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Introduction

In January 2024 the Bawtry Heritage Group produced a research
paper entitled “"Bawtry and the Coaching Era”. Pages 33-34 told in
brief the tragic tale of William Yeadon,' the tollgate keeper at
Scrooby who along with his mother was brutally murder on July 3rd
1779 by John Spencer. Spencer was captured soon after the event
and sentenced to hang for his crimes. Folklore has it that his
gibbetted body remained on display, on what is now Gibbet Lane
near to the modern day Aquatic outlet, until 1833!

Research for the paper came across various versions describing the
event but all were agreed that the murders were violent in the
extreme and very little sympathy is expressed for Spencer or that
punishment handed down to him was unjust.

Shortly after the paper had been produced an unknown source,
believed to be a resident of Austerfield, attended Bawtry’s
community library and donated a range of material to be considered
for use by the heritage group. One of the items was a small typed
story entitled The Toll Gate Keeper written by one W J Scott. The
piece produced was presented on A5 sized paper and the narrative
was interspersed with ink drawings depicting scenes related to the
story or of the era in which the story was set.

On review the Bawtry Heritage Group felt that this version of the
1779 Scrooby murders was too good not to be shared. The pages
that follow are scanned images from the original for your
enjoyment. The original copy is retained as part of the Bawtry
Heritage Group archive.

In closing this introduction we would like to thank our unknown

donor and of course W J Scott whoever you may be?

Bawtry Heritage Group
June 2024

" Note, The Bawtry Heritage Group paper identifies the gatekeeper as William Yeadon. Our author
here refers to him as Thomas.
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THE TOLL-GATE KEEPER

The semall hamlet of Hawksnest lies at the
south boundry of the small but busy msrket town
of Bawiry. In deys gone by this small hemlet
played an important pert in the lives of +the people
of Bawtry es it was situated on the busy Great
¥orth Rosd. This roed was ocriginally built by

the Romans who were femous for their long straight

roads.

In the midAle eges this road would be little
more then a dirt track suitable only for pedestriens,
horsemen and horse-drawn vehicles. Bawtry, at this
time, wes en importsnt inland port due to 1ifs
position on the River Idle so & lot of goods
were transported along the Great UNorth Road <o
Bawtry Wherf. It wes zlso a prominant coaching
point for the numerous coaches which ‘travelled
the Great North ,Rosd in the 18th and ~19th Gentury.

During this xﬁime travellers throughout the
country had to piss through toll-gates where they
hed to pay e toll before being allowed to pass.
Alongside the toll-gate there was usually 3
cottage where the toll-gate keeper lived with his
family. There was oneé of these tol'—gates at
Hawksnest and at one fima g toll-gste keeper nemed

Thomes Yecadon 1lived here yith his mother.
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One market day a farmer named John Spencer
of North Leverton was taking his cattle to Bawiry
market. He pessed through the foll-gate paying the
t0ll for himself and his cattle. John Spencer knew
the +toll-gates kecper well having passed this wey to
the market many times. As he chatted to Tem Yeadon
he noticed the 1large amount of money collected from
the numerous travellers who passcd through this busy
toll-gate. All dey at the market he kopt thinking
about this monecy and finally he decided to 1rob the
toll-gate kecper that e¥ening.-

After he had sold his cattle John Spencer
gslunk back to the toll-gatec under cover of the
hedge and when the kecepor was busy attending his
duties at the gate he slipped into the housc and
hid until all was gquiet. When he thought +the coast
was clear hc stole +the box ocontaining the money.
Unfortunately for him he was seen By Mrs Yeadsn
who shouted fer her scn. Tom rushed in but as he
came through the door he was clubbed down and
killed by DBpencer who then killed Mrs Yeadon in
the hopo that he would be zble to mzke his escape
undetected.

Realizing that the ©bodies would soon be found
by passing travellors calling at the tell-gate he

decided it would be safer to disposec of them as
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soon as possible. What better place than the River
Ryton which ran close by the ocotlage. Under cover
of +tho darkness he dragged the Dbodies to the river
and pushed them into the water. He then made his
way back to the ocottage %o ocollect the money box.
Clutching it under his arm he quietly left the
cottege and set off across the river at the spot
where he had dumped the bodies and in the direction
of his home at North Leverton.

Luck was not with John Spencer that fateful
night, he had barcly reached the river when a
company of soldiers on horseback reined up at the
toll-gate. Getting no response to calls they became
suspicious and went to investigate. The officer in
charge of the ocompany banged on the door but agair
got no respense. This was very unusual as the
toll-gate keeper must not 1leave his duties  without
making sure that a relief keeper was _there to take
on the duties of the gate.

Finding the door unlocked the officer ontered
the cottage. He immediatdéy realized that something
was sadly amiss, blood was ell over the floor,
furniture scattered across the room and the olub,
the murder weapon, was 1lying in the middle of the
floor.

Being a man of actien he quickly organised
his men in a scarch for any signs of the toll-gate

keeper and his mother.
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John Spencer no doubt heard this commotion,
panicked and Dbecame carcless as he skirted the
village of Scrooby, This carelessness was his downfall
he was secn and captured,. still clutching the mongcy
box, by the searching soldiess who c¢scorted him
back to the toll-gate.

By this time the bodies of Tom- Yeadon  and hice
mother had been found floating down the river.
Realizing he was caught red handed John Spencer
confessed to the robbery and murders. As the crime
was committed in DNottinghamshire he was taken to
Nottingham where he was tried, found guilty, and
sentenced to hang..

Tom TYcadon had been very. popular and the
peeple of Hawksnest, Scroeby and Bawiry were enraged
by the Wwrutal murder ef him and his mother. Thoy
requested that Jehn Spencer' should be brought back
to Hawksncet to be hanged so that they could reap
some consolation from seeing him hanged. The ocourt
granted this request and he was transported by coach
to  Hawksnest.

The 1local  joiner readily agreed to Dbuild a
gibbit and with the help of the local people it was
erccted at the side of the Great North Road near
the scene of the crime. "

On the day of +the hanging people for many
miles around ocame to see the gruesome spectacle. After

the exccution the body was smeared with pitch and
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hanged in cheins from the gibbit. It is gaiq to
have remainod here for moro than sixty years in full
view of passers-by as & warning of the fate that
would befall anyone who should commit a similar

orime.

For many decades tha gibbit remained standing
and when it was oventually dismantled the emall Toad
leading from the Great North Road towards Bircotes
was renamed Gibb2t Lane and remains so today .

On visiting Hewksnost today with its busy
modern roads and service stations one will find i%
diffioult +& visualise the hive of activity that must
have oxistod in tho +time o7 Tom Yoadon and John
Spancer. The adjoining Bawtry still remains =2 thriving
market town and despite the advent of modern
architecture and transportation it still has sevoral
old buildings such as the coaching inns and Posting
House that clearly illustrate the way of lifo in
the time of the ocoach and horse.




