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THOU SAVAGE WOMAN

‘Oh! Hell! Hell! Hell! Woman is a place and state of unspeakable, of unsufferable horror and torment: Yet flee! Flee! Flee from it! Or thou art undone for ever.’ 

John Quick, Hell Open’d (1676)

In the autumn of 1680, Leticia Wigington of Ratcliffe, London, was a desperate woman. She had been abandoned by her husband, who was a seaman, and left to raise their three children on the paltry wages she earned as a seamstress. In order to ease her poverty she took on young female apprentices whose parents paid to have their children instructed in the ‘mysteries’ of her profession. In September of that year Leticia was approached by a seaman named Houlton, who offered to pay her five pounds to take on his thirteen-year-old daughter Elizabeth, with the promise of a further five pounds to follow once he had returned from his voyage. The relevant paperwork was signed, monies paid, and Houlton was thus relieved of responsibility for his daughter and free to go to sea. Perhaps he had not heard the rumours that Leticia had a reputation for being cruel with her charges, or perhaps he simply did not care. 

As the season gave way to winter, Leticia continued to struggle against the hardship of her economic situation. At that time she was living in a crowded house, with her own three children, Elizabeth, and eleven-year-old Rebecka Clifford, who was also working there as an apprentice. Leticia had many mouths to feed, and never enough money to get by. She eventually decided to take on a boarder, a man named John Sadler, who was a former seaman and then a runner of goods. He did not pay rent, but through his trade he daily supplied Leticia with much-needed ‘hot victuals’. Friends had reassured Leticia that John was a ‘very civil man’, however local gossips disapproved of her living arrangement and whispered that she made a little extra money on the side by being a ‘whore’ to her boarder as well as other men. John may have eased the burden of poverty, however his presence brought disharmony to Leticia’s household. A few days after his arrival he accused Elizabeth of stealing some of his linen, thus causing a rift between the young apprentice and her overly harsh mistress. 

It was then Christmas Eve, a week after John’s arrival, and Elizabeth was in trouble. The exact details of her offence are unclear: she had either spoiled some work or taken some money amounting to two or three shillings. Whatever her small fault, it preceded a night of terrible retribution that was later described in court and news reports as an act of ‘inhuman barbarity’. The following account of this incident was given by John and the apprentice Rebecka. They said that Leticia had ordered John to fashion a whip called ‘a catt with nyne tayles’, which he did with such exacting care it took him about an hour to complete his task. Elizabeth was then stripped naked and tied with her wrists above her head in the manner of a seaman about to receive a naval flogging. Leticia held Elizabeth fast, and ‘ram’d an apron down her throat’, so that the neighbours could not be alerted by ‘the childs lamentable cries’. John then proceeded to whip Elizabeth ‘for four hours or more’ until her back was ‘raw’ and ‘the blood flowed from her in abundance’, wetting the floor beneath her ‘like rain’. Not satisfied with the agonies inflicted by flogging alone, Leticia ‘sent for salt, and salted [Elizabeth’s] wounds, to render their tortures more grievous’. The flogging and salting continued until Elizabeth at last ‘sounded [fainted] away as dead’. She was cut down and left to suffer for three days until she finally died of her wounds. 

In the aftermath of this brutal slaying, Leticia was immediately arrested and locked in Newgate Prison. Before her trial she protested her innocence and placed the whole blame on John. However, in court she merely ‘pleaded little in her defence, onely saying she did not think to kill [Elizabeth]’. She was found guilty, and eventually executed at Tyburn on 9 September 1681. During the long months of her imprisonment her case become a public sensation. A number of true-crime pamphlets, news reports and testimonies were printed, detailing to the last degree the extent of Leticia’s cruelty. 

Although two persons had murdered Elizabeth Houlton, the majority of public blame was focused on Leticia. It was Leticia’s name that was blazoned across the front pages of the true-crime reports, wherein she was cast as the seductive voice in John’s ear, the temptress, ‘the woman [who] had been a great instrument to prompt him on to wickedness’. Leticia was viewed as the principal actor in this terrible murder, while John’s part was diminished to that of a mindless accessory. Never mind that John had fashioned the whip and delivered the killing blows. Leticia’s role in the torture and murder of her young apprentice was considered to be even more outrageous, frightening and disturbing because she was a woman. 

