
Dinah Riddiford and the burglary at The Seven Stars 

 
(This short article was created for the BS35 Magazine using research notes relating to 

the website www.thornburyroots.co.uk. See website for more information) 
 

 

This photograph is of the Seven 

Stars, a lodging house that once 

stood in Rock Street next to the 

Market (on the site of what was until 

recently the Police Station).  We 

believe that Daniel Reed lived there 

in 1816 when the property was 

burgled. The trial and punishment of 

the offenders became quite a well 

known case. 

 

Thornbury Museum has a transcription of a letter dated 1816 written by Sarah Greenwood to 

Mary Greenwood.  It refers to what must have been a major topic of Thornbury gossip at that 

time.  

 

"old Dinah Riddiford and her son Luke broke open Daniel Reed's house and stole several 

articles thereat they were taken up and the articles discovered on them, committed to 

Gloucester tried and both found guilty and received sentence of death.  Luke was reprieved 

but the poor old woman was executed and her body brought to Thornbury." 

 

The reference to "old Dinah Riddiford" is important here.  The Capital Punishment website 

says that Dinah was probably the oldest woman to have been hanged in England in the 19th or 

20th Centuries. Seventeen death sentences were passed at the Gloucester Assizes of August 

1816 but only two people were hanged. One of these was Dinah, who was convicted of 

stealing bacon, butter and some similar articles. 

 

By tradition those who had been hanged were buried at the gaol and it is believed that there 

could be as many as 122 bodies there.  For this reason it is interesting to read that Dinah's 

body was returned to Thornbury.  This is confirmed by the parish records of St Mary's Church 

which show that Dinah was buried there on 10th September 1816 aged 68. 

 

We are less certain of the fate of her son Luke.  We do know his sentence was commuted to 

transportation for life and in December 1816 he was sent to a prison hulk called the Justitia 

that lay at Woolwich.  On 11th April 1817 he and 219 others sailed on a prison ship called 

‘Lord Eldon’ which arrived in Sydney on 30th September 1817.  Luke was aged 34.  The 

official records show that his trade was a "waterman" and that he was 5ft 6 1/2 inches with 

black hair and brown eyes.  

 

A Sydney newspaper article of December 6th 1817, only a few months after his arrival, 

suggests that Luke had quickly made himself scare.  It listed him amongst a large number of 

men who had "absented themselves from their respective employments."  Some of the men 

even had false certificates.  Apparently every effort was to be made to catch them all. 

 

If he did escape from the authorities for a while, it was not for long.  A record dated 1822 

indicates he was sent to work in the employment of the government at Port Macquarie.  He 

may have been working for the government but this was no civil service posting. It may even 

have been a punishment for trying to elude the authorities.  Port Macquarie was a penal 

colony formed specifically for receiving convicts where they were forced to build the place 



that would become their gaol.  Conditions were unpleasant and its remoteness made it 

unlikely that the prisoners could escape. 

 

Both cases seem a harsh punishment for stealing bacon and butter. 

 

Sadly we do not know the fate of Luke Riddiford. We would be very glad to hear from 

anyone who knows more about him. 


