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Mayhew on London Prisons 
SENIti." M ' and tI A YUEW 8 London Labour 
Was s/~ L~ndon Poor in which, it 
of th tId, the respectable portion 
mad: World ,~"ere for t~lC first time 
Poor' acquamted wIth ... the 
the er World of 1.;onilon, of which 
tivelUppel' ~lasses knew com para
stat Y notluug" has achieved the 
just Us of It classic. First appearing 
181iO,.0"~r. It century ago, in the 
nlth s, It IS still widely road to-day 
for;ugh Usually in an abridgeil 
volu' It Was published in five 
(lcalr1es: Th~; first three volumes 
Polk WIth The TJomlon Street 
Ih'cJ'l .. 'yho tlaily earn an honest 
tion,I,lood m the midst of destitu
Will Q,nd the fourth, "ThoRe That 
p\'ost'rot Work", dealt with the 
S\\,iudl uteR, thieves, heggltl's anil 
hCalt} ers "Who prey npon the 
rl:hcsel Rnd the property of others". 
frOln t"OluInes, 01' at least excerpts 
stUde t m1, are fltmilial' both to 
'rho R s and the general reader. 
Series lfth "?lume, completing the 
l?rh'lo' entItled "The Criminal 
l?riso Us o~ London and Scenes of 
less n LIfe", is however much 
fasci~vel,l known, although no less 
Conta,'lttlll? The first edition (1862) 
OVer Ins In adilition to the text 
Which Q, hundred illustrations, of 
h{\re. It numher are reproduced 

In th' to Ill' ~s volume Mayhew set out 
the C;ld~ "a complete account of 
COlUp'llllunal Prisons of London, 
Patti I ed, like the preceding 
in~{ls~~s ~f the work, froin actual 

Igations, mostly made within 

the walls,· 01' sllpplied hy the 
officers connected with them". He 
excluded from his survey both 
Political or State Prisons such as 
the Tower and the Strong-room of 
the Honse of Commons, and also 
Civil or Debtors' Prisons snch as 
the Queen's Bench and Whitecross 
Street. This left him with, apart 
from the Lock-ups Ol' Police Cells 
nnd the Hulks at Woolwich, ten 
establishments. These were, 
Pentonville, Millhank, Brixton, 
Holloway, Cohlbath Fieltls, Tothill 
Fields, \Vandswol'th, Clerkenwell, 
N ewgate ancl the IIol'semonger 
Lane Jail. Our reproductions have 
heen' selected fl'om the illustmtions 
to the chapters dealing with prisons 
which Itre still in m:e to-dny and 
the text refers to them in the 
main. At that time Pentonville 
was It. Convict Prison "for trans
ports and 'penal service' men" and 
Brixton was the F£'male Convict 
Prison. Holloway WitS the City 
Honse of Conedion nnd 'Vands
worth the Su rl'ey Honse of 
Correction, hoth handling short
term prisoners serving up to a 
mllximum of two yeltrs. A century 
ago Wandsworth was It "pleasant 
Itnd countrified spot" where "the 
stranger might fltncy himself miles 
ItwltY from the Metropolis" becltuse 
it was "so thoroughly primitive 
nnd half desolate", nnd at the bltck 
of Holloway prison lay "some 
beautiful green meadows nnd fields 
of arable land", Brixton on the 
other hand was set "in the peculiar 
suburban regions of London where 
the hOUfleS are excruciatingly 
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genteel" nnd the description of the 
"cold and gloomy streets" around 
Pentonville is not very remote 
from the reality of to-day. 

It is interesting to see that the 
pictures of hooded men and veiled 
women under the Separate system, 
of prisoners operating the crank 
and the tread wheel or picking 
oakum with which the book is so 
lavishly illustrated are presented 
as symbols of "modern philan
thropy". "It is scarcely necessary" 
runs the prcface "to point out the 
great contraRt which the prisons 
of the present day present to those 
of the past century and the early 
part of the present". As 11 matter 
of fact 111though Mayhew thought 
the masks gave "a kind of tragic 
solemnity to tho ftgureR", he 
regl1rded them as "11 piece of 
wretched frippery and ItS idle in 
use as they are thelttrical in 
character"; but he was on the 
whole fltyoul'l1hly impressed by 
what he Sltw. IIis main criticisms 
of the system-l1nd they have 11 
familial' ring to present day 
students-relate to recidivism I1nd 
the work situation in prisons. lIe 
cites figures from tho Fifth Report 
of the Inspectors of Prisons for the 
Home District in which he says 
that "the old-jail birds so far from 
being either reformed or deterred 
from future offences are here 
shown continually to return to the 
prisons throughout the country". A 
major factor he believed was that 
the system made labour a punish
ment to the criminal. So far from 
imprisonment with hard labour 
"serving to eradicate the antipathy 

