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			The Annals of Criminal Jurisprudence . . . present tragedies of real life often heightened in their effect by the grossness of the injustice and the malignity of the prejudices which accompanied them. At the same time real culprits as original characters stand forward on the canvas of humanity as prominent objects for our special study.

			—Edmund Burke, Celebrated Trials and Remarkable Cases of Criminal Jurisprudence

			The introduction of detailed realism into English literature in the eighteenth century was like the introduction of electricity into machine technology.

			—Tom Wolfe, The New Journalism 

		

	
		
			
			English Currency in the Eighteenth Century

			4 farthings = 1 penny

			12 pence (d.) = 1 shilling (s.)

			5 shillings = 1 crown

			6 shillings, 8 pence = 1 noble 

			13 shillings, 4 pence = 1 mark 

			20 shillings = 1 pound (£ or l.)

			1 pound, 1 shilling = 1 guinea (gold coin)

			 

			Source: http://www.oldbaileyonline.org/static/Coinage.jsp
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			Introduction

			A Brawling Back-Alley Bunch

			Perhaps the first true modern literary journalist: Daniel Defoe, whose 1725 tract on the criminal Jonathan Wild offers a prototype of the modern true-crime narrative.

			—Kevin Kerrane and Ben Yagoda, The Art of Fact

			Today criminal investigations rule the media. Once or twice each year, a trial transfixes the public, a new cause célèbre born seemingly each season. Spectators travel hours to courthouses; tickets to trials are distributed by lottery; and the term media circus, coined in the 1970s, comes into its own. 

			If it bleeds, it leads—so goes the old journalistic saw. Readers and viewers can’t tear their eyes away from true crime stories, and the grislier the details, the better. But when did it all begin, this mixing of criminal and celebrity? Searching for the origin of the phenomenon took me back three centuries to the nascent years of the newspaper and across the Atlantic to London. In the middle of it all stood Daniel Defoe, a wily old newspaperman and the aging author of Robinson Crusoe, who battled for the scoop amid the muck and grime of the eighteenth century. His coverage of two men—Jonathan Wild, the chaser, and Jack Sheppard, the mark—enthralled a kingdom and birthed a genre. 

			An eighteenth-century Al Capone, Jonathan Wild was the first man to organize crime for profit and the first criminal whose name everyone in the city knew. A burglar and a prison breaker, Jack Sheppard had much in common with John Dillinger. In late 1724, a manhunt for him grabbed the city’s attention like no other story and drove newspaper sales skyward. Sheppard the housebreaker ran, thief-taker Wild chased him, and reporter Defoe wrote about both. 

			With Sheppard on the loose, the story evolved in real time, but nothing about the case was clear-cut, nor was it easy to know for whom to root. The grandeur of the once-popular hunter was fading, and the criminal was incorrigible and eminently quotable. In the middle of it all, we have a man known today primarily as a novelist, his skills as a journalist mostly forgotten. His colorful tales about the pair teemed with details, but as with nearly everything he wrote, his name was nowhere to be found, and in Sheppard’s case, Defoe wrote his account of the man’s deeds as if it were the thief’s autobiography, as he’d done with Robinson Crusoe and Moll Flanders.

			In 1724 and 1725, more than thirty unsigned pamphlets were published on Wild and Sheppard. Five of these tracts have been attributed to Defoe, and the British Library has cataloged them under his name. In the story ahead, I privileged only the two pamphlets that have met with near universal agreement on the attribution to Defoe: The True and Genuine Account of the Life and Actions of the Late Jonathan Wild and A Narrative of All the Robberies, Escapes, &c. of John Sheppard. A third, The History of the Remarkable Life of John Sheppard, was probably part of a group effort in which Defoe had a hand, among others.

			Entering the world of Defoe scholars with virgin eyes, I had no idea what awaited me. This is one brawling back-alley bunch of bibliophiles, many waging pissing matches to see who knows Daniel best. One camp of scholars charges another with corpus swelling, while the latter assails the former for deflating the number so as to remove works of lesser quality. In Defoe’s day, it was more the exception than the rule to put your name to pamphlets, so attribution makes for a thorny issue, and with over five hundred works credited to him, there’s no definitive universal agreement here. Nonetheless, the scholarly scrap proved entertaining. Among those who’ve studied the man, it’s a no-holds-barred, back-and-forth assault complete with name calling. Academic insults fly to and fro: “simpletons or rascals,” “lack of brains,” “a disaster.” Charges of canon forgery and “power moves” have been made, and as one set of authors answered a particular onslaught, they decided it would “look craven if we do not give him one or two back—though a ‘Forum’ may not really be the place for fist-fights.” 

