BERROW

FUNERAL.—The interment took place at the churchyard at Berrow, on Thursday afternoon, of the victims of the treacherous Gore Sands, Mr. and Mrs. Albert Clapp, aged 66 and 68 years respectively, who were found dead on the foreshore between Berrow and Brean recently. The service was conducted by the Rev. W. Strong, rector of Brean, in the unavoidable absence of the Rev. E. G. Austen, vicar. There was a large concourse of people from Burnham and neighbouring parishes, owing to the interest aroused by the sad nature of their deaths, and the greatest sympathy was apparent on every hand.





SAD STORY OF THE GORE SANDS

—

AGED FISHERMAN AND HIS WIFE

FOUND DEAD ON THE SHORE

—

THE INQUEST

—

On Sunday morning news of a very sad case of drowning was received at the village of Berrow, near Burnham, which caused a feeling of gloom to spread over the several communities in the district. It appears that Mr. Albert Clapp, of Brean, a straggling village to the north of Berrow, proceeded, as was his custom as a fisherman, to feed and clear the nets on the Gore Sands. This was about 8 o'clock on Saturday night, and a fog prevailed, the night also being very dark. The unfortunate fisherman never returned, and anxiety for her husband's safety led Mrs Clapp to go in search of him. It is supposed that both Mr. and Mrs. Clapp carried lanterns with them. Mrs. Clapp never returned. On Sunday morning James Sharman found the dead body of Mrs. Clapp on the Berrow sands, and a little later Mr. George Ham, of Berrow, found the drowned body of Mr. Clapp on the Gore Sands. The bodies were about half a mile apart when discovered. Mrs. Clapp had lost one of her boots, and it is conjectured that she was caught in a mud-trap and, in endeavouring to free herself lost her boot. Apparently this unfortunately befell Mr. Clapp also, and the finding of the dead bodies next morning proved that the struggle for life had been in vain. Whether they ever met on that fateful night will never be known, but Mrs. Clapp's last act in searching for her husband, at her advanced age of between 66 and 70 years, was undoubtedly an act of bravery, for which, unfortunately she lost her life. In all likelihood both lost the track and were drowned by the tide. The bodies were removed to their home at Brean, some of the children, who live in the neighbourhood, aiding in the sorrowful duty. The aged couple were well-known in Burnham and district as a quiet and sober couple, and Mr. Clapp had for many years pursued his calling on these treacherous sands. It is known that Mrs. Clapp had on several occasions, from apprehension of danger, gone on to the shore and guided her husband home through the darkness, either by the aid of her voice or a light. On Saturday night she is said to have expressed her alarm at the darkness of the night and the fog to a neighbour, and it is understood that she was not seen alive after that time. No suspicion of the double disaster was awakened upon the finding of the woman's body, for upon the home being reached it was found empty, and another discovery revealed the death of the husband.

A post-mortem examination was made on the bodies on Wednesday.

THE SCENE OF THE TRAGEDY

The following is a description of the scene of the tragedy. The scene is what may be termed a tongue of land, in shape like a Greek delta, running out from the shore at Berrow and Brean westward. The slopes southward, in the direction of Burnham, are commonly used for fishing-nets, and these can only be reached by boats from Burnham. In addition to this a hardy livelihood is gained by placing rows of nets on the Gore Sands, approach to the nets being generally made over the mud. So notorious for shipwreck were these sands several years previous to 1829, and the frequent and lamentable spectacle of human bodies floating to the shore, that a gentleman by the name of the Rev. David Davies, at that time a stipendiary of Dr. Walter King, erected at his own cost a round tower which taught the benighted and perplexed traveller what to shun and where to steer his course, and Providence gave a blessing to the undertaking. In the year 1829 the Corporation of Trinity House, being desirous to render the Burnham light more extensively serviceable, made arrangements with the proprietor to surrender his vested interest in it, and thus became possessor of the property. The site, however, was then changed, and two lighthouses were erected between Berrow and Burnham to warn mariners of the treacherous Gore Sands. In spite of the danger attending the fishing craft, it is a question if a local fisherman was ever drowned there before the present sad instance, and in this instance Mr. Clapp was one of the best informed fishermen of the coast, and had had an experience of many years in his occupation. He had at least one son following the same calling. The southern side of the delta is a natural bank and limit of the River Parrett; the northern side being washed by the Bristol Channel.

THE INQUEST

Dr. Craddock, coroner for North Somerset, held an inquest at Unity Farm, Brean, on Wednesday, on the bodies of Albert Clapp and Elizabeth Clapp, his wife, who were found dead on Berrow Sands as above described.

The jury comprised Messrs. T. Hutchings, C. Harris, W. Marsh, E. Rice, C. Palmer, J.R. Churchill, D. Durston, L. Marsh, G. Charman, A. Player, M. Frost, senr, and W.G. Short.

Mr C. Harris was appointed foreman [The 1901 census shows Chas. H. Harris, farmer at Unity Farm].

The police in attendance were Sergeant Bartlett and P.C.'s Stephens and Parfitt.

Previous to the inquest Dr. R. Wade, of Highbridge, made a post-mortem examination on each of the bodies.

The case of Albert Clapp, the husband, was taken first, the first witness called being George Clapp, son of the deceased, deposed that Albert Clapp was 66 and Elizabeth Clapp 68 years of age. He last saw his mother alive at eight o'clock on Friday morning, 26th September, but he could say nothing respecting her death, but since the discovery of the bodies he had found the lamp that she carried out with her, and also her boot which she lost while walking in the mud.

Both the lamp and the boot were produced, the boot corresponding to the other worn by deceased.

