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Introduction

Imagine a damp winter morning in the middle of the eighteenth century at Tyburn, now Marble Arch. In those days, Tyburn was at the edge of London: the newly-built West End houses of the nobility reached up to it from the south-east, and the villages of Hampstead in the north and Kensington, with Chelsea past it to the south-west, were just visible in daylight. But this early it is still dark, and misty, and the people jostling around you – climbing up the temporary wooden stands known as Mother Procter’s Pews to ensure the best view later, quarrelling over the price of an apple or a ballad-sheet – are like shadows.

Fresh straw is strewn on the ground, and there is the clean smell of cold mud, but mostly the smells are unpleasant, aggravated by the close anonymity of the crowd: the stale sweat that comes after a night of drinking, rotten stumps of teeth that have never been cleaned, ragged clothes taken off not for sleeping nor sex nor disease. The rich will come later, slumming, and pay for their places high up in the stands (although they could not claim to be much cleaner); these are poor people, here to celebrate the life and death of one of their own.

The route from Newgate Prison, next to the Old Bailey, runs by the church of St Sepulchre, where as the condemned men pass the bells toll for their souls, through the meat-market at Smithfield and past the taverns and whorehouses of Holborn and Covent Garden and Soho up to Oxford Road (now Oxford Street) and on to the makeshift stadium at Tyburn. The victim – our hero – sits in a jolting, open cart, his cold hands unbound, between two chaplains repeating like a dirge the need for salvation to a man who has seen few instances of mercy or hope in his short life. Ahead of him is the carriage carrying the Ordinary, or head chaplain of Newgate; half-a-dozen pike-bearing Javelin Men wearing the livery of the City of London bring up the rear on horseback. He is enclosed by the representatives of what the cynical might call hypocritical piety – one eighteenth-century Ordinary not only published accounts of his charges’ last days, which most of them did, but also ran a profitable funeral business for them – on one side, and those of an inefficient, parochial system of justice on the other. It is no surprise that the men on the tumbrel pride themselves on dying unbowed and unrepentant before their peers.

Finally, after the prayers have been said by the chaplain, a coin pressed into the palm of the executioner and his last words cried out by the dying man, the cart lurches off out from under his feet and, as the saying went, ‘with a stiff neck and a wet pair of breeches’, he swings out into the hereafter. This moment on the gallows is the final breath of the condemned man but it is the starting point, and central focus, of the following pieces of writing that document and describe criminal life in eighteenth-century London.

The criminal’s heroic identity and the tradition
of criminal literature

Although some criminals hanged at Tyburn were not working class, the majority were young and poor, and determined to assert with a flourish their freedom from the restrictions of the life that had driven them to crime. As the pirate Captain Bartholomew Roberts asserted in Captain Johnson’s 1724 A General History of the Robberies and Murders of the Most Notorious Pyrates: ‘In an honest service, there is commonly low wages and hard labour; in this [a life of crime], plenty, satiety, pleasure and ease, liberty and power; and who would not balance creditor on this side, when all the hazard that is run for it at worst, is only a sour look or two at choking? No – a merry life and a short one, shall be my motto.’ Roberts was one of the lucky ones. He escaped the gallows but died in a sea battle, having ordered his men to throw his body overboard if he was wounded and might be captured.

Poor women bore a double burden of discrimination as well as poverty; and so if they dared, the advantages of turning to crime were commensurably greater. Although Moll Flanders is fictional, her story illustrates the ways in which a woman might try to escape the curse of being no more than a chattel by viewing herself as a commodity that she – rather than a father or husband or master – might exploit. The women who dressed as men, like the pirates Mary Read and Anne Bonny, had courage and ambition which only living as a man in a man’s world could satisfy; both, apparently, were highly attractive to men, both freely used their femininity and neither seems to have disguised herself for any sexual reason – in fact, both dropped their disguises with alacrity at the prospect of romance. The thief Sarah Stanley, on the other hand, who was described as being of masculine mien, may well have dressed as a man and joined the army because she did not want to be a woman at all.

For a man or woman born into the lower orders, the alternatives to a life of crime were miserable: back-breaking work for pitiful wages, the constant threat of disease, cramped and unsanitary living conditions. It is no wonder that so many turned to gin; one slang name for it in Newgate was ‘Kill-Grief ’. Crime had about it an air (however illusory) of glamour, and brought with it the hope (however short-term) of liberty. A downtrodden scullery maid watching her idol, maybe a footman-turned-highwayman like Claude Du Vall, pass by in his wagon on the way to Tyburn might feel that someone, at least, had escaped the hardship of the life-style they once shared. As Mrs Peachum, in John Gay’s 1727 musical comedy, The Beggar’s Opera, sang: ‘The youth in his cart hath the air of a lord, and we cry, there dies an Adonis.’

It was important both for the condemned man to display his lack of concern for death, and for the onlookers publicly to express their sympathy with him. Girls wore white dresses and held nosegays up for handsome young rebels. The crowd heckled and occasionally rose if they did not think the executioner was doing his job as painlessly as possible. Efforts were made to save the bodies of criminals, relics of which were thought to possess supernatural powers that would heal illness and bring good luck, from the ‘anatomists’, or Royal College of Surgeons, who were allowed to use the corpses of murderers in their lectures. One of the reasons audiences at hangings were increasingly restricted over the eighteenth century and eventually abolished altogether in 1868 was that public hanging days were used by the dying as platforms for their defiance. The punishment seemed only to encourage other criminals. ‘The notions which the vulgar have of courage, as well as honour and shame, are full of dangerous errors,’ wrote Bernard de Mandeville in An Enquiry into the Causes of the Frequent Executions at Tyburn(1725).

It was as easy then as it is today to glamorize the life of crime, as Daniel Defoe noted with disapproval in the early part of the eighteenth century, and as Charles Dickens, in his preface to Oliver Twist in 1837, explained: ‘In every book I know, where such characters [criminals] are treated of, allurements and fascinations are thrown around them. Even in The Beggar’s Opera, the thieves are represented as leading a life which is rather to be envied than otherwise.’ Handsome Captain Macheath, with his air of authority, his success as a ladies-man and the love of a beautiful, virtuous girl, is as much to be admired and emulated as a gallant soldier, whose title Macheath even appropriates. As Dickens says:

[Dr] Johnson’s question, whether any man will turn thief because Macheath is reprieved, seems to me beside the matter. I ask myself, whether any man will be deterred from turning thief because of Macheath’s being sentenced to death, and because of the existence of Peachum and Lockit; and remembering the captain’s roaring life, great appearance, vast success and strong advantages, I feel assured that nobody having a bent that way will take any warning from him, or will see anything in the play but a flowery and pleasant road, conducting an honourable ambition – in course of time – to Tyburn Tree.