			To an outsider, for the most part, more of a consensus appears about the Wild and Sheppard pamphlets credited to Defoe than not. If only it weren’t for the Law Firm. That’s the collective nickname I have given to scholars P. N. Furbank and W. R. Owens, who seem to want something close to DNA evidence before ascribing anything to Defoe. In their book, Defoe De-Attributions, they’ve called into question some 252 of the works in Defoe’s canon, including many of his criminal tracts. The vast majority of Defoe biographers and others who’ve studied the period have kept Defoe’s criminal pamphlets and his work at Applebee’s Original Weekly Journal under his name. As Maximillian Novak, who has studied Defoe for most of his life and penned the Defoe entry in the New Cambridge Bibliography of English Literature, noted of the author’s work at Applebee’s it “was an accepted fact by every Defoe scholar until 1997. In that year, P. N. Furbank and W. R. Owens published an essay with the title ‘The Myth of Defoe As Applebee’s Man.’ ” 

			The Law Firm muddied the waters with doubt, and others have followed suit. 

			However, even the Law Firm acknowledges that these pamphlets could be Defoe’s. They just don’t have the evidence to prove the 300-year-old pamphlets are his. Scholar Pat Rogers, who has studied and written on Defoe and many of his contemporaries, told me that these attribution questions dog Defoe far more than any other writer of the time. Not only did he write an incredibly large amount—signing practically none, or publishing under a pseudonym—but he did so on an equally dizzying array of topics. 

			I have sided with the majority regarding the tracts on Wild and Sheppard, as well as Defoe’s tenure at Applebee’s. Dozens of men and women who have made a careful study of the man’s life and work have counted them his, which is good enough for me. Besides, instead of trying to prove that Defoe wrote these tracts on criminals, maybe it’s more fitting to leave it with a glint of doubt, as with all of his writings. After all, he never signed Robinson Crusoe or Moll Flanders either, and Roxana’s authorship didn’t fall to him until half a century after its publication. Three centuries have passed since the author’s death, and he remains shrouded in mystery, each year his life growing more so. His major works of fiction were all written in the first person, as true stories, while his nonfiction works read like novels. 

			But then, that’s part of the attraction: The definitive biographies of two infamous criminals were written by a novelist. Picture an aging Defoe, near his life’s end, running around London between the gallows and Newgate Prison, where he met the inspiration for Moll Flanders, a writer mixing it up with thieves, murderers, and rogues of all inclination amid dirt, despair, and deprivation. That image stirred the London of the past back to life for me. Left with the choice of leaving Defoe out of the story—hemming and hawing over attribution bitchery—or moving forward with the majority, I chose the latter. Defoe and Mr. Applebee made the cut. When telling the stories of Wild and Sheppard, you have to include the best and most accurate tracts written by their contemporaries, and the British Library lists those under Defoe’s name. 

			It’s also worth underscoring that this book isn’t a biography of Defoe. My intentions are far less noble. My aim is merely to entertain. Defoe had a vast collection of interests—economics, politics, religion, and trade among them—and I’ve touched on little to none of it. Only his criminal writings and the aspects of his life that related to crime in general—and, specifically, the careers of Wild and Sheppard—concerned me. For a full treatment of the man, pick up the biographies by Paula Backscheider or Maximillian Novak. 

			I’m no scholar. Yet neither was Defoe. An unpolished outsider, he gained little respect from his peers. No one conferred on him the same prestige as the likes of Addison, Pope, or Steele. He warned of grammatical errors, and likewise, I can guarantee that, absent an editor’s hand, you’d find the pages ahead marked with similar mistakes. I’m also thankful to Lyons Press for a point of the upmost importance to this work: a firm deadline. After years of research, there’s always more. As Arthur Griffiths, a nineteenth-century prison inspector and author who wrote on Sheppard, remarked in the preface to The Chronicles of Newgate: “Now at the termination of my labours . . . I found at length that I must be satisfied with what I had instead of seeking for more.” 

			Defoe said it best in his final days, in Augusta Triumphans, his tract on civic improvements: “As I am quick to conceive, I am eager to have done, unwilling to overwork a subject; I had rather leave part to the conception of the readers, than to tire them or myself with protracting a theme, as if, like a chancery man or a hackney author, I wrote by the sheet for hire. So let us have done with this topic and proceed to another.”

		

	
		
			
			Prologue

			The Triple Tree

			To close the scene of all his actions he

			Was brought from Newgate to the fatal tree;

			And there his life resigned, his race is run,

			And Tyburn ends what wickedness begun. 

			—from “Jack Sheppard’s Three Fatal Stages,” 1724

			Flip through old books depicting the executions of eighteenth-century England, and chills will run down your spine. The Bell-Man, eerily dressed in black, lurks on the wall of St. Sepulchre’s churchyard like a prophet rising. The long white faces of the crowd stand out against the dull gray sky. Animals rummage for scrapings from the corpses hanging above. You can almost smell the stench of death in the air and hear the words coming from the Bell-Man’s lips: “All Good people pray heartily unto God for these poor sinners, who are now going to their death, for whom this great bell doth toll.” 

