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Paul Freeman 

Archives of the former Staveley Coal and Iron Company (collection reference D3808), held at 

Derbyshire Record Office, include books of balance sheets and profit & loss accounts covering 1841-

1896 (d3808/1/13/1_. In each financial year, the few activities that did not make a profit were listed 

in these books. 

Such losses could be quite large, as in 1876, when a loss of £5,577 3s. 11d. was recorded in 

association with the sinking of Ireland Colliery in Staveley – though it was not a cause for concern as 

the new colliery was not yet ready to produce coal. Conversely, smaller losses could be troubling. On 

the same page as the Ireland Colliery entry appeared this intriguing line: “Warrant for Biggs 

apprehension £250 0s. 0d.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Two years later there was another loss in which the Biggs name appeared: “J Russell Kent 

prosecution of Biggs £203 17s. 10d.” 

 

 

 

 

 

Fortunately the archives also include books of directors’ minutes, running from the Staveley 

Company’s incorporation in 1863 to 1930, and these shed some light on the Biggs losses 

(D3808/1/2/4). 

It turns out that Charles Biggs had been a clerk, working in the company’s coal business in London, 

who had absconded with company money. His felony was recorded in the minute books as a 

“defalcation” – a precise term for the taking or illegal use of money by someone who has 
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responsibility for it, such as a company or government official. A more familiar term today would be 

embezzlement.  

Bringing Biggs to justice would involve an expensive 

chase half-way round the world. 

Much of the coal sent out by rail from Staveley was 

destined for coal merchants in the southern markets, 

including London. The company, much influenced by its 

managing director, Charles Markham, coveted the extra 

profit that the London coal merchants were making by 

their onward sales to householders. In February 1866 

the directors were persuaded to back Markham’s 

venture into this retail business, setting up seven coal 

depots near railway stations in the London area.  

One such depot was in Mileage Yard, Paddington, and it 

was there that Charles Biggs had been employed as a 

wharf clerk. His duties were to receive coal from the 

Staveley Company, sell it to the customers, receive 

payments and account for these transactions to a Mr 

Turnbull, the Company’s London agent. 

 

The company’s directors’ minutes of 27 March 1876, record that Biggs left his employment on 28 

February after nine years’ service without giving any notice.  It was only discovered afterwards that 

he had appropriated some £340 (about £38,000 in today’s prices). Charles Markham contacted the 

police at Great Scotland Yard who reported that Biggs had probably sailed for Melbourne, Australia. 

Moreover, the police were not prepared to send an officer after him unless the Staveley Company 

paid the costs. 

 

 

 

 

 

Company chairman, Henry Davis Pochin, believed it was the company’s duty to their shareholders to 

apprehend Biggs. A warrant was obtained for Biggs’ arrest and a cheque for £250 forwarded to the 

Commissioners of Police in London to cover the costs of going after him. 

Australian newspaper records together with Lloyds List (a shipping news journal) provide much 

detail of what happened next. It turns out that Biggs, with his wife Elizabeth and five children, had 
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embarked for Melbourne aboard the barque Trowbridge on the very first day that he had failed to 

turn up for work. The Trowbridge would be taking the long route to Australia round the Cape of 

Good Hope.  

Scotland Yard sent Inspector John Dowdell after Biggs aboard the P&O steamer RMS Surat, which 

would be taking the faster Suez route. The Surat sailed five weeks after the Trowbridge, and even 

with a change of ship at Ceylon (now Sri Lanka), Dowdell was expected to arrive at Melbourne with 

three weeks to spare.  

Inspector Dowdell arrived at his destination on 6 June, two months and one day after leaving 

Southampton. He would have to wait 11 days for Charles Biggs to arrive. 

Late on the afternoon of Saturday 17 June, the Trowbridge dropped anchor off Melbourne, and was 

approached by a boat carrying Inspector Dowdell and two local detectives, named McKay and 

Potter. They boarded armed with a photograph of Biggs and so had no difficulty in identifying him. 

Detective McKay accosted him with “Mr Biggs, I presume?” Biggs answered in the affirmative, and 

also readily confirmed that he was a former employee of the Staveley Coal and Iron Company in 

London. Then the penny suddenly dropped, and he realised the position he was in, turning pale and 

beginning to tremble. Mrs Biggs, with an infant in her arms, was quite overcome and took some time 

to comprehend that her husband would be taken straight back to London.  

On being asked to account for the moneys that he had embezzled, Biggs said he had paid £95 for his 

passage, The balance of the cash, which he said was only a few pounds, had been nearly all spent on 

the voyage “in purchasing necessary comforts for himself and his wife, in the shape of porter and 

brandy”. His wife still had two or three sovereigns in her pocket but that was all. 