Dickens’s avowed intention, with Oliver Twist, was to show London’s criminal underworld in its true light, a reaction against his peers’ Gothic, salacious romanticism. To encourage Oliver to theft, Fagin shows him a Newgate Calendar, its pages ‘soiled and thumbed with use’. Oliver, the innocent, is horrified and appalled by what he reads: ‘The terrible descriptions were so real and vivid, that the sallow pages seemed to turn red with gore; and the words upon them, to be sounded in his ears, as if they were whispered, in hollow murmurs, by the spirits of the dead.’ This, Dickens is saying, is how every civilized person should respond to these criminal narratives: they are not heroic epics to be emulated, as the Artful Dodger, manipulated by the evil Fagin, believes, but sad indictments on a society which has ignored the plight of its poorest members. ‘I had read of thieves by the scores,’ Dickens writes in the Preface,

seductive fellows (amiable for the most part), faultless in dress, plump in pocket, choice in horse-flesh, bold in bearing, fortunate in gallantry, great at a song, a bottle, pack of cards or dice-box, and fit companions for the bravest. But I had never met (except in Hogarth) with the miserable reality. It appeared to me that to draw a knot of such associates in crime as really did exist; to paint them in all their deformity, in all their wretchedness, in all the squalid misery of their lives; to show them as they really are, for ever skulking uneasily through the dirtiest paths of life, with the great black ghastly gallows closing up their prospect, turn them where they might; it appeared to me that to do this, would be to attempt a something which was needed, and which would be a service to society.

The tradition of crime-writing which Dickens hoped to debunk dated back to the late part of the seventeenth century. For the first time, printing was cheap enough to reach the masses and in parallel, literacy rates were increasing. Chapbook writers, ballad-sellers and cheap biographers flourished. London was still a small enough city to be intimate: of a population of perhaps 75,000 in central London (about 650,000 in greater London), a thousand people visited the house-breaker and escapologist Jack Sheppard in Newgate the first week after his last spectacular escape and recapture; many more would have read of his adventures in newspaper reports and pamphlets. Defoe, who, like Dickens, thought that sensationalist literature about criminals like Sheppard only incited others to crime, overcame his scruples to ghostwrite Sheppard’s autobiography. His concession to his principles was the insertion of moralistic exhortations supposedly uttered by Sheppard (but incompatible with any other opinion Sheppard is known to have held) as he prepared for death.

It was not until the advent of Henry Fielding, novelist and JP of Bow Street Magistrate’s Court in Covent Garden, that the first seeds of doubt over the efficacy of the death penalty, as well as policing and the criminal justice system (see below), were sown. Captain Smith, author in 1714 of A General History of the Lives of the… Highwaymen, believed that the executions of the criminals of whom he wrote ought not inspire pity in his readers: ‘As their unparalleled insolence insulted over the laws of God and man, by taking an unaccountable pride and ambition in breaking both [the laws of God and man], we ought not to be sorry at the hangman’s meritorious act of sending such case-hardened villains out of the land of the living.’ His treatment of his subjects belied this statement, though: they seized opportunities and defied justice with a gusto and swagger that cannot have failed to inspire his readers if not with the desire to kick over the traces themselves at least with a certain rueful admiration.

In 1751 Fielding for the first time questioned the society that bred the criminals hanged at Tyburn, rather than automatically condemning the criminals themselves. ‘Upon the whole, something should be, nay must be done, or much worse consequences than have hitherto happened, are very soon to be apprehended,’ he concluded his An Enquiry into the Causes of the Late Increase in Robbers.

Nay, as the matter now stands, not only care for the public safety, but common humanity, exacts our concern on this occasion; for that many cart-loads of our fellow-creatures are once in six weeks carried to slaughter, is a dreadful consideration; and that this is heightened by reflecting, that, with proper care and proper regulations, much the greater part of these wretches might have been made not only happy in themselves, but very useful members of the society, which they now so greatly dishonour in the sight of all Christendom.

Fielding’s view, however, was not a commonly held one in the eighteenth century. People of all classes enjoyed the spectacle of the Hanging Match, as the six-weekly hanging days at Tyburn were known. For every courageous man like Dick Turpin (actually hanged at York), who was respected for stamping his legs vigorously to quell their involuntary twitching before hurling himself off the scaffold to meet eternity, there was another like Blueskin Blake, Jack Sheppard’s accomplice, who had not the courage to face his end sober, or Dr Dodd, whose emotional confession and repentance at Tyburn had his audience of tens of thousands sobbing into their handkerchiefs. It was criminals like these that the government hoped would serve as an example to their peers; unfortunately, those who managed to retain their dignity and bravado served as an inspiration instead.

It was because they were so inspirational – besides living such flamboyant lives – that these figures were such rich material for contemporary and subsequent commentators and novelists. The nineteenth-century ‘Newgate Novel’ depicted this underworld with relish. Its heroes were noble savages like Jack Sheppard, or villains like Jonathan Wild, who was the model for countless anti-heroes from Gay’s Peachum to Dickens’s Fagin. Gradually, the dominant figure became not the criminal, but the man pursuing him. By the twentieth century Moriarty (also modelled in part on Wild) has been side-lined by Sherlock Holmes; today films and television find as much material in policemen and detectives as in the criminals who are their quarry. This collection, which tells the stories of the eighteenth-century originals, often in their own words, illuminates both the literary tradition they inspired and the historical basis for that tradition.

The police and the justice system; or, the story of a criminal

As this anthology shows, crime flourished in eighteenth-century London. Conditions could not have been better: a chaotic, sprawling, higgledy-piggledy city full of hide-outs and safe houses; a commercial boom, creating unprecedented wealth – and the desire to consume its fruits conspicuously – in both the upper and middle classes, and a corresponding gulf between the rich and the poor; an ineffectual justice system; and most importantly, no police force we would recognize today.