			Today the location of the Tyburn gallows lies just off the Marble Arch at the southernmost point of the Marylebone district of London. The spot is marked not by a circular plaque or even an X, but by the spine of a triangle, symbol of the Tyburn Tree, otherwise known as the Triple Tree or the “Deadly Nevergreen.” In the eighteenth century, the gallows occupied a space on Edgware Road, near the northeast corner of Hyde Park, some two and a half miles west of London. More than 50,000 people were executed there. At the Triple Tree, criminals met their maker. Shakespeare wrote of the place in Love’s Labour’s Lost—“The shape of love’s Tyburn that hangs up simplicity”—while poet John Taylor later pondered the deadly tree some decades later:

			 

			I understand the root of it is dry,  

			It bears no leaf, no bloom, or no bud,  

			The rain that makes it fructify is blood. 

			 

			Legal executions had taken place around the village of Tyburn for centuries, spread out across the countryside, beginning in 1196 with William Fitz Osbert, also known as “Longbeard,” a leader of an uprising by the poor. In 1571, the Tyburn Tree was constructed with its innovative triangular design: a wooden triangle laid horizontally atop three support legs. Its design efficiently allowed more hangings at one time, up to twenty-four simultaneously—eight from each beam of the triangle. 
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						Stephen Gardiner dressed in his death shroud makes his dying speech at Tyburn.

						from The Newgate Calendar

					

				

				
			
			On June 1, 1571, Dr. John Story became the first person to hang from the newfangled and quickly infamous triangular gallows. “Blessed John,” a Catholic condemned for high treason under Queen Elizabeth I, was sentenced to be hanged, drawn, and quartered—that is, hanged almost to death, then disemboweled, beheaded, and cut into fours. A fire burned nearby to incinerate his entrails and spare body parts, but Blessed John didn’t go quietly. During the disembowelment, as “the executioner had cut him down and was ‘rifling among his bowels,’ the doctor arose and dealt him a shrewd blow on the head.” (In January 1661, King Charles II hanged the completely dead body of Oliver Cromwell there in a gruesome but effective act of revenge.) 

			Executions by burning were falling out of favor toward the end of the 1600s—though a stake stood conveniently opposite the Triple Tree, just in case. Beheadings also declined with the 1686 death of cutter and hangman Jack Ketch, notorious for mangling his wards and needing additional hacks to perform his duties. As such, England moved into an era of simple hangings—simple, perhaps, but still ample. 

			Nearly any infraction, including theft of as few as five shillings, could result in a trip to the gallows. Men died for stealing a single candlestick. For such petty larceny, men, women, and even children were dragged nearly three miles from Newgate Prison—the awful dungeon in London—up Holborn Hill, past St. Giles in the Fields, and out Oxford Street to the “fatal tree,” which stood in the middle of the roadway, an ever-present warning. Countrymen near and far knew the name, and a trip to Tyburn became known simply as “Going west.” 

			Executions occasioned a great deal of fanfare at the time. Some criminals dressed extravagantly for the “Tyburn Fair,” while others were dragged practically naked, but either way great crowds always gathered to watch. A country gentleman wrote to his brother after his first viewing of a public execution: “The Sight has had an extraordinary Effect upon me, which is more owing to the unexpected Oddness of the Scene, than the affecting Concern which is unavoidable in a thinking Person, at a Spectacle so awful, and so interesting.” 

			On the way from Newgate, conveyance was modernized to a wooden cart, with criminals—often sitting on their own coffins—accompanied by the hangman and the prison chaplain. After a brief stop at St. Sepulchre Church to greet the Bell-Man, the procession, which included the marshals, the constables, and the jailers (known as “Javelin Men”) began the nearly three-hour trip to Tyburn. Depending on the popularity of the criminal, he or she was either pelted or cheered along the way. En route, the condemned could stop at taverns, where all—hangman, chaplain, and the soon-to-be-deceased—tipped one back together.

			Upon arrival, the cart stopped under the gallows, and the criminal’s neck was tied by rope to the hanging bar. Spectators jostled for better viewing on scaffolds and stadium-like seating. A final speech was expected and often delivered, with copies of the speeches transcribed and then sold to the crowd, making for instant bestsellers. Lastly, the criminal was hanged. 

			In previous years, by means of a gibbet (not isolated to Tyburn), the corpse remained strung up until it rotted away, poisoning the air with the stench of slowly decaying flesh. In the enlightened eighteenth century, surgeons hounded the Triple Tree for bodies to dissect . . . but not without battling the assembled mob, which wanted grisly souvenirs of the day’s proceedings, or a superstitious touch of the corpse for its supposed healing properties.

