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WELCOME TO TOPIC # 075… TODAY WE WILL BE 
LOOKING AT THE ROLE OF THE CORONER DURING 

THE VICTORIAN PERIOD.



IN 'THE BOSCOMBE VALLEY MYSTERY,' I READ A 
LOCAL NEWSPAPER’S PARTIAL ACCOUNT OF THE 
CORONER’S INQUEST INTO THE DEATH OF MR. 

CHARLES MCCARTHY. 



THE ARTICLE INCLUDED THE RESPONSES OF HIS 
SON JAMES MCCARTHY TO QUESTIONS BY BOTH 

THE CORONER AND ONE OF THE INQUEST’S 
JURYMEN… BY THE TIME OF MR. MCCARTHY’S 

MURDER, THE CORONER SYSTEM WAS MORE THAN 
SEVEN HUNDRED YEARS OLD. 



DURING THE VICTORIAN PERIOD, HOWEVER, ITS 
ROLE SHIFTED WITH THE INTRODUCTION OF A 
MORE ORGANIZED LAW ENFORCEMENT SYSTEM, 

WHICH SET THE TWO PROCESSES INTO CONFLICT.



THE BRITISH CORONER SYSTEM DATES BACK TO 
1194… THE POSITION WAS CREATED AS A MEANS 

OF REPRESENTING THE CROWN’S INTEREST 
AGAINST THE CORRUPT PRACTICES OF MANY 

PROVINCIAL SHERIFFS.



SUCH SHERIFFS USED TAX AND OTHER LAWS TO 
ENRICH THEMSELVES FROM THE FINES AND 

MONIES THEY WERE TO COLLECT FOR THE KING.



BECAUSE THE CROWN CREATED THIS NEW 
POSITION OF 'KEEPER OF THE PLEAS,' THIS 
PERSON WAS OFTEN REFERRED TO AS THE 

'CROWNER,' OR 'CORONER.'



THE FIRST CORONERS WERE KNIGHTS OR OTHER 
MEN OF SUBSTANCE WHO OWNED PROPERTY OR 

HAD OTHER INCOME TO REDUCE THE CORRUPTION 
ASSOCIATED WITH THE SHERIFFS AND WERE 

NEVER EXPECTED TO DETERMINE WHO COMMITTED 
A CRIME.



THEIR DUTY WAS TO ENFORCE ADHERENCE TO 
ALL PROCEDURES WITH REGARD TO A 

SUSPICIOUS DEATH, ASSESSING FINES WHEN 
THEY WERE NOT FOLLOWED (OFTEN THE CASE) 

AND PROVIDING JUDGES WITH A DULY RECORDED 
LIST OF WITNESSES, NEIGHBORS, PROPERTY, 

AND CHATTEL.



IN THE 1500s, CORONERS WERE NO LONGER 
COLLECTING SUCH FEES, AND THEIR 

RESPONSIBILITIES HAD BEEN REDUCED TO 
INVESTIGATING SUSPICIOUS SUDDEN DEATHS.



RICHARD SEWELL PROVIDED A GUIDE TO 
CORONERS IN 1843, CLEARLY NOTING THEIR 

JUDICIAL AND MINISTERIAL OBLIGATIONS AS 
WELL AS DETAILED INFORMATION FOR 

DETERMINING VARIOUS CAUSES OF DEATH… AS A 
JUDGE DURING AN INQUEST, THE CORONER’S 

ROLE WAS TO DETERMINE THE CAUSE OF DEATH 
IN THE CASE OF SUDDEN OR VIOLENT DEATHS.



AS THE CROWN’S REPRESENTATIVE, HE BECAME A 
MAGISTRATE AND WOULD EXECUTE WRITS FROM 

THE SHERIFF.



WHEN A SUSPICIOUS DEATH OCCURRED, AN 
OFFICIAL, SUCH AS A PEACE OFFICER, WAS TO 

CONTACT THE CORONER WHO DETERMINED 
WHETHER TO SUMMON A JURY TO REVIEW 'WHEN, 
HOW, AND BY WHAT MEANS THE DECEASED CAME 

BY HIS DEATH.'



THE INQUIRY BEGAN WITH A VIEWING OF THE 
BODY AND THE PLACE WHERE THE DECEASED WAS 
DISCOVERED… IF SOMEONE WAS IDENTIFIED AS 
BEING THE CAUSE OF THE DEATH, THE CORONER 
WAS EXPECTED TO COMPLETE AN INVENTORY OF 

THE ACCUSED’S PROPERTY.



