1

Crime and Punishment in Britain c. 1000-present
C. 1000 - c. 1500: Crime and Punishment in Mediaeval England
Crimes against the person, property and authority


Anglo-Saxon justice was based on the idea of the oath. People were expected to keep the
king’s peace. If the peace was broken, there were penalties.



The most common form of penalty was wergild; paying compensation to the victim.



The most serious crime was treason, which was punishable by death.



According to lists of payments, the most common crimes were violence, theft and murder.



Poaching became more serious after the Norman Conquest, when the ‘Forest Laws’ were
introduced.

The nature of law enforcement and punishment


Anglo-Saxon law became the main foundation of later law in England.



It was a simple, traditional and local system of law, based on the family and the tribe.



The victims of crime had to punish the wrong-doer themselves.



The ‘blood feud’ included the right to kill the accused person - or a member of his or her
family - in order to settle the wrong which had been done.



One of the most important jobs of a king was to ensure that the laws were obeyed. Many of
those laws were also made or changed by the king.



There were also laws to protect all people from violence; though even in this aspect of law
enforcement, the wealthy and those who were freemen were given more protection than poor
people and slaves.



The blood-feud was replaced by the wergild or wirgild (from the words for man and money).



This was a system based on the payment of money compensation: wergild was paid if
someone was killed or murdered; a botgeld (botgild) was payable for injuries.



Punishment was based on the idea of deterrence; as there was no police force, punishments
were made as severe as possible to discourage offenders.



Offenders were also expected to pay compensation to victims.
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Examples of wergild: killing a thane 1200 shillings; killing a churl 200 shillings, cutting off a
nose 60 shillings
Law courts


England was divided into shires; each was controlled by a royal official known as the shirereeve (sheriff).



Shires were divided up into Hundreds (hundred families). The hundred courts dealt with
minor cases, while the shire court dealt with more serious crime. The sheriff had to act on
writs sent by the king.



In towns there were also special burgh (borough) courts.



The free inhabitants of each small community had to belong to a Tithing. This was a group of
ten men, who were responsible for each other’s behaviour.



The Anglo-Saxons had no police force, so it was the duty of all Tithings to arrest criminals by
raising the ‘hue and cry’.

How were cases judged?


Trial by the community: this involved using a jury (made up of local men who knew the people
involved).



The accused tried to prove his innocence by swearing he was not guilty, using oath helpers
or compurgators.



Trial by ordeal: if the accused was a suspicious character and had often been accused of
crimes, or had ever been found guilty of perjury (lying under oath), or the jury simply could not
agree, the defendant had to undergo trial by ordeal.



There were three types of ordeal: cold water, hot water, and hot iron.

Anglo-Saxon punishments


The most common form of punishment was the payment of compensation and fines.



More serious crimes (treason, betrayal of your lord, murder, arson and house-breaking) were
punished by death and the confiscation of all the criminal’s goods and property.



The most common form of execution was death by hanging. However, the church favoured
the avoidance of the death penalty and the use instead of harsh physical punishments.
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Norman Law
Continuity


The Normans continued the English legal system, but added an extra layer on top.



Norman law was based on the idea of the mund; this was an area of land around every man’s
home in which peace and order should be allowed to exist.



After 1066, because the king owned the whole country; his mund covered everybody. William
I was responsible for law and order throughout his kingdom.



Law under the Normans was similar to that which had become established in Anglo-Saxon
England.



Shire courts and sheriffs continued, although the Normans used the term county instead of
shire.



Hundreds also continued almost unchanged for many years. Hundreds were groups of
families that had courts for minor offences



Tithings, the system of hue and cry, the use of compurgators and trial by ordeal, all
continued.



Punishment continued to be based on deterrence. Fines, capital and corporal punishment
were widely used.



Wergild and the idea of compensation continued after the Norman Conquest, but gradually
became less important because kings took greater control of the law.



There is no date when it finally disappeared, but the reforms of Henry II (1154-89) made it
less likely.



There are cases of compensation being paid as late as the mid-fifteenth century.

Change


Forest Laws: as well as covering large areas of woodlands, the Forest Laws also included
farms and villages, and many of the more remote places of England. Punishments for
breaking these laws were very cruel.



Trial by battle: Although this was not a common method of settling disputes, it outlasted the
other ordeals and was not abolished until 1219.



Murdrum: the Normans were a small minority in England; they were often subject to attacks
and killed.



If a dead body was discovered, the local community would be punished unless it could be
proved that the dead person was not a Norman.
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This became known as ‘proof of Englishry’. If this was not possible, a fine was levied on the
local community.



The Normans also made Latin the official language of the court records.



Norman-French became the language for all court proceedings. This lasted until the 1650s.



These changes meant that the English had much less influence over the legal system.

Developments in local law


Local manor courts settled small disputes. There were also honour courts which dealt with
cases arising in any of the villages and manors belonging to the same lord.



Proceedings were run by the reeve or the steward.



These courts came to be replaced by what were called courts leet. A court leet was a manor
court in which the lord had extra rights and powers.



Towns also came under the king’s mund. To set up a new town, people had to get a charter
from the king, which allowed them to have their own borough court.

Case study
The influence of the Church on crime and punishment in the early thirteenth century


In 1154, Henry II became king and he decided to help restore peace by updating and
codifying the laws of England.



Henry II laid the basis of what became English Common Law. In 1164, Henry issued the
Constitutions of Clarendon, which summarised the existing law and legal procedures.



The importance of the Church continued under the Normans, as both the taking of oaths and
trial by ordeal continued as the main methods of deciding guilt or innocence.



The Church also claimed the right to try any churchman accused of a crime in its own courts.



In fact, William I had allowed the church to set them up after 1066. This was called Benefit of
Clergy.



The Church also allowed the Right of Sanctuary; this meant that anyone being chased for a
crime could seek sanctuary in a Church and be free from arrest.
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The Church and the Law
Trial by ordeal


These were the various ‘ordeals’; guilt could be tested by the ordeal of fire, where the suspect
had to carry a bar of red-hot iron in his hands while he walked nine marked paces.



Ordeal by hot mater was similar; the accused had to pick a stone out of boiling water.



In both cases the hand was bandaged for three days and then inspected. If innocent, the
wound would have healed.



In ordeal of water, the accused was thrown into water and if they sank, they were declared
innocent, but if they floated, they were guilty and taken out and hanged.



The Coroner was always present to record these happenings, with an eye on the forfeiture of
the felon's goods.



In 1215, these practices were forbidden by an Edict of the Lateran Council.



As a blessing was essential for ordeal to work, all forms were stopped in 1215.



Ordeal by combat and battle was introduced by the Normans and was also witnessed and
recorded by the Coroner.



The aggrieved party claimed the right to fight the alleged offender, or to pay a champion to
fight for him.



This usually arose through an ‘appeal’ which, in those days, meant a private prosecution
organised by the Coroner.



This died out effectively in the 13th Century, but the statute that allowed trial by battle was
never abolished.



In 1818, someone claimed the right of combat with his accuser. This case then led to its
formal abolition.



Wergild was no longer used. Serious crimes were punished by death and mutilation.

Benefit of Clergy


Benefit of Clergy was the most common way of avoiding execution as churchmen could not
be punished in the king’s courts.



Church courts not only covered priests and church buildings but also many ‘social offences’.



Adultery and all cases to do with wills went to church courts; there was one in every diocese.



Major cases went to provincial courts at Canterbury and York.
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To prove you were a churchman you had to read aloud this passage from the Bible:



Oh loving and kind God, have mercy. Have pity upon my transgressions (Psalm 51, Verse 1).



This verse became known as the ‘neck-verse’ because reading it saved the necks of many
criminals.




The theory behind this was that generally the only people who could read were churchmen.
Criminals learned the verse by heart even if they could not read.



This option was only open to men as women could not become priests.



Benefit of clergy did not get you off punishment altogether. The church preferred mutilation to
execution as it wanted to give the convict a chance to repent.



The church courts were seen as much less harsh than the King’s court or the manor courts.



Over time, more and more people claimed the benefit of the clergy, from monks to the church
doorkeeper.

Sanctuary


If someone was being pursued for committing a crime and they made it to a church they could
claim sanctuary.



In English common law, anyone accused of a felony could take refuge in a church for 40
days.



The criminal, suspect or gaol-breaker only had to reach a church, or even a religious building
such as an Abbot's House, to claim sanctuary for forty days.



It was not always necessary to enter the actual building, the churchyard was usually
sufficient.



The fugitive had to come unarmed and was not have committed any sacrilege.



In some places, a wide area around the church was equally safe, the boundaries being
marked by special ‘sanctuary posts’.



This would give the criminal breathing space to decide on his next move. There were a
number of alternatives.



There was a good chance of escaping again. Local people had to provide a guard and food,
so quite often they would turn a blind eye and let the person slip away.



If that happened the Coroner would put them up before the Judges for a stiff fine at the next
court



Another alternative was surrender to the Coroner or Sheriff, but that almost certainly meant
dangling at the end of a rope.

7


A further alternative was to ‘abjure the realm’, meaning he could avoid trial and execution by
leaving the country under a set routine prescribed by the Coroner.



The Coroner was responsible for arranging these ‘abjurations of the realm’ for fugitives in
sanctuary.



He had to take their confessions without which they were not allowed to leave.



He would seize all their land and possessions, if they had any, and record all the details for
presentation at the next Eyre.



At that time, the person could submit to a trial and take the consequences, or he could
confess and leave the kingdom, swearing never to return without the king's permission.



In most cases the fugitive confessed to the Coroner, then he ‘abjured the realm’.



The confession was usually taken by the Coroner at the gate or stile of the churchyard, or in
the chancel. It had to refer to a felony, not a lesser offence.



In 1241, a Berkshire Coroner was himself hauled before the Justices in Eyre for allowing a
man to ‘abjure the realm’ for a petty larceny of corn worth only sixpence. The minimum
amount for a felony was the theft of a shilling.



After taking this oath, the Coroner had to arrange for his departure. The most important
matter was the choice of a port of embarkation.



Coroners saw this as a way of punishing criminals who appeared to be getting away with
crimes.



Many Coroners chose ports that were as far as possible from the place of sanctuary.



Many Yorkshire Coroners made their felons walk all the way to Dover, sometimes giving them
an impossibly short time to get there.



A Kent Coroner, in 1313, was censured for sending a felon to Portsmouth, when Dover was
just down the road, though most similar acts by Coroners went unchallenged.



The law stated that felons must abjure the realm of England, so many went to Scotland,
Ireland and even Wales.



In some areas, a long white robe had to be worn instead of sackcloth to mark the felon out to
the public and carry a wooden cross.



The Coroner was also obliged to give a public warning to the local people, ordering them not
to interfere with the abjuror en route.



This was often disregarded as soon as he went around the first bend in the road. Many were
murdered before they got very far.
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If the fugitive dared use the footpath alongside the highway he was considered ‘as the wolf's
head’, as the expression went, and was fair game for decapitation.



In the Bishopric of Durham there was a system whereby he was handed on from Constable to
Constable along the route, but elsewhere the abjuror was at the mercy of the local people.



Probably only a small proportion ever reached their nominated port of departure. A large
number simply disappeared and became outlaws.



The few who did get to the port had to go through the ritual of seeking a ship and wading in
and out with the tide each day until a passage was possible.



If they could not leave within forty days due to bad weather, then, in theory, they could seek
new sanctuary in a local church and start the business all over again.



The majority probably just threw away their wooden crosses on a lonely stretch of road.



They then melted away into the woods to take up a new identity or join the many bands of
outlaws that plagued the country



A person was not allowed to claim sanctuary if they had committed certain crimes such as
heresy.



Over time, the number of crimes a person was not allowed to claim sanctuary for was
increased. Henry VIII dissolved the monasteries in 1536 and sanctuary ended entirely.
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C. 1500 – c. 1700: Crime and Punishment in early modern England
Nature and changing definitions of criminal activity
Continuity


The main types of crime tended to be petty theft, as they had been during the Middle Ages.



In the period 1450 -1750, courts did not distinguish between manslaughter (unintentional or
accidental killing) and murder (deliberate killing).



Overall, the homicide rate appears to have gone down during this period, although there was
a high level of violence in the home against women and children.



Organised gangs of young pickpockets or burglars also began to appear, and the number of
house-breaking offences increased.



Organised crime received much attention. This was particularly true of London, which grew
from about 50 000 in 1500 to about 750 000 in 1700.



Three types of crime mainly committed by ordinary people caused particular concern: these
were the growth in robbery on the streets and on the roads; smuggling; and poaching.



Large numbers of people were often involved, so it was difficult for the authorities to stamp
them out.



This is also an example of how government’s can ‘create’ crime by introducing new, or
altering existing, laws.

Change


Robbery on the streets by footpads, in large towns and cities, had been a problem for a long
time.



Highway robberies became much more common in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
as more people travelled.



Highwaymen had a good chance of getting away with their crimes. In the early eighteenth
century, more roads were built and travel increased because of a greater use of coaches.

Why was smuggling common?


In the sixteenth century, tobacco was the main item smuggled; in the eighteenth century, the
main item smuggled was tea.



Other goods smuggled were foreign wines, spirits (especially brandy), silk and lace - usually
taxed by the government to try to protect British agriculture and industry from foreign
competition.
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Smuggling was carried out mostly at night, off the coast of counties such as Cornwall and
Devon



Many smugglers operated in violent gangs, often numbering 50 or even 100. They were quite
prepared to torture or even kill customs officials.



The Hawkhurst gang in Kent was especially notorious. Smuggling began to decline in the
nineteenth century as governments reduced import duties.

Poaching and other rural crimes


The most common crime in rural areas was poaching.



Wealthy landowners and the aristocracy saw poaching as an attack on their property rights



The first law against poaching was passed in 1389, and many more followed over the
centuries. The most important one was the Game Act of 1671.



Many gangs of poachers also operated - for profit, like the smugglers. And, as with
smuggling, gangs often used violence.



In 1707 a law made buying, selling or possessing game an offence, as well as hunting or
trapping it. But the fines and even prison sentences did not stop people poaching.

Traitors and heretics: Why was treason seen as so serious?


Rulers saw treason as a threat to their own power, and also as a crime against God - the
‘Divine Right of Kings’.



At the same time, most wealthy people feared any rebellion would weaken their own position
and their property rights by leading to unrest and even civil war.



In fact, the period 1450 -1750 saw a large number of rebellions and other acts of treason.



In addition to a full-blown rebellion, the authorities often had to deal with riots and protests
against low wages or high prices.

Heresy under the Tudors


Heresy was a much bigger problem in the sixteenth century as the Christian religion split into
Catholic and Protestant.



From the reign of Henry VIII to that of James I, the religion of the reigning monarch in
England changed four times.



The reign of Mary I, 1553-58, is often seen as the worst example of religious persecution and she was known as ‘Bloody Mary’. In all, less than 300 were executed for heresy.



Her sister, Elizabeth, had over 250 Catholics executed after she decided to make England
Protestant again when she became queen in 1558.
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New definitions of crime
Vagabondage
Vagabondage became increasingly serious during the sixteenth century. Groups of beggars
became to roam the country looking for work and causing trouble.
Why did vagabondage grow?


In the first half of the century, arable fields were enclosed, especially in the north of England,
and turned to pasture for sheep.



Labourers were forced off the land and had to look for work elsewhere.



In the 1530s, the monasteries were dissolved by Henry VIII. These had traditionally looked
after the poor in times of hardship.



The breakdown of feudal society meant that people were released from the bonds that had
held society together.