This story is a familiar one, told time and again – best by William Hogarth in the Industry & Idleness series – a stereotypical case. A young apprentice is frustrated by his cruel master (but equally it could be a girl turned out of a parish workhouse on to the streets, or a boy newly arrived in London to seek his fortune). He is restricted, chastised, beaten; having nowhere to turn – no parents, no system of social assistance – he determines to run away, and make his own way in life. So he leaves the home in which he has lived for a period of up to seven years, with no money because he has never been paid, only given the barest minimum of room and board.

And he sets out to look for work and a home; no luck except for a pile of straw in the dank corner of a brandy shop. After a few days, lonely and hungry, he is almost ready to swallow his pride and go back to his sadistic master but someone approaches him and offers him a way to survive. It may be a thief-taker like Jonathan Wild, who loved to trawl the backstreets of London in search of the desperate and down-and-out. The more miserable a person was when Wild found him, the better, Wild reasoned: he would be willing to do anything for a chance; and if Wild did help him get set up as a highwayman or footpad, he would owe Wild his life and serve him loyally. Or it might be a sympathetic whore, encouraging the boy to become her twang, or bully, to scare her client at the moment of climax and enable her to pick his exposed pocket.

The first few times, it’s easy: he climbs into the open window of a darkened house and takes a roll of fabric or a couple of silver spoons. On one occasion there is even a purse with six gold crowns (5 shillings each) in it lying on a table; that lasts him weeks. A man walks past him on the street with his silk handkerchief carelessly exposed; a quick tug and it’s his. These kinds of goods are easy to dispose of – there is even a market near St Paul’s dealing exclusively in stolen handkerchiefs. Gradually he becomes not just an opportunist, but a real criminal. Finding fences for the goods he’s stolen leads him into flash houses and taverns frequented by the professionals, who encourage him to take bigger risks for greater rewards. He develops a taste for drink, and fine clothes, and women; perhaps he acquires a mistress who pesters him to steal trinkets and furbelows for her. He begins to subscribe to the thieves’ mantra outlined by the highwayman Macleane’s accomplice Plunkett: ‘A brave man cannot want; he has a right to live, and need not want the conveniences of life, while the dull, plodding, busy knaves carry cash in their pockets. We must draw upon them to supply our wants; there needs only impudence, and getting the better of a few idle scruples; there is scarce courage necessary; all we have to deal with are such mere poltroons.’

The first time he’s arrested – a citizen’s arrest, a swift hand on his arm in a crowd after the cry for ‘A pickpocket!’ goes up – he’s let off for lack of evidence. His accomplice – to whom he’d handed the snatched watch – had got away, and there wasn’t enough proof to convict him. The thief-taker who has watched his career with interest makes sure there are witnesses in court who’ll swear to his good character. These perjuring witnesses were known as straw-men, who promenaded up and down outside the Old Bailey with straw tucked into their shoes, advertising their willingness to accept a bribe in return for giving false evidence.

This first brush with justice does not put him off crime. The baying crowd who’d hauled him before the magistrate were frightening, but because there was neither a witness nor the watch, his innocence was assumed and held up by the blaseé JP. It was easy to stand up and explain that he’d merely been in the wrong place at the wrong time; his victim did not even try to bring the case to court. In many ways, in a situation like this, it was far more difficult for the prosecutor, who had to bear all the costs of bringing a case until he had proved the defendant guilty, and, like the defendant, received no free legal advice. If an offence had been committed, nothing could be done without money. Women, particularly, who could not own property in their own name, were dependent on the financial support of a husband or father to bring a case to court.

After a night in the Roundhouse, the prison in St Giles used as a temporary receptacle for minor criminals waiting for their hearings, he’s sent home. At first he thinks he’s got off scot-free. Maybe for a few hours he determines to put his life of crime behind him and open a little apothecary’s shop, the trade he was originally trained to: settle down. But all too soon the thief-taker pays him a visit in his attic room in Covent Garden. Empty bottles, crumpled ballad-sheets and dice lie on the uneven wooden floor beside the straw pallet on which he is sprawled beside his sleeping mistress. The thief-taker is succinct. He got our hero out of trouble, and now he expects a return. Everything the boy steals from now on must be fenced through the thief-taker’s office; and the more valuable the booty, the more secure his future in the informal corporation of thieves the thief-taker runs.

So he is thrust, almost despite himself, into the criminal underworld. He might survive for several years, working his way up the hierarchy of thieves which is an inverse of the social scale in ‘normal’ society, his fate inextricably linked to his master’s; or he might refuse the thief-taker’s double-edged protection, and carry on alone. This will reduce his chances of a long life. As soon as it becomes clear that he has chosen independence, the thief-taker will be out for blood. No one can be allowed to defy the thief-taker, refuse him and still thrive. It would be bad for business.

And so one day, sitting in a smoke-filled tavern, an acquaintance tells him of a sure thing – a house near Soho Square that is known to be full of silver, where his lover works as a servant-girl. Our hero’s help is enlisted, the date set. On a moonless night the three youths creep in through a window left open by the girl, and start piling silver chocolate-pots and plates into a burlap sack. They leave the house by the same window, but this time, silver clinking, they attract the notice of a passer-by, led by a link-boy with a lantern, returning home to bed from a long night at the faro-tables in White’s Chocolate House. The man confronts the robbers; the link-boy runs away; a rickety pistol is drawn and in the scuffle the man is shot. Dropping their bag of silver, the three flee the scene, but the damage has been done.

There is no police force to call, no central means of justice to set in motion to find the unknown killer and his band of thugs. When the aged parish watchman passes by at dawn and finds the cold figure lying on the cobblestones, he ambles off to tell the local JP what he’s found. Parish watches were an archaic, parochial neighbourhood watch system, a year-long unpaid duty that theoretically would be divided among the parish’s fit, male inhabitants, but in fact was usually farmed out (by the chosen member of the parish, not the parish itself ) to a deputy constable, usually the cheapest individual available. These deputies, in all but the richest of parishes, were notorious for their lack of enthusiasm and susceptibility to bribery as well as their varying states of decrepitude. They were further hindered by the parish system itself, which decreed that each parish (there were 676 in the City of London alone) had to deal with its own crimes. A thief being pursued by a deputy in his own parish – should the deputy muster up enough energy to pursue him at all – could often simply cross the street into another parish to elude arrest. The local JPs, or magistrates, were often equally hopeless and generally as immoral. In Kent in 1714, only three-quarters of the newly appointed JPs even bothered to take the optional oath to play an active role in office.

