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INTRODUCTION
Finding information about ancestors can be a tricky but
rewarding process, but when it comes to those who came
into contact with the criminal justice system, the search can
be much more difficult. This source guide aims to help those
in Hull and the East Riding of Yorkshire navigate the local
archives by highlighting relevant collections, whilst also
offering an introduction to the English criminal justice
system from 1760, when more accessible records survive.
This guide will take you on a journey through the criminal
justice system. First it will highlight the different types
of crime, before taking a look at the role of the police.
Then, it will discuss the different types of court, the legal
profession and the various forms of punishment that could
be meted out to offenders. It will also look specifically at
the different ways women and juveniles were dealt with,
the place of asylums in criminal justice, and consider the
emergence of rehabilitation as a key part of “curing”
the ills of society.
Just like today, historically most crimes were petty in nature,
and similarly it was often the more serious crimes that
were highlighted in the public consciousness by the press.
As such, two case studies of notorious local crimes will
provide insight into the way that crime was portrayed.
In each section you will see collections information that will
help you find useful local records. The Hull City Archives
collections and the University of Hull collections are held at
Hull History Centre, whilst the East Riding of Yorkshire Archives
collections can be accessed at the Treasure House in Beverley.
This information offers useful starting points when undertaking
your genealogical research. At the back of this guide you’ll
find a glossary of terms and a list of further resources.
You can also visit our project website –
www.ourcriminalancestors.org – where there are guides,
information and case studies that will help you in your
search for your own criminal ancestors.

John Lyons, 1873 [©Hull History Centre]
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URBANISATION AND PERCEPTIONS OF CRIME
With the Industrial Revolution came the mass-migration
of people from provincial and rural Britain into the urban
areas of the burgeoning towns and cities. This was a time
of rapid social and economic change.
The growth of densely populated urban areas caused
anxiety, as their size provided an anonymity that the
small, rural communities did not. The high concentration
of property, increased trading, and the rise of commercial
society, offered new opportunities for crime. Thus
criminality was often considered a product of urbanisation.
The expansion of the press helped feed the unease
about rising crime, with newspapers giving widespread
coverage to the most serious crimes, writing sensational
headlines for their in-depth coverage.
Industrialisation gave birth to new types of machine
and new types of crime, as technology was developed
for nefarious purposes, such as the counterfeiting of
banknotes, coining and other forgery. As more people
were educated and entered middle-class professions,
white-collar crime, non-violent and financially-motivated,
and often carried out by persons considered respectable
and of high status, became much more prevalent.
Newspapers used these new forms of crime as a way
to create intrigue among its readership, who would
follow the developments within cases or at trials
through their editions.

‘Great cities multiply crimes by presenting easier
opportunities… by collecting thieves and robbers into the
same neighbourhoods, enabling them to form communications
and confederations that increase their art and courage, as well
as strength and wickedness; but principally by the refuge they
afford for villainy, and of subsisting in secrecy, which great
towns afford’ (William Paley, 1785).
Hull City Archives Collections:
C CAL - Letters regarding legal issues in the town and county of
Kingston upon Hull (1779-1822)
C CQI - Papers relating to Insolvent Debtors (1748 - 1812)
C DUP - Records of the East Yorkshire Branch of the
National Poor Law Officers Association (1906-1928)
C DPIS - Records relating to the Insolvency Service,
Hull District (1886 - 2014)
C JI - Records of the Court for the Relief of
Insolvent Debtors (1748 - 1844)
East Riding of Yorkshire Archive Collections:
PG - Various East Riding Guardians Committee Records (1930 - 1948)
PU - Various East Riding Poor Law Union Records (1836 - 1930)