P.C. Stephens, stationed at Burnham, deposed that acting upon information received from George Ham, of Berrow, on Sunday morning, at 9 a.m., he proceeded to the Berrow sands. Ham had informed him that the body of a man was lying on the sands near Berrow Church. Upon his arrival at the spot indicated he found the body of a man lying face downwards. The witness turned him over, he was quite dead, and Ham recognised him as Albert Clapp. The spot was about a mile from the Church seaward, and the sea came over where the body was found about sixty yards from the shore, further in than where deceased was found [sic]. Witness had the body conveyed to the Wellington-hotel, Berrow, and subsequently conveyed the body, at the son's request, to deceased's residence. It was high tide about 3.27 am on the 28th, but he had no idea at what time the tide would have reached the deceased. Witness could not see the nets owing to a dead fog.

Learning that George Clapp, the son, was a fisherman, the coroner recalled him, and, in answer to questions, [George?] stated that the water would come up to his nets about two o'clock in the morning. His father had evidently gone out to his nets in the evening, which were situated about a mile from where the body was found. In the ordinary course the deceased would have gone to his nets between five and six o'clock, because at that time the water would have receded and he would be able to get down there. In order to get to his nets deceased had to wade through a lot of mud, about two feet deep, in a good many places up to his knees. He should have returned to his home by eight o'clock. The water would be up to his nets again about 12.30 am on Sunday morning. Saturday night was very dark and foggy. Deceased was a fairly strong man, but his sight was defective, and it would have been easy for him to lose his way.

Dr. Wade, of Highbridge, deposed that he had known deceased for many years, and had made a post-mortem examination of the body. His opinion as to the cause of death was that Albert Clapp undoubtedly died from the effects of drowning, of which he had all the symptoms. He was absolutely satisfied about that.

The Coroner said that of course it was an extraordinary coincidence that the two should be found dead on the sands at the same time. He had instructed the doctor to make a post-mortem examination in each case, and with regard to the poor man of course it was impossible for them to say how he got into the water. The son, who was a fisherman, had told them that it was a very dark and foggy night, and that the deceased was found about a mile from where his nets were, and owing to the darkness and the fog he had evidently taken an uncertain course. He recommended the jury to return a verdict to the effect that the deceased was found drowned on the shore at Berrow, but they could not say how it happened. 

A verdict was returned accordingly.

The Coroner then took the case of Elizabeth Clapp. G. Charman, a gamekeeper on the warren at Berrow, deposed that he found the deceased about 7 o'clock on Sunday morning. He saw some object on the shore, right opposite the pole in front of Mr. Clapp's house, about 150 yards from the pole he should say. He went to see what it was and found it to be a corpse, but did not recognise who it was. It was the body of a woman. He reported the matter to the police as soon as he could. The deceased was lying with her face downward in the sand, on her knees, with one boot of. [sic]

George Davis, a lad, of Brean, next deposed that he saw Mrs. Clapp about a quarter to nine on Saturday evening, as he was returning from Berrow to Brean. He did not speak to her, but saw that she was carrying two lamps, which had since been found. She was going towards the sands. He had no doubt whatever that it was Mrs. Clapp. It was very dark and foggy.

P.C. Wm. J. Parfitt, stationed at Burnham, stated that on Sunday morning, from information he had received, he went to Berrow sands and found the body of a woman. Witness did not know her at the time. She was lying with her face to the sand, and her body was partially covered with mud and sand, and was quite dead. He took possession of the body and had it conveyed to her late residence. The right boot was missing. The position of the deceased was about three-quarters of a mile from the body of her husband. The body was found about twenty yards below where the water came in that night, or rather Sunday morning, and as near as possible in a direct line with her residence

Dr. Wade stated that he had made a post-mortem examination of the body and found it was in a general state of fatty degeneration. She had about two or three inches of fat on the chest. He did not examine the brain. The heart was diseased, there being a large amount of fat. It was in a state of diastole. The immediate cause of death was not of drowning, she died of fatty degeneration of the heart created by over exertion and excitement. He had attended her for disease of the heart only three months previous. She must have made considerable exertion to get to her husband. There was no evidence of death from drowning.

The Coroner said there was no doubt that this poor woman in her anxiety went out to her husband through his not returning, and went out with lamps to light his way home. There was no doubt about her going with two lamps, because the boy Davis distinctly stated he recognised her. She evidently had considerable difficulty in getting through the mud, because one of her boots came off through sticking in the mud. They knew further that the pose-[sic]mortem examination proved that she suffered from disease of the heart. That was the doctor's opinion, and one which he endorsed, that she died from disease of the heart brought on by ever exertion and excitement. The heart was found in a state of diastole. In this case there was no doubt inability of the heart to contract, so that in his (the Coroner's) opinion there was no doubt but that the exertion and anxiety caused the heart to suddenly collapse, and he recommended the jury to return a verdict to the effect that the deceased died from a sudden attack of syncope of the heart.

A verdict to that effect was returned.

The Foreman said that in future, whenever a corpse was brought to the place, he hoped the police would not take it through the village just as people were coming from church, and that it would be properly covered up.

The Coroner thought those matters should be left to the discretion of the police. It was their wish to take the body there as quickly as possible, and he had no doubt but that the police had done their duty in every respect. 

George Clapp, the son of the deceased, said that at the request of the police he wished to clear them of any derogatory imputation in the matter, and the Coroner interposed by saying that he did not wish to hear any more concerning the matter.

Sergt. Bartlett said that what uncovering there was came about through the jilting of the cart, and the only exposure was a part of a finger.