The reason that there was no police force, as there was, by this time, in other European countries, was the long-standing fear of infringement of the traditional liberties of the freeborn Englishman. John Bull stood upright on his own, supported by the laws of Parliament; he had no need of interference. A police force was seen as little more than, at best, a network of government spies, and at worst, a standing army that the king might use to enforce his own will against that of the people. It was not until Henry and John Fieldings’ consecutive tenures as magistrates at Bow Street from 1749 that an effective anti-crime force was formed, founded on the belief that true liberty consisted of each citizen being free to enjoy his or her life in security. This, the Bow Street Runners, was largely based on Jonathan Wild’s methods of thief-taking, the underworld machinery it was instituted to control. Not until 1819 did Robert Peel introduce the concept of a policeman that survives to this day, the ‘Bobby’ on the beat.

And so, in the absence of any other institution to turn to, the thief-taker is called upon to find the killer, and a reward of up to 200 guineas is set for his capture either by the government or the murdered man’s family. Did our hero do it? No matter, for the thief-taker soon finds one of the three – maybe the murderer himself – who is scared enough to inform on his accomplices. In return for the promise of a pardon, he squeals for his life. He tells the thief-taker that it was the apothecary’s apprentice; and the search begins.

The hunted boy hides out in a variety of places. He goes to his mistress’s mother’s brandy shop – where she had first sauntered up to him, only a few months earlier – but it is too obvious, and after a trembling hour in a huge vat, hidden by a layer of salt cod, as the thief-taker’s men ransacked the house, he decides to leave. For a few days he lives in a disused outbuilding just past Vauxhall, sneaking out to forage for food at night, but he gets bored, and lonely. One night he takes a boat across the river to see his mistress; and when she asks, he can’t help letting slip where his hideout is. Within hours of his return he hears the ominous sounds of hooves pounding up to his isolated barn: it is the thief-taker and his goons. Alone, there is little point in resisting, and so, meekly, he holds out his wrists for the shackles.

This arrest is a very different affair from the first. As an accused murderer, with witnesses willing to swear to his guilt, he is thrown straight into the condemned hold at Newgate to await his trial. If he thought he had been cold, or hungry, or lice-infested before, he had been wrong. Conditions in Newgate were akin to the wildest excesses of a Gothic imagination of a dungeon: damp, dark, with no fresh air; rats so bold they’d attack sleeping babies; no food, nor water, nor blankets; so many lice on the ground that their shells crackled underfoot. A room in the Press Yard cost the same as the rent of a fully equipped and staffed house in St James’s – although there were privileges that went along with it, such as the right to bring your wife and children to live with you, and to have your meals brought in from outside; the keeper was careful to allow rich prisoners their luxuries if they were willing to pay. But for the poor, life inside Newgate was harder even than life on the streets.

At court, too, everything was against him. The thief-taker was there again, but this time he sat in the spectators’ gallery, surrounded by his henchmen, a smile of vengeful satisfaction playing around his lips. The witnesses against him, their stories planned and coordinated, told of how they were inveigled into the robbery, and how our hero unhesitatingly reached for his pistol and shot the man dead when he approached them. It was no good for the boy to protest that he had not known his accomplices before the robbery – now, of course, he realized that they had been planted by the thief-taker to entrap him – had never seen the gun before that night, would never have fired it. The sentence was pronounced against him: guilty of murder, and the sentence of death read out to him. ‘The law is, that thou shall return from hence, to the place whence thou camest, and from thence to the place of execution, where thou shalt hang by the neck till the body be dead! dead! dead! and the Lord have mercy upon thy soul.’

At this point, for a crime less serious than murder, the condemned man might hope for a pardon, or a mitigation of his punishment from death to transportation (instituted in 1719 as an alternative to capital punishment). The death penalty was the legal punishment for over two hundred crimes – from murder to rape to the theft of anything worth over a shilling – because the government believed that being able to dispense mercy was an essential part of gaining the populace’s respect. The result of this policy was that men like Colonel Charteris were pardoned their crimes, because of who they knew, and men with no connections suffered. Jack Sheppard, for instance, whose crime, non-violent burglary, would be seen today as far less serious than Charteris’s rape (his second), died on the gallows as an example to others of the lower classes who threatened the property of the rich – to protect which was seen as the role of the law; while Charteris received a royal pardon and was set free.

For our hero, there is little hope of any such mercy. He returns to Newgate to contemplate his short life and untimely death, and to prepare himself to put on a brave face when he will ride, palely, through the screaming crowds to Tyburn and the gallows; thinking, as Fagin did when he sat in the condemned cell, of ‘one dark cluster of objects in the centre of all – the black stage, the cross-beam, the rope, and all the hideous apparatus’.

This story is an amalgam of several different lives, but it contains within it the most typical elements of crime, justice and punishment in the eighteenth century: the lack of legitimate opportunity that led bright, healthy young men and women into crime; the difficulty of extricating oneself from the criminal milieu once initially drawn into it; the anachronistic parochialism of the police and judicial systems, whose objective was to protect the property of the rich over and above the welfare of the poor; and the grim hopelessness of the eighteenth-century penal system.

The selections which follow do not contain all – or sometimes even any – of these elements; they are atypical, which is why they are interesting; but this introduction, I hope, will provide a context in which to set the stories and lives that follow. For more specific and more academic analysis of eighteenth-century criminal history, consult the reading list which follows.

Organization and the material

I have divided the chapters according to the type of criminal. This I believe to be the most straightforward approach, with one exception: women. I considered including a separate chapter on women, but eventually decided against it because it seemed anachronistic to try to separate the sexes. Female criminals were predominantly (but by no means exclusively) either thieves or prostitutes; but they do feature in the majority of the chapters. It is important to remember that most criminals were men; the selections included here are not necessarily disproportionate – the division is about two-thirds men to one-third women – but they were chosen not necessarily because they are typical but because they are interesting. Women like Jenny Diver (Mary Young) were notorious in their day precisely because it was so unusual for a woman to be successful in what was generally a male domain. The stories of the cross-dressers Anne Bonny, Mary Read and Sarah Stanley show to what extent women needed to take on masculine characteristics to succeed at crime, as well as to attain a sense of individual freedom and control over their own lives. They chose to live by men’s rules, but often still using feminine wiles, and this is what makes them so interesting to the contemporary reader.