THE INQUEST ITSELF INVOLVED THE CORONER AND 
A JURY OF TWELVE TO TWENTY-FOUR MEN WHO 
WOULD HEAR FROM THE 'FIRST FINDER’ OF THE 

BODY AS WELL AS OTHER WITNESSES, INCLUDING, 
OCCASIONALLY, A MEDICAL WITNESS.



AS IN 'THE BOSCOMBE VALLEY MYSTERY,' THE 
JURY COULD ALSO QUESTION WITNESSES, BUT IT 
WAS THE CORONER’S DUTY TO TAKE NOTES AND 

SUMMARIZE THE EVIDENCE TO THE JURORS — WHO 
THEN RETURNED THE VERDICT… THEIR FINAL 
DETERMINATION INVOLVED PROVIDING THE 

IDENTITY OF THE DECEASED; THE TIME AND PLACE 
OF THE DEATH; AND MEANS OF DEATH, INCLUDING 

MURDER OR MANSLAUGHTER.



THIS VERDICT AS WELL AS ANY EVIDENCE WAS 
PASSED ON FOR TRIAL.



GIVEN THAT THE CORONER SYSTEM WAS ORIGINALLY 
CONCEIVED TO ENSURE THE CORRECT APPLICATION 
OF CRIMINAL FINES — OFTEN MISAPPROPRIATED BY 
THE SHERIFFS THIS SYSTEM WAS OFTEN AT ODDS 
WITH BOTH THE LOCAL CONSTABULARY AS WELL AS 

OTHER PARISH OFFICIALS.



UNTIL 1860 WHEN THEY BECAME SALARIED 
OFFICIALS, CORONERS WERE PAID BY INQUEST, 
AND SOME COST-CONSCIOUS PARISH OFFICIALS 

WERE RELUCTANT TO ASK FOR AN INVESTIGATION 
OF A DEATH.



IN ADDITION, AS A MORE MODERN POLICE SYSTEM 
WAS INTRODUCED, THESE OFFICERS ALSO 

INVESTIGATED SUSPICIOUS DEATHS — FURTHER 
CUTTING THE NEED AND COST OF A CORONER’S 
INQUEST… THIS CLASH BETWEEN CORONER AND 

POLICE MOST OFTEN CAME TO A HEAD WITH 
RESPECT TO SUSPECTS AND WITNESSES.



IF THE POLICE ARRESTED A SUSPECT PRIOR TO THE 
INQUEST, THEY COULD REFUSE TO PROVIDE HIM 
OR HER AS A WITNESS AT THE INQUIRY… THE 

PARISHES WENT SO FAR AS TO CREATE A 
'CORONER’S OFFICER' WITHIN THE POLICE FORCE 
WHO COULD COLLECT EVIDENCE AND PRESENT IT 

TO THE CORONER.



REFORMS, BASED ON SUCH ISSUES, 
RESTRUCTURED CORONERS’ RESPONSIBILITIES 

AND PROCEDURES… NO LONGER ELECTED 
OFFICIALS, LOCAL AUTHORITIES APPOINTED THE 
CORONER, OFTEN PROVIDING HIM WITH A STAFF 

OF ONE TO TWO CORONER’S OFFICERS.



EVEN FOLLOWING SUCH REFORMS — AS CHARLES 
MCCARTHY’S DEATH ILLUSTRATED — THIS POSITION 

STILL HAD JURISDICTION OVER VIOLENT, 
UNNATURAL, OR OTHER SUSPICIOUS DEATHS AS 
WELL AS THOSE THAT OCCURRED IN PRISONS.



THEIR DETERMINATION, CONDUCTED DURING AN 
INQUEST, WAS LIMITED TO DETERMINING WHO 
AND HOW A PERSON DIED WITHOUT APPLYING 

CRIMINAL OR CIVIL LIABILITY… AS IN THE CASE 
OF JAMES MCCARTHY, DECISIONS RELATED TO ANY 

CHARGES FOLLOWED AN ARREST WITH GUILT 
DETERMINED AT A TRIAL (ASSIZES).



FOR THE SON OF CHARLES MCCARTHY, WHILE THE 
CORONER’S INQUEST PROVIDED SOME DAMNING 
EVIDENCE SHARED AT THE TRIAL THANKS TO 

ADDITIONAL EVIDENCE I PROVIDED TO THE DEFENSE, 
HIS STORY ENDED THERE AND NOT IN PRISON.



SO, WE HAVE COMPLETED TOPIC # 075 IN OUR SERIES… 

IN TOPIC # 076, WE WILL BE LOOKING AT FASHION AND WHAT WAS POPULAR 
DURING THE VICTORIAN PERIOD.
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