
 

 

John Holt – October 1874  
 

 
 

Between seven and eight o'clock on Monday morning a most fearful tragedy was enacted at 

Bacup. The murderer was a man named John Holt, a quarryman, aged 54 years, and his 

victim was his wife, Mary Holt, aged 49 years, who, with their family of six children, the 

youngest being about five years of age, resided in a cottage in Plantation-street, off 

Newchurch-road. Deceased has been a hard-working man, and was employed in Mr 

Shepherd's quarry at Bankhouse; and his wife was also industrious woman at home, while 

four of their six children have been employed in the cotton mill. Hitherto Holt has born a 

good character, and for several years has been a teetotaller, and more'recently has not taken 

much drink, though we are told that in June last he had week's drinking. About the same time 

his wife went on a day trip, and since then, we understand, he has been jealous of her and 

taunted her of impropriety with a certain young man. So far as we can glean, there has not 

been the least cause for his jealousy, as the deceased woman has been regarded both by her 

neighbours and all who knew her as a frugal and affectionate wife and mother.  

 

On Wednesday last, Holt asked his wife for some money, when she gave him £7, the whole 

of the money she had in the house, and he left, and did not return again until Friday, when he 

said he had been on the other side of Preston and had seen the sea, and that was all that could 

be elicited from him by the members of the family.  

 

He did not spend much of the money, as he returned with £5 10s. On Saturday some angry 

words are said to have been exchanged between the deceased, but on Sunday, to all 

appearances,-the best of feeling existed between them. The eldest child, a young woman was 

expecting to be married shortly, and had purchased several articles with which to commence 

housekeeping, and amongst others a large carving knife and fork, which she had placed a 

drawer, and after locking the drawer had left the key in the lock, and it was with this knife 

that the awful tragedy was enacted. In the house which the deceased lived are two bedrooms, 

one of which was occupied by four of the elder children and the other by Holt and his wife 

and their two younger children. As usual, on Monday morning the four elder children left 

home at about six o'clock, and went to their work at the mill, leaving their father and mother 

and two younger children in bed. About half-past seven o'clock, the neighbours were alarmed 



 

 

by son of the deceased coming out of the house in his shirt, screaming, •' My father has cut 

his throat and my mother has run away." Thereupon, two of the neighbours Hannah Rudman 

and John Whitaker, the latter a labourer ran into the house, and on going upstairs found a 

shocking sigh both man and wife having their throats cut, and quite dead. Information was at 

once given to the police, and Police constable Bull and Superintendent Harrop were soon on 

the scene. As might be expected, the greatest excitement prevailed, and the house was soon 

besieged with people. The beds appeared as if they had been recently left by the occupants, 

but there was no appearance of any scuffle having taken place. Mrs Holt lay on her right side 

at the foot of the children's bed, with her throat cut, whilst her husband lay on his back on the 

floor, about a yard distant from her, having both hands clasped upon his breast, his throat 

being cut from right to left, and the head nearly severed from the body, while the knife which 

had done the bloody work lay on the chamber floor about a foot, distant from his right elbow, 

covered with blood, as were also certain parts of the bedroom floor.  

 

Dr Whitaker was sent for, and, on arriving, announced both Holt and his wife dead. It is 

supposed that Holt seized his wife with the right hand and held her down while he cut her 

throat with the knife in his left hand, and it is also presumed that Holt was either sitting or 

standing when he cut his own throat and fell down from exhaustion through loss of blood. 

 

 Deceased came to Bacup from Todmorden and has resided here about twenty years. Since 

the murder, the scene has been visited by hundreds of persons. 

 

 

 THE INQUEST. 

 

 On Tuesday afternoon the inquest was held on the bodies at the Market Hotel, Bacup, before 

Mr John Deane, deputy coroner, and a jury, of whom Mr Arthur Pickup was foreman. The 

first witness called was Rachel Holt, who will be 23 years of age in December next, daughter 

of the deceased, who said that for the last three weeks her father had acted badly towards her 

mother, and was very jealous of her though he never had occasion to be so. For twelve 

months he had been jealous of her but had not treated her so badly until the last three weeks. 

Last Tuesday night her father went into the cellar and drew some beer, and when he returned 

into the house he accused her mother of having a man the cellar, who, he said, had gone up 

the cellar grate. Witness said if there had been a man in the cellar he could not have escaped 

by the grate nor could she herself. Next morning her father wakened between three and four 

o'clock, and witness heard him say he would kill her mother. She went into the room to them, 

took hold of her mother's hand, and pulled her out of the room. 

 

 He father afterwards went downstairs and washed, and about half-past five o'clock went out 

of doors, but soon returned and asked for some money. Her mother gave him £7 and some 

silver. Her father then went away and witness did not see him again until about half-past six 

on Friday night. He then said he had something to do, and it would have to be done, but 

would not say what it was, but told witness she would have to be a mother to the children. 

Witness thought he was not right in his mind. week since her father asked her mother for a 

razor when her mother asked him what he wanted it for.  

 

When he had got the razor he put it in the fire and said he would not do any harm with that. 

Sunday he was at home all day, and never went out, as he was ashamed to do so, they (the 

family) had told people about him. On Monday morning she got up at half-past five o'clock, 

and saw her sisters and brothers off to work, and left herself about 20 minutes past six 



 

 

o'clock, her father and mother and two younger children being in bed at the time. Soon after 

she got to work two young men who reside in the same street came to the mill to her, and told 

her what had occurred. She then returned home, but did not see the bodies until they had been 

laid out. Arthur Holt, son of the deceased, who said he was going on nine, deposed that his 

sister Rachael would have just about got to her work when his father committed the deed. He 

saw his father lift his mother out of bed when she was asleep, put her on the floor, and cut her 

throat with a carving knife (produced). His father afterwards cut his own throat and fell down 

on to the floor. Witness then got out of bed, ran downstairs and cried out, and one of the 

neighbours ran into the house. Hannah Rudman, a neighbour of the Holts, said that John Holt 

drank heavily at times. Mrs Holt had expressed herself in fear of her husband and had said 

she was afraid something serious would happen to one or both of them. 

 

 She went into the house on hearing the last witness cry and saw both the deceased lying on 

the floor, with their throats cut. She had never seen anything wrong with the family. Mr 

Edmund Whitaker, surgeon, of Bacup, said he was called in to see the deceased about nine 

o'clock on Monday morning, and found the bedroom. The man Holt had extensive cut across 

the throat which severed the arteries. Mrs Holt had deep cut in her throat, which divided all 

the vessels of the throat. There was every appearance that woman had died immediately on 

the wound being inflicted.  

 

The man was laid upon his hack and his shirt sleeves, &c., were soaked with blood. He was 

of opinion that at the time the woman's throat was cut she was unconscious through fright. 

This being all the evidence, the Coroner summed up, after which the jury retired, and after 

being absent few minutes, the Foreman stated that the unanimous verdict of the jury was that 

the deceased  John Holt, murdered his wife, Mary Holt, he at the time being of unsound mind  

and that he afterwards committed suicide, being then also of unsound mind. 