Jews in eighteenth-century London are another group deserving of mention. They were a minority, persecuted and alienated from the rest of English society. Principally involved in either the cloth trade or money lending, they inhabited London’s East End. Negative cultural stereotypes of the Jew as miser and scavenger were firmly in place at this time, as evidenced by Dickens’s description of Fagin as a Jew.

The majority of the pieces are taken from one of the Newgate Calendars – the first anonymously edited edition published in 1779 and the last by the attorneys Andrew Knapp and William Baldwin in 1826 – and the Select Trials at the Old Bailey, published periodically throughout the eighteenth century, although I generally used the latest version published in 1764. All of these books are noted below.

I also tried to include examples of all the different genres of criminal writing and observation: newspaper reports, ballads, pulp biographies, travel-writing, pamphlets, poems, chapbooks and satires. The only type of writing I avoided was fiction (but I have added a list of relevant novels to the reading list). Some pieces are published in full, others are excerpts; but again, I tried to provide as comprehensive a picture as possible of criminals’ lives, and the changes undergone in this period, using the various materials. I included two entries on individuals who were not actual criminals (i.e. were not arrested and tried): the courtesan Harriette Wilson, and Edward Trelawny, who wrote about piracy on the South China Seas. Both excerpts, taken from autobiographies written by literate and amusing characters, add spice as well as breadth to their respective chapters. For those who are interested, I have appended the 1723 Black Act as an example of the law-making and legal style of the times.

The period this collection spans is a broad (and vague) one, ranging from Captain Hind, who was executed in 1652, to Harriette Wilson, writing in 1825. Roughly I tried to stay within the eighteenth century, but I did not restrict myself if there was a fascinating or influential character outside this boundary. Hind was important because he was the first highwayman to incorporate the elements of gallantry, altruism and fame that we associate with the stereotype of highwaymen today; Wilson uniquely described a dissolute world that was at its zenith during her lifetime. My principal concern was that the people I used lived in a pre-industrial and pre-Victorian age. In the book’s subtitle, the Hogarthian Underworld, is a reference to the pictorial world created by the painter and engraver William Hogarth (1697–1764), which chronicled the lives and deaths of characters like those whose words are collected here.

A Note on the Texts

The sources range from contemporary publications to modern (and modernized) reprintings. Where earlier publications have been used, the many capitals used for nouns, etc. are lower cased, the long ‘s’ is modernized and the ampersand and ‘&c.’ are expanded, but the eighteenth-century spelling and punctuation have been retained, so readers get the flavour of the period. There is some house styling: double quotation marks are made into singles and the punctuation in relation to them standardized; the comma before ‘and’ in a series is omitted; dashes are modernized; and clear typographical errors are corrected.
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The Hogarthian Underworld

NED WARD

From Secret History of London Clubs (1709)

This little book included chapters like ‘The Beggars’ Club’ and ‘The Mollies’ Club’ (about homosexuals) – populist satires on the different groups that peopled London’s underworld. Ned Ward (1667–1731) was a journalist, an observer of contemporary London life, whose career like Defoe’s and Swift’s was built upon the newly literate lower and middle classes. Even if a labourer in London could not read, he could go to a coffee house and hear the news read out there; servants often had access to their masters’ libraries; politics and society gossip were discussed at all levels of society. In this intimate, informed world, the actions of miscreants like Jonathan Wild or Jenny Diver (Mary Young) – propagated by men like Ward – were of interest to men and women from every background. Ward’s easy, slangy style made him a popular chronicler of the rowdy, unprincipled London in which he lived.

THE THIEVES’ CLUB

This Tyburn-looked Society of Desperado’s, who commonly have the fortune to wear their destiny in their faces, formerly kept their club at a certain tavern not far from Flat Ditch, but now remov’d to a more obscure place on the north west side of London: where a remarkable thief-taker can help anybody to their stolen goods, provided the gratitude the loser offer’d amounted to about half the value of what the raparees1 had depriv’d him of; which is commonly as the rogues with safety are able to make of their booty, because the receivers, who either buy or lend money upon such cargoes, always guess by their chapmen how honestly they are come by, and therefore will not deal without reasonable advantage. This thief-takers house take their sanctuary at, and both day and night at his tipling tenement,2 where the Society of the Devil’s operators project their hellish roguries, and what they got over the Devil’s back, they spend under his belly.

Thus all sorts of villanies are daily harbour’d under this unhallow’d roof, by him who knows their practices, till they foolishly waste what they have villainously gotten; and if any of’em grow lazy, and don’t exercise their tallent, their master the thief-taker will take him up and hang him out of their way as a worthless scoundrel who was only a dabler in a misery that he knew not how to live by.

Just so reforming, stables protect,

The harlot that can bribe as they expect

But if she once grows poor through want of trade

In triumph then they flog the needy jade.
 
Then amidst their jollity, when the power of Bacchus had forc’d open hell’s cabbins, one to make a jest of his villiany, wou’d merrily discover that he once robb’d an old lady of three hundred pound by the confederacy of one of his misses, who was got in to be chamber maid, and would mimick how heartily the old granny begg’d, at fourscore that she might not be ravish’d. Another to show his gallantry, would boast how three of them stopp’d five gentlemen upon the road, robb’d four of them, and the other being an old parson, they drag’d him into a wood, and told him if he would preach a sermon to them, he should go unrifled. I thank you reply’d the parson; but ’tis a little too short a warning for a good sermon, however, I will do the best I can, which said one of the rogues was to this effect,

Gentlemen, you are the most like the old apostles of any men in the world, for they were wanderers upon the earth, and so are you, they had neither lands nor tenements they could call their own, neither as I presume, have you. They were despis’d of all but their own profession, and so I believe are you: they were often hurr’d into gaols and prisons, were persecuted by the people, and endured great hardships, all which circumstances, I presume, have been undergone by you; their Profession brought them all to untimely death, and so will yours bring you, if you continue in your courses.

But beloved (with permission) in this point, you will mightily differ from the apostles, for they from the tree ascended into heaven and thither I fear you will hardly ever come; and as their deaths were recompensed with eternal glory, yours will be rewarded with eternal shame and misery, unless you mend your manners. Upon which harrangue the man of God was dismist, with thanks for his favourable comparisons. And thus they made a jest of those wicked villanies, that they ought to blush every time they speak of’em much more boast and glory in.