The early moderns had a particular fascination with female killers, and authors, printers and booksellers knew that narratives of murderous women were guaranteed to sell. Although men committed the majority of violent crimes and homicides, it was tales of female criminals that dominated the news reports and true-crime literature of the day. These publications had salacious, often markedly gendered titles such as Natures Cruel Step-Dames, The Bloody Minded Midwife and The Adultresses Funerall Day. The most popular crimes were those of domestic homicide and infanticide; tales in which ‘woolvish’ women acted against God and nature by murdering their husbands and children. 

The over-representation of female criminality in early modern print media could give contemporaries, and historians, an unbalanced view that had little to do with the reality of crime in this period. In general women committed fewer crimes than men, and they very rarely carried out acts of extreme violence. When women were hauled before the courts it was usually in relation to property crimes, slander and scolding, or sexual offences such as adultery, bastardry and prostitution. These sorts of crimes were of the mundane, everyday variety that passed well enough for gossip between neighbours but were hardly likely to shift pamphlets from booksellers’ stalls. Readers of true-crime narratives wanted to be thrilled, enraged and discomfited by extraordinary stories of deadly women. When women did kill, their crimes were rushed to press to be picked apart, analysed and moralised over to an obsessive degree. 

The reportage surrounding cases such as Leticia’s was typically infused with the rhetoric of ‘wonder news’, wherein female killers were presented to readers as monstrous freaks that defied the early modern’s understanding of female nature and female violence. Early modern attitudes surrounding female violence were predicated on the belief that women were weak, cowardly creatures who were incapable of committing murder by force. While male violence was considered to be normal, and in certain circumstances even honourable, female violence was viewed as deviant and strange. It was largely dismissed as ineffective and even laughable, something to be mocked rather than feared. Leticia’s part in the brutal murder of her apprentice was so disturbing because it was incomprehensible. Fatal acts of female violence went against nature and God; they shouldn’t happen. 

Women in this period rarely killed, and when they did it was usually within the context of extreme provocation and domestic violence. Yet the early moderns had very different ideas as to why women committed murder. Women were viewed as weak, irrational, immoral and possessed of excessive sexual appetites. Thus they were easily seduced by the temptations of the devil and led down the path of sexual depravity, adultery, criminality and ultimately murder. They simply couldn’t help themselves! For their own good, as well as the good of all society, women’s base natures had to be controlled by the moral and physical superiority of men. This widespread belief was supported by the Bible, classical authority, theories of humoral medicine and by the law.

When women did commit murder, they were thought to do so within the physical and psychological limitations of their sex. Due to their frail bodies, they were not expected to use physical force to kill. When they did so it was usually in concert with a male accomplice. As in the case of Leticia Wigington, when women worked alongside men to commit murder they were usually cast as the seductive ringleaders. They were viewed as cunning, deceitful characters who whispered in men’s ears and, like Lady Macbeth, used their overwhelming sexuality to lure their menfolk astray. 

Unlike their male counterparts, female killers favoured non-violent, non-confrontational methods. The most popular way in which women killed was by poison. Poisoning was seen as a uniquely female crime: a secretive, domestic, dark art that was believed to be the ideal weapon of choice for women because it aligned so neatly with their dishonourable, manipulative and untrustworthy natures. Female poisoners were so feared because their crimes could not be anticipated, nor fought against. Although men committed the majority of domestic homicides, the early modern public were obsessed with narratives of murderous wives dispatching their unwanted husbands by lacing their suppers with deadly poisons. Men did not fear female violence, but they did fear female betrayal and deception. 

These popular tales of domestic tragedy speak of an underlying concern with gender, crime and disorder on a wider scale. In the early modern period, the family unit was held to be the bedrock of a stable, ordered society. Law and order began at home, with husbands ruling over their households as though they were kings ruling over their kingdoms. When wives rebelled or, worse, committed unspeakable acts of betrayal such as adultery and murder, the consequences were believed to be far-reaching. If men could not contain the sinful, criminal nature of their wives at home, then what did this mean for society as a whole? 

