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Mayhew on London Prisons

H

af;?}f MAYHEW'S London Labour
Wag su‘?dLgndon Poor in which, it
of the \i’ + the respectable portion
Made orld were for the first time
Po Orér *‘F(Jllmnted with . . . the
the y World of London, of which
tivelypper classes knew compara-
statoy I}otlnng”'lms achieved the
Just ‘0? & classic. First appearing
1850 Ver a century ago, in the
» 16 i3 still widely read to-day

alt ,
forg?u"h usually in an abridged
°1UI;1esb was published in five

dealt o Thg first three volumes

W The London Street
li"elil'l * + Who daily earn an honest
fon» 004 In the midst of destitu-
r‘:m the fourth, “Those That
""Ostitl?tt Work”, dealt with the
8Wing] Le8, thieves, beggars and
’thlthem who prey upon the
T ese &}nd the property of others”.
from volumes, or at lenst excerpts
8tudeny tm, are familiny both to
The ﬁfs and the generdl reader.
Sori th volume, completing the

Pri:osx’\ entitled “The Criminal
Priso s of. London and Scenes of

esg w,fe” is however much
f*‘:Cir‘l‘&etl~l known, although no less
Congf ing. The first edition (1862)

er &S In addition to the text
Whic hundred illustrations, of
hf‘re, & number are reproduced

0

I .
0 " ;h.ls volume Mayhew set out
the (Vide “a complete account of
QOmpﬁ“mlnal‘ Prisons of London,
Portioned' like the preceding
inyegps of the work, from actual
18ations, mostly made within

the walls,” or supplied by 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 House of Commons, and also
Civil or Debtors’ Prisons such as
the Quecen’s Bench and Whitecross
Street. This left him with, apart
from the Liock-ups or Police Cells
and the Hulks at Woolwich, ten
establishments. These were,
Pentonville, Millbank, DBrixton,
Holloway, Coldbath Fields, Tothill
Ficlds, Wandsworth, Clerkenwell,
Newgate and the Horsemonger
Lane Jail. Our reproductions have
been selected from the illustrations
to the chapters dealing with prisons
which are still in use to-day and
the text refers to them in the
main. At that time Pentonville
was & Convict Prison “for trans-
ports and ‘penal service’ men' and
Brixton was the Female Convict
Prison. IHolloway was the City
House of Correction and Wands-
worth the Surrcy House of
Correction, both handling short-
term prisoners serving up to a
maximum of two years. A century
ago Wandsworth was a “pleasant
and countrified spot” where “the
stranger might fancy himself miles
awny from the Metropolis’ because
it was “so thoroughly primitive
and half desolate”, and at the back
of Holloway prison lay ‘“some
beautiful green meadows and flelds
of arable land”. Brixton on the
other hand was set “'in the peculiar
suburban regions of London where
the houses are excruciatingly
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genteel” and the description of the
“cold and gloomy streets” around
Pentonville is not very remote
from the reality of to-day.

It is interesting to sce 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 preface “to point out the
great contrast which the prisons
of the present day present to those
of the past century and the carly
part of the present”. As a matter
of fact although Mayhew thought
the masks gave “a kind of tragic
solemnity to the figures”, he
regarded them as ‘& piece of
wretched frippery and as idle in
use as they are theatrical in
character”; but he was on the
whole favourably impressed by
what he saw. His main criticisms
of the system—and they have a
familiar ring to present day
students—relate to recidivism and
the work situation in prisons. He
cites figures from the 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 industriov®
pursuits, it tends rather .
confirm him in his prelud‘c;,?
against regular labour” said M#
hew. “* ‘' Well ’ says the pickpockf
to himself on leaving prisoD
always thought working for 0n¢°
living was by no means pleast?’’
and after the dose I have just b? :
I'm blest if I an’t conuince
it'”, If we wished to inculcs?
habits of industry Mayhew thou{gh
this could not be done by maki®
labour “a scourge” but rather by
rendering it agreeable and 815"
by means of the ‘mark’ SYSte,m,;
making it the means of liberat! o
of the prisoner. He had little ti¥
for the view, very popular the?
expressed by the Chapluain
Pentonville, that “God alone c“d
give good principles and ?00,5
motives by his Spirit”, He did®’
deny that supernatural conversw%
of men from wickedness X
righteousness occasionally 9’
place but he said by this appro®
“we produce a thousand ctlﬂ"
hypocrites to one real convert'

