Chatham, Rochester & Gillingham Observer – 19th August 1932

SUICIDE’S ATTEMPT TO DESCRIBE

SENSATIONS WHEN DYING

“GAS ON 2:10; SLIGHT EFFECT:

2.40 LOSING --------“

READ NEWSPAPER WHILST WAITING FOR

THE END
Remarkable revelations of the working of a man’s mind while awaiting death by gas poisoning were made at an inquest conducted by Mr F.V. Bodden in Gillingham Council Chambers on Tuesday concerning the death of Edward Ernest Hancock aged 68, a master butcher who lived at 106 Copenhagen Road, Gillingham. Mr Hancock was found dead in the scullery of his house on Sunday evening and on the table were found notes describing some of his emotions while waiting for the gas fumes to take full effect. 

Sidney Thomas Phillips, 106 Copenhagen Road a butcher and son-in-law of the late Mr Hancock gave evidence of identification and said deceased, who was 68 years of age on August 4th, appeared to be in a normal state of health on Sunday. 

The Coroner: Were you working together: 
Witness: Yes Sir I was working for him.
Recently had he been all right – during the hot weather he complained of feeling tired otherwise there seemed to be nothing the matter.

Nothing was said about his taking his life or being tired of life – I never heard him mention the subject.

Witness added that he (witness) came home at about 6.00 on the Sunday evening.  In the morning he had taken deceased for a drive.  During the day Witness had been out with his son and his son’s great-aunt, Miss Gidney.

The Coroner: What did you find when you came back? 

Witness: On our arriving home Miss Gidney was the first to enter the house with my son aged 6 yrs following.  I came last. Miss Gidney went through the hall and into the kitchen passing the remark on entering that she could smell gas.   The door between the scullery and the kitchen was closed.  When she opened it she screamed and as the door opened the body fell in the doorway.  
Was there a chair close to the door – yes an ordinary kitchen chair.

EVERY GAS JET TURNED ON

Was there a very strong smell of gas – yes very pungent indeed.

Is it a pre-paid meter? – yes

Witness described his turning off the gas supply and said that every jet in the stove had been on fully.

The Coroner: I understand that he had left something in his own hand-writing.  

Witness: yes I believe there was.  I did not see it.

Who found it – the constable.

After you turned off the gas what did you do? – I felt him and his hands were cold.  I telephoned for several doctors, and I telephone to the police station.  They kindly sent me help straight away.

The Coroner, taking up a piece of paper, said “this is the first note: gas on 2:10.  Slight effect.  2:30 losing….. I cannot read the other word”.

Inspector Parsons: I could not decipher it.

The Coroner (to Witness): at any rate this was in deceased’s handwriting – yes
The Coroner: the other note states:- “when you are not wanted it is best to part.  I am reading a paper waiting for the time to end”. I must try to find some reason why he should do this. Had he any worries?

Witness: Sir, I can honestly assure you there were no worries. His home life was perfectly peaceful and his business affairs were perfectly in order.

Then you cannot give me any reason – no, none whatever.

There were no pressing debts – no, everything was all correct financially.

The crevices in the windows were not covered up in any way – no.

Was he dressed in the usual way – yes, he had on his ordinary clothes.

I understand Mrs Hancock had gone away for a holiday. I take it that was in the normal course of events – yes, that was quite normal.

WHAT DOCTOR FOUND

Doctor H.C. Allott of 82 Rock Avenue, Gillingham said he was called to the house at 8.45 on Sunday evening.  He went straight to the scullery where he found deceased lying fall length in the doorway.  The smell of gas was still very strong in the scullery.  Deceased had apparently been dead 4 or 5 hours.  Death was due to coal gas poisoning.  The room was in order and there were no marks or violence.  Deceased had even had a cup of tea and had covered the tea things.
A son of deceased was questioned by the Coroner as to whether or not he could throw any light upon the tragedy and he said he could not understand the affair.

“SOMETHING MUST HAVE SNAPPED”

The Coroner: in my experience it is very difficult to understand many of these cases.  Here is a man 68 yrs of age who apparently had no, at any rate severe, financial worries and was happy at home.  These are bad times for all, and it may be that profits were not quite so good as they were, but there were no pressing matters according to the evidence given by Mr Phillips and which I believe.  It seems that something must have snapped, and the idea entered his mind to take his life.  To a certain extent he must have been somewhat determined, because it is very seldom that I have had an inquest in which a man sits in a chair and makes notes of what is happening for 30 minutes.  The cause of death was coal gas poisoning, and I have no hesitation in saying that he could not have been in his right mind.  The verdict must therefore be one of suicide while of unsound mind.
Turning to Dr Allott, the Coroner asked “is it not a long time for him to have lived from 2:10 to 2:40”

Dr Allott: I don’t think so, because it was a biggish room, and he was apparently sitting at the far end of it, and he had made no attempt to stop the windows.

P.C. Halls was questioned by the Coroner as to the position in which he found the notes.  He said one of the notes was on the centre of the table and the other was in the back pages of a Sunday newspaper.