By the mid-nineteenth century, contemporary
commentators introduced the idea of a criminal class,
not accidental or opportunist criminals, but those who
lived by criminal activity. It was believed that bad habits
and vices led to immorality, from which criminality sprung
naturally, and that the close-knit living of the city allowed
the like-minded to congregate, share intelligence and
operate clandestinely.
In the towns and cities, older forms of community
regulation of behaviour and sanctioning of offenders
were no longer relevant, and formal, organised justice
meted out by the magistracy and the judiciary became
the principal instrument of social control.
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Map of Hull, 1848 [C DMX/1/11 – ©Hull History Centre]
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ALCOHOL

RURAL CRIME
Rural concerns arose about disgruntled farm labourers,
who, suffering from low wages and poor working
conditions, set about acts of revenge, such as machine
breaking, animal maiming, arson and threatening letters.
Although the law had long made poaching an offence,
many did not believe it should be a crime and thought
that animals, such as rabbits, game or fish, could be killed
for food. Enclosure of land and subsequent prosecutions
for poaching made this offence a great source of conflict.
Poaching concerned the landed gentry because alongside
the theft itself, it was considered an attack on their social
status. Gamekeepers became private police, with the
right to search the houses of the rural working class for
guns, bows or hunting dogs.

Stealing for food might be looked on with leniency,
but stealing for profit was looked on severely and even
led to the death penalty in some cases. Buying poached
goods from a convicted poacher could incur a fine.
East Riding of Yorkshire Archive Collections:
DDBC – Beverley Borough Records (1300-1900)
DDEY – East Yorkshire Local History Society Records (late 1900s-2014)
DDHE – Hedon Borough Records (1155-1919)
DDX 1282 – Beverley Local Studies Library Misc. Records (1600-2011)
PC34 – Cherry Burton Parish Council Records (1878-2010)
PE – Various East Riding Parish Records (1400s-1900s)

Some offences relating to poaching remained punishable
by death into the nineteenth century, reflecting the severity
with which these crimes were viewed. From 1816 those
found armed could face seven years’ transportation
and from 1817 that applied to unarmed poachers.

Beer has been a common part of British culture for
centuries. A staple part of the common diet for men,
women and children, it was once thought to have
medicinal qualities.
Yet there was concern over the links between
drunkenness and crime throughout the eighteenth
century. Drinking amongst the middle and upper-classes
fell, but rose amongst the working class, with seaports,
manufacturing districts and agricultural areas suffering
from alcohol-related crime.
Prior to 1834, the reduction in tax on liquor, falling prices
and an increasing number of drinking establishments,
exacerbated the issue. Pubs were often the centre of
leisure for a community, but as the nineteenth century
progressed attitudes to alcohol started to change.
Temperance societies developed from 1829 and advocated
restricting, or abstaining from, alcohol. The movement

highlighted the pitfalls of alcohol consumption and
contributed to the creeping tightening of licensing laws
as Victorian society attempted to control behaviour.
Opening hours were restricted from 1864 and new drinkrelated offences were created. The criminal justice system
dealt with approximately 200,000 cases of drunkenness
every year by 1883, and it became a national concern.
Hull City Archives Collections:
L DIBF – Records Relating to UK Temperance Alliance: Hull (1901-1931)
C DMX/194 – Order of the Sons of Temperance Friendly Society:
Hull, John Wesley Division (1891-1901)
University of Hull Collections:
U DX256 – Hull and District Band of Hope and Temperance
League Records (1875-1948)
U DFR/23 – Papers relating to the Order of the Sons of Temperance
Friendly Society: Hull (1884-1915)
East Riding of Yorkshire Archive Collections:
DDX752 - Sons of Temperance, Hull, Miscellaneous Papers (1914-1957)
DDX834 – Bridlington Temperance Trust (1919-2001)

‘These disgraceful and dangerous pests - not confined to
one sex - are perpetually moving between the beer shop,
public house, or other public curse, on the one hand,
and the prison, on the other’ (John Clay, 1846).