For he that will no human laws obey,

Will ne’er be aw’d by what the priest can say,

But harden’d in his ills, will still rebel,

And hazard life and Heaven instead of Hell.

Let it, O youth, be then thy early care

To truly know what thy companions are.

That from the bad thou may’st select the good,

And shun the poys’nous converse of the lude,1

For he that rowls2 in nettles man be stung,

Nor can the fool be clean that wades in dung.
 
Therefore the only way to be secure

And keep an honest reputation pure

Is to show wisely, it is your care to be

Distinguished by your virtuous company.
 

BERNARD DE MANDEVILLE

From An Enquiry into the Causes of the Frequent Executions at Tyburn (1725)

The Dutch political commentator, Mandeville (1670–1733), took a Hobbesian view on social order: he believed it was the duty of the landed classes to rule; that the poor would always be insubordinate if allowed to be; and that only firm punishments would act as an effective deterrent against crime. This long essay was first published serially in the British Journal (a weekly newspaper) at the same time that Jonathan Wild was being tried (although it had been written before his arrest), making Mandeville’s observations particularly apposite. Mandeville’s most famous work was The Fable of the Bees, which was much admired throughout the eighteenth century; Dr Johnson was just one of his fans.

CHAPTER I

Of THEFTBOTE;1 or, the Crime of Compounding of Felony

The multitude of unhappy wretches, that every year are put to death for trifles in our great metropolis, has long been afflicting to men of pity and humanity; and continues to give great uneasiness to every person, who has a value for his kind. Many good projects have been thought of to cure this evil, by sapping the foundation of it: a society has been set up to reform our manners; and neither workhouses, nor discipline on small crimes, have been wanting: an act has been made against prophane cursing and swearing; and many charity schools have been erected. But the event has not answer’d hitherto the good design of those endeavours. This city abounds as much with loose, lazy and dishonest poor; there is as much mischief done by ordinary felons; and executions for theft and burglary are as frequent, at least, as ever: nay, it is believed, that London is more pester’d with low villany than any other place whatever, the proportion of bigness between them not left unconsider’d. As there is no effect without a cause, so something must be the reason of this calamity. I have long and carefully examined into this matter, and am forced to ascribe the mischief complained of to two palpable evils, distinct from those we have in common with other large overgrown cities. One regards prosecutions; the other the treatment that is given to malefactors after they are taken. I shall begin with the first: I mean the neglect of them, occasion’d by our shameful negotiations with thieves, or their agents, for the recovery of stolen goods, by which, in reality, we become aiders and abetters to them.

The law of England is so tender of men’s lives, that whoever justly prosecutes, and convicts a person of a capital crime, has nothing to answer for to his conscience, but, on the contrary, has done a service to his country, without offence to God, or the least breach of charity to his neighbour. But as every body has not strength of mind and resolution enough to perform duties that are repugnant to his nature, so, making allowances for human frailties, I could excuse the backwardness of a meek home-bred person, who should complain, that to appear in open court, and speak before a judge, are terrible things to him. But I think it unpardonable, that a man should knowingly act against the law, and by so doing powerfully contribute to the increase, as well as safety and maintenance, of pilferers and robbers, from no other principle, than a criminal selfishness, accompany’d with an utter disregard to the publick: yet nothing is more common among us. As soon as any thing is missing, suspected to be stolen, the first course we steer is directly to the office of Mr Jonathan Wild. If what we want is a trinket, either enamel’d, or otherwise curiously wrought; if there is painting about it; if it be a particular ring, the gift of a friend; or any thing which we esteem above the real value, and offer more for it than Mr Thief can make of it, we are look’d upon as good chaps, and welcome to redeem it. But if it be plain gold or silver, we shall hardly see it again, unless we pay the worth of it. Some years ago, it is true, a man might, for half a piece, have fetch’d back a snuff-box that weigh’d twenty or thirty shillings: but this was in the infancy of the establishment. Now they are grown wiser, and calculate exactly what such a thing will melt down for: to offer less is thought unreasonable; and unless Mr Thief-catcher stands your friend indeed, if you have it, you will seldom save any thing but the fashion. If in this place you can hear no tidings of your goods, it is counted a sign, that they are in the hands of irregular practitioners, that steal without permission of the board. In this case we immediately put in an advertisement in some news-paper or other, with a promise, that such a reward will be given, and no questions asked. I own, that in the printing of these short epistles there is no manner of harm, if we abstract the act itself from the concern the publick has in it. The tenor of them is rather benevolent than injurious: and a panegyrist on the present times might justly say of them, that in no performances the true spirit of Christianity was so conspicuous as in these: that they were not only free from calumny and ill language, but likewise so void of reproach, that speaking to a thief, we never call’d him so in those charitable addresses: that in them the very catalogues of injuries receiv’d, were penn’d with as little heat, or resentment, as ever tradesman shew’d in a bill of parcels directed to his best customer: that here we are so far from hating our enemy, that we proffer him a recompence for his trouble, if he will condescend to let us have our own again; and leaving all revenge to God, to shew that we are willing to forgive and forget, we consult, in the most effectual manner, the safety of a person that deserves hanging for the wrong he has done us. Yet, notwithstanding the kind of constructions that may be put on these civil offers, they all tend to the compounding of felony, and are the occasion of a double mischief: they invite the indigent and lazy to pick pockets, and render the negligent more careless than probably they would be, was this practice abolish’d. A pocket-book, or memorandum, may be stole from a man that is of vast concern to him, and yet of no use but to the owner: if this be taken by a regular thief, a listed pilferer, it is easily recover’d for a small reward. I don’t suppose any one so silly, that therefore he would go to places, and into companies, on purpose to have his pocket pick’d; but I can’t help thinking, that if those things were never to be heard of again, and the loss irretrievable, many young rakes, and other loose reprobates, would be under greater apprehensions, and more upon their guard, at least when they had such a charge about them, than the generality of them now are. And again, if nothing could be made of letters, papers and things of that nature, such as have no known worth, and are not readily turned into money, the numbers of whores and rogues, young and old, that are employ’d in the diving trade,1 would decrease considerably; many of them, from a principle of prudence, refusing to meddle with any thing else. For as on most of the things now spoke of, no real value can be set, the punishment would be inconsiderable, if any, should the things be found upon them, or themselves be taken in the fact. Most men will agree to all this, whilst unconcern’d; but when private interest is touch’d, it soon stifles these considerations. I should be a fool, says one, when a thing of value is stolen from me, not to get it back, if I can, for a trifle. If I lose a sword, or a watch, I must have another; and to save the fashion in these things is considerable: it is better to lose the half than the Whole. I have nothing to do with the thief, says another, if I have my own again, it is all I want: what good would it do to me to have a poor fellow hang’d? A third, more compassionate, will tell us, that if he knew the thief, he would not meddle with him; and that he would lose ten times the value of what has been taken from him, rather than be the occasion of a man’s death. To these I reply, that the legislators seem to have known how the generality of men would argue, and what excuses they would make; they had an eye on the frailty of our nature; consider’d, that all prosecutions are troublesome, and often very expensive; that most men preferred their own interest, their ease and pleasure, to any regard of the publick; and therefore they provided against our passions with so much severity. Compounding of felony is not prohibited under a small penalty, or attoned for by a little fine; it is next to felony; and the most creditable citizen, that is convicted of it, ceases to be an honest man.