			The shocking number of deaths may supply the reason why these public executions failed to deter crime. Social reformer and author of Tom Jones, Henry Fielding, wrote concisely of a nation desensitized: “Many cart loads of our fellow creatures are once in six weeks carried to slaughter.” But every thief, every lawbreaker in the land knew the score. Get caught with your hand in another’s purse, and you risked a trip to the Tyburn Tree. 

			Today the facts of the Tyburn hangings are as ghastly as they are hard to fathom. The courthouse publication State Trials records in great detail the 1570 executions of Christopher Norton and his uncle Thomas, both accused of high treason. Of Christopher it was written: “And being hanged a little while, and then cut down, the butcher opened him, and as he took out his bowels, he cried and said, ‘Oh Lord, Lord, have mercy upon me!’ and so yielded up the ghost.” The account continues in horrific detail. He was quartered, his bowels burned, his remains carried in a basket to Newgate Prison, as was custom, where they were parboiled. His head was set on London Bridge and his cooked quarters tacked onto the gates of the city. Even by the eighteenth century, such a report was neither grisly nor uncommon. It was a matter of course. 
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						Defoe in the pillory for sedition in 1703

						Engraving by James Charles Armytage after Eyre Crowe

					

				

				
			

			
		

	
		
			
			I

			The Dissenter

			The poor Author was a great while, call’d hard Names on every side, by one sort of People because they did understand him, and by another because they did not understand him.

			—Daniel Defoe, The Review, December 20, 1705

			Defoe was a dead man. On January 3, 1703, Daniel Finch, Second Earl of Nottingham, had issued a warrant for his arrest. A week later, the London Gazette published a proclamation offering a £50 reward for information leading to his capture and giving a physical description of him: “a middle-sized spare man, about 40 years old, of a brown complexion, and dark-brown coloured hair, but wears a wig, a hooked nose, a sharp chin, grey eyes, and a large mole near his mouth.” 

			The charge against Defoe? Seditious libel.

			The news no doubt troubled him greatly. In under a week, he wrote to Finch, pleading for pardon. Until now, Defoe, age forty-two, had never shied away from taking a contradictory view. A Presbyterian, and therefore outside the Church of England, he had stood by his core beliefs despite his chosen religion keeping him from the advantages of an elite education or public office. He didn’t waver in his faith and still managed to gain prominence. In years past, he’d even had the ear of King William III. 

			But King William died unexpectedly in 1702. Tories—no friends to Dissenters, as those beyond the state religion were known—took over the government, and Defoe lost what influence he’d had. In the first few years of her reign, Queen Anne tied church and state very much together. The situation wasn’t likely to improve for the Dissenters. Defoe didn’t wait around to see what the government might do. He went into hiding.

			Published anonymously a month prior, in December 1702, Defoe’s pamphlet, “The Shortest Way with the Dissenters; A Satire against High Church Tyranny,” sold well, to Defoe’s surprise. It also prompted his arrest warrant. He had a few successes under his belt as a writer, but at this point he was still primarily a businessman, the recent owner of a rather profitable brick and tile factory in Tilbury. 

			Ironically, the sarcasm of advocating for the “rooting out” of Dissenters from the country gained legitimate support in some factions. He meant it to show the absurdity of the extremists’ small-mindedness, but some High Church Anglicans—the side of the Church of England that more closely resembled Catholicism—missed the satire entirely and cheered for the nonconformists to be “hang’d,” “banish’d,” “destroy’d,” or, better yet, for the “present Race of poison’d Spirits” to be “purg’d from the Face of the land.” On the other side of the aisle, many Dissenters took tone-deaf alarm at Defoe’s essay. Not to be excluded, those in the middle—who really should have known better—somehow found it affronting as well. Most importantly, however, the Tory government took offense and considered it libelous that they might have had eyes on overpowering their opponents. Defoe’s writing got under everyone’s skin equally, it seemed.

			Officials quickly discovered the author’s identity and ordered all copies of the pamphlet destroyed by the common hangman—obviously not Defoe’s aim. According to biographer Maximillian Novak, Defoe considered his words “no more outrageous than those he imitated.” The initial reaction of praise and approval from many among the High Church substantiated this rationale. Only when they discovered that the author didn’t belong to their number did they deem the pamphlet seditious. But Defoe had targeted not only the government but also the Queen, an ardent supporter of the Church. His words had consequences. As Novak observes, “Defoe was a gambler and could not resist the perverse pleasure of approaching the edge of abyss.” 

			Queen Anne herself gave orders to the Earl of Nottingham “to make strict and diligent search for Daniel Defoe, and him having found, you are to apprehend and seize together with his papers for high crimes and misdemeanors, and to bring him before me to be examined concerning such matters.” Backed into a corner and fighting for his freedom, Defoe begged for leniency, writing of a “mind impatient of confinement.” He threw himself at Nottingham’s feet: “I beseech your Lordship to assure her Majtie, that I am perfectly free from any seditious designs.” 

