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Dear Mr Williamson

At 5 minutes to 9 oclock tonight we received the following letter the 
envelope of which I enclose by which you will see it is in the same 
hadwriting as the previous communications.

"5 Oct 1888

Dear Friend

In the name of God hear me I swear I did not kill the female whose 
body was found at Whitehall. If she was an honest woman I will 
hunt down and destroy her murderer. If she ['was an honest woman' 
deleted] was a whore God will bless the hand that slew her, for the 
women of of [sic] Moab and Midian shall die and their blood shall 
mingle with the dust. I never harm any others or the Divine power 
that protects and helps me in my grand work would quit for ever. Do 
as I do and the light of glory shall shine upon you. I must get to work 
tomorrow treble event this time yes yes three must be ripped. will 
send you a bit of face by post I promise this dear old Boss. The police 
now reckon my work a practical joke well well Jacky's a very 
practical joker ha ha ha Keep this back till three are wiped out and 
you can show the cold meat

Yours truly

Jack the Ripper"

Yours truly

T.J. Bulling
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PUBLISHED
130 ‘JACK THE RIPPER’ LETTERS

209 Jack the Ripper letters, from 24th Sept 1888 until 14th Oct 1896 

4 PRE-PUBLICATION LETTERS





The enterprising journalist theory

8, The Chase 
Clapham Common S.W., 
23rd September 1913 

Dear Sir,

I was pleased to receive your letter which I shall put away in 'good 
company' to read again, perhaps some day when old age overtakes me and 
when to revive memories of the past may be a solace.

Knowing the great interest you take in all matters criminal, and 
abnormal, I am just going to inflict one more letter on you on the 
'Ripper' subject. Letters as a rule are only a nuisance when they call 
for a reply but this does not need one. I will try and be brief.

With regard to the term 'Jack the Ripper' it was generally believed 
at the Yard that Tom Bullen of the Central News was the originator, 
but it is probable Moore, who was his chief, was the inventor. It 
was a smart piece of journalistic work....

The Littlechild letter



Research questions

1)Is there linguistic evidence that any of the 
four pre-publication texts were written by 
the same person?

2)If there is such evidence, is there any 
evidence that connects any of the post-
publication texts to this person?

Author clustering



Methodology

Average text length of the Jack the Ripper corpus: 83 tokens (min. 7, max. 648)

dJ (A,B) =1−
A∩B

A∪B

Text A = {the cat, cat sat, sat on, on the, the mat}

Text B = {the dog, dog sat, sat on, on the, the mat}





Letters sent 
to the 

Central News 
Agency

Two earliest 
pre-publication 
letters



The 132 million word 19th century section of 
the Corpus of Historical American English 
(COHA);

The 34 million word Corpus of Late Modern 
English Texts 3 (CLMET3), spanning from 
1710 to 1920;

The 19 million word Extended Old Bailey 
Corpus (EOBC), including the proceedings of 
the Old Bailey from 1720 to 1913.



1 
till I do [NP a bit more work ] (Dear Boss) 

number one squealed [ADVP a bit ] (Saucy Jacky)	

2 
[NP I ] [VP gave [NP the lady ] [NP no time to squeal ] ] (Dear Boss) 

[NP I ] [VP gave [NP you ] [NP the tip ] ] (Saucy Jacky)	

3 
[NP I ] [VP got [NP all the red ink ] [Part off ] ] (Dear Boss)	
till [NP I ] [VP got [INFCL to work again ] ] (Saucy Jacky) 

4 
I want [INFCL to get [INFCL to work ] ] (Dear Boss) 

had not time [INFCL to get [NP ears ] ] (Saucy Jacky) 

5 
[SUB till ] [CL [NP I ] [VP do get buckled ] ] (Dear Boss)	

[SUB till ] [CL [NP I ] [VP do a bit more work ] ] (Dear Boss) 
[SUB till ] [CL [NP I ] [VP got to work again ] ] (Saucy Jacky)	

6 [NP no time [INFCL to squeal ] ] (Dear Boss) 
had not [NP time [INFCL to get ears ] ] (Saucy Jacky)	

7 
I want to get [INFCL to work ] (Dear Boss) 

till I got [INFCL to work again ] (Saucy Jacky)	

8 
[VP keep [NP this letter ] [PART back ] [SUBCL till I do ] ] (Dear Boss) 

thanks for [VP keeping [NP last letter ] [PART back ] [SUBCL till I got to work ] ] (Saucy Jacky)	
 1 

[letter back till I] is virtually unique to these two texts



Research questions

1)Is there linguistic evidence that any of the 
four pre-publication texts were written by 
the same person?

2)If there is such evidence, is there any 
evidence that connects any of the post-
publication texts to this person?

There is very solid linguistic evidence that Dear Boss and 
Saucy Jacky were written by the same person
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[work tomorrow]
0.05 pmw

[event this time]
0 pmw



Research questions

1)Is there linguistic evidence that any of the 
four pre-publication texts were written by 
the same person?

2)If there is such evidence, is there any 
evidence that connects any of the post-
publication texts to this person?