This had begun after the Black Death in the fourteenth century and increased as a result of
the Wars of the Roses.

Why were vagabonds feared?


There were no police forces to keep a check on strangers. Anybody new to an area was
regarded as a suspicious.



As landless people, there was no one ‘looking after’ them. Medieval law and order was based
on a society in which individuals were responsible for people lower down the hierarchy.



Beggars were seen as a threat to law and order because they moved freely from place to
place.



Movement was something new; most people in the Middle Ages never left the place wher
they were born

What was done?


Between 1531 and 1598, various laws were passed which set down the punishments for
vagrancy.



These included whipping, being branded with the letter ‘V’ on their forehead, or being sent
into slavery for two years.



Those convicted of a second offence of vagrancy could be executed, or sold into slavery for
life. Later, some of these punishments were repealed as being too harsh.
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Eventually, the authorities realised there were genuine cases of poverty. They tried to
distinguish between ‘impotent poor’.



In 1572, JPs were given powers to collect a weekly poor-rate (tax) from each parish to help
provide for poor people who were genuinely ill, disabled or too old to work.



In 1598, a system of ‘overseers of the poor’ in each parish was introduced. However, special
institutions - houses of correction - were set up to deal with the ‘sturdy’ poor.



In 1601, the Great Poor Law Act brought together all previous measures to help the poor, and
ordered local councils to collect a poor rate to provide workhouses and hospitals.



The main aim was to force people to stay in one place if they wanted relief. This system
lasted until 1834 and a new Poor Law Act.



From about 1650, the rate of population growth began to slow down; this helped reduce the
volume of poverty.

Why did witchcraft cases become so much more common?


Both Catholic and Protestant rulers and church leaders called for action against suspected
witches.



The economic problems of this period caused several periods of poverty for many people,
and the gap between rich and poor tended to widen during this period.



Many turned to magic and charms as a way of trying to improve their luck; many blamed bad
luck on evil spirits and the spells of witches.

The role of the state


From medieval times to the sixteenth century, witchcraft was rarely prosecuted - only about
15 women were executed for witchcraft in this period.



However, during the period 1530 - 1650, there were many more trials - especially in the
1560s and the 1640s.



In 1542, Henry VIII passed an act which made witchcraft a capital offence; under Mary I, an
act in 1563 set punishments for minor and major witchcraft.



In 1604, a law under James I consolidated all witchcraft laws. Like the Tudors, he also saw
the secrecy surrounding witchcraft as allowing opportunities for traitors to get together.
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The nature of law enforcement and punishment
The role of authorities and local communities


Under the Tudors, about 80% of crimes were various forms of theft, with most of the rest
being crimes against the person.



Hue and cry was still the main method of catching criminals; there was no professional police
force, and only unpaid part-time constables.



At times of protest or riot, the army was sent in by the government - the army was also used
on occasions to try to stamp out surges in offences like smuggling.



The most serious crimes and offences were still dealt with twice a year by royal judges in the
County Assizes.



During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, JPs played an increasingly important role in
local law enforcement.



JPs also became responsible for supervising the growing number of laws dealing with wages,
prices, and road and bridge repairs. They also had to supervise and enforce the vagrancy
and poor laws.



In general, the punishments given by JPs were mainly fines, whipping or a spell in the pillory
or stocks. However, in the Quarter Sessions, they could impose the death penalty.



In towns, Aldermen and the mayors were the equivalent of JPs.



They could sentence people to the pillory or the stocks, or to a whipping. Instead of
constables, towns relied on a watchman or a bellman. Their patrols were supposed to deter
criminals from committing crime.

Manor courts and church courts


The old manor and church courts also dealt with some cases of minor crime.



The church courts usually dealt with people who had been drunk and disorderly, particularly
argumentative, or had broken some traditional customs about sexual behaviour.

Punishments


The main emphasis on punishment continued to be deterrence. These were made as
unpleasant as possible.



Executions, such as that of the Duke of Northumberland in 1553, were carried out in public so
that as many as possible could watch.



That was the only way that it could be proved that someone had been put to death.
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The head was exhibited on a gate in London and four quarters of the body were sent to other
parts of the country; usually, Norwich, York, Chester and Exeter or Bristol.



Common criminals could be hanged, drawn, disembowelled and quartered.



The Bloody Code introduced 200 capital offences from the 1680s; most of these were
punishments for poaching. The Black Act alone introduced 50.



The bodies of executed criminals were left in gibbets by the roadside for a year as a warning
to people.

The punishment of ‘common’ criminals


The authorities saw highwaymen as the most serious criminal threat - hence large rewards
were offered for information, and anyone found guilty was almost always hanged.



Smuggling, too, was usually dealt with harshly and, if an official had been killed, hanging was
inevitable.



In 1736, the death penalty was brought in for wounding a Customs Officer, or possessing
particularly large amounts of smuggled goods.



In 1723, the Black Act made the poaching of deer, rabbits and hares capital

Punishment and the ‘Bloody Code’


The ‘Bloody Code’ was the name later given to the English legal system which operated from
the late seventeenth century to the early nineteenth century.



It was called ‘Bloody’ because of the huge number of crimes for which the death penalty
could be imposed.



In 1688, the figure was about 50 - by 1820, this had risen to over 200. In 1723, the Waltham
Black Act alone had added 50 new capital offences.



Any theft of an item worth more than one shilling (later increased to five shillings) also
remained as a capital offence. Consequently, hundreds of people were hanged every year
during this period.



The authorities believed the public hangings would act as a deterrent and frighten people into
obeying the law.



Juries were often reluctant to convict, while some judges deliberately valued the worth of the
goods stolen under the official hanging level.

Other punishments


Other punishments included whipping, branding, mutilation, the pillory and the stocks, which
had survived from the Middle Ages.
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This period also saw two new punishments: imprisonment and transportation.



Houses of corrections were for unmarried mothers, runaway apprentices and habitual
criminals, as well as for vagrants.



Transportation began after the mid-seventeenth century, when criminals were increasingly
sent to the English colonies in North America.



In 1718, a Transportation Act was passed and, in the next 50 years, over 70% of all those
convicted at the Old Bailey Court in London were transported.



The colony of Georgia in the Americas was founded for transportation.

Why did attitudes to crime and punishment change?


Growth of population and towns: over the next 300 years, England’s population - especially in
towns - increased greatly.



Social and economic developments: From the sixteenth century, the larger landowners and
wealthy merchants became extremely rich.



Property and power: as the wealth of landowners and merchants increased, they began to
want a bigger say in the running of the country. They were also concerned to control crime
and protect their property from the poor.



The spread of ideas: ideas about politics and religion were able to spread more quickly.



The invention of printing, and an increase in the numbers of people who could read, meant
important ideas reached down to the lower classes as well as those who traditionally
exercised power.



Improvements in travel: the use of coaches and wider possession of horses also helped ideas
to spread more widely and more quickly. There were many reports about the growth of crime.



Attitudes about crime and poverty: the upper and middle classes were also worried by the fact
that, since the Middle Ages, feudal restrictions on travel for ordinary people had been lifted.

What were the links between crime and poverty?


Many of the laws in this period were designed to contain the ‘threat’ which the wealthy middle
classes believed now came from the lower orders of society.



Protestant religions, especially Calvinism and Puritanism, saw wealth as the result of hard
work and God’s blessing - the poor came to be seen as lazy and sinful.



Wages fell in the 1540s and 1550s. There was rapid inflation. Increased rents and the
enclosure of common and waste land forced many ordinary people off the land.
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The Dissolution of the Monasteries increased unemployment and poverty. This increased
poverty alarmed the ‘respectable’ wealthier classes, especially when robberies and thefts
seemed to increase.



Vagabonds and ‘sturdy beggars’: wealthier members of society were particularly worried by
the emergence of various types of vagrants, who wandered from place to place, begging for
food and money.



These beggars - or vagabonds - were seen as a real threat to the community, and so laws
were passed to make begging and vagrancy criminal offences.

Punishments for treason


Cases of treason were usually decided in the Court of Star Chamber.



There were also the special courts of the Council of the North and the Council of the Welsh
Marches.



Upper class people were usually beheaded with an axe or sword, especially if they were in
any way related to the royal family.



Ordinary people (commoners) were usually sentenced to a much more gruesome - and
painful - method of execution known as hanging, drawing and quartering.

Case studies
The Gunpowder Plot


When James VI of Scotland became James I of England in 1603, some Catholics expected a
relaxation of laws against their religion. They were to be disappointed.



In 1604, a small group of young Catholics began plotting a violent act of revenge. The head
of this band was Robert Catesby, a rebellious member of the minor gentry.



In May 1604, they gathered in London and started to hatch out their plan. The idea they
settled upon was to ignite a huge cache of gunpowder underneath Westminster on the
opening session of parliament.



The resulting explosion would then wipe out almost the entire English establishment: the royal
family, the MPs, the lords and the leading bishops.



Guy Fawkes, a Catholic volunteer who had been fighting in the Low Countries, was the man
selected to prepare the gunpowder and light the fuse.



The plotters rented a cellar below the Palace of Westminster and filled it with gunpowder,
ready for the state opening of parliament on 5 November 1605.



All seemed to be going to plan but then, with just over a week to go, Lord Monteagle received
a tip-off.
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Monteagle took the note to Robert Cecil, the secretary of state. Cecil oversaw a powerful
intelligence network and it is possible that he knew of the plot already.



In fact theories persist that he himself had penned the letter in order to test Monteagle’s
loyalty.



In any case the information passing into Cecil’s hands was a worrying development indeed
for the conspirators.



One of the plotters, Thomas Winter, got wind of the Monteagle letter and told Catesby the
news but the ringleader refused to be dissuaded and decided to continue with the plan,
despite the increased risks.



Cecil took the message to King James but nothing was done with the information initially,
perhaps so that the conspirators could be allowed to incriminate themselves further.



Then on 4 November the Earl of Suffolk, who was responsible for the arrangements for the
new parliamentary session, made an inspection of the vaults.



He found Fawkes together with a great deal of firewood that was covering the gunpowder.



Lord Monteagle was also in the search party and was surprised to find that the vault was
rented by Thomas Percy, who he knew to be a Catholic.



King James ordered a second search at midnight. This time Fawkes was arrested and the
firewood was removed to uncover the gunpowder barrels.



News of Fawkes’s arrest spread quickly, causing the flight of Catesby and the other plotters
away from London.



Had their scheme gone as planned, the conspirators hoped to ignite a Catholic uprising in the
Midlands, with King James’s nine-year-old daughter Elizabeth as a potential new queen.



Even though Fawkes was in custody, Catesby resolved to go ahead with his planned
insurrection.



On the night of 5 November Catesby stopped off at Warwick Castle to steal horses and then
spent the next couple of days with a dwindling group of followers, seeking support.



Yet the Catholic hierarchy showed little interest in the revolt. Catesby’s men arrived at
Holbeche House in Staffordshire on 7 November where they resolved to make their final
stand.



The Gunpowder Plot had failed utterly, to the delight of the Protestant English. On
5 November bonfires were lit in celebration, a practice that continues to this day.



For the Catholic minority the attempt at mass murder had disastrous consequences.



King James responded to the attempt on his life relatively calmly, without the bloody reprisals
that might have been expected.
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Nevertheless the Gunpowder Plot did lead to a worsening of Catholic/Protestant relations,
which were not normalised until the 19th century.



In recent years some historians have begun to question the traditional story of the
Gunpowder Plot.



Some have argued that the conspiracy was really devised by Robert Cecil and Lord
Monteagle.



This version claims that Cecil blackmailed Robert Catesby into organising the plot. It is
argued that Cecil's aim was to make people in England hate Catholics.



For example, people were so angry after they found out about the plot, that they agreed to
Cecil's plans to pass a series of laws persecuting Catholics.



It has also been pointed out that James I gave Lord Monteagle an annuity of £500 for life,
plus lands worth a further £200 per year.



Rumours soon began circulating that Monteagle had arranged for Francis Tresham to be
poisoned while being held captive in the Tower of London.

Witchcraft


There were very few witchcraft trials in the Middle Ages; the number increased from the late
sixteenth century.

Why did it increase?


The main reason was the impact of the Protestant Reformation in the early sixteenth century.



Protestants such as Calvinists were much more severe in their behaviour and tended to
suspect people who were different.



The worst examples of attacks on witchcraft were in the Protestant areas of Germany.



Accusations of witchcraft could also be purely personal and based on greed or hatred.



In 1542 Parliament passed the Witchcraft Act which defined witchcraft as a crime punishable
by death. It was repealed five years later, but restored by a new Act in 1562.



A further law was passed in 1604 during the reign of James I who took a keen interest in
demonology and even published a book on it.



The 1562 and 1604 Acts transferred the trial of witches from the Church to the ordinary
courts.



Formal accusations against witches, who were usually poor, elderly women, reached a peak
in the late 16th century, particularly in south-east England.



513 witches were put on trial there between 1560 and 1700, though only 112 were executed.
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The growth of witchcraft trials


Over 90% of those accused of witchcraft during the period 1500 - 1700 were women - usually
old women who lived on their own (they would be more likely to know about the old religion).



The Puritans in particular tended to see women as temptresses, and more likely to be
persuaded to do the Devil’s work.



The English Civil War (1642-1645) resulted in a victory for Parliament and Puritans. They
attacked idolatry and often accuse people of being in league with the Devil.



Once a woman had been accused of witchcraft, the authorities would look for ‘evidence’.



At certain times during this period, whole communities seemed gripped by mass hysteria.



This was especially true of East Anglia, where Matthew Hopkins helped create a great panic
over witches. Hopkins became known as ‘The Witch-finder General’.



At the same time, the pace of economic and social change began to slow down, and the
hysteria subsided.



In the period 1563 - 1700, about 3000 women in England were officially tried for witchcraft; of
these, about 400 were hanged, while many more died in prison.

Witchcraft trials


When a case came before the court, evidence was given by four different categories of
witness.



Accusers were often neighbours who claimed they were the victims of witchcraft.



Interrogators were people such as Hopkins who questioned the accused.



Watchers were employed to observe the witch in her home or in prison to see if her imps
appeared.



The searchers checked the woman’s body for witch’s marks, teats or paps from which her
imps suckled.



Although the use of torture to extract a confession was illegal in England, Ireland and Wales,
it was permitted in Scotland.



Informal types of torture were often used by men such as Hopkins at a local level, often
presided over by a magistrate or local constable.



One such method was sleep deprivation, whereby the accused would be forced to walk back
and forth until exhausted and then denied rest.
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Another, more public and informal type of trial was ‘swimming’ the accused to prove their
guilt.



The victim’s right thumb would be tied to their left big toe and they would be thrown into a
nearby pond or river.



If they sank, they were innocent; if they floated, they had been rejected by the water as a
servant of the devil, in a type of reverse baptism.



As a capital offence, witchcraft trials in England were held before a judge and a jury under the
common law system, during which evidence against the accused was presented.



Court records reveal extraordinary stories of witches flying out of windows on broomsticks or
cavorting with satanic imps.



There are many theories to explain why the accused told such stories to juries.



Physical and mental pressures explain to a certain degree why a substantial number of
women accused of witchcraft made the confessions they did.



The amount of bullying and harsh treatment that was used against them must not be
underestimated.



However, some women clearly believed they had met the devil and he had persuaded them
to use witchcraft.



Some historians cite mental health disorders; others attribute it to attention-seeking.



Only 25 per cent of those tried across the period were found guilty and executed. In fact, the
total number of people tried for witchcraft in England throughout the period was no more than
2,000.