Another crime that was thought to be uniquely female was that of murder by witchcraft. Unexplained or indeed even entirely natural deaths were sometimes believed to have been caused by the spells and potions of ‘haggs’: those vile, malicious daughters of the devil who had sold their souls in exchange for otherworldly powers. Women accused of malevolent witchcraft were almost always the most vulnerable members of the community: the elderly, disabled and poor. Early modern witch trials continue to be a subject of enduring interest to us moderns. For my own part, I am fascinated by the careful, methodical legal process in which supernatural ‘evidence’ and witness testimonies were used by the courts to prosecute crimes that we now know were entirely impossible. 

Infanticide was considered yet another crime committed almost entirely by women, and was vastly over-represented by the true-crime media of the day. It would be remiss not to mention infanticide in an overview of female killers in this period, however I have not included any cases in this book for the simple reason that I have written about this subject, and the injustice of the 1624 Infanticide Act, in some depth in Great and Horrible News: Murder and Mayhem in Early Modern Britain. 

The cases in this book were extraordinary and rare. My purpose is not to write a history of female criminality in this period, but rather to explore the kinds of cases that thrilled and terrified ordinary men and women. These were the crimes that were of the most concern, and which provoked a great deal of public and political debate. They ushered in new and often unjust legislation, filled sermon books and served as moral lessons as to how women were to conduct themselves. Women throughout history were expected to be meek, mild and obedient, and their place in the world was that of nurturers, carers and mothers. Yet it would do us well to remember that every so often there exists a disconnect between perception and reality. Women then, as now, had voices, they used force, they sought to control their bodies and their environments, and they had the capacity for committing acts of unspeakable cruelty.




1.

THE FALL OF CANBURY BESS

‘Dead they were in most foule and abhominable sins, and clamorous crimes, that sent hot persuit after them at all times.’

Henry Goodcole, Heavens Speedie Hue and Cry (1635) 

It was the year 1630 when a young and eminently respectable woman named Elizabeth Evans made the decision to leave her comfortable home in the county of Shropshire to seek her fortune in London. Such ambitions were commonplace among rural women of Elizabeth’s modest class and station. She was one of many women who were too young to be married yet too old to remain under the care of their parents. Very few women in the early modern period were permitted the freedom to make their own way in the world. Their futures were forged by the guiding hands of their fathers, masters and husbands. By law they were not permitted to live alone and could only work in a limited number of occupations. One of the most popular professions open to unmarried women was service. If they were able to secure a place as a maid or servant, they could be suitably removed from their father’s household and placed in the care of a master, until such time as they could be wed and subsumed under the authority of a husband. Prospects for gainful employment and eligible suitors were often limited in counties such as Shropshire, and so many women looked to London as a place where their ambitions for work and marriage could be realised.

Like a lodestone, London was a draw for the determined and the desperate alike. During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries the population of London exploded. Enclosure of the countryside continued to force families from their farmsteads, and it was becoming difficult for those in agricultural and cottage industries to make ends meet. Displaced and impoverished people flocked from the countryside into London to take advantage of the new opportunities afforded to them by the rise of urban capitalist industries. Furthermore, the city’s up-and-coming merchant and middling classes were clamouring for servants to see to their every need. Young women such as Elizabeth were especially in demand to shoulder the ever-increasing burdens of commercial and domestic drudgery.

The influx of new people coming into the city was truly staggering. In 1550 the number of citizens living in the capital stood at around 60,000 souls, by 1600 it had leaped to 200,000, and in 1630 that number had swelled to a breathtaking 340,000. By the end of the century London’s population had risen to 600,000, an almost threefold increase in just a hundred years. Surrounded on three sides by city walls and hemmed in on the south by the River Thames, London’s surging population was squeezed into an area equivalent to today’s City of London: just over one square mile. Overspill was inevitable. Suburbs breached the city walls and encroached on the surrounding countryside, and the less salubrious elements of London crossed the river and settled upon the notorious South Bank. London was gradually sprawling outwards, however the majority of its vast population toiled and played within the confines of its walls. 

