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   This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles
  by classic crime writers.


  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are
  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.


  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of
  digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for
  decades.


  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid
  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. 
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  Prologue


  Darkest England


  It was in June 1832 that Frasers Magazine first warned its readers of the existence of a new and
  well-organized criminal class whose leaders acted as patrons of crime, arranging the disposal of stolen goods, and even regulating the admission of new members to their fraternity as if they had
  been nominating apprentices to an honourable craft. Such men thrived upon the certainties that the profits of the profession had grown large and that the chances of detection were remote. Carried
  away by its belief in this distinct sub-class of society, the magazine described its members as a criminal club, something to be known more commonly as an underworld.


  The criminal class of the Victorian age, as distinct from the life of the underclass which usually sheltered it, was more easily recognized than defined. What was criminal often lay in the eye
  and the mind of the beholder. Begging, for example, was a last resort of poverty but also a traditional form of the tricksters art. The Society for the Suppression of Mendacity, founded in
  1818, now required beggars to provide evidence of genuine distress and to face prosecution as impostors if they could not.


  Even if prostitution were regarded as a facet of the criminal underworld, its practitioners seldom matched the stereotype of the diseased harpy weaving the nations winding-sheet. There
  were many women who belonged to the profession when times were bad in the slop-shops of the tailoring trade, for example, and who left the streets again for their former employment when conditions
  improved. Most of the women on the streets regarded prostitution as a transition from maidenhood to marriage, rather than as membership of a class outside the law. Most were proved right.


  Even the act of theft might be the work of a professional cracksman at one extreme and, at the other, the stealing of an apple from a barrow as an act of childish bravado. The act of the child
  who stole the apple shaded into the systematic thefts from Thames barges by gangs of little mudlarks, and thence into juvenile pickpocketing and professional house-breaking.


  The underclass of the cities, hostile to the police and suspicious of the law, was a natural refuge of the habitual criminal. Yet many accomplished forgers and burglars of mid-Victorian England
  were sheltered within a professional class, their appearance and surroundings far removed from those of Bill Sikes and the Artful Dodger. Edward Agar, a man of business, led the Great Bullion
  Robbery in 1855; James Townshend Saward, barrister of the Inner Temple, was unmasked as Jem the Penman; those who emptied the Bank of England of 100,000 in 1873 were
  habitus of the best hotels and travelled the world in considerable comfort, one reputedly having been a rebellious Harvard undergraduate; Harry Benson, who brought the Detective Police of
  Scotland Yard to ruin in 1877, had education and property, and a cosmopolitan persuasiveness equally effective in New York, Paris and London. A leavening of proletarian criminality by the cad and
  the bounder was never plainer than in the theft of the regalia known as The Irish Crown Jewels from a closely guarded safe in Dublin Castle, six years after the end of
  Victorias reign. This crime was the work of two officers and gentlemen, one of them brother to the polar explorer Sir Ernest Shackleton. His alibi witness was the late Queens
  son-in-law, the Duke of Argyll.


  Precise description and location of a criminal class were made no easier by a new mobility and a chameleon-like adaptation to new surroundings. On 17 January 1857, The Times lectured its
  readers on the manner in which professional burglars were travelling by railway, often in first-class carriages, moving from town to town with a speed that the police could scarcely match. London
  pickpockets travelled England and Continental Europe in search of opportunities, shadowing well-heeled tourists to the Irish lakes or the French spas and operating on the fringes of
  businessmens gatherings at Manchester and in the North.


  Crime shared the benefits of industrial progress. In 1839, a Report of the Royal Commission on a Constabulary Force revealed that burglars and safe-breakers in London were having tools made to
  the highest standards by the craftsmen of Birmingham, Sheffield and those other cities of the Midlands and the North that formed The Workshop of England.