of the criminal to industrioUs 
pursuits, ~t t.ends. rathe~ .t~ 
confirm hIm 10 hIS pre]ud1C,,: 
against regular labour" said :M») t 
hew. " , Well ' says the pickpock~ J 
to himself on leaving prisou, 'e 
always thought working for ouc

t
. 

living was by no means pleas!111 a' 
I1nd after the dose I have just b!1 f 
I'm blest if I an't convinced : 
it ' ". If we wished to inculcIl

1 
~ 

habits of industry Mayhew thoU~ Ig 
this could not be done by makl11, 
labour "a scourge" but rather b) 
rendering it agreeable and a.lso• 
by means of the 'mark' SystClll' 
making it the means of libCr!l~iO~ 
of the prisoner. lIe had little tIll) 

for the view, very popular thalli 
exprcssed by the Chaplltiu llll 
Pentonville, that "God alone ell d 
give good principles I1nd ~oo'b 
motives by his Spirit". He dldll 

. 09 
deny that supernatural converslO t~ 
of men from wickednesS ~ 
righteousness occasionally toO~ 
place but he said by this appro~o g 
"we produce It thousand caUtlll 

hypocrites to one "eal convert". 

fOil Nevertheless the chief attrac I Ii 
of the book lies not in the geue~e 
discussions of penal policy nor t ( 
tltbles of statistics, which Maybe.~ 
admitted to he unreliable, bu.t .d. the manifest veracity and the VI\"I 9 

ness of the reporting. In sharpnes/ 
of observation and the selection ~Il 
significant detail as well as skiIl' t 
presentation few writers beforeJe 
since have equalled Mltyhew. ~ 
was a' persistcn t and assid uoll

i
• 

visitor. He turned out at 5 n;lIg 
with "the cold March mOl'IlIO e 
winds blowing so sharp in the {o-o. 
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~~ to fill the eyes with tears" to 
fItness the departure of prisoners 
a~J\ Penton ville to Portsmouth 
10 e was still at the prison at 

P,m, in the warders' mess "where 
We f 
th oUnd another officer raking out 
f e remains of the mess-room fire 
or the night", He talked with 
~h?7one from officials like the 
nOb

e 
Warder at Wandsworth (" a 

~hole spe,cimen of a prison office~, 
h", Ugh m mature life and hIS 

",11' 'I en Sl vered he is a man of great 
Co e1'gy and intelligence") to the 
vi ~ntless prisoners whom he 
1'e sIted in their cells carefully 
th C~rding their stories. It is notable 
no~ he didn't make the mistake 
PI' Uncommon even amongst 
1'o:ent, .d~y social scientists. of 
Pl'esant~clzlng the prisoners WhIlst 
neo enting the staff as a homoge
Me ub mass of forbidding ciphers, 
qUi~ ,ers of staff at all levels spoke 
1'(l e reely to him and many were 
C lllarkably enlightened and 
~o~nPassionate in tbeir attitudes, 
S us, the Lady Governor or 
o;P:~Intendent of Brixton speaking 
Sa • e women on ticlret-of-leave u:s

, We have sent away altogether 
Of,~al'ds of 200 Women on ticket
ba k. aVe and only four have come 
Ca C and even with those four we 
th: har~IY believe them to be guilty: 
" Pohce are- so sharp with the .. Oar th' . 
Ve lUgs . . . The pohce are 
1 1'y severe with"them I think; and 
thcan't help feeling an interest in 
th e '''retched creatures, just as if 

ey Were children of my own." 

CO~~ re,ad a book like this is a useful 
ch ctIve to those sentimental 

1'0 ' 1 at ~IC es which make nonsense 
cOn . he history of prisons by 

. 8
Idering them in a vacuum with-

out regard to their contemporarY 
social context. 