Matthew Hopkins


The most successful witch-finder was Matthew Hopkins, who worked in the mid-seventeenth
century. He became known as the Witch-finder General.



In 1643, William Dowsing, a puritan farmer, was appointed by Parliament o smash stained
glass windows and decorative images in the churches of Suffolk.



Although many people undertook this work, William Dowing was the only one to keep a
personal diary.



William Dowsing visited Matthew Hopkins father’s old church in Wenham in February 1644.



One month later, Matthew Hopkins claimed to have seen the first witches in his home town of
Manningtree.



The religious cleansing of churches could have easily changed into the cleansing of people.
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When Hopkins travelled around Essex and Suffolk, he followed a route very similar to that of
Dowsing.



Hopkins wrote about first seeing witches in his ‘Discovery of Witches’ pamphlet, and being
inspired by this to work as a Witchfinder.



Until the Hopkins trial at Bury St Edmunds in 1645, the biggest legal case had been the 11
Pendle Hill witches who were tried at Lancaster in 1612.



Hopkins was paid by local parishes to find and try witches, usually by confession so it was
obviously in his interest to extract those confessions.



It is estimated Hopkins' work led to around 100 executions across East Anglia.



For Hopkins it was about money. Ipswich paid Hopkins, as did Stowmarket, around £21,
which at the time was an incredible amount of money.



Ipswich had to introduce a tax because they had so many witches the jail was full and
someone had to pay the jailer.

Hopkins in Essex and Suffolk


Matthew Hopkins first heard rumours about local women who are said to be witches and in
March of 1645.



Anne West, her 15 year old daughter Rebecca and a toothless 80 year old one legged
woman known locally as ‘Mother Clarke’ were his first accused.



All three were held in Colchester castle imprisoned from early March to the Assizes in July,
and Hopkins visited Rebecca in several occasions in March and April of 1645.



Once he had gained a confession from Rebecca she was acquitted and allowed to live, whilst
the other two were condemned.



Hopkins travelled everywhere with John Stearne and a group described as a ‘company of
men and women’.



By July of 1645, Hopkins had a company of ‘experts’ to call on and a successful (and
profitable) prosecution for local witchcraft already under his belt.



The Company travelled first into Essex and visited many villages and towns. It then went into
Suffolk.



By the end of 1645, the Company had condemned at least 117 Witches to death.



The Norfolk trials were also concluded by the end of 1645, taking in King Lynn and
Yarmouth.



In 1645, Parliament granted a special commission to monitor the Suffolk witch-hunt’s; this
was presided over by a judge and several Justices of the Peace.
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The swimming test, which Hopkins used frequently, was illegal according to this commission.



John Godbolt, leader of the Commission warned Hopkins against using the practice of
swimming to determine guilt and he abandoned the practice before the end of the year.



Hopkins’ title of Witch-finder General was never officially backed by the commission or
anyone else.



The commission, instead of stopping his work, ensured that Hopkins could claim an unofficial
backing from Parliament to continue.



Hopkins and Stearne continued their witch hunting into 1647 with a charter into the Fens, but
Hopkins failing health meant that Stearne took over the commission.

Hopkins methods


The Witch-finder General often gained confessions which stated a woman was a little too
familiar with her ‘familiars’.



Familiars were generally considered to be demons in the guise of earthly beasts (cats, goats,
etc.).



The women were often searched for a third teat as proof of connection with the Devil.



Once these tell-tale marks had been found, the suspect was observed to see whether she
was visited by imps.



It took only the chance arrival of a mouse, cat or bird through an open window to convince the
watchers that they were in the presence of one of Satan's emissaries.



The more witches who were found, the more the services of Hopkins and his like were in
demand.



Not all Puritans believed in witchcraft; indeed, the first blow to the witch-finders' credibility was
struck by a Puritan cleric, John Gaule.



He wrote a 200-page book exposing of Hopkins's dubious methods. This did much to dampen
support for witch hunting.



By the time Hopkins, still in his twenties, died of tuberculosis in 1647, the reaction against him
was already beginning to set in.



This was in part because of the prodigious cost of imprisoning, prosecuting and executing so
many felons. By the late 1640s, most witchcraft prosecutions were ending in acquittals.
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C. 1700 – c. 1900: Crime and punishment in eighteenth and nineteenth
century Britain
Nature and changing definitions of criminal activity
Continuity


The main crimes in the eighteenth century were petty violence and theft. The crimes that
attracted most attention were smuggling, poaching and highway robbery



Poaching was punished by numerous Game Laws and was difficult to prevent.



It was treated with great severity by landowners, who used man-traps to catch poachers.



Local people treated poaching far less seriously and poachers were often let off for minor
offences



Smuggling was treated with disdain by many people. It was regarded as almost acceptable to
buy smuggled goods.



In the south of England it was often the main industry in coastal counties. The Hawkhurst
Gang in Kent were about 30 strong and very difficult to stop.



Revenue officers were appointed to catch smugglers but were often attacked and even killed



Highwaymen became common as travel increased as a result of the Industrial Revolution.



They congregated on open land just outside London, e.g. Hampstead and Hounslow Heaths
and Highgate Hill.



Governments passed a series of laws intended to stop smuggling and poaching; crimes
against property became more serious as industrialisation developed.

Changing definitions of crime
The end of witchcraft trials


In England, witchcraft continued to be a crime into the eighteenth century: the last official trial
was in 1712, but the last execution for this offence was in 1682.



In 1736, all laws concerning witchcraft were abolished, mainly as the result of changing
attitudes which were associated with the Enlightenment.



In general, religion, magic and superstition became less important during the eighteenth
century.



Secular, scientific and rational attitudes took hold and began to have more influence.
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Great poverty declined, and more people began to share in a little of the prosperity. This
reduced the tensions in villages.



Most uneducated people (especially in remote rural areas) still clung to their belief in the old
superstitions and the supernatural.

The Tolpuddle Martyrs


In 1789, revolution broke out in France. In 1792, the king was deposed and executed in
January 1793



In the 1790s, there were several threats of invasion from France and the government reacted
with Acts to restrict personal liberty.



In 1797, there was a series of naval mutinies at Spithead and The Nore.



The government reacted by passing the Secret Oaths Act; this made it illegal to take an oath
in secret.



This was the usual method of initiation at a time when most people were illiterate.



In 1799, the Corresponding Societies Act declared that such societies were illegal.



The Combination Acts made all ‘combinations’ (i.e. Trade Unions) of workers and
employers illegal.



In 1824-5, the Combination Acts were repealed; this made trade unions legal.



A number of unions were set up in the 1820s, but only the Builders’ Union was reasonably
successful.



The problem was that most workers were too poorly paid to be able to afford fees and that
made strikes virtually impossible.



In 1833, Robert Owen set up the Grand Consolidated Trades Union the following year.



Owen was a factory owner, who had developed New Lanark Mills in Scotland. Workers had
been well paid and cleanly housed.



Owen had travelled to the USA in 1828 and started a similar venture at New Harmony in
Indiana.



The GNCTU was intended to cover all working men and Owen planned a national strike.



He attempted to introduce a new currency based on the amount of work that people did.



The formation of the GNCTU coincided with an agricultural depression and rising prices.



At the same time, there was unrest at the failure of the Reform Act of 1832 to give the vote to
any working men.
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There was also opposition to the effects of the Poor Law Amendment Act on 1834, which
banned the payment of relief and forced the unemployed into workhouses.



The worst effects were felt in the countryside.



Employers tried to force their employees to sign ‘The Document’ - a form by which they
promised they were not members of the GNCTU.



About 40 farm labourers in the small village of Tolpuddle in Dorset met in secret to join the
GNCTU, and decided to swear an oath to keep their union secret.



They were protesting against a cut in their wages from 9 shillings (45p) a week to 7 shillings
(35p).



According to the Mutiny Act of 1797, it was illegal to swear oaths.



Farmers found out about the union, and decided to break it. The magistrates ordered the
arrest of those involved.



In 1834 James Frampton, a local landowner, wrote to the Prime Minister, Lord Melbourne, to
complain about the union.



James Brine, James Hammett, George Loveless, George's brother James Loveless,
George's brother in-law Thomas Standfield, and Thomas's son John Standfield were arrested
and tried.



The judge, under pressure from the government, sentenced George Loveless and his
companions to seven years transportation to the penal colony in New South Wales, Australia,
'not for anything they had done, but as an example to others'.



They became known as the ‘Tolpuddle Martyrs’ and became popular heroes; 800,000
signatures were collected for their release.



Trade unionists and others organised a political march, one of the first successful marches in
the UK.



All, except James Hammett (who had a previous criminal record for theft) were released in
1836, after the government quashed their sentences and they were pardoned in March of that
year.



One of their supporters, Lord John Russell (who became Home Secretary), stated that:
If being members of a secret society and administering secret oaths was a crime, the
reactionary Duke of Cumberland as head of the Orange Lodges was equally deserving of
transportation.



James Hamnett was released in 1837 and returned to live in Tolpuddle.
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Industrialisation


The most important social change in the period from 1750 to 1900 was industrialisation.



In 1750, most people in Britain lived in the countryside. In the 1851 census, more people lived
in towns for the first time.



As people were crammed together in industrial towns, crime and criminal activity changed.



For the first time, some came to believe that there was a ‘criminal class’; that there were
people born to be criminals.



There was considerable interest in the nineteenth century in attempts to define what these
people were like.



It was believed that the poor needed to be educated in order to rid them of criminal
tendencies.



These changes resulted from the growth of towns where large numbers of the working class
poor gathered for the first time.

The nature of law enforcement and punishment
The role of the authorities and local communities in law enforcement


The Bloody Code continued to be the main form of punishment after 1750 and lasted until the
reforms of Sir Robert Peel in the 1820s.



Punishment was seen as a deterrent because there was little chance of catching criminals.



During the eighteenth century, the ‘Bloody Code’ had meant you could be hanged for over
200 different offences, ranging from murder to robbery, burglary and pick-pocketing.



Stealing from the person (pick-pocketing) carried the death sentence if the items stolen were
worth 1 shilling (5p).



For burglary, the items taken had to be worth £2 for the death penalty.



Over 90% of those hanged were under 21, even children as young as 10 were hanged



In the first half of the eighteenth century, laws against poaching (such as the Waltham Black
Act of 1723) were harsh, but had generally not been very strictly enforced.



But this altered after 1750 when many poachers began to use guns.



An Act of 1770 allowed poachers to be sent to prison for six months; in 1803, another act said
those who carried guns and resisted arrest could be hanged.



In 1816, poachers could be transported to Australia for 14 years.
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Between 1750 and 1820, more poachers were hanged than before 1750.

Reform of policing


Before the nineteenth century, law enforcement had continued to be based on the old system
of local ‘policing’.



This depended on Justices of the Peace (JPs), appointed by the Crown from 1361 onwards.



These were helped by part-time constables (from Norman times) and watchmen (after the
Statute of Winchester, 1285).



This was based on the old Anglo-Saxon system where everyone was supposed to serve as
one for a year.



In the late seventeenth century, Charles II had passed some laws on their operation - since
then, they had often been known as ‘Charleys’.

The Fieldings and the start of change


In 1748, Henry took on the paid post of London’s main magistrate at Bow Street. According to
him, only six of his 80 constables were any good



He also published the ‘Covent Garden Journal’ to help people bring prosecutions, by printing
information about crimes and criminals.



In 1754, Sir John took over and built on Henry’s work. In particular, Bow Street soon had a
growing nucleus of efficient, trained and paid constables.



In 1763, he advised dividing London up into six areas, each with a police station and its own
paid patrols on the Bow Street Runner model.



In 1792 London was divided into seven police districts, with three magistrates and six paid
constables each.



In 1772-3, he got the government to give him £400 to publish ‘Hue and Cry’ a news-sheet
that contained information about all crimes and convicted criminals, passed on by JPs and
gaolers across the country.

Later changes


In 1798 the Thames River Police was set up.



By 1800, there were 68 Bow Street Runners and in 1805, 54 men (known as ‘Robin
Redbreasts’ because of their red waistcoats) were employed to patrol the main roads, armed
with pistols, cutlasses and truncheons.



By 1829, London’s population had grown to 1.5 million, yet there were only 450 constables
and 4000 watchmen.

28


Most areas were dependent on the army or the local yeomanry or militia - and on spies and
informers - to keep the peace.

The Metropolitan Police Act, 1829


Sir Robert Peel became Home Secretary in 1822. The Act set up a Metropolitan Police Force
of 3200 to cover an area extending from the centre of London on a seven-mile radius.



There were 17 divisions, each with four inspectors and 144 constables. They soon came to
be known as ‘Bobbies’ or ‘Peelers’.



They were unarmed except for truncheons - this was supposed to make them as unlike the
army as possible.



These policemen were under the control of two Commissioners based at Scotland Yard, who
had to report directly to the Home Secretary.



There was much opposition to this new force - in particular, this was due to the fear that an
undemocratic government could use such a force like another army, to prevent opposition
and control the people.

How successful was the 1829 Act?


At first, there were many problems - most of the early recruits were unsuitable and were soon
sacked or resigned.



Many people - rich and poor alike - hated them. London JPs hated the fact that the police
were not under their control.



Many people came to appreciate the fact that the responsibility for bringing prosecutions in
the courts was passed to the police.

The rest of the country


Peel’s reforms only applied to London - reforms elsewhere had to wait until the 1830s.



The Municipal Corporations Act, 1835, gave the borough councils the power to set up their
own police forces, under the control of a Watch Committee - but they were not forced to do
so.



The 1839 Rural Constabulary (County Police) Act allowed the 54 counties the same powers
as the boroughs, to set up their own police forces, if they wished, under the control of local
magistrates.



By the 1850s only 36 out of the 54 counties had set up their own police forces.



In rural areas, many objected to the cost, while 25% of rural police were employed privately
by rich people just to protect their own property.
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In 1856, the County Borough Police Act made it compulsory for all counties and boroughs to
have a police force. In all, there were 239 separate police forces.



Three national Inspectors of Police were appointed to judge the efficiency of local police
forces.



A Detective Department for the Metropolitan police was set up in 1842.



In 1869, the National Criminal Record was set up. However, even the separate London police
areas kept their own records.



In 1877, a Criminal Investigations Department (CID) was set up with 200 detectives - this was
increased to 800 in 1883.



In 1883, the Special (Irish) Branch was set up to deal with Irish Nationalist terrorists known as
the Fenians.

Changing views on the purpose of punishment
The reform of prisons
John Howard


In 1773, he was appointed High Sheriff of Bedfordshire. He was shocked by the crowded and
unsanitary conditions.



He recommended more space, better food, paid gaolers (instead of the existing practice
where prisoners paid fees to the gaolers), and the separation of prisoners according to type
and gender.

Sir George Paul


In 1780, he became High Sheriff of Gloucestershire and was in total agreement with
Howard’s findings and recommendations.



He was allowed to build a new gaol for Gloucester by the 1785 Gloucestershire Act.



This new prison had many improved features, including better cells and the separation of
male and female prisoners. Food was improved, and prisoners were not kept in irons.



These two prisons became the model for others. As the number of death sentences handed
down by the courts decreased, prisons increasingly became places of punishment.



During the late 1770s, the pressure on prison space increased and, from 1776, disused
warships moored in naval dockyards were used.



Conditions in these ‘hulks’ were appalling, and large numbers of prisoners died as a result.
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Elizabeth Fry


In 1813, she paid a visit to the women’s section of Newgate Prison, and was horrified by what
she saw.