Back in Shropshire, Elizabeth was busy making arrangements to start her new life in London as a maid in service. Her parents, keen to support this endeavour, had contacted some friends in the city who had agreed to host Elizabeth in their lodgings until she was able to secure a position within a respectable household. With her plans and ambitions firmly in place, Elizabeth at last bid farewell to her parents and left behind the community, family and friendships that had been constant throughout her girlhood. From that moment forwards everything for Elizabeth would be different, and utterly outside the limited experiences of her young life. The journey would have been long and extremely tiring, at times a little exciting and at other times fraught with the fears that inevitably rise when one is confronted with the unknown. Farmsteads and idyllic scenery gave way to sprawling suburbs, and before long Elizabeth found herself confronted by the imposing sight of London’s city walls. 

Simply dressed in her country clothes and clutching to her person what small possessions she owned, Elizabeth joined the great mass of people that swarmed ceaselessly through one of the capital’s seven city gates. She was but a single face in a vast crowd; anonymous but not unnoticed, for her fair appearance and attitude of lost uncertainty would have roused the interests of professional criminals, cozeners and conmen who haunted the city gates in search of easy victims from out of town. They would have noticed Elizabeth as she swallowed back her nerves and plunged herself into one of the largest, busiest and foulest cities in all Europe. 

London’s streets heaved with the hectic bustle of trade and manufacturing. Shopfronts dazzled with their glass-windowed displays and tempting stalls jutted outwards into the narrow streets. These commercial areas were noisy, crowded places where stallholders, hawkers and carters sought to attract passing custom with their lusty cries and robust sales tactics. Other parts of the city were dominated by manufacturing and trade: workmen, porters and apprentices toiled away in warehouses, workshops, yards and factories, or they hurried through the streets on errands for their masters. 

To accommodate London’s ever-growing population there was a rush to cram poor-quality lodging houses, called ‘pennyrents’, into the lowest and darkest corners of the city. Building sites and scaffolding were thrown up with small regard for health and safety, and unskilled labourers and trained craftsmen alike worked above and below with a great deal of noise and mess. It was not unheard of for hapless citizens passing by construction sites to be crushed by falling debris. 

Where people worked, so too did they need to rest and eat. Alehouses, ordinaries (early modern eateries), victuallers, bakers, fishmongers, brewers, confectioners and butchers flung open their doors and welcomed in hungry and thirsty customers. The city burst with the activity of trade and commerce, and seemingly offered no end of opportunities for incomers hoping to secure employment.

London was a thriving, wealthy and sometimes achingly beautiful city. But it was also a city beleaguered by filth, disease, poverty and crime. It was dirty and dangerous, especially to those new arrivals who had no experience of living and working in such an environment. As young Elizabeth set her course to the house of her city-dwelling friends, any romantic notions that she may have harboured about London life were swiftly broken by the frightening intensity of her surroundings.

The overcrowded streets that she passed through were stinking, gloomy passages stacked with rubbish, food waste, and foul dung heaps upon which were thrown not only the contents of chamber pots but also the corpses of animals, and sometimes even the remains of human beings. In wet weather one’s feet were sucked into the filth of accumulated excrement, the gory wash from slaughterhouses and the rank pulp of rotting fish and oyster shells. A disgusted member of the Inns of Court complained of the commonplace sight and smell of ‘bleeding heads, entrails … offal, raw hides, and the kennels flowing with blood and nastiness’. At the height of summer, the foul matter underfoot seemed to bake and shimmer while it ‘rotting smoakt and stunk away’. Disease-carrying vermin boldly picked through accumulated piles of waste, and so too did the city’s nuisance population of pigs, whose aimless grubbings blocked the streets and caused the locals no end of frustration.

Yet more dangers than filth and pigs filled the city streets. London’s roadways were clogged with traffic, both pedestrian and equestrian. Carts, wagons and carriages carrying produce and passengers clattered dangerously by, sometimes at breakneck speeds, slamming into potholes and churning the unpaved roads into a muddy hazard. Lack of attention when crossing the street could prove to be fatal. Violence too was commonplace. Brawls accompanied by shouts of ‘Clubs! Clubs!’ frequently broke out between apprentices and packs of ‘street-boys’. Innocent bystanders could easily find themselves embroiled and beaten in these fights, as was observed by one foreign visitor who wrote: ‘one dare not oppose them, else the street-boys and apprentices collect together in immense crowds and strike to the right and left unmercifully without regard to person; and because they are the strongest, one is obliged to put up with the insult as well as the injury’.