It is true that conditions were 
frequently harsh and Mayhew 
does not hide this, He was present 
at adjudicH,tions in most of the 
prisons he visited and ahvays 
made a point of visiting the 
punishment or dark' cells, In 
\Vandsworth he found. in one of 
them" a little girl of twelve years 
of age, , , who had been singing 
in her cell against the prison rules 
. . . She was drumming in pas
sionate mood at the door of her 
cell. with only one garment w~apt 
round her. and her blue prIson 
clothes torn into a heap of rags by 
her side, After we left. she 
continued to beat the door in a 
violent manner." From her 
card we found she was under 
confinement for picking pockets," 
On the third day of his visit he 
returned to see the girl again. and 
found her "reading a book , , . 
quiet and subdued in her manner' 
She had been subjected to a 
punishment of bread and water 
for two days", It is notable that 
Mayhew who is clearly It man of 
warm human sympathies reports 
all this quite dispassionately with 
none of the sentiment or "tears 
stinging our eyes" which. by 
contrast the Convict Nursery at 
Brixton 'hl1cl provoked in him. Yet 
if one l'cacls the en,rlier volumes of 
London Labour and the London 
Poor with their detailed 
descriptions of the conditions 
under which the honest poor 
of IJondon were living at 
the time it is not difficult to 
understancl why the author found 
much to admire in the London 
prisons. It is not without signifi
cance that the most troublesome 
of the women convicts at Brixton 
(an establishment which Mayhew 
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goes Oll t of hi s \\'ay i.o eOlllllll'nd 
"all :Ll rhi xt.on \\,II H dOIH' 111 01'0 
genUy :tnd f('(' lingl y :l. lld yet no 
less ('ffp('Lllall)', Llmll aL OtllC'I ' 
p1'i sons") \\' (' 1'(' t1,()S(, ",1,0 I t:Ld 
heen se ll L('lI eed t.o Ll'a li spol'Lat ion 
j lI sL pl'i o l' Lo Lh l ' ll:Lss i II g of t. 1I (· Ad 
which SlIhHLiLIl Led illlPl'i sO IlIlH'lIt, 
in t hi s c'ollllll'), 1'01' f'XPllt l'i lLL ion, 
80me of 11, ('111 had pl C'H d('d g llil Ly 
n1(' l'l'l y in ol'dc' l' 10 g('L s(, 111 ah,'o:td , 

The il' 1'('aC'! iOIl \\'ht'll tll <'Y lI('c':I""1' 
a WILI'(, Utat III(' Y \\' ('1'( ' not go in g to 
be LI'l1.lIspol 'l ('d is dl'sc 'I'ihf'd ill I,ll I' 
,'cpol'L o f 11, (, Dil'f'f' l o l's o f COII\' id 
Pl'i son s a.<.; i'n llO\\'s : •. n is:! ppnilll -

llH'o t r en((C'l'(' (( t helll t hol'oughlY 
r eekl e'ss: hoW' di cd wi t hin t hem ; 
t hey lLeL llIllly cO lIl' ted pilnislllll cot ; 
iLlid t ll c il' I1C'1 igh t and o('c lIPfttio JJ 

eoosiHt ed ill do ing :lS IllIlC
h 

nli sc hipf as LhC'y ('o llld, 'fbeY 
eon sLant,ly dCHL I'oyC'(I Lhc·il' c lotheS, 
LOl'e lip t heil' Ill.ddill g. SililLShed 

LIlC il' windows :Ln d IjhrPlI,j,(' ll cd t iJo 

of'fiCCl'fl wiLh v iolen oe , , ," Prison 
h islori:Ll1s who 1'C'g:d (' t hc i l' I'caders 

wiL li stol'ies of Lh(. ho l'l'ol' and 
inllllillanity of Ll'an sportat iOO 
II sually nl .g l !'!,! :-nu,h dl'LlI.ilH (\9 
t hi s, 

( 'hil'/ W"I'I/1'1' ,,/ tI,r l 'r."""I/'i ", , l 'ri 'I'"'' 
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(JIII, ' I' gal,' 01 till' (,i l!! TTIIII\I' 'f ('lIl'l'l'cli , III , " ,,1/"1/'0 !! , 

nird\~~!/I' l'i,lI' of tlw "Ol/,~C IIf (','rr, ' lioll /01' till' Cily of LOIlr/OII , lIol101/'{/!I , 



;11 I ' I : 1 ::; 0 N S I'; It V I C I'; J () U It N A r, 

' .... I'IN;")' IIf tI'l' ,';111'1"1'1/ 7f(lIl .w' (If ('/1/' 1" '1'1;"" 01 lI ·(I1l ri.\II'lII' lit . 



I' I{ r " 0 N ;; I': H V I C Ii: J 0 U H N A I , 
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