She returned in 1816, and persuaded the women (and the authorities) to begin a school for
the prison children. In 1817, a matron was appointed to run the women’s section.

The Gaols Act, 1823


In 1823, Peel got the Gaols Act passed - this consolidated several earlier acts. It dealt with
130 prisons in all, in London, the large towns and the counties.



In 1835, five Inspectors were appointed, but these only had limited powers.

Changing views on punishment


In the second half of the eighteenth century, juries became increasingly reluctant to impose
the death penalty for some of the petty crimes.



For example, the jury would swear that the items taken were below the level requiring the
death penalty.



The percentage of those found guilty of a capital offence dropped to about 10% in the early
nineteenth century; those who were not executed were usually transported.



It was clear to some reformers at least that public hangings were not having the intended
effect of deterrence.



Parliament began to reduce the number of hanging offences, and instead to increase the
number of law enforcement officers.



Despite the apparent severity of the Bloody Code (200 capital offences), juries often refused
to convict offenders.



Court records suggest that many offenders were given relatively lenient sentences (fines,
whipping etc.) when they should have been hanged.



In the 1820s, Sir Samuel Romilly argued that the Bloody Code was too harsh.



Jeremy Bentham, pointed out that the present system was inefficient



In the 1820s, 180 death penalty offences were abolished, and judges were allowed to decide
on whether or not to apply the death sentence for most of the others.



By 1837, hanging was normally only used for murder or treason; after the 1860s, it was only
used for these offences.
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The death penalty


In 1752, the Murder Act instructed judges to include dissection after death as part of the
punishment - this was intended to make hanging even more of a deterrent.



In 1868, it was finally decided that public hanging should be ended, and be replaced by
hanging behind prison walls.

Alternatives to hanging


The late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries saw an increase in the use of
imprisonment in Houses of Correction.



By the early nineteenth century, imprisonment had become the most common form of
punishment for those found guilty of a criminal offence.



Older punishments - such as whipping or branding - were gradually dropped in this period.



Transportation had in fact first been used in 1654 and had continued during the rest of the
seventeenth century.



Before 1750, transportation had been used to send criminals who had been reprieved from a
death sentence to work on plantations in North America and the West Indies.



In 1718, parliament had passed a law to make transportation a more common punishment.
By the late 1760s, it had reached a high level.



From 1787, however, an alternative destination was available - this was Botany Bay in
Australia.



Transportation meant judges did not have to impose the death penalty for trivial offences.



But the families of transported convicts were often left without sufficient income.



Transportation was greatly reduced from the 1840s, and finally stopped by 1870.

Case Studies
Pentonville prison


Between 1842 and 1877, 90 new prisons were built, including Pentonville (1842) which was
to house 500 prisoners.



They had large cells and wash basins, toilets and hammocks - much of this was inspired by
the ideas of Joshua Jebb, the Surveyor-General of Prisons.



Pentonville was built in 1842; its design followed that of Miibrook Prison that had opened in
1818 and housed more than 800 prisoners.
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Pentonville was intended to house prisoners who were waiting either execution or
transportation.



The design was based on Jeremy Bentham’s ‘Panopticon’; it had a central hall and five wings
that radiated out.



The idea was that warders would be able to look into all the wings from the central hall.



The design was intended to operate the ‘separate system, with each prisoner having a
separate sound-proofed cell.



Cells were 4 meters by 2 meters and 3 meters high. The partitions between cells were 40
centimetres thick.



Each cell had a pan for a toilet and a metal basin; there was a water supply, but the pipe
could not be used for communication.



There was one window in the back wall; it was protected by a wrought iron cross.



Prisoners undertook work such as oakum (tarred rope) picking and weaving. The work lasted
from six in the morning until seven at night.



The food ration was:






breakfast of 10 ounces of bread and three-quarters of a pint of cocoa;
dinner was half a pint of soup (or four ounces of meat), five ounces of bread and
one pound of potatoes;
supper a pint of gruel and five ounces of bread.

54 prisons were built on the model of Pentonville over the following six years.

The Separate System and the Silent System


The Separate System was based on almost total solitary confinement. This had a dreadful
effect on prisoners.



In its first eight years at Pentonville, 22 prisoners went mad, 26 had serious nervous
breakdowns and three committed suicide.

The Separate System


The occupants of the cells were forbidden to speak to each other and in exercise tramped in
silent rows, wearing brown cloth masks.



In chapel, which they had to attend every day, they sat in cubicles, their heads visible to the
warder but hidden from each other.



Mental disturbances were common. An official report admitted that 'for every sixty thousand
persons imprisoned in Pentonville there were 220 cases of insanity, 210 cases of delusion,
and forty suicides'.
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However conditions were better and healthier than at Newgate and similar older prisons.

The Silent System


By the 1860s, opinion had changed. It was now believed that many criminals were habitual
criminals and nothing would change them.



They just had to be scared enough by prison never to offend again. The purpose of the silent
system was to break convicts' wills by being kept in total silence and by long, pointless hard
labour.



The Silent System is associated with the 1865 Prisons Act and the Assistant Director of
Prisons, Sir Edmund du Cane, who promised the public that prisoners would get ‘Hard
Labour, Hard Fare and Hard Board’.



This Act of 1865 also abolished the distinction between prisons and houses of correction, and
closed 80 of the smaller prisons.



This left 113 prisons, but these were still under local control. Not until the 1877 Prisons Act,
which came into force in 1878, did all prisons come under the Home Office.



A Prison Commission was set up with five members who were responsible to the Home
Secretary for the prison service.



The Silent System was cheaper than the Separate System, and was the basis for the Prisons
Act of 1865.



It was still based on almost complete solitary confinement, but only for the first nine months.



The main parts of the Silent System were ‘hard labour, hard fare and a hard board’.



This Act of 1865 closed 80 of the smaller prisons. This left 113 prisons - but these were still
under local control.



Not until the 1877 Prisons Act did all prisons come under the Home Office.

Punishment for minor offences


Fines could often not be paid by poor people - so they usually ended up suffering other
punishments such as whipping, the stocks or the pillory.



For the rich, however, fines were often a way of getting away with crime, including some of
the more serious ones - though murder and treason were excluded.



Mutilation was sometimes added as an extra punishment, such as cutting off an ear, or slicing
off the lips or tongue.
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Sir Robert Peel


Peel became Home Secretary in 1822. Unlike other Cabinet Ministers, his father was a
factory owner and not a member of the landed gentry or aristocracy.



Peel was influenced by Elizabeth Fry, who campaigned for prison reform; in 1823 he passed
the Gaols Act.



This act introduced the payment of gaolers (before they were dependent on fees from the
prisoners) and the prohibition of irons.



Women warders were put in charge of women prisoners and there were regular visits by
prison chaplains.



The legislation was only partly effective because there were no paid inspectors. The prison
inspectorate did not appear until the passing of the 1853 Prison Act.

Capital Punishment


In the early nineteenth century, Sir Samuel Romilly campaigned for a reduction in the number
of capital offences; there were 222.



More than 1,000 people were sentenced to death every year, although only a small number
were executed.



In 1808, Romilly managed to get the death penalty removed for pickpockets and lesser
offenders, starting a process of reform that continued over the next 50 years.



Romilly died in 1818, but his work was continued by Sir James MacKintosh. He persuaded
Peel to pass The Judgement of Death Act



In 1823, The Judgement of Death Act gave judges the power to commute the death penalty
foe all crimes except treason and murder.



In 1832, The Punishment of Death Act 1832 reduced the number of capital crimes by twothirds.



The death penalty was abolished for theft, counterfeiting, and forgery except for the forging of
will.



The gibbet was also abolished in 1832 and hanging in chains was abolished in 1834.



In 1837, the death penalty for forging wills and powers of attorney was abolished and the
death penalty for rape was abolished in 1841.



In 1861, death penalty was abolished for almost all crimes with the exception: murder;
treason; spying; arson in royal dockyards and piracy with violence.
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The Metropolitan Police Force


As London expanded during the 18th and 19th centuries the whole question of maintaining
law and order had become a matter of public concern.



In 1812, 1818 and 1822, Parliamentary committees were appointed to investigate the subject
of crime and policing.



By 1826 Sir Robert Peel was outlining a plan for six police districts to cover a 16 km (10 mile)
radius from St Paul's, excluding the City of London.



It was not until 1828 that he set up a committee to investigate the need for a police force.



The findings paved the way for his police Bill, which led to the setting up of an organised
police service in London.



The first Metropolitan Police Act was passed in 1829 and the Metropolitan Police Force was
established.



This new force superseded the local Watch in the London area, but the City of London was
not covered.



Even within the Metropolitan Police District there still remained certain police establishments,
organised during the eighteenth century, outside the control of the Metropolitan Police Office.




The Bow Street Patrols, mounted and foot, the latter commonly called the ‘Bow
Street runners’.
Police Office constables attached to the offices of, and under the control of, the
Magistrates.
The Marine or River Police



By 1839 all these establishments had been absorbed by the Metropolitan Police Force.



The City of London Police, which was set up in 1839, remains an independent force to this
day.

The structure of the Metropolitan Police Force


Peel appointed Colonel Charles Rowan and Sir Richard Mayne to establish the force as much
as they saw fit.



In July 1830, he approved the establishment of a force of 895 constables, 88 sergeants, 20
inspectors and 8 superintendents.



Peel modelled his ‘New Police’ force on the river police. They were based at ‘Great Scotland
Yard’ in a Whitehall courtyard and received regular pay.



Fielding’s Runners relied mainly on rewards from courts and victims for their income.



There was initially much opposition to the creation of the Metropolitan Police Force.
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People feared that they would act like the army, which was used to break up demonstrations.



Peel tried to reassure people that the police were quite different from the military. They wore
tailcoats, which were a non-military blue.



Blue was the colour associated with the Royal Navy, which was widely respected



The police also wore top hats, which made them look civilian. The hats were strengthened
with an iron ring at the crown.



These were replaced in the 1850s by helmets, which were more practical but still visible.



The ‘stock’ around their neck was stiff, to guard against garrotting.



Each policeman carried handcuffs, a wooden truncheon and a cutlass in a scabbard.



They also carried a rattle, changed for a whistle in the 1880s, to summon help. Inspectors
were issued with a pistol.



Policemen ‘on the beat’ had to walk a regular route at a steady pace of around 2.5 miles an
hour, earning yet another nickname: PC Plod.



The beat was intentionally small, so that they would become familiar locally (although they
were not allowed to integrate by having a drink in the pub).



The Bow Street Runners had been found to be congregating with ‘villains’ in taverns, as well
as receiving money and goods.



Any Bobby found doing so was dismissed, so that within four years only one sixth of the
original men remained.



Sir Richard Mayne stressed that the principal duty of the police was to be crime prevention
(rather than detection.)



The nicknames 'Peelers' and 'Bobbies' were uncomplimentary results of his decision to make
the force directly responsible to himself in the Home Office.



Peel's proposal that senior uniformed ranks should be filled from below and not brought in
from the higher social classes has been followed to this day.



Peel himself said that he accepted low pay for the men as he did not want any policeman
feeling superior to the job or his colleagues.



The Metropolitan Police Act 1829 defined the original Metropolitan Police District as an area
of about seven miles radius from Charing Cross. Within the next year seventeen police
divisions were set up.



Each division was in charge of a superintendent, under whom were four inspectors and
sixteen sergeants.
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The regulations demanded that recruits should be under thirty-five, well built, at least five feet
seven in height, literate and of good character.



The minimum age is usually considered to be twenty years but the certificates of service
include recruits as young as eighteen.
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1900-present
Nature and changing definitions of criminal activity
From theft to terrorism


In addition to the types of theft common in previous periods, some newer ones - e.g. burglary
and shoplifting - have emerged or became more common.



Another ‘old’ crime which has also increased is smuggling - as transport has improved and
travel increased.



Smuggling is now concerned with bringing tobacco products and drugs into the UK.



Violence against people has also increased - both inside and outside the home.



Homicide (murder and manslaughter) continues to be crimes that fascinate many people.
Many acts of homicide tend to occur while another crime - such as a bank robbery - is being
committed.



The number of murders in Britain has slowly increased since 1900; this was a trend which
began before hanging was abolished in 1965.



Most murder victims are killed by members of their own family, or by a friend or acquaintance
- very few fall victim to a madman or a serial killer.



Another crime of violence which has increased is terrorism.



Before 1900, violence was often the only way to persuade those who ruled to change the
laws, as there was little or no democracy or freedom for most people.



The groups who have used terrorism include the IRA who believe British rule of Northern
Ireland should be ended, and groups such as the Animal Liberation Front, protesting against
experiments on animals.



The development of the motor car since 1900 has created a whole new range of criminal
offences.



Drugs have been classified and have become a major source of smuggling and trafficking

New technologies, new crimes


The two most important changes are connected to the car and the computer:



The two main types of car crime are motoring offences - such as speeding, drunk driving, and
licence and insurance offences and theft - either of the car (for profit or joy-riding), or of goods
from the car.
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The increasing use of computers has also led to a great variety of new crimes - several of
which, though, are simply modern versions of old types of crime.



The main types of computer crime are stealing computers, using computers to steal money
from other people’s bank accounts, industrial or commercial espionage, sabotage and
destroying or ‘hiding’ information



In 2001, the government set up the National High-Tech Crime Squad to enable the police to
concentrate more on such crimes.

Race crimes


During the Second World War many Commonwealth citizens fought and died for Britain.



After the war the Labour government passed the British Nationality Act in 1948.



This said that all citizens of the Commonwealth were British citizens.



The Act meant that Commonwealth citizens had the right to come and settle in Britain.



The earliest immigrants came from India, where, after independence and partition in 1947,
some Hindus, Muslims and Sikhs found themselves isolated.



In the early 1950s many immigrants began to arrive from the West Indies.



India, Pakistan and the West Indies came to be known as the New Commonwealth.



Immigrants often found themselves living in the poorest accommodation in the worst areas of
big cities.



Landlords would not rent to immigrants, or that building societies would not lend them money.
This treatment produced ‘black’ areas in many large cities and towns.



In the early 1950s most British people were completely unfamiliar with the Hindu, Muslim and
Sikh religions.



They found the rituals, ceremonies and festivals strange and reacted adversely.



Many British people were unable to distinguish between West Indians and Asians and knew
little about their history or where they had come from.



At work immigrants often found that they were only offered the lowest-paid and most unskilled
jobs.



When they applied for promotion, they often found that they were blocked, no matter how
well-qualified they were.



Frequently increases in crime or disease were blamed on them and they were often barred
from public houses, clubs and restaurants.
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This became known as the ‘colour bar’ and notices would often include the words ‘No Blacks’
or ‘No Asians’.



Many immigrants settled in the West Midlands and in 1955 there were strikes against the
employment of black and Asian workers.



In 1958, violence broke out in Nottingham and then spread to Notting Hill in London.



In September 1958, there were two weeks of riots in Notting Hill during which white youths
attacked the homes and property of immigrants.

Why did such racial hatred develop?


Many people were frightened of losing their jobs.



They also believed that Britain was going to change for the worse in large numbers of
immigrants settled permanently.



Immigrants were blamed for increasing social problems, such as crime and drugs.



By the end of the 1950s unemployment began to rise.



Communities hardly mixed. Immigrants tended to live in small areas in big cities.



In the mid-1950s, many white Britons had never actually met an immigrant, but were still often
prejudiced against them.



After the Nottingham riots, both of the city’s MPs called for an end to immigration and for
some immigrants to be deported.



A ‘Keep Britain White’ campaign was organised and groups like the White Defence League
suggested that immigrants would soon outnumber white Britons.