The offence in our law is call’d THEFTBOTE; of which my Lord Chief Justice Coke says, ‘That it is an offence beyond misprision of felony; for that is only a bare concealment of his bare knowledge: but that it is THEFTBOTE when the owner not only knows of the felony, but takes of the thief his goods again, or amends for the same to favour or maintain him, that is, not to prosecute him, to the intent he may escape. The punishment of THEFTBOTE is ransom and Imprisonment.’ Sir Matthew Hale,1 in his Pleas of the Crown, says, ‘That THEFTBOTE is more than a bare misprision of felony, and is, where the owner doth not only know the felony, but takes his goods again, or other amends, not to prosecute.’

This rigour of the legislature is a full demonstration, that they thought it a crime of the most pernicious consequence to the society; yet it is become familiar to us; and our remissness in several matters, relating to felons, is not to be parallell’d in any other civiliz’d nation. That rogues should be industriously dispers’d throughout the city and suburbs; that different hours and stations should be observ’d among them, and regular books kept of stollen goods; that the superintendent in this hopeful oeconomy should almost every sessions, for a reward, betray, prosecute, and hang one or more of this his acquaintance, and at the same time keep on his correspondence amongst the survivors, whom, one after another, he sends all to their triangular home;1 that magistrates should not only know and see this, but likewise continue to make use of such a person for an evidence, and in a manner own that they are beholden to him in the administration of justice; that, I say, all these things should be facts, is something very extraordinary, in the principal city, and the home management of a kingdom, so formidable abroad, and of such moment in the balance of Europe, as that of Great Britain.

The mischief that one man can do as a thief, is a very trifle to what he may be the occasion of, as an agent or concealer of felons. The longer this practice continues, the more the number of rogues must hourly encrease; and therefore it is high time that regular book-keeping of stolen goods should cease, and that all gangs and knots of thieves should be broke and destroy’d as much as is possible, at least, none of them suffer’d to form themselves into societies that are under discipline, and act by order of a superior. It is highly criminal in any man, for lucre, to connive at a piece of felony which he could have hinder’d: but a profess’d thief-catcher, above all, ought to be severely punish’d, if it can be proved that he has suffer’d a known rogue to go on in his villany, tho’ but one day, after it was in his power to apprehend and convict him, more especially if it appears that he was a sharer in the profit.

…

CHAPTER III

Of Execution Day, the Journey to Tyburn,

and a Word in behalf of Anatomical Dissections

When the day of execution is come, among extraordinary sinners, and persons condemned for their crimes, who have but that morning to live, one would expect a deep sense of sorrow, with all the signs of a thorough contrition, and the utmost concern; that either silence, or a sober sadness, should prevail; and that all, who had any business there, should be grave and serious, and behave themselves, at least, with common decency, and a deportment suitable to the occasion. But the very reverse is true. The horrid aspects of turnkeys and gaolers, in discontent and hurry; the sharp and dreadful looks of rogues, that beg in irons, but would rob you with greater satisfaction, if they could; the bellowings of half a dozen names at a time, that are perpetually made in the enquiries after one another; the variety of strong voices, that are heard, of howling in one place, scolding and quarrelling in another, and loud laughter in a third; the substantial breakfasts that are made in the midst of all this; the seas of beer that are swill’d; the never-ceasing outcries for more; and the bawling answers of the tapsters as continual; the quantity and varieties of more entoxicating liquors, that are swallow’d in every part of Newgate; the impudence, and unseasonable jests of those, who administer them; their black hands, and nastiness all over; all these, joined together, are astonishing and terrible, without mentioning the oaths and imprecations, that from every corner are echo’d about, for trifles; or the little, light and general squallor of the gaol itself, accompany’d with the melancholy noise of fetters, differently sounding, according to their weight: but what is most shocking to a thinking man, is, the behaviour of the condemn’d, whom (for the greatest part) you’ll find, either drinking madly, or uttering the vilest ribaldry, and jeering others, that are less impenitent; whilst the Ordinary bustles among them, and shifting from one to another, distributes scraps of good counsel to unattentive hearers; and near him, the hangman, impatient to be gone, swears at their delays; and, as fast as he can, does his part, in preparing them for their journey.


CESAR DE SAUSSURE

From A Foreign View of England in the Reigns of George I and

George II (1725–9)

Cesar de Saussure (b. 1705) was a Swiss man who travelled through England in the late 1720s writing home to his family descriptions of where he went, who he met and what he saw on his travels. His letters, though not published until the early twentieth century, were much admired during his lifetime when they were read in manuscript by the likes of Voltaire. The advantage of his account for modern readers is the (typically Swiss) detail into which he goes, the result of trying to bring to life for his family hundreds of miles away the customs, laws and rituals of early eighteenth-century England.

Some time after my arrival in London I witnessed a spectacle which certainly was not as magnificent or as brilliant as the Lord Mayor’s show; it is true it was quite a different kind of entertainment. I saw thirteen criminals all hanged at the same time. It will interest you, no doubt, to know something about justice in England, how it is practised, how criminals are punished, in what manner they are executed, as here it is done in quite a different way to what it is in other countries.