. on

Nevertheless the chief attmctlol

of the book lies not in the geﬂelile
discussions of penal policy nor b

tables of statistics, which Mfmyhe.‘;
admitted to be unreliable, buf' 3
the manifest veracity and the viv’
ness of the reporting. In sh&rpnesf
of observation and the selectio? ,
significant detail as well as gkill
presentation few writers beforeﬂoa
since have equalled Mayhew. ~,
was & persistent and assidu® .
visitor. He turned out at & ﬂ';ﬂg
with “the cold March morn!?
winds blowing so sharp in the f"ox
9




PRISON SERVICE JOURNAL 27

ag
Witto fill the eyes with tears” to

ness the departure of prisoners
a?? Pentonvi}le to Portsmouth
10p‘me. was still at the prison at
We fou 11(11 the warders’ mess “where
the l‘elg - another officer raking out
for th alns of the mess-room fire
everyoe night”. He talked with
Chief ::,e from officials like the
Roble arder at Wandsworth (“a
Tho Specimen of a prison officer.
hajp sil In mature life and his
erg vered lpe is & man of great
°°un§'1 and intelligence”) to the
Visitedesfs Prisoners whom he
Tecord; in thelr qells carefully
that h:g ighel’r stories, It is notable
Not ¢ didn’t make the mistake
pl.eSenémOmmon. even amongst
Tomant; _d{my social _scientists of
Prese, timzmg the prisoners whilst
Deoyg o8 the staff as a homoge-
Melnbemass of forbidding ciphers.
Qite frrs of staff at all levels spoke
r &rkeely to him and many were
Compg, ably enlightened and
us Sslonate in their attitudes.
Supey; he TLady Governor or
of Intendent of Brixton speaking
Sayg ‘\?V Women on ticket-of-leave
“D\V;a,r de have sent away altogether
leay 8 of 200 women on ticket-
back ae and only four have come
can hm.t:ld even with those four we
the pol; ly believe them to be guilty:
oon ce are- go sharp with the
ery ¢ hings : - . The police are
1 ean-fvere withthem I think; and
oy help feeling an interest in
they retched creatures, just as if
Were children of my own."

T
cOrr: read a book like this is a useful

mncl_tIVe to those sentimental
of cles Wwhich make nonsense
Cong; de _history of prisons by

Hering 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 adjudications in most of the
prisons he visited and always
made a point of visiting the
punishment or dark -cells, In
Wandsworth 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 wrapt
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 a 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 had provoked in him, Yet
if one reads the earlier volumes of
London Labour and the London
Poor with their detailed
descriptions of the conditions
under which the honest poor
of London were living at
the time it is not difficult to
understand 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 out of his way to commend-—

“all at Brixton was done more
gently and feelingly and yet no
less  effectually, than at  other
prisons” ) were those who had

been sentenced to transportation
just prior to the passing ol the Act
which substituted imprisonment
in this country
Some of them had pleaded guilty
merely in order to get sent abroad.
Their reaction when they became
aware that they were not going to

for expatriation.

be transported is described in the
report of the Directors of Convict

“Disappoint -

Prisons follows :

as
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ment rendered them thm'mu,’hl)t
reckless; hope died within tll(‘"‘j
they actually courted punishmen?
and their delight and occupatio”
consisted doing muceh
mischief they could. They
constantly destroyed their clothes:
tore up their bedding, smashe
their windows and threatened the
ofticers with violence " Priso?
historians who regale their reader®
with stories of the horror av
inhumanity of t,l'nnsp()rtniion
usually  negleet details #
this.
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GORDON HAWKIN?

Male Conviet at Pentonrville Prison.

Chief Warder at the Pentonville 1M i s0M
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Oulter gate at the City House of Correction, Holloway.

Birary eye vicw of the House of Correction for the City of London, Holloway,
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Ireterior of the Swrrey House of Correction at Wandsworth.

Drd's eye view of the Surrey House of Correction at Wandsworth
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Cell, with prisoner at ™ crank-labour’

ump-room at Wandsworth P'rison.

vin the Surrey House u_/'('m'rm'/inn.
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