In fact in 1958 there were only about 190,000 immigrants in Britain from the New
Commonwealth and there were signs that the number of immigrants was beginning to drop.



In 1956, 37,450 immigrants came from India, Pakistan and the West Indies, but in 1957 the
number fell to 34,800 and in 1958 to just 25,900.



After the 1959 general election, which resulted in a large Conservative majority, MPs from
Birmingham began to campaign for changes in the law.



They were supported by many local groups and in 1962 the government passed the
Commonwealth Immigrants Act.

Further legislation


The development of religious fundamentalism has led to legislation to cope with racial hatred.



Incitement to racial violence can now be prosecuted.
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Economic problems since 2008 have led to investigations of tax evasion.



Prominent figure in society have been accused of using tax schemes involving losses to
avoid paying tax.



Money laundering has been made more difficult by the prevention of transferring large
amounts of cash.

The nature of law enforcement and punishment
Changes in policing


Between 1964 and 1974, it was decided to reduce the total number of forces by
amalgamation. Today, there are only 41 police forces.



This change was achieved by the Police Act of 1964 and the Local Government Act of 1974.



At the same time, in 1964, some counties were loosely grouped together in Regional Crime
Squads, to improve co-operation between the police forces of adjoining counties.



The establishment of the National Reporting Centre, and the co-ordination which took place
during the 1984-5 miner’s strike, alarmed many into thinking that a national police force was
not far away.



The police have set up several smaller, specialist groups to deal with particular problems. In
the main, it has been the Metropolitan Police Force which has led the way.







1901 - Scotland Yard Fingerprints Branch
1919 - the Flying Squad, set up by Scotland Yard; now known as the Central Robbery
Squad.
1946 - the Fraud Squad
1965 - the Special Patrol Group; it was replaced by the Metropolitan Patrol Group in 1987.
1971 - Anti-Terrorist ( or Bomb) Squad
1972-3 - the National Drugs Intelligence Unit; the National Immigration Intelligence Unit;
and the Murder Squad.

Scotland Yard also set the pace in the use of new equipment.









the telegraph and then the telephone
finger-printing; further improved by the use of DNA ‘printing’
the National Computer Record
security cameras
radios in cars and police telephone boxes; then personal radios for policemen on the beat
a more modern type of truncheon
C. S. gas canisters, dart guns, rubber bullets, electrified water jets and water cannons
new riot gear (which makes the police look very similar to the army)
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Police powers


In the main basic police powers in practice have not increased greatly over those which
existed in 1900.



The Police and Criminal Evidence Act of 1984 did make legal some of the methods which the
police had been using unofficially.



Other people have been concerned by the new powers given to police by the Public Order
Act of 1986, and there has been growing concern over the way some demonstrations are
policed.

Public attitudes


Some people have become increasingly concerned about the discovery of police corruption
and abuses of power.



The Police Complaints Authority was set up in 1985 to deal with complaints by the public
against police actions.

Local communities


The first Neighbourhood Watch Unit was set up in 1982. About 3.2 million homes are now
covered.



A volunteer resident Co-ordinator supervises the scheme and liaises with the Police, they
receive information and messages to keep them in touch with activities.



Some units have marker kits, alarms and other security items, which are available to
members.



The scheme is a community initiative, which is supported by the police, not run by them, so
success depends on what the members make of it.

Police and Crime Commissioners


Commissioners were democratically elected in 2012 to replace Police Authorities.
Commissioners control the police fund which is raised from council tax.



The functions of police and crime commissioners are to ensure that there is an efficient and
effective police force within their area.



The Chief Constable is responsible to the Commissioner for the performance of the police
force.



Commissioners are also responsible for the appointment, suspension and dismissal of the
Chief Constable
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Changing attitudes to punishment


In the period 1900-50, when crime was falling, attitudes towards criminals and their
punishment began to change.



More people were given shorter sentences, or were put on probation or, from 1914, given
longer to pay fines.



As a result, the number of people in prison in Britain in the period 1900-30 fell by almost a
half - and about 80% of these were serving short sentences or were first-time offenders.



However, from 1945, the number of prisoners began to rise once more. This was especially
true after the late 1970s, when many people began to believe that Britain was experiencing a
crime wave.

Prison reform since 1900
Since 1900, the main reforms have been:










1902 - the treadmill and the crank were abolished.
1907 - the Probation Service began.
1914 - offenders were given time to pay a fine.
1922 - solitary confinement was abolished.
1936 - the first ‘open’ prison was set up in Wakefield.
1948 - flogging and hard labour were abolished
1962 - birching was abolished.
1967 - suspended sentences were introduced.
1972 - Community Service Orders were introduced.



Once, sentences of 10 years were rare; now, those of 15, 20 or even more are less unusual
for the more serious crimes such as armed robbery or arson.



There has been an increase in the proportion of offenders sent to prison for certain crimes.



There has been a large increase in those remanded into custody while waiting for their trial some people spent as much as a year on remand.



Many people have also begun to argue that prison has become too ‘soft’.



The introduction of private companies into the running of prisons was at least in part based
on the assumption that companies run for profit would be less likely to be influenced by liberal
and reforming ideas.



The average number of prisoners in 1900 was nearly 18,000.



This fell to 11,000 in 1925, in large part as a result of the reforms brought in the period 1900 14.

44


It has steadily risen since the Second World War - in 1950, there were 20 000. There were
over 50 000 by 1988 and 60 000 by 1997.



Prisons then only had room for 40 000 prisoners. The UK now has almost the highest prison
population per 100 000 of the population in the whole of Europe.



In 1982, the Criminal Justice Act replaced Borstals with Youth Custody.



Plans by the Conservative government to set up special ‘Boot’ camps, where young offenders
would be given a ‘short, sharp shock’ were quietly abandoned when a report showed that
after five years, there had been no noticeable effect on reconviction rates.

The impact on prisons


The continually increasing prison population has led to serious over-crowding,



There has also been an increase in the number of terrorists and sex-offenders in prison making prisons much more difficult to manage.



The result has been an increasing number of prison riots; some have been especially serious
e.g. in 1989, in Wandsworth, London and in 1990 in Strangeways, Manchester.



In 1997, the first new prison ship was placed in Portsmouth harbour - many saw this as a
return to the ‘hulks’ system of the nineteenth century.



The authorities have also examined ways of reducing the prison population, some of which
were considered before 1900.



These include parole and suspended sentences, introduced in 1967, Community Service,
introduced in 1972, Day training/ Probation day centres, set up by the Criminal Justice Act,
1982 and electronic monitoring - tagging.

Young people and juvenile crime


Certain crimes - whether against property or person - have become particularly associated
with young people, especially young males. Such types of juvenile crime include, joy-riding,
shoplifting and vandalism.



In the 1950s, there were the Teddy Boys, or Teds; in the 1960s, the main groups were Mods
and Rockers; in the late 1960s and early 1970s, were the Skinheads.



From 1957 onwards, football violence increased sharply; during the 1970s and 1980s,
skinheads and others involved with racist and fascist groups were the main offenders.



Abuse of intoxicating substances - whether by old or young - is not a new phenomenon.
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Causes of juvenile crime


Because of the increase in the rate of divorce and single-parent families; the problem of
psychological, physical or sexual abuse by a small minority of parents; and greater
geographic mobility.



The growing gap between rich and poor which emerged in the 1980s, and which continued
during the 1990s, as being, at least in part, linked to poverty and high unemployment.



Most crime is committed in urban areas where poverty and unemployment tend to be highest.
Such deprived sections of the population have been described as forming a distinct and large
underclass.



Some experts blame not poverty as much as the frustration caused by living in the large
blocks of flats which often have no recreational facilities at all.



Very often, such housing areas are in pockets of poverty, and many such children truant from
school, leading to poor, inadequate education and hence a vicious circle of poverty, low
qualifications, unemployment and crime of one sort or another.



TV and videos are seen by many as having influenced impressionable young people to
imitate what they see on the screen.

Punishment of young offenders


Some people blame the punishment system for the increase in young offenders. They see it
as failing to adequately punish young people because they claim it is too slow and too soft on
juvenile offenders.



In the early nineteenth century, juveniles were punished as if they were adults - the
punishments included hanging, as well as imprisonment or transportation.



In 1908, an ‘age of criminal responsibility’ (when the law says someone is responsible for
their criminal actions) was established for the first time.



It was set at seven; this rose to eight in 1933, to ten in 1963 and to 14 in 1969. In 1948,
Detention Centres were set up, and in 1969, juvenile courts, supervision and care orders
were introduced.



In 1983, Detention Centres and a system of youth custody replaced Borstals and prison for all
those under 21.



In 1998, in an attempt to reduce juvenile crime, youth offending teams were set up. Among
other things, it tries to speed up court cases, and makes young offenders meet their victims
and give some kind of compensation.
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Case studies
The death penalty and the case of Derek Bentley


Capital punishment - the death penalty - had been seen and used as the ultimate punishment
and deterrent.



By the mid-1700s, some people began to question its usefulness as a method of controlling
crime and criminals.



The ‘Bloody Code’ was gradually reformed and, by the late 1830s, hanging had been
abolished for all offences except murder and treason.



In 1868 hanging in public was ended.



In 1870, the hanging, drawing and quartering of traitors was ended.



There were several unsuccessful attempts to abolish hanging completely during the second
half of the nineteenth century - in 1848, 1849, and again in 1850.

The death penalty since 1900


In 1908, the minimum age for execution was raised to 16 and, in 1933, to 18.



In 1922, an act abolished the death penalty for a mother killing a baby under the age of one.



Serious crime did not greatly increase after 1950 but the number of executions did. From
1945-55, 151 people were hanged.



In 1957, the Homicide Act divided murders into two categories - capital and non-capital, and
abolished hanging for most murders.



Hangings in Britain dropped to an average of four a year.



MPs in 1965 voted in favour of the Murder (Abolition of the Death Penalty) Act.

Why was the death penalty abolished?


Many were particularly concerned that, if a mistake was made (regarding evidence, for
instance), it was impossible to put things right.



Particularly important were the cases of Timothy Evans (hanged in 1950) and Ruth Ellis
(hanged in 1955).



But one of the most important cases leading to the abolition of the death penalty was that of
Derek Bentley who was executed in 1953 for a crime he did not commit.



His family and supporters began a campaign to have the guilty verdict overturned by the
courts.
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This campaign lasted 46 years, and was led by his sister, Iris. In July 1998, Lord Chief Justice
Bingham quashed the guilty verdict.



Some newspapers began to comment on how the whole system of reprieves by the Home
Secretary had become a ‘lottery’.



Some criminals were given prison sentences of 10 to 15 years, while others who had
committed the same offence, were hanged.



Executions upset both staff and prisoners, especially those who formed the ‘death watch’,
and often made prisons more difficult to run for some time afterwards.



In the 1950s and 1960s, prison governors and officers were less likely to come into the
profession from the military, so there was less emphasis on the importance of harsh
punishment and discipline, and more on rehabilitation.



There was also particular concern that, if a mistake was made (regarding evidence, for
instance), it was impossible to put things right.



Particularly important were the cases of Timothy Evans (hanged in 1950) and Ruth Ellis
(hanged in 1955).



Timothy Evans was accused of murdering his wife and infant daughter at their residence at
10 Rillington Place, London.



In January 1950 Evans was tried and convicted of the murder of his daughter, and he was
sentenced to death by hanging.



During his trial, Evans had accused his downstairs neighbour, John Christie of committing the
murders.



Three years after Evans's execution, Christie was found to be a serial killer who had
murdered a number of other women in the same house.



Ruth Ellis was the last woman to be executed in the United Kingdom, after being convicted
of the murder of her lover, David Blakely.



On Easter Sunday 1955, Ellis shot Blakely dead outside the Magdala public house in
Hampstead, and immediately gave herself up to the police.



At her trial, she took full responsibility for the murder and her courtesy and composure, both
in court and in the cells, was noted in the press.



She was hanged in July 1955. The case became well known because Ellis revealed after the
trial that she had been given the gun by Desmond Cussen and that he had driven her to meet
Blakely.
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Developments since 1969


Many people remain in favour of the restoration of death penalty. According to opinion polls,
somewhere between 70 -80% of the general public usually favours it.



Yet, despite over 13 free votes in the House of Commons from 1969 onwards the vast
majority of MPs have continued to oppose any change to the 1965 Act.



Britain is now one of 69 countries that have totally abolished the death penalty.

What has replaced the death penalty?


The punishment for murder since 1965 had been life imprisonment - with a minimum
sentence specified by the judge, and nearly always agreed by the Home Secretary.



The most serious murders, e.g. of children, police or prison officers, or those committed by
terrorists, tend to have to serve at least 20 years, if not more.



There are over 2000 ‘lifers’; most will serve at least 10 to 20 years, but a few will never come
out.

The Derek Bentley case


But one of the most important cases leading to the abolition of the death penalty was that of
Derek Bentley who was executed in 1953 for a crime he did not commit.



On 2 November 1952, two youths were spotted breaking into Barlow & Parker, a wholesale
confectioner's.



The police were called and they arrived at about 9.25pm in a van and a car. Bentley and
Craig spotted the police and tried to hide behind a lift-housing on the flat roof of the
warehouse.



DC Frederick Fairfax noticed a footprint on a window-sill and climbed a drain-pipe onto the
flat roof.



Fairfax called on the two to surrender but was met with a stream of defiance from Craig. He
charged at the pair and grabbed the nearest figure, which happened to be Bentley.



Bentley broke free and called to his partner, 'Let him have it, Chris!' Craig fired and wounded
DC Fairfax in the shoulder.



Fairfax caught up with Bentley and flattened him with a punch.



At their trial at the Old Bailey they were both charged with murder, even though Bentley was
under arrest when Craig fired the shot that killed PC Miles.



Craig, being 16 at the time, could not be hanged. There were many contentious points at their
trial.
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The defence maintained that Craig had not been aiming at the policemen when he fired, but
over their heads.



A ballistics expert, Mr Lewis Nicholls, gave evidence that the gun, a sawn-off, First World War
.455 Eley service revolver, was wildly inaccurate at distances over six feet.



The jury considered their verdict for just 75 minutes before returning guilty verdicts on both
youths, with a recommendation for mercy in Bentley's case.



Bentley was sentenced to death. Craig, who the judge described as 'one of the most
dangerous young criminals who has ever stood in that dock', was sentenced to be detained
during Her Majesty's pleasure.



Derek Bentley, aged nineteen, was hanged in Wandsworth at 9 a.m. on 28 January 1953.
Craig was released from prison in May 1963 and he settled in Buckinghamshire.



His family and supporters began a campaign to have the guilty verdict overturned by the
courts.



This campaign lasted 46 years, and was led by his sister, Iris. In July 1998, Lord Chief Justice
Bingham quashed the guilty verdict.

Conscientious objectors
The First World War


During the First World War, conscientious objectors - sometimes referred to as ‘conchies’ or
‘COs’ - were a group of protesters who aroused particular resentment and hostility.



At first, the army had relied on volunteers but, as the war dragged on and casualties rose,
conscription (compulsory military service) was introduced in 1916.

The Military Service Act


The Military Service Act of January 1916 made all unmarried men between the ages of
eighteen and forty-one liable for service in the armed forces.



In May 1916 the Act was extended to include married men. However, Conscripts could claim
exemption on any one of four grounds.