Crime was a serious problem in the capital. If one were to stand ‘like a watchman to observe all commers’ one would soon discover ‘a new kind of invented wickedness and fearful mischief’. Cut-purses, thieves, robbers and tricksters practised their ‘dark arts’ upon the rich and poor alike. These criminals circulated through busy locations such as taverns, brothels, theatres, bowling alleys and bear pits. A great many were opportunistic and worked alone, yet there also existed an organised underworld of criminal gangs who operated with guild-like professionalism. Young apprentice thieves were trained in ‘bousing kens’, essentially pickpocketing schools that taught the subtle tricks of ‘lifting’, ‘stalling’ and ‘cutting’. By sleight of hand and charming countenance these expert thieves duped their ‘gulls’ and robbed them blind. Their preferred victims were farmers and ‘plain countrymen’ who had newly arrived in the city on business. These obvious yokels marked themselves as easy prey as they stood by popular landmarks such as St Paul’s, gazing in open-mouthed wonder and wholly innocent to the threat surrounding them. Gawping tourists were easily relieved of their purses or lured into alehouses and taken for every penny by criminals working with marked cards and loaded dice.

Elizabeth’s vulnerability was broadcast by her country manners and evident inexperience. As she adjusted to city life and arranged her employment, she relied entirely upon the wardship of her parents’ friends to keep her sheltered and safe. It was during this time of uncertainty and change that Elizabeth met a handsome young man. This was likely her first romance, an uncharted yet not wholly unexpected development considering Elizabeth would eventually have been expected to marry. In the early modern period, sweethearts were afforded a surprising amount of freedom, but only up to a certain point. Exchanges of love words, gifts and chaste kisses were permissible for couples dabbling in the shallow waters of casual romance. Wandering hands and rising passions, however, had to be checked by societal propriety. Only couples engaged in serious courtship with a firm intention to marry could run the risk of falling into bed together. Pre-marital sex was surprisingly common, and pregnant brides drew little censure since it was understood that engaged couples had already crossed the threshold of married life. The wedding service that followed was simply the formalisation of a done deal. 

With a promise to marry, young couples could anticipate their vows without causing any undue damage to their reputations. However, without the security of engagement, women who entered into sexual liaisons were risking a great deal. There existed a double standard by which men were forgiven their indiscretions while women were utterly destroyed by them. Men were expected to sow their wild oats and prove their masculinity by accruing sexual experience prior to marriage. Women, on the other hand, were expected to remain chaste. A woman’s virginity remained under paternal guardianship up until the point when it was handed over to her husband. It was not for women to give their virtue away to whomever they pleased, no matter the direction of their hearts or their desires.

Perhaps Elizabeth hoped to enter into a formal engagement with her handsome beau, or she was simply heedless of the enormous risk she took when she succumbed to his sexual advances. Whatever her reason, Elizabeth was at last ‘tempted unto her folly’. She did not fall pregnant, but somehow the news of her liaison came to the ears of the local gossips. The sexual morality of one’s neighbours had always been a hot topic of conversation, and the details of Elizabeth’s promiscuity quickly spread throughout the parish. Her sweetheart fled, and following this desertion the swift charge of ‘whore’ and ‘fornicator’ was thrown in Elizabeth’s face. Her position in service was terminated, for no good household could tolerate a ‘loose harlot’ under its roof. Her friends in the city shunned her and denied her shelter in their home, and once her parents had been informed they immediately cast her off. Events unfolded before Elizabeth with terrifying speed: ‘all means of livelyhood failing, [she was] thus left destitute, and out of credit, friends, money, apparrell, and service’. Thus deserted, Elizabeth was left to stand alone upon the brink of a metaphorical precipice. With nobody left to guide her back she had no choice but to step forwards, and fall. 

It wasn’t long before London’s darker elements reached out and drew Elizabeth into their fold. She was vulnerable, easily manipulated, coerced, extorted and at length forced into a life of petty crime and prostitution. This was the sad fate for many young girls and women in the early modern period. In 1696 the writer John Dunton interviewed a young woman for his periodical The Night-Walker, wherein she recounted her experience of entering into the hard world of prostitution. She told Dunton that at sixteen years old she was wholly dissatisfied with her life while she lived and worked alongside an ordinary tradesman in London. One day she was approached by a friendly older woman who was pretending to be a merchant’s widow. This false widow perceived the girl’s unhappiness and offered her alternative employment as a chambermaid, throwing in all manner of enticements to sweeten the proposition. ‘It was a very good place,’ the young girl recalled with grim hindsight, ‘where I should have six pounds a year and fine clothes.’ She accepted the offer, quit her place with the tradesman and took herself to the address that had been given to her by the older woman.