			Defoe, the married father of six, had a seventh on the way and also took care of his father. He needed his freedom to support his family. In his letter to Nottingham, he wrote of how “prisons, pillories, and such like” were worse to him than death. In one last bid, he even offered to banish himself from the country to serve the British Army for a year in the Netherlands, where at least he could die in service to his country rather than uselessly in prison. Defoe later called himself a man deficient of “passive courage,” and this letter proved it. Its suppliant tone made for a stark departure from someone who as a young man had been such a loud and ardent Dissenter. 

			[image: ]

			Born Daniel Foe around 1660—later adding the aristocratic particle to his name—he had witnessed some of the most momentous events in the history of England. Born just as King Charles II ascended the throne and the Restoration began, Defoe had lived through the Great Plague and the Great Fire of 1666. In 1688, during the Glorious Revolution, he rode to join the army of Prince William of Orange, soon anointed King William III. A year later, he recollected what he had seen in the political pamphlet, “Reflections upon the Late Great Revolution.”

			Pamphleteering served as a major tool to form or often sway public opinion, and pamphlet wars were frequent. Rebuttals followed published attacks, then counter-rebuttals, and so on. The chosen venue for debating the day’s controversies, anonymous pamphlets frequently sounded a single note and ranged from one sheet to many hundred. Anyone who had the money for the printing costs could author one—and a great many did. Many resembled present-day blog posts. Some looked more like modern-day letters to the editor, insult-driven and horribly written. But Defoe’s well-conceived and executed pamphlets stood out from the pack. 

			As a youth, Defoe studied to enter the ministry, but instead he chose a life in trade. In his business career, he sold many products, notably hosiery, wine, tobacco, and, most recently, brick and pantile. At the turn of the century, when he reached middle age, Defoe found his pulpit and a place in life as a writer. He wrote what he knew and saw. He wrote about business while also turning his focus to the Church and the country’s political unrest. 

			As a pamphleteer, he was working in a genre that relied on directness. Until the release of “The Shortest Way,” nothing illustrates Defoe’s moral code and fearlessness more than his strongly worded Legion’s Memorial. Defoe hand-delivered the pamphlet to the House of Commons after the imprisonment of a group of Kentish petitioners. Writing on behalf of “Two hundred thousand Englishmen,” Defoe demanded the release of the wrongly imprisoned men, asserting that citizens had the right to petition, and that elected representatives should serve the people rather than the other way around. If not outright threatening, the pamphlet certainly challenged Parliament. It was signed dramatically, “Our name is Legion, and we are Many.” 

			Defoe keenly supported King William, but many disliked the foreign-­born king. In “The True-Born Englishman,” a satiric poem, and one of his most successful works ever, Defoe decried the irrational way that his countrymen looked down on foreigners despite their own “mixtures of Blood.” Tens of thousands of copies of the poem were sold, and it led to an introduction to the King in 1701. Regrettably, their friendship had a short shelf life. The King died a year later, in March 1702.

			While Defoe certainly enjoyed writing poetry, the businessman in him saw the public demand for a voice in the religious debate. At the end of 1702, after Parliament passed a bill barring Dissenters from government, Defoe published a twenty-nine-page pamphlet, “The Shortest Way with the Dissenters,” in an attempt to slap the country awake. As biographer Paula Backscheider notes, he wanted the publication to act as “the dramatic gesture that would hold a mirror up to men and bring them to a right perspective on their actions and the Dissenter’s character.”

			It accomplished neither end. In a perverse testament to his skills as a writer, nearly everyone believed that a High Church Anglican had written it. This wouldn’t be the last time that he artfully took on a character to conceal his authorship. His first novel wouldn’t appear for another seventeen years, but here we have an early demonstration of his power—even if he did pass it off as nonfiction. He gained more than a few critics for using a fictitious narrator to discuss religious matters, one contemporary counterattack complaining that such a maneuver invaded “the Conscience.” 

			His instincts led him to seek appeasement. But he did so less than humbly when he issued an apology in the form of a second pamphlet, “A Brief Explanation of a Late Pamphlet, Entituled, The Shortest Way with the Dissenters.” In it, he heaped the onus of misinterpretation on his readers. He never believed himself guilty for shining a light on others’ iniquity.

			Many tongues wagged about the affair. Word had it that if he were caught, his punishment would be severe. Defoe stayed out of sight, on the lam, for nearly half a year, eluding search party after search party. Displaying a knack for fugitive life, he moved at night, often in disguise, and bounced around. He may even have ventured to Holland—and with good cause. The £50 bounty on his head was enough for someone to live on for a whole year, and it was for mere information, not even the capture itself.