Ill health
Reserved occupation, this meant that they were employed in an industry of national
importance.
Family responsibility, this meant that they had dependants who would suffer if they were
conscripted.
Conscientious objection
Anyone who claimed exemption had to go before a Military Tribunal and prove that they
deserved to be exempt from service.
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The Tribunals were usually made up of the mayor, local councillors and ex-army officers.
They often proved very unsympathetic to conscientious objectors.

The Tribunals could reach any one of four decisions.





Absolute exemption, which meant that the individual was declared to unconditionally
exempt from service.
Conditional exemption, which meant that the individual was exempted providing that he
undertook work of national importance.
Exemption from combatant duties, which meant that the individual had to join the armed
forces but would not be required to be part of a fighting unit. This usually entailed joining
something like an ambulance unit.
Rejection, which meant that the individual had to join the army and be subject to normal
military discipline.

Conscientious Objectors


Conscientious objectors fell into two categories:


Non-combatants, who were prepared to join the army and performed duties such as
medical orderlies and drivers;



Absolutists, who refused to accept any form of military discipline.



Non-combatants were not a major problem. They served in hospitals, drove ambulances and
were even forced to dig trenches for fighting soldiers.



Absolutists were quite different. About 1500 refused to do anything to assist the war effort.



It was widely believed that they were simply trying to avoid fighting because they were
frightened and so received very little sympathy.



Some absolutists were ordered to join the army, where they were subject to military discipline.



They would be left in a cell with army uniform and if they refused to put it on, they were
deemed to have disobeyed orders.



They could then be court-martialled and even shot. Other absolutists were sent to prison,
where they could be sentenced to hard labour.



Ten conscientious prisoners died in prison and another twenty died soon after release as a
result of the conditions they were forced to endure.



From June 1916 conscientious objectors were sent to Home Office Work Centres.



At Dyce near Aberdeen, conditions were so cold and harsh (tents were the only
accommodation throughout the year) that pneumonia broke out and several men died.



At Broxbourne in Hertfordshire, the usual job was handling the rotting corpses of animals.
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At Princeton on Dartmoor, COs (as they became called) broke rocks or stitched mailbags like
convicted criminals.



Although conditions in the Home Office Work Centres improved after 1916, they were not
closed until April 1919, six months after the war ended.



By that time 73 conscientious objectors had died and another thirty-one had been driven
insane by their treatment.



At the end of the war, all COs were denied the right to vote for five years, and many found it
impossible to get jobs; some were beaten up when they returned home.

The Second World War


There were many more COs during the Second World War, mainly because when the full
details of the tremendous slaughter in the trenches was revealed; many people became
pacifists after 1918.



About 29 000 did work in factories or on the land. Some COs agreed to do non-combatant
work in the armed forces - very often acting as ambulance drivers or doing other medical
work.



Many COs, though, were part of the Peace Pledge Union which was opposed to war and
which tried to encourage people not to fight.
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Whitechapel, c.1870-c.1900: crime, policing and the inner city
The social context of Whitechapel


Whitechapel was, and is, in the East End of London. It was an area between Aldgate and
Spitalfields in the west and Mile End in the east. It was a cosmopolitan area.



It was a dismal place with a very low standard of living. Yet it was a place frequented by many
people, mostly men, from the West End, usually in search of prostitution.



Most of the people who lived in Whitechapel were poor. They lived on a day to day basis.



More than half of the children born in the East End died before the age of five and many who
survived were mentally or physically handicapped.



Cattle and sheep were herded through the streets to the many slaughter houses where they
were killed. The streets were stained with blood and excrement of the animals.



Visitors to Whitechapel were amazed at the number of public houses, where working men
drowned their sorrows.



There were few factories in the area itself during the first half of the nineteenth century.



Many men worked as dockers, which was often only part time work. This meant that the
population was constantly changing.



There was almost a complete lack of economic and social stability for residents of
Whitechapel.



The alleyways and houses in Whitechapel were cramped close together with the result that
up to three families lived together in a two bedroom dwelling.



Housing was in the control of individual local landlords and eviction was a common feature of
life in the area.



The relationship between landlord and tenant could be very difficult and resulted in social
conflict.



Despite the Public Health Act (1875), ther was little improvement in Whitechapel; the problem
was overcrowding.



There was a cholera outbreak in Whitechapel in 1866, which emphasised how bad conditions
were.



The national press, which reported in great detail the Whitechapel murders, also revealed to
the reading public the appalling deprivation and dire poverty of the East London slum
dwellers.
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As a result, the London County Council tried to get rid of the worst slums by introducing
several slum clearance programmes, but by the end of the nineteenth century few housing
schemes for the poor were implemented.



Jack London, who explored the living conditions of the poor in Whitechapel for six weeks in
1902, was astounded by the misery and overcrowding of the Whitechapel slums.



He wrote a book about its miserable inhabitants and gave it the title ‘The People of the
Abyss’.



The Salvation Army and Dr. Barnardo's were both active in Whitechapel.



Barnardo set up his hospital in Stepney Causeway due to the misfortune he witnessed as a
student at the Royal London Hospital.

The Salvation Army


William Booth visited the East End in 1865 and preached outside the Blind beggar pub in
Whitechapel.



He was asked to lead preaching meetings in the area on land known as Mile End Waste.



As well as preaching, Booth also did many good works in Whitechapel to help those most in
need.



He felt that people living in England, particularly in poor areas like the East End, needed as
much help as those living in underdeveloped countries.



He opened five soup kitchens, known as Food for the Million shops, which sold low cost and
nutritious meals to local Eastenders.



People could visit a shop at any time of the day or night to get some hot soup and could buy
a three-course dinner for just sixpence.



He and his wife also distributed hundreds of free meals to the poor at Christmas each year.



Social reform work in the Salvation Army also tackled other issues apart from food. Its Social
Wing gave shelter to the homeless and helped people find work.



It also created jobs for the unemployed by lobbying local authorities to employ local people
who were out of work on public roads projects.

The Peabody Estate


George Peabody was an American millionaire who paid for the construction of good housing
for working people in London



There were a number of attempts to improve housing in Whitechapel in the second half of the
nineteenth century
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The Metropolitan Board of Works worked with several providers of 'Improved Model Dwellings
for the Respectable Working Class'.


Most provided shared kitchens, lavatories and sculleries on each landing. Tenants were
carefully selected from those in steady work.



The developers were not interested in providing housing for the very poorest classes.



The main organisations were the Metropolitan Association for Improving the Dwellings of the
Industrious Classes (founded in 1841) and the Society for Improving the Condition of the
Labouring Classes (1844).



It was the Peabody Trust, who probably made the largest impact by the scale of their
developments.



Planning began in 1875; two Medical Officers of Health reported on the Whitechapel site, and
Parliament approved the scheme in 1876.



The Metropolitan Board of Works cleared the site between 1879 and 1881 and remade
Cartwright Street and part of Glasshouse Street.



The Peabody Trust bought the area east of the railway viaduct (the spur to the Docks) for
£10,000.



There they built nine blocks of flats in 1880, each of five storeys, housing 1372 people.



Between 1884 and 1890 six other sites were purchased, resulting in a total estate population
of 3,600.



Weekly rents started at three shillings (15p) for a one room flat and went up to six shillings
(30p) for three rooms.

The Whitechapel Workhouses


Whitechapel Poor Law Union was formed in February 1837. A new Whitechapel and
Spitalfields Union workhouse was built in 1842.



In 1859, a major building scheme was carried out with Thomas Barry as architect.



The main new block was 128 feet by 43 feet (37m x 12m) and included a master's house,
various wards and kitchen offices.



The second block, 82 (25m x 7M0 feet by 23 feet, contained laundries and receiving wards. A
minor third block measured 50 feet by 31 feet (15m x 9M).



The buildings now had a more conventional H-shaped layout, with females accommodated at
the north of the site and males to the south.
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The block along Charles Street was five storeys high and an entrance hall and committee
rooms at the centre, with inmates' accommodated to each side.



A short two-storey central wing containing offices linked the front block to a parallel six-storey
main block at the rear.



This housed a chapel cum dining-hall at its centre, with further accommodation to each side.



A separate laundry was placed on the women's side at the north-east of the site. An imbecile
ward ran along the eastern boundary of the workhouse.

Conditions in the workhouse


The whole country had been divided into ‘Unions’ in the 1830s and each Union had built a
workhouse.



If people were unable to support themselves, they could apply to be admitted to the workhouse,
where they would be fed and housed.



In a Workhouse families were separated. There were rules to obey, such as: silence during
meals, wearing workhouse clothes, no drinking or smoking, only seeing your family once a week.



It was intended to try to persuade people not to go into the workhouse.



By the late nineteenth century, conditions in workhouses were better. Children were sometimes
educated or apprenticed to learn a trade.



Poor Law Hospitals offered free medical treatment.



From 1886, Poor Law authorities were allowed to provide work for the unemployed. From 1905
they could raise money for this purpose.



About 80% of paupers received outdoor relief. Only about 150,000 were in workhouses. By the
end of the century married couples were not split up.



Paupers were properly clothed and fed, but workhouses were still very unpopular. However, they
continued to operate until 1929.



In the 1860s, conditions in London workhouses came under scrutiny after the medical
journal The Lancet published a series of reports in 1865.

The report found faults with many aspects of the workhouse:





Ventilation was inadequate and there was a problem with the drains in the male imbeciles'
basement.
There were insufficient nursing staff and the medical officer were overworked and
underpaid.
There was very little furniture in the sick wards other than the beds.
The beds were inadequate in several respects.
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Only three roller towels a week were provided for a large ward, together with a pound of
soap which was also used to wash the furniture. A single comb per ward was provided.
The general sick had no games although dominoes were provided for the imbeciles.
A separate ward for sick children should be provided.
The labour ward should be moved so that screams could not be heard in adjacent wards
One common form of work was oakum-picking, teasing apart the fibres of old ropes.



A result of the outcry over the poor conditions in London workhouses was the passing in 1867
of the Metropolitan Poor Act.



Whitechapel erected a new workhouse at South Grove, after which the Charles Street site
took on the role of union infirmary.



In the late 1880s, a number of additions and improvements were made. The imbecile wards
were rebuilt. A new dispensary was erected adjacent to the union's relieving offices.



In the autumn of 1888, Whitechapel became the focus of the nation's attention as a result of
the activities of "Jack the Ripper".



The body of the first of the Ripper's accepted victims, Mary Ann Nichols, was brought to the
Whitechapel infirmary's mortuary after its discovery on the morning of 31st August.



The union had a casual ward, which provided overnight accommodation, at 35 Thomas Street
(later renamed Fulbourne Street).



Vagrants or ‘casuals’ were given overnight accommodation in return for a fixed amount of
work the following morning.



In later years, a two-night stay was required from casuals so that they could not leave without
doing the required task of work.



They could then make an early start after their second night to move on to another
workhouse.



The casual ward was fitted out with hooks and rails between which low hammocks were
slung.



In 1852-4, Whitechapel Union erected an industrial school for 800 children on a 12-acre site
known as Jackass Field at the north side of Forest Lane in Forest Gate.

A fluctuating population


The population of Whitechapel was constantly changing. It was often the first port of call for
immigrants who landed at the London docks.



There were more than 200 lodging houses, which could sleep almost 9,000 people in long
rooms with rows of beds.



Many poor families lived crammed in single-room accommodations without sanitation and
proper ventilation.
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Margaret Harkness a social researcher and writer rented a room in Whitechapel in order to
make direct observations of degraded slum life.



She described the South Grove workhouse in her slum novel, In Darkest London.



During the nineteenth century, industry in Whitechapel lost out to foreign competition.



At the same time, the population became more and more overcrowded. One street of 176
houses had 2,516inhabitants in the 1881 census.



In the 1880s many Jews fled from pogroms in Russia and settled in the East End and the
Jewish population rose steadily.



Many Poles were expelled from Prussia and came to live in the East End because the rents
were low and few questions were asked.



The inhabitants of Whitechapel, and of other areas, were at first very suspicious of these
newcomers.



In 1892, Nihilists, a group of Russian anarchist, set up their headquarters in Whitechapel.



They carried out attempted assassinations on the continent; some were successful.



Anarchists ran a social club in Jubilee Street in Stepney, where they raised money to support
their activities.



On one occasion, they applied for permission to hold a public meeting in Trafalgar Square. It
was refused

The organisation of policing in Whitechapel


H Division, which served Whitechapel, was formed on 1st February 1830.



By August 1830, it consisted of a Superintendent, 4 inspectors, 18 sergeants, and 168
constables, making a total of 191.



The boundaries of H Division were ‘north along the City of London boundary line to Hackney
Road, east to White Street, south through Charles Street into New Road, Cannon Street
Road, Old Gravel Lane to the riverside at Wapping, then westwards to the Tower of London
and back along the City Boundary’.



In 1831, H Division was using the old Watch Houses at Denmark Street (now Crowder Street)
and Spitalfields as police stations, and 26, Leman Street and 75, Bethnal Green Road as
section houses.3



In 1847, another police station was constructed at 37-39, Leman Street, which on census
night 1851, contained 64 policemen, all but 2 of whom were single, and 19 prisoners.
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There was also a police station in Spitalfields, which on census night 1851 contained 9
married policemen and their families, and 8 prisoners.

Nature of the Work Working Conditions


The main advantage of being a Metropolitan policeman was that it offered security of
employment and a regular income, as long as dismissal for misconduct could be avoided.



The disadvantages were that the pay was low, discipline strict, and the work demanding, both
physically and mentally.



The physical hardships included walking ‘twenty miles a night, in all weathers, seven days a
week’.



A constable might have to attend court after being on the beat all night, lose his sleep and still
have to patrol the following night as usual.



Until 1900, there were no official break times allowed during a beat, and no hot meals.



If a man became soaked and frozen at the beginning of a winter night, then he usually stayed
that way until dawn.



Nineteenth century London was a very unhealthy place in which to work. Open sewers and
impure water led to cholera and many other diseases.



Men had little resistance to chest diseases; tuberculosis killed more policemen than any
number of thugs. Constant patrolling in heavy, unsuitable boots injured the feet and legs.



In 1856, the City of London Police Surgeon reported that policemen were being worn out by
the job, suffering premature aging, defective physical strength, and other bodily infirmities.



As well as the physical difficulties, ‘the mental strain of police work was great, especially
when the policeman was ‘alone at night’.



The work involved ‘arresting armed burglars, assisting in the extinction of fires, rescuing the
drowning, stopping runaway horses, or dealing with the drunken and disorderly’ and when
‘facing hostile crowds’.



There was also the risk of being assaulted, and in 1870, the Superintendent in charge of H
Division reported that assault on Police was more frequent on this than any other Division.

Crime in Whitechapel


The most common type of offence was theft. This included violent theft, theft from a specified
place, pick-pocketing, and stealing from master.



The next most common type of offence was breaking the peace and wounding.



Whitechapel had a very large population that lived near to, or on the wrong side of, the law.
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At the same time, levels of crime were not high, if only because most of the inhabitants of
Whitechapel were more likely to commit crimes outside of the area.



In 1888, the Metropolitan Police estimated that there were 1,200 prostitutes in Whitechapel
and many more women who took clients from time to time to supplement their weekly
earnings.



Life in Whitechapel was very hard. Work was difficult to come by and men fought each other
for jobs.



Alcohol was plentiful and public houses and beer shops were everywhere. In addition, there
were opium dens, dancing saloons and gambling halls.



The water supply could be polluted and alcohol was often a safer bet, even for children.



There were many gangs: the Bearer Uppers, the Bug-Hunters; the Demanders; the Rollers
and the Lurkers.



The job of the police was very difficult indeed; the number of officers was constantly
increased.