It was reported that Biggs assumed an air of resignation, saying that “he knew who had done this” 

and that he would be able to clear himself at his trial. It seems the only attempt that he made to 

disguise himself was to give a false occupation, as it was recorded as engineer in the Trowbridge 

passenger list. 

It was then arranged for Mrs. Biggs and the children to resume their journey to Brisbane. It seems 

that Mrs Biggs wrote straightaway to Charles Markham at Staveley, as he reported to a board 

meeting on 25 September that he had received a letter from her asking the Board to deal leniently 

with her husband on account of herself and her children. The board “considered the case did not 

deserve their favourable consideration”. 
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Biggs was taken into custody in Melbourne pending an extradition warrant for his deportation to 

England. On Sunday 16 July Inspector Dowdell and his prisoner departed for London on board the 

barque Essex. They arrived on 4 November after a voyage that lasted just one day short of 16 weeks. 

Meanwhile the directors of the Staveley Company were focusing their minds on ways to minimise 

and mitigate fraud in connection with the London coal sales. Mr. Markham favoured the Company 

having insurance in the form of a guarantee with the clerks who were entrusted with the money. 

Other ideas included the railway companies installing weighing machines at each depot so that coal 

could be weighed before leaving. Another was that each wharf clerk be furnished with “a book 

containing printed receipt labels bearing consecutive numbers”. Though such standard practice 

nowadays, that it is hard to believe that they were not always so.   

At a Board meeting on 28 August it was decided to take out guarantees totalling £1,000, covering all 

the clerks and collectors, through the Guarantee Society. Formal approval was also given to the 

implementation of an invoice and receipt system. 

Returning to the fate of Biggs: he appeared before the Marylebone magistrates on 15 November 

when he was charged with embezzling £300 from the Staveley Coal and Iron Company and was 

committed for trial. The instructing solicitor for the prosecution was J Russell Kent, whose costs of 

£203 17s. 10d. were seen recorded in the Staveley Company’s accounts.  

In reporting the court appearance, The Times newspaper wrote that when Biggs was taken into 

custody, he had expressed some surprise that the company should have sent all the way to Australia 

after him claiming that an employee had gone away with over £500 of their money, and they had 

never troubled themselves about him. This seems highly unlikely as Charles Markham had always 

favoured prosecuting defalcators. No theft of quite this magnitude is recorded in the company’s 

minutes.  

Biggs went on trial at the Middlesex Sessions on 20 November. The statement that he had made 

back in Melbourne that he would be able to clear himself was now forgotten. Instead he pleaded 

guilty to three specimen charges of embezzlement. The three sums involved amounted to just over 

£68 of the £300 that it was claimed he had taken. Judge Serjeant Cox sentenced him to nine months’ 

imprisonment with hard labour, to be served at the Clerkenwell House of Correction. 
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An application for costs, which we have seen were already over £450, made to the judge by the 

Staveley Company was refused. Costs then increased when the police authorities submitted an 

account for further expenses amounting to £260 1s. 11d.   

Given his trial date and term of imprisonment, we would expect Biggs to have been released from 

prison around 20 August 1877. To his credit, the Staveley directors’ minutes record that he called 

upon Mr Turnbull promising to refund the amount he had taken if he should ever be in a position to 

do so. 

However, a month later he was once more on his way to Australia. The SS Hankow, departed London 

on 21 September 1877 bound for Melbourne and Sydney. The passenger list shows that Biggs 

travelled in steerage class, again with a false occupation recorded, but this time it was saddler. His 

final destination was Brisbane, where he would reunite with his family. The ship took the longer 

Cape route, docking at Melbourne on 8 November – a voyage of less than seven weeks.  

There was no reason for the local newspapers to be familiar with Biggs’ unfortunate history so on 

this occasion he was able to slip into Australia anonymously. 

The Staveley Company’s London coal sales business continued, though not always profitably. In 

December 1887 Mr Turnbull reported a defalcation of £8 by a clerk at the Kensington coal depot, 

which was covered by the Guarantee Society. Charles Markham had retired due to ill-health in 1886, 

being succeeded as managing director by George Bond. In March 1891 the board asked Bond to 

make enquiries regarding the sale of the London coal depots. In February 1892 Bond was instructed 

to dispose of the coal depots “if he could do so on advantageous terms”. Such terms clearly did not 

prove possible as exactly a year later he was authorised to dispose of the London depots “upon the 

best terms he can obtain”. 