			One account from the period tells of a dashing, swaggering Defoe locked in a showdown with a man while walking in Hackney Fields. Unsure if he’d been recognized, Defoe took precautions. He drew his sword, drove the stranger to his knees, and forced him to “Swear that if he ever met him again, he should shut his eyes till he was half a mile off him.” Another account described Defoe in a series of similar close calls, at least one of them sending the writer barreling out a window at the last moment. 

			The more time passed, the more the government smeared his name and transmogrified his satire into a full-fledged subversive manifesto. Before long, he was no longer merely seditious, but as it read in his indictment, he was of “a disordered mind, and a person of bad name, reputation and conversation.” 

			On May 21, 1703, Defoe ran out of luck. The Post Man and the Historical Account broadcast that: “On Thursday Daniel de Foe, Author of the Pamphlet, entitul’d, The Shortest Way with the Dissenters, was taken, and after having been examined, he was committed on Saturday to Newgate.” The arrest had gone down in Spitalfields after someone spotted him at the home of a French weaver named Nathaniel Sammen. There a pair of Nottingham’s “messengers” seized him, according to the London Post. The nameless informer claimed the £50 reward. 

			The Earl of Nottingham had his man. In order to get him, he had brought in the printer of the pamphlet, George Croome, and the man who delivered it, Edward Bellamy. After questioning and probably a great deal of intimidation, both men agreed to testify against Defoe to save themselves. Nottingham cut an imposing figure, so severe in appearance and manner that he had earned the nickname “Dismal.” The earl already had examined many of Defoe’s personal papers and books seized during the manhunt. Nottingham was hoping for bigger fish, and seemed ready to trade Defoe’s freedom for information on accomplices, or possibly Whig leaders with whom the writer was suspected of collaborating. Defoe spurned the requests. He described his unenviable position to William Penn, founder of the Pennsylvania colony, a fellow Dissenter, and a fan of “The True-Born Englishman.” 

			 

			Sir in Some Letters which I have Sent his Lordship I have Answer’d him with the Same Assurance. . . . That if my Life were Concern’d in it I would Not Save it at the Price of Impeaching Innocent men, No More would I Accuse my Friends for the Freedome of Private Conversation. . . . I have no Accomplices, No Sett of Men, (as my Lord Call’d Them) with whom I used to Concert Matters, of this Nature. 

			 

			Nottingham’s offer fell on deaf ears. 

			On June 5, Defoe made bail. Court records show that it took the assistance of four others for Defoe to raise the necessary £1,500 bond. He agreed to appear at the Justice Hall in the Old Bailey on July 7 at nine a.m. to answer his charges. 

			The “True & Perfect Kallendar of the Names of All the Prisoners in Newgate for Fellony & Tresspasses the 7th Day of July 1703” shows him a man of his word. “Daniel DeFoe”—alias De Foo—appears fourth on the list, between Hannah Ford—accused of stealing a pair of shoes, a smock, and a petticoat—and Elizabeth Williams, suspected of stealing a silver cup. Defoe pled guilty on the advice of his counsel and stood trial that day. It surely didn’t warm his heart to find the courtroom full of judges about whom he’d written in less than glowing tones. This was going to get personal. 

			Biographer John Robert Moore describes the lineup he faced. “Of the Lord Mayor, the sheriffs, and the aldermen who were most likely to be in charge of his trial, several had been lashed by Defoe in print by name for their public and private morals, their physical and mental infirmities, in a manner which no one of the men would be likely to forget or easily forgive.” But it gets worse. “They had been attacked as individuals, as officials, or as members of a party. . . . Probably every one of them had some personal grudge to pay off against Defoe.” Now, thanks to “The Shortest Way,” in walked the writer who’d smeared them. Revenge on a silver platter. 

			Chief among the men was the hanging judge Sir Salathiel Lovell, city recorder and a member of the Society for the Reformation of Manners, a group that formed in 1691 to eradicate the city’s immoral tendencies. This band of self-proclaimed do-gooders concentrated heavily on prostitution and sodomy, and it just so happened that Defoe had written a scathing treatise against the Society in 1702, entitled “Reformation of Manners.” In it, Defoe pointed out “That no Man is qualified to reprove other Mens Crimes, who allows himself in the Practice of the same.” He elided Lovell’s name, but there was no hiding the target.

			 

			L——l, the Pandor of thy Judgment-Seat,

			Has neither Manners, Honesty, nor Wit;

			Instead of which, he’s plenteously supply’d

			With Nonsense, Noise, Impertinence, and Pride.

			 

			Defoe further exposed the recorder as amenable to the highest bidder.

			 

			He trades in Justice, and the Souls of Men,

			And prostitutes them equally to Gain:

			He has the Publick Book of Rates to show,

			Where every Rogue the Price of Life may know:

			And this one Maxim always goes before,

			He never hangs the Rich, nor saves the Poor.