A gang known as the Bessarabians ran a protection racket in Whitechapel. When a Jewish
shopkeeper refused to pay, he was attached with an axe.



Local people formed their own vigilante group: the Odessions. They were soon demanding
money for the protection they could offer.



The two gangs met in a fight with more than 200 people involved. The police were able to
move in and deal with the survivors.



In the 1890s, the Strutton Ground Boys, from Westminster, ran a protection racket and hit
Petticoat Lane Market.



The street traders hit back and destroyed the homes of the gang in Strutton Ground. Once
again, the police were able to deal with both groups afterwards.



The Blind Beggar gang, based at the public house, was a group of twenty pickpockets who
worked in Petticoat Lane. They were eventually rounded up by the police.

The Whitechapel Vigilance Committee (also known as The Mile End Vigilance Committee)


On 10 September 1888, just ten days after the murder of Mary Ann Nichols, a group of
Whitechapel business owners and trades-people gathered at ‘The Crown’ public house.



The group included Freemasons, contractors, manufacturers, and tailors, among others.



They dubbed themselves the Whitechapel Vigilance Committee or the ‘Mile End Vigilance
Committee’.
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They were deeply dissatisfied with the way that police were handling the investigation of the
Whitechapel Murders. One of their major complaints was the lack of a reward.



They wrote a letter to the Home Office on 30 September, asking the Metropolitan Police to
offer a reward to residents with information leading to the Ripper’s arrest.



The Home Secretary Henry Matthews refused based on an official government policy banning
monetary rewards leading to the capture of criminals.



It was the police’s belief that offering a reward would lead to even more false leads than they
were already receiving.



The Committee put together its own reward fund. They also took it upon themselves to
increase patrols of the neighbourhood.



They hired unemployed men to patrol the streets at night, armed with sticks, whistles, and
heavy boots.



The Committee chose George Lusk as its leader, a local builder who was concerned the
murders would negatively affect the growth of industry in the neighbourhood.



Lusk, as the head of the Whitechapel Committee, had his name up on posters around the
neighbourhood asking for information.



The ‘from Hell’ letter was sent to George Lusk; it contained part of a human kidney.



His name also appeared in the Ripper’s ‘Dear Boss’ letter, which is still believed to be a hoax.



Lusk, the leader of the Whitechapel Vigilance Committee, was not the sort of man to be
intimidated by menacing letters.



He remained the chair of the committee until Albert Bachert succeeded him in 1890.

Investigative policing in Whitechapel
The Ripper murders
Polly Nicholls


Prostitution was a precarious business at the best of times, and in Whitechapel there were
many risks.



In the spring and summer of 1888, there were several attacks on prostitutes in Whitechapel.



On 2 April 1888, at about 7.00 pm, Emma Smith, a forty-five year old prostitute was attacked
and robbed.



Her face and head were badly injured by several men. No one was brought to justice for the
crime.



61
Almost exactly four months later, on 6 August 1888, another prostitute, Martha Tabram, was
found dead in George Yard, only a hundred yards or so from the spot where Emma Smith
was attacked.



The post mortem report stated that she had been stabbed thirty-nine times on the ‘body, neck
and private parts with a knife or dagger’.



Most of the wounds had been inflicted with something like a penknife, but one had been
caused by a long blade. The time of death was estimated at 2.30 am



Another prostitute Mary Ann Connelly claimed to have been with Martha Tabram and two
soldiers just a few hours before she was killed.



A police constable also stated that he had seen a soldier in the area of George Yard that
night.



Mary Ann Connelly was taken by the police to the Tower of London, where there was a
garrison of soldiers. She identified two, but they were both cleared of the murder.



The attacks on Emma Smith and Martha Tabram created an air of suspicion in Whitechapel.
It appeared that there was a killer on the loose preying on prostitutes.



In fact it was obvious that the two crimes were not connected. Emma Smith had simply been
robbed.



Martha Tabram had been the victim of a much more serious and much more vicious crime.
Whitechapel was on edge, therefore, throughout the month of August 1888.



On Friday 31 August 1888, at about 4.00 a.m., Charles Cross was walking through Buck’s
Row in Whitechapel.



He saw something lying on the ground in front of a stable yard. As he came closer, he saw
that it was a woman.



She was lying on her back with her skirts pulled up almost to her waist. In the darkness he
could not make out any more details.



He assumed that she was drunk and called over another man to try to get her to her feet.
They could not wake her up, so they pulled down her skirts and went to fetch a policeman.



Before the two men could return, Police Constable John Neil came upon the body while he
was on his beat.



In the light of his lantern, he could see that the woman’s throat had been slashed from ear to
ear.



Her clothes were soaked in blood. Neil called another policeman and then sent him to find a
doctor and an ambulance.



The doctor, Rees Llewellyn, arrived almost immediately and pronounced the woman dead.

62


She had been killed by the wound to her throat and had been dead for no more than thirty
minutes.



She had died where she was found. Neil carried out house to house inquiries in the area but
no one had heard anything suspicious.



The body was taken to the mortuary in Old Montague Street. When the clothes were
removed, more wounds were discovered to the abdomen.



Dr Llewellyn made a second examination and found that there were several deep cuts to the
abdomen, which would have been caused by a long bladed knife.



These wounds had been carried out after death, while the woman was lying on her back.



The woman was approximately five feet two inches in height, with brown hair going grey and
brown eyes and was missing several front teeth.



A search of the clothes revealed a comb, a broken mirror and a handkerchief. On her
petticoats was the Lambeth Workhouse mark.



At first it seemed that positive identification would be difficult, but news soon spread about
Whitechapel.



The police learned that a woman called Polly was missing from her lodgings at 18, Thrawl
Street.



Later that day she was identified by a woman from Lambeth Workhouse as Mary Ann
Nicholls. The following day her father and husband also confirmed her identity.



Mary Ann Nichols was aged forty-two when she was killed. She was married to William
Nicholls and had five children.



Heavy drinking had led to the breakdown of the marriage and for the last few years she had
lived off her earnings as a prostitute.



She was sad, lonely and destitute, but liked by most people who knew her.



When the Home Secretary was asked to provide a reward for to help catch the killer, he
refused.



He simply stated that responsibility for catching the murderer lay with the Metropolitan Police.

Annie Chapman


Just over a week after the death of Polly Nicholls, a second body was found in the backyard
of 29 Hanbury Street, Spitalfields.



It was discovered by John Davis, who lived with his wife and three sons in rooms at number
29 Hanbury Street.
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Another twelve people also lived in the house. Davis found the body just after 6.00 am on 8
September.



He saw that the woman’s skirts had been lifted up to her pelvis and got help immediately.



Phillips estimated the time of death at 4.30 am. He believed that the knife used for the murder
had a narrow, thin blade about six to eight inches long. It could have been similar to the
knives used by surgeons for amputations.



The dead woman was quickly identified. She was Annie Chapman, a homeless prostitute,
who wandered from lodging house to lodging house.



Annie was forty-seven and suffered from depression and alcoholism. She had been turned
out from her lodgings at about 2.00 am on the morning of 8 September 1888 and died
sometime before 6.00 a.m.



Several items were found on or near the body. Near Annie Chapman’s head was a used
envelope with the words ‘Sussex Regiment’ printed on it. Inside were two pills.



Near Annie’s feet were a small piece of cloth, a pocket comb and a much smaller comb, all of
which had apparently been taken from her pockets.



Lying nearby in the back yard of number 29 were a leather apron, a nailbox and a piece of
steel.



Unfortunately, the evidence found near the body proved to be of little value.



The envelope could have been bought locally and in any case someone in Annie Chapman’s
lodgings remembered her picking it up and putting her pills in it when her pill box broke.



The leather apron, nailbox and steel belonged to John Richardson, whose mother lived at 29
Hanbury Street.



He was one of the witnesses who came forward to give evidence about the murder.



Hanbury Street, where Annie Chapman’s body was found, was a very different place from
Buck’s Row.



It was right opposite Spitalfields market, which opened at 5.00 am. This meant that there
would have been people up and about in the area long before that.



Secondly, 29 Hanbury Street had five windows overlooking the scene of the murder and the
sun rose on 8 September 1888 at 5.23 am.



A third important difference was that three witnesses came forward all of whom had been in
the vicinity on the morning of 8 September.



John Richardson was the son of Elizabeth Richardson who lived in 29 Hanbury Street.
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He entered the yard between 4.45 am and 4.50 am to make sure that the door of the cellar
had not been tampered with. He was certain that there was no body in the yard at that time.



Albert Cadosch, who lived at 31 Hanbury Street, stated that he heard voices coming from the
backyard at about 5.20 am.



The only word he could make out was ‘no’, and at about 5.30 am he heard something falling
against the fence.



The final witness was Mrs Elizabeth Long, who passed through Hanbury Street on her way to
Spitalfields Market.



She heard a clock strike 5.30 am and saw a man and a woman talking in the backyard of
number 29.



Subsequently, Elizabeth Long identified Annie Chapman as the woman, but the man had his
back to her.



The evidence of the three witnesses created a problem for the police. The police surgeon, Dr
George Phillips, had given the time of death as about 4.30 a.m.



The witnesses suggested that 5.30 a.m. was a much more likely time.



It is possible that, given the way that the abdomen was cut open and the organs removed,
that the body could have cooled down rather more quickly than usual.



The police, however, decided to accept the evidence of Doctor Phillips and so did not follow
up the evidence of the three witnesses.



The two murders led to hundreds of letters to newspapers claiming to be from the murderer.



Almost all of these are now believed to be fakes, but they brought the murders to the
attention of the public. Reports of the killings appeared to the USA and in Canada.

Elizabeth Stride


The effect of the murders upon Whitechapel was dramatic. At night the streets were almost
deserted. Despite more demands for a reward, the Home office stood by its earlier refusal.



Newspapers publicised the murders and local people bombarded the police with information
about anybody whose behaviour was in the slightest way unusual.



A great deal of attention focused upon the Jewish community in the East End.



This resulted partly from Elizabeth Long’s statement that the man seen talking to Annie
Chapman looked like a foreigner and party from simple anti-Semitism.



By the middle of September, however, life in Whitechapel was almost back to normal.
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The ‘Mile End Vigilance Committee was formed by a group of businessmen, mostly Jewish,
and the MP for Whitechapel, Simon Montagu, also Jewish, offered a reward for the killer.



On 11 September, the police arrested John Pizer, ‘Leather Apron’, who had been suspected
of the murder of Polly Nicholls.



All now seemed to be under control and for another two weeks it was.



A much more remarkable letter was received by the Central News Agency on 27 September.



At first it was treated as a hoax, like so many other letters, but, after the next murders, the
police had it reproduced on posters and newspapers.



It became known as the ‘Dear Boss’ letter. It was written in red ink and was the first occasion
when the name ‘Jack the Ripper’ was used. It was signed



The letter was taken much more seriously after the next two murders, which appeared to
confirm some of the details mentioned in the letter.



The third murder took place just after midnight on 30 September. The body was discovered
by Louis Diemschutz, who lived with his wife at the International Working Men’s Club.



He was the caretaker at the club and in his spare time ran a market stall selling cheap
jewellery.



At about 1.00 am on Sunday 30 September, Diemschutz was returning to the club, in Dutfield
Yard off Berner Street, driving his horse and cart.



He saw something on the ground, stopped, struck a match and realised that it was the body
of a woman.



Diemschutz ran to get a policeman, and within a few minutes Police Constable Henry Lamb
was on the scene.



He sent for a doctor and then inspected the body. This time the woman’s skirts were not
raised and there was no obvious sign of a struggle.



Dr Phillips the police surgeon was also summoned and the two doctors estimated that the
time of death must have been between 12.36 am and 12.56 am.



At the inquest Dr Phillips stated that the cause of death was the throat wounds.



The most significant fact about the murder of Elizabeth Stride was that there were no
mutilations to her body.



This suggested that the Ripper had been disturbed and had fled. This might have explained
what happened later the same night.



The members of the club were questioned and the chairman of the club stated that he had
walked through the yard at about 12.40 am and had seen nothing.
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The police carried out house to house enquiries and the dead woman was soon identified as
Elizabeth Stride.



She was forty-five years old, five feet two inches in height, with light brown curly hair. She
was originally from Sweden, but had lived in Britain for the last thirty years.



She earned her living from sewing and cleaning and occasional prostitution.



Elizabeth Stride had left her lodgings early in the evening on 29 September, without telling
anyone where she was going. She had some money on her when she left



Four important witnesses came forward, all of whom claimed to have seen Elizabeth Stride
that evening.



Police Constable William Smith stated that he saw her talking to a man at 12.30 am.



He described the man as thirty years old, about five foot seven inches with dark hair and a
moustache.



The man was wearing a dark deerstalker hat, a black coat and a white collar and tie. He had
a large parcel in his hands.



Israel Schwartz saw a man talking to a woman at 12.45 am. He tried to pull her to him then
threw her onto the pavement.



He then called to a second man, who was on the other side of the road. Schwartz thought
that the man called Lipski. He then ran away because he thought that he was going to be
followed.



Schwartz identified Elizabeth Stride as the woman and described both of the men.



The first was about thirty years old, five feet five inches in height with dark hair and a small
moustache. He was wearing a dark jacket and trousers and a black cap.



The second man was thirty-five years old, height five feet eleven inches, with light brown hair
and moustache. He was wearing a dark overcoat and a black wide-brimmed hat.



William Marshall saw Elizabeth Stride talking to a man at about 11.45 pm. The man was
middle-aged and about five feet six inches tall. He was wearing a round cap with a peak and
appeared to be educated.



Finally, James Brown saw Elizabeth Stride talking to a man at 12.45, although he guessed
the time.



The man was five feet seven inches in height and was wearing a long dark overcoat. Brown
heard Elizabeth Stride say, ‘Not tonight, some other night’.
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Catherine Eddowes


Less than an hour after the discovery of Elizabeth’s Stride’s body, a second murder was
discovered by Police Constable Edward Watkins in Mitre Square, barely a quarter of a mile
away.



Watkins had passed through the square at 1.30 am, but when he returned at 1.44 am found a
body lying in a corner.



Another policeman had also been through Mitre Square on his beat at 1.42 am and had also
seen nothing.



The body of Catherine Eddowes was found in the City of London and was therefore the
responsibility of the City Police Force.



The police searched the area for clues and found part of the dead woman’s apron in Goulston
Street in Whitechapel.



The find was made at 2.55 am. Above the apron, written in white chalk, were the words:
The Juwes are not the men who will be blamed for nothing.



However, before the words could be photographed, the Commissioner of the Metropolitan
Police, Sir Charles Warren, ordered them to be obliterated.



But if the words were a genuine clue, then they were almost certainly written by the murderer
and would, therefore, have been in his handwriting.



The body was identified as Catherine Eddowes, known as Kate Eddowes. She was forty-six
years old and had been living with John Kelly for the past seven years. He identified the
body.



On the evening of 29 September she had told Kelly that she was going to visit her daughter.



She did not complete her journey, but got drunk and ended up in Bishopsgate Police Station.



She was released at 1.00 am when she had sobered up a little. She was found in Mitre
Square about an eight minute walk from the police station.



At the inquest Dr Brown described Kate Eddowes’ wounds. Her body had been cut open from
the breast bone to the lower abdomen.



The intestines had been cut out, along with the left kidney and most of the womb. There were
cuts on both eyelids and the tip of the nose was detached.



The right ear lobe had also been cut off and fell from her clothing when she was taken to the
mortuary.
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One important witness was found. He was Joseph Lawende, who was near Mitre Square with
two friends at about 1.35 am.



