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The Coroner’s Jury were reluctant to find against Mary Jane: 
• One juror suggested as a possibility that a stranger had sneaked in and 

hidden the body under Mary Jane’s bed. There were ‘nods of 
agreement’ from other jurors….. 

• Verdict: the child was Petit’s but was born dead.  
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The Mother: Mary Jane Petit 
The occupant of the attic apartment was Mary Jane Petit, 22 years, and a married woman. 
However, her husband – a labourer in the Devonport dockyard – had deserted her at the  
start of 1879.  She had respectable parents living at 27 Nott street and was described in  
some papers as ‘rather good-looking’.  

Charged with Concealment of Birth 
Sitting at Plymouth Borough Magistrates: J.F. Fortescue and S. Jackson 
• Mrs Petit was brought immediately before the magistrates on 3 

January, being remanded until after the inquest, to decide the 
charge she would face. 

• Appearing on 7 January, she was charged with concealment of birth 
and remanded to the Exeter Assizes.  

On 3 January 1880, the Plymouth newspapers reported a ‘Ghastly Discovery’.  Sergeant Prout of the Plymouth Borough  
Police was sent to investigate a ‘nauseating stench’ at 7 Nott Street. He searched the house for the origin of the stink,  
as the landlord had already had the drains dug up and found nothing. Going upstairs to the attic, he found  
‘a large bundle, with a covering of black cloth’. On opening it, he found the remains of a female child.  
According to the reports, ‘The body is without flesh or skin, indeed it is little else than a skeleton’.  
 
QUESTION: This was before modern forensics could be used to decide the case so:  
WHAT DID A VICTORIAN COMMUNITY DO IN A CASE STRONGLY SUGGESTING A MOTHER HAD MURDERED HER CHILD? 

The Post-Mortem Evidence, heard by Borough Coroner T C Brian 
 
• The body of the child had evidently been decomposing for some time 

(according to Petit for 12 months) which fitted with evidence given by 
other witnesses that she had given birth in autumn 1879. 

• Sergeant Prout’s initial suggestion was that the remains were of a child 
aged about 4 months old. 

• Mr Sedley Wolferstan, the police surgeon, said at the post-mortem that 
there were ‘no marks of violence’ on the remains. 

• In response to questions, Wolferstan would not confirm that the child  
      had been born alive (had ‘a separate existence’) but agreed that he  
      had ‘seen children at 3 months not so large as the deceased’. 

Devon Winter Assizes, Exeter: Before Baron Pollock 
 
• Baron Pollock described Mrs Petit’s case as being of an 

‘ordinary character’ removing all chance of it being seen 
by the court as murder or infanticide. 

• The evidence from the post-mortem was presented but 
Mr Wolferstan  continued to refuse to give a definitive 
opinion on whether or not  the child had lived. 

• No prosecution witnesses were called to testify as to 
seeing the child after birth though neighbours at Nott 
Street had initially confirmed to Prout that they had 
seen a child with Petit. 
 

VERDICT: Guilty of concealment of birth 
SENTENCE: Two Months imprisonment with hard labour 
                      served in Plymouth Jail. 

Exeter and Plymouth Gazette,  
23 January 1880   
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