Notice: Pocklington Association
for the Prosecution of Felons, 1827
[U DDLA/21/1 – ©Hull History Centre]

Bill to Control Habitual
Drunkards, 1877
[U DDFA/40/40 –
©Hull History Centre]

Reward Notice: Hull Bridge Association
for the Prosecution of Felons, 1820 [U
DDCV/204/12 – ©Hull History Centre]
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Reward Notice: Lockington Association for the Prosecution of Felons,
1835 [U DX/150/22/4 – ©Hull History Centre]

Children demonstrating
against alcohol, a poster
by the national Women’s
Temperance Association,
1890s [©Wellcome
Collection]
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Whilst large numbers worked in seafaring, the industry
was overwhelmingly young and male. Attitudes towards
seamen on shore portrayed them as indulging in heavy
drinking or frequenting brothels, whilst being feckless and
reckless with money. To some extent there was truth in
the stereotype, as young men who had spent months in
cramped conditions at sea without women or alcohol
let off steam when their vessel docked.

Quarter Session prisoner summary sheet, 22 February, 1900 [C CQS/3/13 – ©Hull History Centre]

MARITIME AND DOCK-RELATED CRIME
Drinking aboard ships was a less significant issue than
onshore. Coopers, foreign vessels that sought to
supply ships with wares, would sail up to smacks and
swap alcohol and tobacco for goods from the ship,
such as rope, sails or fish, which were often stolen by
the ship’s employees. This contributed to incidents of
theft, accidents and violence.

Maritime crime was mostly similar to other crime,
but some crimes were especially relevant to the industry,
such as desertion, smuggling, failing to join a ship or
apprenticeship offences. Foreign seamen frequently
appeared before the British courts and in 1854 it became
legal to hold a seaman in custody without a warrant.
Desertion became a criminal offence in 1729, and remained
so until 1972, though from 1880 seamen could give
forty-eight hours’ notice of intention to absent themselves
from duty and avoid arrest.
In the 1840s, a shortage of labour in the fishing industry
meant the increased use of apprentices. All ships employed
apprentices and conditions aboard were often dreadful;
many boys deserted only to be imprisoned as a result.
Ships and seamen could be both victims and perpetrators
of theft, and docked vessels were especially tempting
targets. Violence aboard ships was common, at sea and
in port. Much violence was low-level, but serious assaults
and even murder could occur. Wilful damage was a simple
crime to commit as items could be thrown overboard,
as a form of protest or to force a return to port.
Hull City Archives Collections:
C CPA – Indentures of apprenticeship cancelled or discharged
before the magistrates (1791-1821)
C CPE – Records Relating to Excise Offences (1816-1834)
C DPC/1 – Hull’s Registers of Shipping (1804-1994)

Ships’ apprentices “are nearly all from the dangerous classes…
They get well fed and then there is no holding them. I believe smack
owners take a class of boys that no one else would look at”
(Chief Constable, Grimsby, 1878).

C DPF – Fishing Vessel Crew Agreements Yearly Returns (1884-1914)
C TCW/2/2 – Papers Relating to the River Police (1900-1901)

Ship report, ‘Unity’, 1890 [C DPF/8/715 – ©Hull History Centre]
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Hull Police at the dock police office
[KINCM:2017.188 - ©Wilberforce House Museum]
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POLICE
Throughout the eighteenth century, policing in England
was carried out as a local initiative by volunteer parish
constables, usually male householders, and towns would
have a night watch. Policing was almost always carried out
by men. Parish constables were involved in law enforcement
and other parish work, such as the paying out of poor
relief. Despite the modern stereotype of the bumbling
parish constable they could be effective in preventing
and even investigating crime.
Private policing was common amongst property-owning
society (particularly in rural areas) via Associations for the
Prosecution of Felons. Most policing was done in poor
and working-class areas and the majority of offences were
low-level: drunkenness, disorderly behaviour, petty thefts,
begging and vagrancy.

