
 

Peter Kelly's story 
 
On Christmas Day, 1726, Robert Nisbitt sat down to dinner with his neighbour, Agnes Daniels. While 
they were eating the door opened and a local ner-do-well, Peter Kelly, known also as Peter the Irish, 
came in, took one look at Nisbitt and ran out again. "He might well run," said Robert, "for I have lent 
him money to buy the clothes on his back, and being kind to him, and he has not made a grateful 
return!" [1] Which was true. Peter said himself that Nisbitt had been a very good friend to him, and 
lent him money to buy clothes and 3 ells of Holland, which he had pawned, then lent him the money 
to fetch them out again. But that was the way it was with him.  

 
Kelly's original name was Mackhuen. His parents were poor 
and could not afford any education for him, so that he was 
unable either to write or read at the time of his death. 
However, they put him out as apprentice to a weaver, with 
whom he served his time before going over to England. 
Thinking that he would fit into the new society better, he 
changed his name first to Owen and then to Kelly. He 
worked for a little time at his trade, but then growing idle, 
and being always inclined to 'sotting' or excess drinking; [2] 
he chose to do anything rather than work any longer. Some 
people thought he was involved in bad company and kept ill 
hours, but he had a talent. He could play two Jew's harps at 
once with great dexterity [3] which made him something of 
a local celebrity in and around Drury Lane, London. He was 
often called upon to play in the local ale houses and at 
neighbourhood gatherings. Public houses were particularly 

keen to see him as there takings were increased as he entertained people of as loose and idle a 
disposition as himself, keeping them longer at the pot than otherwise they were inclined to do. In 
fact they used to encourage Kelly by getting him to do errands for them.[4] 
 
He appears to have been befriended by a local joiner, Robert Nisbitt, who seems to have never 
wearied of doing him kindnesses, to a point where Kelly began to call the old man 'Father'. Kelly 
always preserved some respect towards him, though he seemed to have lost it towards everybody 
else. 
 
Things started to go wrong for him on the Sunday January 26th1729. At this time he was working as 
a Journeyman for William Graham but, as usual, he had no money. Dropping into a Gin Shop at 
about 8 o'clock in the evening, he spotted Isaac Dale and went over to him and said, in his begging 
voice. "Will you lend me six pence and a Quartern of Gin on 2 Razors?" Isaac took a look at one as he 
was mind to buy, but it was not in good condition. The handle was cracked with a piece of thread 
tied at the end next the blade, and at one end the river, or piece of Pewter which covers the rivet, 
was broken off on one side, so he said no. [5] 
 
The following morning Robert Nisbitt went to Samuel Spencer's house to heat a glue pot. This was 
one of the last times he was seen alive. Although Kelly had been at work all day, in the early hours of 
Tuesday morning, around 3am, Annie Archer, who had the room next door to Peter Kelly's in 
Thomas Street, was woken twice by the locking and unlocking of his door.  
 
The next day, Samuel noticed that Robert's door remained shut all day, which was unusual. That day 
was also one for celebration as William Graham, Peter's employer, was having a wedding in his 
house. William asked Kelly to play his Jew's harps, but, not surprisingly, they were in pawn. William 



lent him the money to fetch them and the celebration went on into the night. Peter got very drunk 
and disappeared around midnight with the bridegroom's wig, only to roll into a public house at 
around 2 o'clock in the morning. At this point, there are two conflicting reports. One suggests that 
two watchmen, William Barnes and William Thompson, were in the pub and a strange conversation 
took place. "What do you think, Barnes?" asked Kelly. "I don't know what to think," was the reply. 
"Why," said Kelly, "Mr. Nesbitt is dead." [6] The other report has Kelly arriving with signs of terror 
and confusion to the watch-house, telling the Constable and attendants that Old Nisbett was 
murdered, lay weltering in his bed and a Razor by him. The Watch, knowing Peter to be a wild, half-
witted, drunken fellow, thought nothing of the statement; and so far from crediting it, turned him 
out of the watch-house, and told him to go about his business. [7] 
 
When Kelly returned to work the next morning, William Graham asked about the wig, but Peter had 
lost it, and went on to say that he had lost his good friend, Nesbitt, whose throat had been cut. 
Sometime before 10 o'clock, Kelly met with Agnes Daniel in an agitated state. "I am ruined and 
undone for ever," he cried, "Mr Nesbitt is dead, and he feared murdered!" Agnes, shocked, told him 
to go and find out what was going on. He returned fifteen minutes later with the whole story. "Mr. 
Nisbitt is murdered and robb'd of all he had," he told her, and went on, "they have taken his watch 
and money, his best hat and wig, and opened his trunk, which had two iron bolts to it, and taken all 
the money away and every thing else but a stock and turnover, and a razor, with which it was I used 
to shave him. I fear they will take me up upon suspicion." 
 