In London there are a great number of minor magistrates. When a crime or a robbery has been committed, the relations of the murdered person or of those who have been robbed, or in their stead the attorney for the Crown, declare the fact to the magistrate and accuse the persons whom they suspect. They must give bail or appear in court whenever the case comes on. The magistrate then gives out a warrant or order to take the accused person prisoner. The constable or officers of police do this latter work. As soon as the guilty man is discovered they exhibit their warrant and their staff or mark of office, on which are painted the arms of the King. If the accused threatens them and refuses to allow himself to be made prisoner, all those persons who by chance are present are obliged, if the constables desire it, to come to their aid. When the criminal is secured he is conveyed to Newgate, one of the big gates of London, near which the prison is situated. Sometimes a rather peculiar plan is adopted in order to discover and arrest those who have committed a crime, if it is thought that they have several accomplices. An announcement is published in the gazettes and other public papers that those among the suspected who will deliver themselves up to justice, constitute themselves prisoners, denounce their accomplices and give evidence against them, will be pardoned. Sometimes they are even rewarded by receiving sums varying from twenty to a hundred guineas, according to the seriousness of the case. By this means many criminals who would otherwise escape the gibbets are caught.

The criminals remain in prison till the day of the assizes, which come on every six weeks in London, and every three months in the provinces. In the former place they are held at Old Bailey, close to the prison of Newgate. This tribunal is composed of one of the twelve chief justices of the kingdom, of the sheriff of the province, the attorney for the Crown, the King’s recorder, a secretary, and twelve jurymen, who must be of the same social order as the accused. Should a peer of the realm be judged, the jury would consist of twelve peers; if a gentleman, he must be judged by twelve gentlemen; and if a man of the lower classes, the jury must be plebeian likewise, but educated – that is to say, able to read and write, and each having the reputation of being an honest man. Six-and-thirty persons are chosen as jurymen. The accused is allowed to refuse twelve of the number without giving any reason, and twelve others, but giving his reasons, and the twelve remaining men will constitute the jury. You must not think, however, that the jury is changed for every criminal, for as these habitually come from the scum of the people, honest artisans are usually chosen for the whole assizes, which lasts from three to four days, according to the number of prisoners to be judged. In this country torture is not resorted to to make a man confess a crime; it is thought that many an innocent person might be sacrificed were this barbarous custom adopted. Englishmen say that it is better that twelve culprits should escape human justice rather than that one innocent man should perish. Still there is a sort of question called the ‘Press’, which is made use of when an accused person refuses to plead or contest the authority of the tribunal over him. In these cases he is stretched on the ground, his feet and hands are tied to stakes, and on his stomach is placed a plank with weights, more weights being added every four hours. The accused remains without food in this position until he consents to plead his cause and to recognise the validity of the tribunal. Cases have been known of criminals preferring to die in this fashion, after two or three days of atrocious suffering, rather than by the hands of the executioner, and this in order not to leave a mark of infamy on their families, and to save their possessions from going to the Crown according to the law. It is, however, very rarely that the King makes use of this privilege, and almost always gives up these possessions in favour of the families of the criminals.

Let us now consider the judgment. When the tribunal is formed and the prisoner stands at the bar, the twelve jurymen take the oath on the Gospel that they will, according to their consciences, endeavour to judge rightly. The magistrate’s report is then read, giving the reasons why the accused has been arrested and at whose instigation. After hearing this report the Lord Chief Justice asks the prisoner whether he is guilty of the crime of which he is accused, to which he must answer ‘No’, otherwise, were he to own himself guilty, his case would be ended, and he would be judged according to the law. But this rarely occurs, for every criminal prefers trying to escape by pleading ‘Not Guilty’. The person who has been the cause of his arrest appears and takes the oath, swearing he will speak nothing but the truth. He proceeds to give a detailed account of the circumstances which have led to the prisoner’s arrest. Should there be any more witnesses, they also take the oath before speaking, and should any person be able to declare on his oath that the accused is a person of bad antecedents, and suspected of such and such a bad action, he will be listened to with attention. When every person willing to speak against the prisoner has been heard, he is asked whether he has anything to say in self-defence, and he may speak as long as he likes. Should he have witnesses to put forward in his own favour, they take the oath and speak. I wish you to understand that a prisoner’s good reputation is of great value. If several persons take the oath and say that he has always been an honest man, his case will be considered in quite a different light to what it would have been had he been suspected on other occasions of villainy. When everything has been heard and said for either side, the Lord Chief Justice addresses the jury and makes a summing-up of the whole case. He weighs in general more upon the good than upon the bad. The jury then retire into a room where they have no light and no food, and here they must remain until they are unanimous as to whether the accused is guilty or innocent. I am told that there have been cases of eleven out of the twelve jurymen being convinced of the guilt of the accused and condemning him, whilst the one wishing to save him has insisted on declaring him innocent, and after remaining an entire day and even two without food, forcing the others to come round to his opinion; but such a case is extremely rare.

The jury being unanimous, return to the court of justice and announce their decision. If they find the prisoner innocent he is immediately set free; but if they find him guilty the Lord Chief Justice, donning his red1 cap, pronounces him guilty according to the law and without the benefit of the clergy. I must tell you the meaning of this latter phrase. It was formerly a privilege accorded to churchmen, but which to-day also belongs to laymen convicted of certain crimes, particularly for cases of involuntary murder. In virtue of this privilege a New Testament, printed in Latin with Gothic letters, is presented to the accused, out of which he must read two verses. A person is chosen to listen, and if he pronounces these words ‘Legit ut Clericus’,1 which is always said, even were the accused to read abominably, his only punishment will consist of being branded on the palms of the hands with a red-hot iron; but by paying thirteen and a half pence he has a right to have the iron dipped in cold water before being touched with it. I think that this institution must have been invented in former times to encourage the ignorant clergy to learn to read. The judge having pronounced the sentence, the criminal is conducted back to prison covered with chains, and shut up in a dungeon. When the assizes are over and all the prisoners have been judged, the King is presented with a list of the condemned to death, for in England no criminal can be executed without the consent and approbation of the King, who occasionally pardons one or two of the least guilty ones, or changes their condemnation to transportation to the English plantations of America, where malefactors are condemned to slavery for periods of five, ten, fifteen or twenty years, and sometimes for life. Should a transported prisoner escape and return to England before his time is up, he will, if caught, be hanged without mercy.

Criminals are not executed immediately after their trial, as they are abroad, but are given several days to prepare for death. During
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