Once she was at the house, the young girl was treated to a meal with strong wine, before being dressed in a pretty outfit designed to enhance her beauty. She was then taken outside and led through many narrow streets and alleys until she was quite lost. At last they arrived at a house where she was met by a man, ‘a young spark’ who pretended to be a friend of the widow. They all went inside and sat down at a table. ‘My mistress,’ the girl explained, ‘ordered me to withdraw into the next room till she called me, which accordingly I did, I was scarcely well sat down till I heard a clinking of money, which I understood since was the price of my chastity.’ It was only when the man entered her room and locked the door that she realised she had been tricked. She said that she ‘screeched and made a noise … but to no purpose, for there was nobody near that would relieve me, so that after many presents offered, and struggling so long as I was able, I was at last overcome’. She was raped for the purpose of stripping away her precious virtue, and afterwards, while she was in a state of wild agitation, she was held down on the bed and told that from that moment onwards she would be working as a ‘whore’. A woman’s worth in the early modern period was inseparable from her sexual honour. Ruination did more than isolate women from the comforts of good society: it stole away their hopes of marriage, family and a ‘normal’ life. 

For the next four years Elizabeth worked as a prostitute in London. She discarded her birth name and assumed the alias Canbury Bess. Life for a prostitute in the early modern period was hard and rife with danger. By her profession Elizabeth, now Bess, was desired and despised by a society that looked down on her kind as no more than ‘filthy, nasty, and stinking carcasses’; fit to be used but never approved of or accepted. If she were lucky, she may have found work in one of the many brothels, called ‘stews’ or ‘bawdy houses’, that jostled for space in the red-light districts of Southwark and Bankside. There she would, at the very least, have had a roof over her head, as well as food and clothing which would have been deducted from her earnings. 

Some of the more upmarket brothels were outwardly fine-looking establishments that offered only the ‘choysest beauties’ dressed in the English style with their breasts exposed. At these places customers indulged in all manner of luxuries and sumptuous foods, such as ‘lobsters’ buttered thighs, hartichoke, marrowbone’ and ‘potato pies’, as well as fine wines and sack. Some of these bawdy houses were richly decorated in ‘Venus’s fashyon’ with portraits of scantily clad women prominently displayed and designed to stir the male appetite, draperies of expensive cloth and vast arrangements of sweet-smelling flowers placed to hide the stench of unwashed coupling bodies. A few brothels even boasted the novelty of ornamental walled gardens that were imaginatively landscaped with secret pathways and bowers perfect for transactional trysts.

Such comforts were of benefit to the paying customer only, who cared little that the women they bought were worn to the bone by the relentless grind of brothel work. There are no surviving records to say how many clients a prostitute was expected to serve, however some modern research cautiously suggests that, on average, women working in high-class brothels had sex with ten to twelve men in a single night, those in lower-class establishments were expected to service upwards of thirty men, and in the lowest and most foul brothels that number could be as high as fifty-seven. If these estimates are even halfway accurate, then it was not surprising that women working in the stews were reportedly ‘used up’ in a mere three to four years.

It was unlikely that Bess would have been able to secure a position in a high-end brothel. Destitute and cast-off country lasses in her situation were most likely to have become common ‘night-walkers’ or street prostitutes. Competition between them was fierce and profit hard to come by. In some areas the numbers of women working the streets were so many that one contemporary remarked that ‘whores … ply almost as thick in the streetes as boats do on the Thames, and with as much confidence as if it were not a crime’. This was no mean comparison, for the Thames was one of the principal thoroughfares in the city and at any time was crammed with thousands of boats and busy wherrymen.