They saw a man and a woman talking. Lawende identified Kate Eddowes from her clothing
and described the man as young, medium height, wearing a dark jacket and a deerstalker
hat.



He had a small fair moustache. Kate Eddowes would have been killed about five minutes
after this sighting.



This postcard was posted the day the murders were committed. It was just possible that the
writer could have read about the murders in a newspaper before posting it.



The final letter that is generally considered to be genuine was received on16 October by
George Lusk, the president of the Vigilance Committee.



It was contained in a three inch square cardboard box, which also contained half a human
kidney preserved in wine.



A medical examination suggested that the kidney was very similar to the one removed from
Kate Eddowes.



Whether these letters were genuine or not, the effect that they had was dramatic.



In the eyes of the police and the public, the Ripper now became even more horrific, a
cannibal who could gloat over the carnage that he inflicted and then flaunt in the face of the
people who were trying to catch him.

Mary Kelly


The murders of Elizabeth Stride and Kate Eddowes reawakened the fears of the people of
Whitechapel.



After dark the streets were virtually deserted, apart form the large numbers of uniformed and
plainclothes policemen who flooded into the area.



In addition the Mile End Vigilance Committee hired men to patrol the streets after midnight.
Business also suffered, because no one set foot in Whitechapel unless they really had to.



By the end of October, however, the situation was beginning to get back to normal and
preparations were being made for the Lord Mayor’s Show, which was to be held on 9
November.



That morning, John McCarthy, who rented out lodgings, sent his assistant, Thomas Bowyer,
to collect rent from Mary Kelly.



She lived at 13 Miller’s Court and was several weeks behind with her rent. Bowyer knocked
on the door and then pulled back the curtain through a broken window.
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He could not make anything out clearly, but ran to fetch McCarthy. The latter sent for the
police.



Two policemen arrived, one of the Walter Dew, knew Mary Kelly well. They found her body,
with the most horrific mutilations, lying on a bed.



Not only had Mary Kelly been slashed all over her body, but she had also had her skin
removed.



Dr Phillips was called to the scene, but the body was also examined by Dr Thomas Bond. The
cause of death was a slash across the throat.



Dr Bond stated that knife used was about an inch wide and at least six inches long, but did
not believe that the murderer had any medical training or knowledge.



Dr Bond was the only medical expert who did not believe that the Ripper had any medical
knowledge or training.



Mary Kelly was twenty-five and was originally from Ireland. She had been living with Joe
Barnett for about a year, but.



In November 1888, he was out of work and Mary had returned to prostitution to earn a living.



Police Constable Walter dew described her as ‘fairly neatly dressed and invariably wearing a
clean white apron’.



Another acquaintance said she was ‘tall and pretty and a very pleasant girl, who seemed to
be on good terms with everyone’.



Dr Bond and Dr Phillips disagreed about the time of death. Bond gave it as between 1.00 am
and 2.00 am, but Phillips gave it as between 5.00 am and 6.00 am.



This confusion did not help the police to make use of the evidence of the witnesses.



George Hutchinson knew Mary Kelly and said that he had met her at about 2.00 am on the
morning on 9 November. She left him and then stopped to talk to another man.



Sarah Lewis was walking with another woman at 8.00 pm on Wednesday 7 September, when
they were approached by a man of about forty years old.



He was fairly short, with a black moustache. He wanted either of the women to follow him. He
wore a black coat and was carrying a black bag about a foot long. The women ran away.



At 2.30 am on the Friday morning, Sarah Lewis saw the same man near Miller’s Court. She
rushed into a friend’s house. Just before 2.00 am she heard a woman shriek ‘murder’.
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The police investigation


In 1888, nobody in Whitechapel, or in Britain as a whole, had any idea of what they were
dealing with when Polly Nicholls was murdered.



The police were unaware that they were dealing with a serial killer, and, in any case, would
not have known what a serial killer was.



The Home Secretary also had no idea of the seriousness of the situation when he refused to
offer a reward after the first murder. Everything suggested that the murder was a local affair



Most people in Whitechapel, and the police officers investigating the murder, assumed that
Polly Nicholls was killed by somebody local.



The earlier attack on Emma Smith and the murder of Martha Tabram led many people to
believe that somebody to do with prostitution was to blame.



The way that Polly Nicholls and later Annie Chapman were cut up suggested that someone
with experience of dissecting bodies might be involved.



These were the first two lines of inquiry that the police followed. Three horse slaughterers,
who worked near Buck’s Row were arrested, but then cleared.



They were found to have been working at the time of the murder. For many weeks, however,
many inquiries were made at abattoirs and slaughter houses.



Inspector Frederick Abberline was in charge of the investigation. He had served for twentyfive years in the Metropolitan Police Force.



Most of that time had been spent in Whitechapel. The inspector and the other police officers
allotted to the case acted quickly.



Soon after the murder of Polly Nicholls, stories began to appear about a character called
‘Leather Apron’.



He had the reputation of demanding money from prostitutes under threats of violence.



The article was clearly intended to inflame public opinion. When this description was
published, ‘Leather Apron’ went into hiding.



The second murder, of Annie Chapman, was in Spitalfields and not Whitechapel, so it was
investigated by Inspector Joseph Chandler of H Division.



Inspector Abberline worked with Chandler and the two men agreed that the murders had
been carried out by the same person. Three days after the murder, ‘Leather Apron’ was
arrested.



‘Leather Apron’ was in fact John Pizer, who had at least one conviction for stabbing, but none
for bullying prostitutes.
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He was soon found to have alibis for both murders. At the time of the death of Polly Nicholls
he was at a lodging house.



The owner backed up his story, and at the time of the killing of Annie Chapman he was in
hiding in a relative’s house.



A number of people corroborated this. So John Pizer was released and a good deal of police
time had been wasted.



The release of John Pizer did not make the job of the police any easier in the short term.



Many informants came forward and passed on information about suspicious individuals acting
strangely. Some were arrested, but all suspects were subsequently released.



Much of the blame for the wasting of police time lay with the press. Some newspapers
publicised the story of ‘Leather Apron’ and virtually forced the police to chase him.



They also picked on the statement by Elizabeth Long, who stated that the man that she saw
talking to Annie Chapman ‘looked to me like a foreigner’.



This led to concentration on foreigners, which was not helped by The Star’s statement that
‘Leather Apron’ was Jewish.



The people of Whitechapel did not need much encouragement to turn on the growing
community of Jewish immigrants.



Fortunately, the formation of the Mile End Vigilance Committee helped to shift attention away
from the Jewish community for the time being.



Unfortunately, Inspector Chandler was not so impressed by Elizabeth Long’s evidence as the
press had been.



He decided that her estimate of the time of Annie Chapman’s death, 5.30 am, was wrong.



Chandler’s reason for ignoring Elizabeth Long was that her evidence conflicted with that of Dr
Phillips, who was an experienced and highly regarded police surgeon.



In fact, at the inquest, Dr Phillips did suggest that his estimate of the time of Annie
Chapman’s death might have been inaccurate, but this was again ignored by the police.



However, the police did take notice of the evidence that suggested that the murderer had
medical knowledge.



This suggested that the killer might not be a local man, but a visitor to Whitechapel.



They also took seriously Elizabeth Long’s statement that he might have been a foreigner,
even though there was no evidence to support her at all.
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The police increased the number of patrols in Whitechapel, as the events surrounding the two
murders on 30 September show.



Police Constables on the beat were criss-crossing Whitechapel at regular intervals and both
the murders must have been carried out in very short periods of time, possible as little as five
minutes.



After the two murders on 30 September, the number of police patrols increased even more.



Several policemen dressed as prostitutes in an effort to trap the killer, there were no women
police at the time. But it was all to no avail.



The police visited most of the lodging houses in Whitechapel and interviewed more than
2,000 lodgers.



Seventy-six butchers and slaughterers were questioned, even though they had been
dismissed as possible suspects by the Coroner at the inquest into the death of Annie
Chapman.



Sailors on Thames River Boats were also questioned and bloodhounds used to try to follow
the scent of the killer, but this proved hopeless.



There were three startling points about the handbill.



Firstly, the police were unable, or unwilling, to give any description of the killer.



Secondly, they still apparently believed that the killer lived in Whitechapel.



Thirdly, they were still appealing for information regarding suspicious characters.



The last point shows that the police were still using the standard method of detective work,
even after the great mass of evidence that had been collected about the Ripper and his
victims.



In fact, after the third and fourth murders, there was evidence that the Ripper did not live in
Whitechapel.



All of the killings had taken place at weekends, which suggested that the killer had a job and
that he travelled into Whitechapel to carry out his work.



It was also very likely that in a community like Whitechapel, where people lived very closely
together, that someone would have spotted the Ripper by then.



There was no shortage of informants and no sign that anyone had any sympathy for him.



The police also attempted to jog the memories of the public by publishing the ‘Dear Boss’
letter.



This did nothing except to create even more attention to the murders and increase public
alarm.
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The name ‘Jack the Ripper’ added extra spice to an already grisly and very newsworthy story.



The murder of Mary Kelly led to still more police patrols and also to outbreaks of mob
violence against suspicious individuals.



Inspector Abberline took the description given by William Hutchinson very seriously and had it
circulated to all police stations.



In fact, it was almost too good a description, particularly the later information.



More than one writer has suggested that he may have been trying to avoid any suspicion
himself. However, the police did not investigate him at all.



Eventually the murders became so much a subject for discussion that even Queen Victoria
showed concern at what was going on.



Queen Victoria was voicing what was a common reaction at the time. The police were just not
doing enough. But on the other hand, what more could they do.



This was a remarkably perceptive assessment of the case. All of the evidence suggests that
Jack the Ripper struck at random.



He worked so quickly that his victims were unable to put up any sort of a fight. He was
entirely cold-blooded, completely ruthless and clearly some sort of sexual psychopath.



More than 90% of murders are committed by persons known to the victims, but, in the case of
the Ripper murders, it appears that killer and victims were complete strangers.



What is more, the killer only selected his victims as a result of a chance meeting. Even today,
murderers who work like this are very difficult to catch.

The national and regional context


The first detectives were appointed by the Metropolitan Police in 1842. There were two
inspectors and six sergeants.



There was a good deal of opposition at first to the use of detectives.



The public was concerned that plain clothes policemen could not be identified.



The Home Office was concerned that detectives would become too friendly with criminals and
become corrupt.



It was not until the 1860s that detective work began to be organised. In 1860 an inspector
and a sergeant were sent to investigate a murder in Wiltshire.



This created the pattern of inquiry that was to last to the present day.
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In 1862, photographs of criminals were taken in prison and then sent to Scotland Yard to form
the ‘Rogues Gallery’.



The photographs were taken because it was believed that it was possible to identify criminal
‘types’ from the shape of their head.



In 1869, the Detective Department was created and full time detectives were attached to
each Division.



But, in 1877, three out of the four inspectors in the Detective Department were found guilty of
corruption.



In 1878, the Detective Department was reorganised and the Criminal Intelligence Department
(CID) was set up. This led to considerable improvements.



In 1879, instructions for dealing with murder cases ordered investigating officers that:



‘The body must not be moved, nor anything about it or in the room or place interfered with,
and the public must be excluded’.



In 1884, there were still proportionally fewer detectives in London than there were in other
major cities.



Detective methods developed slowly. The police had learnt the value of footprints in the early
part of the nineteenth century, but since then little progress had been made.



The standard method in detective work was to follow suspicious characters. This was
basically the same as the methods used by bobbies on the beat.



Some forensic progress was made, however. In 1884 John Toms was convicted of murder
because the torn paper used for his pistol wadding matched the paper recovered from the
wound in the head of his victim.



In 1892, the Alphonse Bertillon method of identification was adopted. This involved
measuring parts of the human body on the assumption that no two individuals would be
exactly the same.



Much more significant was the adoption of fingerprinting in 1901. The first conviction using
fingerprints was in June 1902. The first police photographer was appointed in 1901.

Police work in the 1880s


Police constables throughout the country received very little training in the late nineteenth
century.



Before they went out on the beat, most time was spent learning military drill. Inspections were
usually based on parades, rather than on police work.



Great emphasis was put on personal appearance and good behaviour. Some forces insisted
that the police wore their uniforms at all times, even when off duty.
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Others required officers to attend church on Sundays, or not to be seen out with women.



In most forces constables learnt their ‘trade on the job’, which was by no means easy. Hours
of duty could be as long as fourteen a day, seven days a week.



In London in the 1870s and 1880s, a beat during daytime was seven and a half miles on
average. At night it was two miles.



Despite the improvements to police forces all over the country and the emphasis on proper
behaviour on the part of officers, in the 1880s the reputation of the police forces in Britain was
hit very hard by a number of serious incidents.



Since 1868, there had been few major disturbances in Britain, but in the mid-1880s the
picture changed.



In 1884, the police charged a parade of Orangemen in Cumberland wielding their truncheons.



In 1885, the Derbyshire, Nottinghamshire and Birmingham police charged an election
demonstration in Nottingham. The report on the incident stated that:
‘The police disobeyed instructions as to the use of truncheons and behaved intemperately’.



In February 1886, the Metropolitan Police had to deal with a mass demonstration of
unemployed in Trafalgar Square.



The most serious incident was ‘Bloody Sunday’ on 13 November 1887. The Metropolitan
Police charged a demonstration by the Metropolitan Radical Federation.



The police were backed up by two squadrons of Life Guards and two companies of foot
guards.



The main results of these police actions were demands in the House of Commons for
inquiries into police actions and a general belief that the police were not acting impartially.



They were now seen as favouring the middle and upper classes against the poor and working
classes.



Much of the blame was heaped on the Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police Force, Sir
Charles Warren.

Sir Charles Warren


The Metropolitan Police was in a bad state when Warren took over as Commissioner in 1885.



Economic conditions in London were bad, leading to demonstrations.



His men found him rather aloof, although he generally had good relations with his
superintendents.
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To make matters worse, Warren, a Liberal, did not get along with the Conservative Home
Secretary, Henry Matthews.



Warren was attacked in the press after Bloody Sunday on 13 November 1887.



In 1888, Warren tried to reorganise the Metropolitan Force, but was opposed by James
Monro, one of his Assistant Commissioners. Monro was supported by Matthews.

Warren and Jack the Ripper


He was accused of failing to offer a reward for information, although in fact he supported the
idea and it was blocked by the Home Office.



He was accused of not putting enough police officers on the ground, whereas in fact
Whitechapel was swamped with them.



He was accused of being more interested in uniformed policing than detective work, which
was true.



This failed to take into consideration the fact that he allowed his experienced detective
officers to conduct their own affairs and rarely interfered in their operations.



He was accused of not using bloodhounds, and when he did eventually bring them in he was
accused of being obsessed with them.

The public’s view of the police


Bloody Sunday and the failure to catch Jack the Ripper made the work of the police in poor
and working class areas even more difficult. One of the most difficult areas of all was the East
End of London.



The work of the police was also not assisted by statistics from 1885.



These showed that the strength of the Metropolitan Police Force in 1885 was 13,319 men,
while the population of London at the time was 5,255,069.



Most surprisingly, however, of the 13,319 men, only 1,383 officers were available for beat
duty at any one time.



In the 1880s, police forces in Britain were very much in their infancy. Almost all of the
methods of tackling and solving crimes that we now take for granted were unknown.



Police work was mostly concerned with the prevention of crime by officers on the beat. But
even very regular patrols could not stop a determined criminal.



The public view of the police had improved since the creation of the Metropolitan force.



There was still considerable apprehension because police forces were often used to attack
demonstrators.