  Such a professional underworld was largely synonymous in the public mind with the outcasts of London. The capitals population grew from 1,873,676 in 1841 to 4,232,118 in 1891, and the
  proportion of the nations population which lived in the city rose by almost a quarter during those years. The 1851 census identified 13,120 criminals and 6,849 prostitutes in London. Other
  towns or cities might sometimes have more criminals proportionately but none could individually approach the number of offences committed in London nor offer such promising material for the study
  of criminality.


  Indeed, figures for crime and criminals in the provinces appeared increasingly unreliable. As early as 1845, Friedrich Engels in The Condition of the Working Class in England had claimed
  a seven-fold increase in crime from 1805 to 1842, based on the number of suspects arrested. Yet a new form of policing had been introduced from 1829 onwards and the later figures revealed only that
  a greater number of offenders had been caught. By 1895, the Home Office Committee on Statistics complained that for many years the police forces in Birmingham, Liverpool, Bradford and Manchester
  had been unable to agree on what constituted either a known thief or a suspicious character. The committee dismissed the previously accepted figures as being of no value in trying to compare crime
  across the country. London, however, had enjoyed the advantage of being more intensively documented, the subject of such classic studies as Mayhews London Labour and the London Poor
  and Dr William Actons Prostitution.


  In the English provinces during the early years of the Queens reign habitual criminals were itinerant for good reasons. The Report of the Royal Commission on a Constabulary Force, which
  had deplored the trade in burglars tools, also recorded the migration of suspects from those areas that were now policed to those which remained unprotected. Any observer of
  the streets and race meetings of the 1850s might have noticed how the swindler who challenged passers-by to try their luck at the Three-Card Trick or Three-Thimbles-and-a-Pea was disappearing from
  city pavements, where a policeman on the beat might pass every twenty minutes, only to reappear on the safer ground of country fairs or racecourses.


  According to Henry Worsley in Juvenile Depravity (1849) there was a difference in the quality of crime between the professionalism of London and the feckless offenders of the countryside.
  Poaching and petty larceny, rather than the metropolitan sophistication of forgery or house-breaking, characterized rural crime. Such acts scarcely represented the existence of a rural underworld.
  Most villagers, indeed, did not regard the stealing of game as morally wrong. In Worsleys view, the game laws themselves were as much a cause of crime as the beer shops and lodging-houses of
  the cities.


  Even the metropolitan underworld was more elusive than the continued existence of the old criminal rookeries might suggest. Working-class districts gave refuge to the humble
  dodgers, who lived by tricks and cheats, and to better-dressed burglars or swindlers of the swell mob. The best safe-breakers were found in the affluence of Russell Square and in quiet prosperity
  at addresses in Newington Causeway and the New Kent Road, looking like the successful businessmen they might otherwise have been.


  Many who followed such crafts as forgery or coining chose the little streets of districts along the river, forming a community with costermongers and artisans. When there was trouble, the
  community was apt to take their side against the law. The costers sold fruit, vegetables, fish and other merchandise from their street barrows. They were naturally hostile to the police, whose duty
  it was to clear the streets of such obstructions as market barrows, hence depriving the traders of a livelihood. When the constabulary arrived to arrest a coiner, coster neighbours saw only an
  intrusion by a common enemy.


  Those thieves or prostitutes who were precariously placed between crime and destitution might withdraw to the congested slums of the rookeries, the Devils Acre in
  Westminster, Jacobs Island in Bermondsey, and the Holy Land, containing the adjacent rookeries of St Giless and the Seven Dials, just east of the Charing Cross Road.
  These rotting tenements and taverns of an earlier century were not swept away by any single great act of social reform. They disappeared piecemeal from the landscape of London between the time when
  New Oxford Street was driven through part of St Giless in the 1840s and the final redevelopment of Westminster half a century later. The crimes associated with them, as Superintendent
  Cornish of Scotland Yard remarked, were cleared from such areas and dispersed across London.