There are two reports on the discovery of Robert Nisbitt's body. One says that as his neighbour's 
door was still closed, Samuel Spencer was getting worried. At about 10am he sent for Nisbitt's 
grandson, Alexander, and together they tried the door, which was locked. They tried a window, 
climbed in, and found Robert Nisbitt lying upon the bed, his head covered and his breast naked. 
They realised he was dead, and saw blood by the bedside, as if it had run off the bed. Alexander 
went and told his father without making any further discovery. [8] The other account has Nisbitt's 
lodgers getting concerned at not hearing him stir at his usual hour, going to the door and making a 
noise in order to awaken him but having no answer and sending for a 'proper' officer of the law who 
broke the door open. Once inside they found the old man with his throat cut in a most barbarous 
manner, overflowed with the torrent of his own blood, which was yet warm. [9] 
 
Mrs Wood was sent for by Alexander's father to provide a coffin. She went to the deceased's room 
at about 11am and found him on the bed, his head covered, his hands a-cross upon his belly, his 
head leaning backwards, and his throat cut with a blanket stuffed into the wound. Presently Peter 
Kelly came into the room, and said, "Nesbitt was a father to me", and taking hold of a coat and a 
quantity of Holland cloth, he continued, "these are mine!" Mrs Wood thought that Kelly seemed to 
know the deceased's room and circumstances very well, and she also knew Nisbitt had a great deal 
of money in a trunk, which was found empty. His pockets were also turned inside out, and his watch 
taken away. 
 
Further investigation took place at midday when Constable Shelley, hearing of the murder went to 
the place with William Thompson, the Watchman, Robert Nisbitt had had his throat cut, the wound 
being 10 Inches in length and a depth of 4 inches. Shelley found the sheath of a razor on the bolster 
and for the next quarter of an hour, he and Thompson searched for the murder weapon. Thompson 
eventually found a bloody razor behind the deceased. It was tied at the end towards the blade with 
a piece of thread, the handle of it crooked, and with one side of the rivet broke off. Later that 
afternoon a key was found and Mr Spencer unlocked Nisbitt's door. 
 



 

William Graham later spoke with William Barnes who stated that, "Kelly has spoke a silly word, 
which will bring him into trouble at the Old Bailey, for I heard him say, that Mr. Nisbitt was dead at 
two o'Clock in the morning - and he has told it to others." 
 
Kelly was apprehended and committed to Newgate Gaol. At his trial at the Old Bailey on 27 
February, 1727, eleven witnesses were called, each variously providing facts or indications of his 
character. Isaac Dale only came forward with his evidence on that morning. The jury found Kelly 
guilty and he gave a pathetic speech from the bench before being sentenced to death. Under 
conviction he appeared a very stupid creature, showing all imaginable signs of penance and sorrow, 
though he flatly denied committing the crime, or having any knowledge of its being committed. [10] 

The 24th of March, Monday, was 'Execution Day' in London. He was taken from his cell in Newgate 
by cart surrounded by officers on horseback to hold back the crowds, around the corner to The Old 
Bailey where he was given wine. The procession then went down Snow Hill and across Holborn 
Bridge, down Holborn Hill into Holborn. At St Giles-in-the-Field Church he would have been handed 
ale before moving forward to Broad St Giles, then Oxford Street to what is now Connaught Square, 
where the Tyburn gallows were situated. He would then have been transferred to a flat cart and 
taken to the triple tree for execution.[11] 
 
He denied his guilt to the last. Was he guilty, and if not, who might have been? The most damning 
evidence was the murder weapon which he had tried to sell to Isaac Dale. His behaviour, as seen by 
Mrs Wood after the discovery of the body, was cold-blooded if nothing else. He was, though, a drunk 
and might have left it somewhere to be picked up by the murderer. Many murders are linked to 
close relations and we know nothing of the relationship between Robert Nisbitt and his son or 
grandson. Were they resentful of their relative's apparent friendship with a sot? Would their motive 
have been a loss of inheritance and, spotting Kelly with the razor, given them the opportunity to get 
rid of both in one action? Kelly did, in one version of events, go of his own free will to the Watch 
House to tell them of the murder, only to be sent away with a flea in his ear. The only problem is 
that the door was found locked next morning and, along with the concerns he raised with his 
employer and neighbours about Nisbitt's demise, suspicion falls on him. Kelly appears to be 
something of a simpleton by this stage, probably brought on by drink which may well have clouded 
his judgement. In the end he had the motive and he had the means, and he paid for the crime. 
 
Link to Old Bailey site for trial transcript:  
http://hri.shef.ac.uk/db/bailey/gtrial.jsp?id=t17290226-9&orig=k&s_hil=dancin  
 

 

 

Execution route: Newgate to Tyburn 
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