard, which took place near the small village of 
Ightham* in Kent, on 24 August 1908. It remains one of the great unsolved 
mysteries of the twentieth century.

Mrs Luard was shot in broad daylight in the grounds of a large country estate called 
Frankfield House. She was nearly sixty years old, came from a wealthy, upper-class 
family, and was known in Ightham* for her charity work with the poor.

Her husband, Major-General Charles Luard, was a County Councillor and a Justice 
of the Peace. His closest friends were the Chief Constable of Kent and the local MP. He 
was nearly seventy at the time of his wife’s death. Although no one was ever arrested for 
the crime, it was believed by many that Charles Luard murdered his wife in cold blood, 
and that his friends helped him escape justice.

Chapter One
Monday, 24 August 1908 – Frankfield Park, afternoon

There was nothing in the clear blue skies over Kent to warn 
Caroline Luard she was about to die. The rain clouds had gone. The 
sun was shining. Everything was right with her world.

Or so it seemed.
She strolled with her husband, Charles, a retired Major-General, along the dusty 

lane that ran beside the dense woodland of Frankfield Park. Their fox terrier, Sergeant, 
loped ahead of them, tail wagging at every scent.
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Perhaps they were talking about the holiday they 
were due to take in two days’ time. Caroline was 
looking forward to the fresh sea air. Charles to some 
rounds of golf. Or perhaps, after thirty-three years of 
marriage, they had no need to speak at all. 

Caroline had told her maid she would walk as far 
as the wicket gate into Frankfield Park. The Major-
General would head on to Godden Green Golf 
Course to fetch his clubs. Caroline would return 
home through the woodland in time to greet a friend 
who was coming to tea. 

The couple parted just beyond St Lawrence’s 
Church. Charles’s route would take him along the 
roads, Caroline’s along a grassy footpath. Neither said 
goodbye. There was little point. They would see each 
other again in a couple of hours.

Even so, Caroline paused to watch as Charles 
strode down Church Road with their dog, Sergeant, 
beside him. The stoop of his shoulders made him 
look old. 

‘Try to get a lift home,’ she called. ‘You know how heavy your golf bag is.
And don’t forget Mrs Stewart is coming to tea. I’m sure she’d like to see you.’
Charles lifted a hand to show he’d heard, but he didn’t turn round. Only Sergeant 

glanced back, ears pricked, for a last glimpse of his mistress.

***

Mary Stewart looked up in alarm as Major-General Luard swept into the drawing-
room. She was twenty years younger than Charles and his brisk manner scared her.

‘Where’s Caroline?’ he demanded.
Mary had been asking herself the same thing for twenty minutes. It made her uneasy 

to have been sitting in the Major-General’s house without either of its owners present. 
‘I don’t know,’ she told him nervously. ‘Your maid keeps telling me she’ll be back any 
minute.’

Charles folded his tall frame into an armchair and stared at Mary. He looked 
puzzled. ‘She started home two hours ago. I left her by the gate into Frankfield Park.’
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‘Perhaps she met someone along the way.’ Mary tried a small smile. ‘If it was Mrs 
Joliffe, it will be hours before she can get away.’

The old man gave a grunt of amusement, smoothing his long white moustache with 
a bony finger. ‘Dreadful woman. Talks for England. Do you want some tea?’

He fired the words like pistol shots, and Mary looked guiltily at the teapot and 
cake stand which the maid had left on the low 
table in front of her. Was he expecting her to play 
hostess in Caroline’s absence? ‘Would you like 
some?’ she asked.

Charles shook his head. ‘Do you think she’s had 
an accident? Fainted? Something like that?’ 

Mary gave a helpless shrug. ‘Is that likely?’ 
‘Don’t imagine so. She’s as fit as a fiddle.’ He 

pushed himself to his feet again. ‘Let’s go and meet 
her. If she’s with the Joliffe woman, she’ll need 
rescuing.’

Mary followed him out of the house because she 
couldn’t come up with a good reason not to. The 
Major-General wasn’t the type to take no for an 
answer. He whistled up his dog, and they walked 
down the garden to the path that led through 
Frankfield Park.

Mary assumed Charles was matching his steps to 
hers out of politeness and urged him to go ahead at his own pace. ‘I’ll wait here for you.’

But he wasn’t prepared to leave her behind. ‘There’s no hurry,’ he said. ‘Five minutes 
won’t make a difference.’

Afterwards, when all the rumours started, this little episode set Mary thinking that the 
Major-General had wanted a witness when he found his wife. If so, she failed him. At five 
o’clock, she stopped at a path leading back to Ightham and said she had to go home.

‘We have guests coming at six. Please tell Caroline I’ll call on her tomorrow.’
Mary told her husband some days later that the Major-General looked annoyed 

when she said this, as if it wasn’t part of his plan that she should leave. But Mr Stewart 
told her not to repeat the remark in public. There was too much gossip already and he 
didn’t want his wife adding to it. 

What people saw – and what they thought they saw – were rarely the same.
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* * *
The first the outside world knew of Mrs 

Caroline Luard’s brutal murder was when her 
husband ran from some woodland at the bottom 
of the long formal lawn in front of Frankfield 
House. Two gardeners – James Wickham and 
Walter Harding – heard his cries for help.

They hurried towards him but couldn’t make 
out what he was saying. He was pointing towards 
an ornate summer house – known as La Casa 
– which stood amongst the trees. It was a single-
storey building, surrounded by a raised wooden 
veranda and a picket fence. Very little of it was 
visible from the lawn.

‘I thought the summer house must have fallen 
down,’ James Wickham told the police later. ‘But 
I couldn’t see why that would put the Major-
General into such a state.’

‘He could hardly speak,’ Walter Harding added. ‘He was out of breath and weeping. 
He grabbed our sleeves and kept tugging us towards La Casa. I’ve never seen anyone so 
upset.’

The men were shocked at what they found. The body of a woman lay face down on 
the veranda. Her feet pointed towards the veranda gate as if she’d just mounted the 
steps, and her head was turned to the side with her left cheek uppermost. There was 
blood on her face, blood in her hair and vomit on the wooden boards. A few yards away 
was a straw hat with cherries on its brim and a cream silk glove turned inside-out.

‘We could see she was dead,’ Harding said. ‘She looked so small . . . so shrunken. But 
we didn’t realise it was Mrs Luard until the Major- General told us. It was just a bundle 
of clothes.’

Both men were moved by the old man’s torment. He threw himself to his knees and 
clutched at the woman’s hand. ‘My darling wife,’ he cried, tears falling freely down his 
face. ‘My darling wife. She’s gone . . . she’s gone. I don’t know what to do.’

James Wickham, the older gardener, reached down to help the Major-General to his 
feet. ‘Best to step away, sir. There’s nothing to be done for the lady now. By the looks of it, 
she’s been shot. I’ll take you up to the house while young Walter here goes for the police.’

No one was ever able to persuade Wickham or Harding that Charles Luard’s distress 
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wasn’t real. They always insisted it was ‘terrible to behold’. They knew the Major-
General as a tall, imposing man with an air of command. They didn’t recognise him in 
the ‘poor, sad person’ who wept over the body of his wife. 

But, once the tittle-tattle started, very few people were willing to believe them. Even 
a cold and distant man like the Major-General could summon up a show of grief if it 
meant he might avoid the hangman’s noose. There was only one person likely to fire 
bullets into Mrs Luard’s brain, and that was the stiff-necked old brute she’d married.
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