  The Victorian criminal worked under three legacies of the recent past. The first of these, the gradual abolition of the so-called Bloody Code of laws and
  punishments, followed the appointment of Sir Robert Peel as Home Secretary in 1822. In 1800, there had been more than 160 crimes for which the death penalty might be inflicted. At its worst, this
  code permitted the execution of children and prescribed hanging for trivial thefts. By the end of the 1830s, few capital offences remained apart from murder and treason. Hanging, however, continued
  to provide entertainment outside Newgate Gaol and other prisons until public executions were abolished in 1868.


  A second change in the life of the criminal was less welcome. The penalty for professional failure was usually imprisonment. Until the 1830s, it was possible to live as well in gaol as it had
  been when gin shops had competed within the prison walls and the admission of women had enlivened the last hours of the condemned. The moralists of the new reign frowned upon such regimes as that
  under which prisoners with money were permitted to live in the Governor of Newgates house with their own servants, their meals brought in from taverns or coffee houses. Time was passed by
  less influential inmates in drinking or in playing cards, tennis, skittles or billiards. In 1836, the new Prison Commissioners were outraged to see men in Newgate so drunk that they could not sit
  upright, let alone stand. Even though it was not as easy to import women into prison by this time, a male prisoner who claimed to be the relative of a female prisoner might be given free access to
  her.


  To the 1840s, however, crime was a contagion. New prisons were built, dedicated to the proposition that each prisoner was to live in a species of solitary confinement, unable to communicate with
  any other convict, and that each should be masked by a Scotch cap, so that when prisoners saw one another identification was impossible. The provisions were known as the silent system
  and the separate system.


  Resistance was to be broken by the crank, the tread-wheel, and shot drill, but most effectively by removal of food from a diet already meagre, until the rebel or malingerer wearied of
  near-starvation. As the system of transportation to penal colonies in Australia was progressively abolished in the 1850s and 1860s, some of the rigours of that system were incorporated in a new
  category of detention called penal servitude. Though transportation ceased, convict hulks remained as floating prisons at locations like Woolwich, and at Portland until its prison was
  built.


  The most novel deterrent to crime was a third legacy of the 1830s, the advent of the new police forces which had been initiated by Sir Robert Peels Act for improving the police in and
  near the Metropolis in June 1829. City watchmen had been ineffective and the Bow Street Runners, inaugurated by Henry Fielding and his half-brother Sir John Fielding in 1753, invited
  corruption and derision alike by recruiting former thieves and offering them rewards. Peel proposed Londons first centralized and professional police. Within ten years, its officers were
  sufficiently well established to have drawn upon themselves the hostility of much of the working population and a suspicion that many of them had been corrupted by brothel-keepers, pornographers
  and others who wished to trade undisturbed.


  On its creation, the Metropolitan Police contained no detective force, a concession to objections to police espionage upon free citizens. It was only after two murder
  investigations, which the police were thought to have bungled, that a Detective Police division was created at Scotland Yard in 1842. This consisted of two inspectors and six sergeants. Yet the new
  detectives were hampered by rules that forbad any association with suspected criminals or underworld informants, rules that stemmed from a fear of police corruption and of espionage upon the
  innocent.


  By 1869, the Detective Police at Scotland Yard had been increased from ten to twenty-seven, with 188 officers in the other Metropolitan divisions. Overall, Metropolitan Police manpower grew from
  1,000 in 1829 to 9,000 forty years later. The installation of an electric telegraph in 1868 linked Scotland Yard with the divisions and in 1870 a Register of Habitual Criminals was set up.
  Criminals migrated to areas where work was easier. As late as 1856 some 40 per cent of counties still relied on the ancient system of law enforcement whereby a justice of the peace worked with a
  parish constable.


  Setbacks to policing in London marked the latter half of the Victorian age. A successful prosecution for police perjury and a corruption trial which destroyed the entire system of detective
  policing at Scotland Yard resulted in the new Criminal Investigation Department with its Special Branch by 1884. Indeed, in the 1860s critics of police methods and evidence had already raised the
  issue of wrongful convictions through newspapers like the Daily Telegraph and the campaigns of senior lawyers like William Ballantine. Even incontrovertible scientific evidence proved to be
  nothing of the sort.