			 

			No, this wasn’t going to go well at all. Needless to say, the court found Defoe guilty. Lovell sentenced him to pay a fine of two hundred marks (roughly £133), to stand in the pillory three times, and to languish in prison at the Queen’s pleasure—that is, indefinitely. Defoe escaped the gallows, but in early eighteenth-century England, the pillory presented hazards all its own. There was no guarantee that he would survive the punishment; some had perished at the hands of unruly crowds eager to mete out their own justice. 

			[image: ]

			On Thursday, July 29, 1703, Defoe faced the mob at the Royal Exchange in Cornhill, the financial center of London, where he once had lived and owned a hosier business. It lay near where he grew up, so he was no stranger to the crowd. In the distance stood St. Michael’s, where his daughter, Mary, had been buried as an infant. Everywhere he looked, familiar scenes and faces greeted him. At noon, as rain drizzled down, Defoe took his first stand in the pillory. 

			Normally located in a public square, a pillory consisted of a pair of wooden boards erected on a pole and comprised of three holes: one for the head, two for the arms. The structure stood on an elevated platform for better public viewing with a sign above the stocks detailing the crime committed. The criminal generally had to stand for an hour, sometimes more, bent over with head and hands placed through holes in the stocks. The device usually punished crimes of dishonesty or treachery. Spectator participation added to the proceedings. Onlookers roused into a frenzy targeted the prisoner with fruits and vegetables (usually rotten), eggs, rocks, animals (usually dead, sometimes live), or anything else on hand. Even school-aged children shelled whatever they could find at the convict. A hangman officiated and occasionally wiped debris from the criminal’s mouth or nose. 

			Prisoners often exited the pillory bludgeoned and bloodied, and as Samuel Johnson once noted of those who had endured the punishment, “He could not mouth and strut as he used to, and after having been there, people are not very willing to ask a man to their tables who has stood in the pillory.” Anyone sentenced to the pillory also lost the right to vote.

			Defoe had transgressed against abstract authority, not a neighbor. It was a crime the masses could stand. But inside the pillory area, seditious libel didn’t hold such perquisites. Sedition often carried the additional punishment of floggings, branding of the face or tongue, or other mutilation, such as slitting the nose. Fog’s Weekly Journal captured the use of these punishments to great effect a few years later in their coverage of forger Japhet Cook, alias Sir Peter Springer, and his pillory experience. 

			 

			The time being near expired, he was sat on a chair in the pillory, when the hangman, dressed like a butcher, came to him, and with a knife like a gardener’s pruning-knife cut off his ears, and with a pair of scissors slit off both his nostrils, all which Cook bore with great patience; but at the searing with a red-hot iron of his right nostril the pain was so violent that he got up from his chair . . . he went from the pillory bleeding.

			 

			No wonder Defoe pleaded feverishly with Nottingham and others for a pardon. He knew what physical harm a stint in the pillory could have, and he knew the damage it could cause to his reputation as a businessman and a writer. His letters to Nottingham showed him shaken, but as he entered the pillory near the Royal Exchange, he steadied.

			The crowd buoyed him, the people on his side. Lines from his poem “Hymn to the Pillory,” which he had dashed off and published while imprisoned, floated among the visitors drinking to his health. It was an unprecedented show. To his own great surprise, they regaled him as a hero and greeted him with applause. In yet another moment of irony, the pamphlet that had landed Defoe in shackles, “The Shortest Way,” was being hawked among the crowd in great numbers.

			For the next two days, in Cheapside then by Temple Bar, it was more of the same. He took his stand. Crowds gathered to show their support. In return, Defoe put on a brave face. He had risked his own life for what he believed and for the sake of others. Some dispute whether admirers tossed flowers at him instead of garbage, but his time in the pillory became an occasion of triumph. “No man in England but Defoe ever stood in the pillory and later rose to eminence among his fellow men,” writes Moore. 

			Defoe returned to Newgate Prison none the worse for wear. Built in 1188, the ancient jail burned down in the Great Fire before being rebuilt in 1672. The new version remained a dirty, stinking, violent dungeon, however. Defoe paid at least twenty guineas to secure a place in the Press Yard, one of the better wards in the prison. There he took refuge in his writing, passing the time by taking down first-person accounts from Newgate’s cast of thieves, highwaymen, and pirates. With their adventurous tales ringing in his ear, he wrote new pamphlets and oversaw a collection of his already published works. 

			He spent five months in jail, an ordeal that never left him. He recognized how firsthand experience altered perception and influenced narrative perspective. Interviewing subjects made the piece. That was the missing ingredient needed to paint a verbal picture. In Aspects of the Novel, E. M. Forster ponders Defoe’s time as a prisoner: “The author had some great experience himself while in Newgate. We do not know what it was, probably he himself did not know afterwards. . . . But something occurred to him in prison, and out of its vague, powerful emotion Moll and Roxana are born.” 