There is very solid linguistic evidence that Dear Boss and 
Saucy Jacky were written by the same person

There is some evidence that Moab and Midian was also 
written by this same person



Conclusions for the historian

“This communication [Moab and Midian], if correctly attributed to the same source 
as the others [Dear Boss and Saucy Jacky], certainly tends to detract from the 
apparent veracity of its predecessors”
(Evans & Skinner 2001: 38)

The question is not

who was Jack the Ripper? 

but 

who created Jack the Ripper?



keep this letter back till I do a bit more work

thanks for keeping last letter back till I got work

Lexical bundles are sequences of word forms that commonly go together in 
natural discourse.
“
…

These bundles are not structural units, and they are not expressions that 
speakers would recognize as idioms or other fixed lexical expressions.

…

To qualify as a lexical bundle, a word combination must frequently recur in a 
register… at least ten times per million words in a register. These occurrences 

must be spread across at least five different texts in the register (to exclude 
individual speaker/writer idiosyncrasies).

”Biber, D. et al. (1999) The Longman Grammar of Spoken and Written English. Harlow: Longman.

Idiolectal lexical bundle?



keep this letter back till I do a bit more work

thanks for keeping last letter back till I got work

Keep this back till three are wiped out 

keep this letter back till I

keeping last letter back till I

Keep this back till

KEEP

(Lexeme)

‘letter’

(Semantics)

back

(Word)

till

(Word)



The [KEEP ‘letter’ back till] construction

‘don’t send letter 
until X happens’

KEEP

KEEP BACK

V Obj Part

Subordinate

till

until

No subordinate

V Part Obj

HOLD BACK

HOLD UP

HOLD OUT

WITHHOLD

DELAY ‘sending’

REFRAIN 
‘sending’

DETAIN
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The 132 million word 19th century section of the Corpus of 
Historical American English (COHA);

The 34 million word Corpus of Late Modern English Texts 3 
(CLMET3), spanning from 1710 to 1920;

The 19 million word Extended Old Bailey Corpus (EOBC), 
including the proceedings of the Old Bailey from 1720 to 
1913.

The 3 million word ARCHER corpus

The 5 million word DICKENS corpus

Corpus query:

KEEP | HOLD BACK | HOLD UP | HOLD 
OUT | WITHHOLD | DELAY (‘sending’) | 
REFRAIN (‘sending’) | DETAIN 

LETTER (± 7)

On average: WITHHOLD 37.5%, KEEP BACK 22.5%, KEEP 20%, DETAIN 12.5%, DELAY 7.5%



The [KEEP ‘letter’ back till] construction
COHA yet what could I do but give the letter to Donna Candida? To keep it back was out of the question (Wharton)

COHA She laughed at Andora's notion of a conspiracy -- of the letters having been “kept back.”  (Wharton)

COHA No wonder you kept this letter back (Trowbridge)

COHA I am wicked enough to suspect Mr. Pelt of keeping back the letters. (Trowbridge)

COHA but he couldn't be so cruel as to keep back my letters, I know. (Trowbridge)

COHA You meant to keep back from us this letter (Trowbridge)

COHA charge him with having wilfully kept back this important paper (a letter from Gen. Armstrong) (Jefferson)

CLMET3 Scotch letters. I find I have one kept back, which was written in the most (Keats)

CLMET3 sort in his letter to you.--To keep it back, to delay sending it, till (Richardson)

CLMET3 in the execution of commissions. I would keep this letter back for a post, that (Walpole)

CLMET3 And all because I kept my letter back (Browning)

CLMET3 about this last letter; for he had kept it back solely with the view of (Dickens)

DICKENS I determined to keep back the letter until I had heard Mr. Losberne 's opinion (Dickens)

EOBC if he had kept back any letters in his district (?)

EOBC It is not the custom to keep back letters (Policeman)

EOBC to keep back or rob any of letters sent to that office (Judge)
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V Obj Part Subordinate till



The [KEEP ‘letter’ back till] construction

A linguistic pattern is recognized as a construction as long as some aspect of its form or 
function is not strictly predictable from its component parts

(Goldberg, 2003)

Idiolectal construction?

A sequential structure with fixed or open positions that one and only 
one individual conventionally use to perform a function

a direct form–meaning with sequential 
structure with fixed and open positions

(Bybee, 2010: 9)

sequential chunk of language with special 
meanings or properties

(Bybee, 2010: 36)



Conclusions for the (forensic) linguist

Do idiolectal bundles/constructions exist?
• The word sequence letter back till I is virtually unique 

(in billions of words, historically and synchronically)

• The construction [KEEP ‘letter’ back till] is also possibly unique
(in 193 million words of diachronic data)

• This is despite almost 200 hoaxers trying to imitate Jack the 
Ripper’s language and plagiarising Dear Boss and Saucy Jacky!

• Provisional results from Kim (2018): every time two sequences are 
found in two texts and nowhere else this is because they were written 
by the same person (100 subjects x 1,000 word tokens)

On the assumption that these two (three) letters were actually written by the same person
This is not a rhetorical question!

Kim, B. (2018) To investigate the value of n-grams in forensic linguistic contexts. Unpublished undergraduate dissertation. University of Manchester
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