  To a twentieth-century reader, the Victorian fight against crime may have a certain familiarity. England in the 1840s and 1850s, no less than in the 1940s and 1950s, was apt to
  believe that statistics proved crime to be out of control and to regret that harsher penalties had been abolished. This unease enabled Victorian documentary writers of the buccaneering genius of
  Henry Mayhew to excite middle-class interest in a self-portrayal of the poor and the dishonest. Edwin Chadwick had already brought to life the voices of young prostitutes and thieves in Manchester
  and Liverpool. Mayhew and his assistants spanned a dozen years in the life of the capital.


  The 1860s, no less than the 1960s, seemed like a decade of release from years of sombre austerity. Prostitution and flamboyant sexuality were a source of scandal but also an emblem of the new
  nightlife of the West End with its lamplit pleasure-gardens, assembly rooms, parks and casinos. The rebellion of a younger and more Bohemian generation of Victorians against its elders found
  expression in pleasures and provocation, a subversion of propriety through pornography and bawdry.


  As flamboyance faded, the 1870s like the 1970s called to account corruption at the heart of Scotland Yard. By the 1880s, mid-century hedonism was checked. Prostitution, which had appropriated
  the term gay to describe itself twenty years earlier, became largely synonymous with child abuse and white slavery. Denunciation of such evils culminated in 1885 in the trials of Mary
  Jeffries, as a white slaver, and W. T. Stead, who had campaigned with ill-advised enthusiasm for a law to curb such outrages. Immoral publications, now including the novels of Zola and Maupassant,
  fell under scrutiny and prosecution by the National Vigilance Association. Public decency was policed by an unappealing alliance of prudery and prurience. Libraries and booksellers, as the young
  novelist George Moore protested, demanded from authors and publishers a fiction of moral correctness intended for, even if not written by, what he called young unmarried women.
  Prostitution withdrew to the shadows and pornography fled to Paris.


  The underworld of the 1850s was eclipsed at the centurys end by dramas of serial killers, the wraith of Jack the Ripper or Dr Neill Cream, the Lambeth Poisoner. Serial
  killers were not new and crime itself had altered little, being one of the more conservative professions, where the penalty of failure discourages mere fashionable innovation. Yet the public
  appetite grew for tales of white slavery and multiple murder, the sensationalism of the Pall Mall Gazette prevailing over the social reality of London Labour and the London Poor.


  Though fashions in the literature of true crime changed at the end of the Victorian period, it was Henry Mayhew and his assistants at mid-century who had opened the doors of
  their middle-class readers on the worlds of crime and deprivation. Photography and a new system of shorthand enabled them to bring the present alive to contemporaries and their successors with
  unparalleled vitality. From 1849 to 1862, Mayhew preserved word by word self-portraits of street-folk, lodging-house inmates, beggars, prostitutes, pickpockets, house-breakers and cracksmen who
  would have gone to their graves in silence at any earlier time. He gave to the world what Leslie Stephen, writing of the State Trials transcripts in 1892, described as the actual
  utterance of men struggling in the dire grip of unmitigated realities.


  Mayhew was to Victorian journalism what Dickens was to the novel. By contrast with the methodical approach of social investigators like Edwin Chadwick or the statistical exposition of the 1840s,
  his was a commercial and popular undertaking, written in the first place for the morning papers and then for those who would read his account of poverty and crime in penny parts. He was, after all,
  a dramatist and a former editor of Punch. In interviewing prostitutes, thieves and beggars, he relied upon the work of his assistants, Bracebridge Hemyng, alias Samuel
  Bracebridge, John Binny and Andrew Halliday, known in the theatres of London for his dramas of Londons outcasts. A last volume, The Criminal Prisons of London (1862), was to be
  completed by John Binny, after financial problems forced Mayhew to retire abroad.


  This present path through the underworld of the Victorian age begins in Mayhews company.
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	Taking the census in the dark arches of the Adelphi, 1861
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