In such a crowded marketplace many of London’s ‘two-pence whores’ were aggressively direct in their approach. To stand out from the crowd they marked themselves with some ‘ensign’ of their profession and proudly marched up and down in notorious areas such as Turnbull Street, Milford Lane and Whitefriars with ‘their eye-balls rolling round from place to place, each man they meet, they stare him in the face’. They were not shy as they boldly tempted passing men to join them in some foul alleyway, a disused yard or down by the dark waters of the Thames. At the hands of their clients and pimps, women such as Bess were exposed to the frequent dangers of rape, sexual assault, violence, exploitation and robbery. They also ran the risk of arrest for crimes of sexual degeneracy, where they were thrown into prisons such as the Clink or Bridewell to be subjected to hard labour and public whippings.

Pregnancy was another hazard that prostitutes hoped to avoid, not only because it presented them with a host of medical complications, the most serious of them being fatal, but also because it adversely affected their ability to make a living. Men on the whole did not pay to have sex with pregnant ‘whores’. During the early modern period birth control was rudimentary at best and consisted of ineffective remedies such as herbal pills, vinegar washes, magical charms and even bloodletting from the feet. Coitus interruptus was a far more reliable method, but almost impossible to impose since very few paying customers were willing to withdraw at the vital moment. Condoms or ‘cundums’ made from leather and animal gut were available, but were deeply unpopular and dismissed as no more than ‘armour against full enjoyment’. Most prostitutes made do with the ‘hard pissing’ method, which involved forcefully urinating after intercourse to flush out unwanted ejaculate and disease. 

In John Garfield’s The Wandring Whore a ‘bawd’ named Julietta humorously related to a friend that after servicing a man she ‘settled on the chamber-pot as soon as ever he was off, till I made it wurrah, and roar like the tyde at London Bridge, to the endangering the breaking of my very twatling-strings’. Where birth control failed, women turned to a variety of abortifacients. Plants that were reputed by midwives to induce labour, such as laurel, madder, pepper and sage, were also used to bring about miscarriage. Some desperate women dosed themselves with strong purgatives that brought about vomiting and diarrhoea, the idea being that such violent movements would shake the foetus loose and save the women from an unwanted pregnancy.

Contraceptives such as the loathed ‘cundums’ and hard pissing were also used as preventatives to ward off that most feared and dreadful affliction, the ‘French pox’. The French pox (called the English pox in France) was a term that encompassed gonorrhoea and syphilis. Venereal disease was extremely common in the early modern period, and so deeply embarrassing that those ‘foul patients’ who found themselves afflicted would rather suffer in silence than seek medical treatment by the painful, extensive and obvious method of mercurial salivation. The symptoms of the pox are described in a seventeenth-century medical treatise, titled Little Venus Unmask’d, as including ‘several kinds of pimples, ulcers, pains and other accidents’ about the groin, ‘heat of urine’, ‘hot botches, buboes … pocky fevers’, ‘running sores’ and ‘racking night pains’. The pox was observed in both men and women, the latter being troubled with ‘virulent courses that look yellow or deep red, and are very hot and smarting’. It was understood to be spread by ‘kissing, fucking, lying in the same bed, and copulation’, and prostitutes were especially blamed as the most virulent and prodigious carriers of the disease. Fear of infection from prostitutes was not sufficient to halt the spread of syphilis. Those same men who denigrated ‘loose women’ as no more than ‘scab’d and mangy’ carriers of disease nonetheless continued to use them for sexual release. The risk of the pox be damned. 

One cold day early in the year 1634, Bess was walking up and down Turnbull Street when her eye fell on an unfamiliar yet striking man named Thomas Shearwood, who went by the alias Country Tom. Tom had been born in the county of Staffordshire to an honest husbandman, and throughout his adolescence he had been raised to follow his father in that profession. Yet farming had chafed upon young Tom, and as soon as he was old enough he fled to London to escape the tedium of a country life. There he discovered that his talents as a disaffected agrarian labourer were not in demand, and before long he had joined the ranks of the criminal underworld as a professional thief and housebreaker. Tom’s criminal exploits are recorded in an indictment record that describes how he and two accomplices broke into the house of a woman named Maria Black. They made off with an impressive number of goods, including two green carpets, a taffeta cupboard cloth, three yards of striped hangings, a screen cloth, a bell and a pewter salt cellar. Cloth, clothes and soft furnishings were popular items for thieves to take as they were convenient to steal, easy to shift and worth a pretty penny.

Money came easily to Tom, and went in much the same way. That day, as he walked along Turnbull Street, he
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