			Defoe was released from prison in November 1703. In the meantime, other writers had taken potshots at him and left his reputation in tatters. In his absence, his factory had gone belly-up. The business had been earning Defoe the handsome dividend of around £700 yearly. It marked the second time that he’d gone bankrupt. (The first had landed him in debtors’ prison.) 

			While in prison, he had received a brief and cryptic communication. “Pray, ask that gentleman what I can do for him,” came the message from Robert Harley, speaker of the House of Commons. Harley, the man who had initiated the hunt for Defoe in the first place, had interceded with the Queen and helped arrange for Defoe’s liberation. He had eyes on higher office and understood, more than other politicians at the time, the benefits of having friends and allies in the press. Over time, Harley had observed Defoe’s journalistic abilities and saw an opening of potential, for himself and the government. Perhaps Defoe nudged him into action when as a fugitive he’d written to Nottingham in conciliation and offered to serve the Queen “with my hand, my Pen, or my head.” 

			Harley wrote the Earl of Godolphin to discuss his plan: “He is a very capable man, and if his fine be satisfied . . . he may do service, and this may perhaps engage him better than any other rewards, and keep him under the power of an obligation.”

			In a brilliant move, Harley not only rescued Defoe from prison but also restored much of his ruined finances. He also had taken care of Defoe’s wife and family during his imprisonment. Surely Defoe owed him a debt of gratitude for such efforts. In a May 12, 1704, letter, Defoe displayed his appreciation. 

			 

			I am your most humble petitioner, that you will please to abate me all those extasies and extravagancyes a necessary acknowledgement of your generous concern for me would lead me to. I can no more express myself, than I can forgett the obligation. . . . I humbly recognize as the first mover of your thoughts in my favor, will yet put an occasion into my hands, by faithfull, and usefull, application, to satisfye you, that I am the gratefullest wretch alive.

			 

			Defoe never forgot the man who had secured his freedom from Newgate, nor did he disappoint his new benefactor, whether by producing pamphlets on behalf of Harley and the administration, or even working as a spy. 

			In February 1704, with Harley’s backing, Defoe established one of the first newspapers in England. He named it the Review, and at the ripe old age of forty-three, Daniel Defoe became a reporter. 
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			II

			The Streets of London

			The houses of old London are incrusted as thick with anecdotes, legends, and traditions as an old ship is with barnacles. Strange stories about strange men grow like moss in every crevice of the bricks.

			—Walter Thornbury and Edward Walford, Old and New London

			The Great Plague raged and festered from 1665 to 1666. The Great Fire ravaged London in 1666. The Great Storm hit in 1703. The city endured, the slums remained. Some neighborhoods rebuilt themselves, rich beside poor, stacked in, crowded. Because of government planning laws, it was more cost-efficient to build onto existing dwellings, extending a structure out, up, or even beneath the earth. Passageways snaked between edifices, and poor neighborhoods became warrens. 

			London of the eighteenth century was nothing like the urban mecca it became. Outside the old city walls, in a matter of blocks, stacked tenements gave way to green fields dotted with cows. Despite those walls, little buffer existed between rural and urban. Cattle drives took place in the city. Animals and vermin scurried about. Smithfield had a massive sheep den, and the whole place reeked of barnyard. Fleet Ditch, which weaved through the city, offered a dumping spot for everything from offal to human excrement. The streets were just as filthy, full of sewage and garbage, both sometimes tossed from the upper windows of houses. 

			The Thames overflowed with vessels that bumped into one another, a massive parking lot of ships. More than three hundred church spires, towering above the rest of the city, dotted the skyline, St. Paul’s Cathedral the tallest of all. Taverns, alehouses, and dram shops lined the streets. Among them, men, women, and children worked the streets, peddling fish, fruit, and vegetables. Beggars asked for alms, and street singers hawked their ballads. 

			The population of London at the beginning of the century—­including Westminster and nearby villages like Stepney and Chelsea—hovered above 600,000, but population growth was stagnant to slow. Many people came from villages in the country, where they worked in agricultural jobs, to find work in the city. Women pursued jobs as domestics, while men targeted apprenticeships for skilled labor. Despite the influx, the population remained more or less stable because of the high infant mortality rate and, in general, a greater rate of deaths than births. When the city’s rural immigrants died, more took their place.

			Conditions proved “good for a few and bad for most,” as Patrick Pringle writes in Hue and Cry. 

			 

			While worshippers were thronging the churches, mothers were putting their babies out in the streets to die. For every beau in the coffee-house there were scores of people rotting in the gin-shops; for every lady in a toy-shop there were dozens of whores hiring out their undernourished bodies for the price of a loaf of bread. . . . For every pleasure thousands of pains, for every laugh a flood of tears.

			 

			Newcomers packed into the low side of town and pushed the slums to their bursting points. “The city was seen
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