The idea of publicly-funded, professional, uniformed
forces spread to boroughs and counties, and from 1856
all local authorities in England were obliged to have a
police force in place, as the government sought uniformity
in policing across the country. They were responsible for
the prevention of crime, detection, and surveillance,
and took a more formal role in the prosecution process,
making arrests and remanding and charging suspects.
By 1880 police forces had been established across whole
of England. The first woman police constable in Britain was
Edith Smith, from Grantham, who was appointed in 1915.

Hull City Police CID, 1910 [POL/4/10/2/7 –
©East Riding Archives]

In London in 1748, the Bow Street Runners were
formed and would become England’s first detective force.
This began a shift towards more recognisable detective
methods in policing. However, as the nineteenth century
dawned, rapid industrialisation and the expansion of the

towns and cities demanded a new way of policing crime
in England. The first half of the century witnessed the
move from an old style of policing to a new, more modern,
professional system. In 1829 the Metropolitan Police
was set up in London and in 1842 a small detective
force was formed that became the Criminal Investigation
Division (CID) in 1878.

Hull City Archives Collections:
C DPM – Police and Magistrates Records (1836-1981)
C TCW – Papers Relating to the Watch Committee (1838-1974)
University of Hull Collections:
East Riding Constabulary Policewomen, 1955 [POL/3/11/3/10 – ©East Riding Archives]

U DPO – Records of the Association of Chief Police Officers, ACPO (1856-2005)
East Riding of Yorkshire Archive Collections:

Uniformed officers of Hull City Police, 1875 [POL/4/10/2/1 – ©East Riding Archives]

DID YOU KNOW?
Photographs were taken at police offices and in prison from the 1850s and
became more commonplace from 1870s.
Habitual Prisoners Registers included photographs and other details such
as identifying marks and height measurements.
Hull’s police force was formed in 1836.

What to search for:
• Calendars of Prisoners
• Occurrence books
• Watch Committee

POL – Humberside Police Authority Records (1836-1990)
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THE CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM

THE CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM

PROSECUTIONS

QUARTER SESSIONS

From the 1750s judges could order the reimbursement
of prosecution costs for some felony cases that led to a
conviction, and from 1778 in cases where the defendant
was found not guilty. By 1800 two-thirds of prosecutors
received some compensation for the cost of bringing
their case to trial.

Common outcomes from petty session hearings
included dismissal, bail to await trial, or being sent
to gaol on remand. Bail was rarely given for property
crimes such as larceny and the accused who were
remanded to prison could face a lengthy wait before
their case went to court.

Until 1919, magistrates were all white men from the
propertied, middle classes. The first woman magistrate,
Ada Summers, was appointed in 1919, the same year
women were given limited rights to sit on juries. The first
black magistrate was Eric Irons, who was appointed in 1962.
Petty Sessions dealt with minor thefts, misdemeanours,
vagrancy, Poor Law settlements, drunk and disorderly cases,
neighbourly disputes and, from the twentieth century, traffic
offences. These offences that did not require a jury were
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Serious cases, such as murder, would be referred
to the County Assizes.

C CPD – Records Relating to Non-Payment of Rates (1826)
C CPE – Records Relating to Excise Offences (1816-1834)
C CPM – Minutes of Petty Sessions (1811-1835)
C CPP – Petty Sessional Papers (1833)
East Riding of Yorkshire Archive Collections:
PS – East Riding Petty Sessional Division Records (1400s-1900s)
PSBE – Beverley Borough Petty Sessional Division Records (1841-1979)

Report: Sculcoates Association for the
Prosecution of Felons [C DMM/62]

Petty Sessions courts, the first place a criminal case would
be heard, had existed since the medieval period but they
were more formally recognised from 1828. Petty sessions
were heard by one or more magistrates and without a
jury, usually in a public venue.

Cases were heard by a Grand Jury made up of influential,
propertied men who decided whether the case should
go to trial. Cases then went before two magistrates
and a jury of twelve men. Offences that required trial
by jury were known as indictable offences.

Hull City Archives Collections:

Over the nineteenth century the police increasingly took
on the role of prosecution and in 1880 the responsibility
for prosecuting complicated or high-profile cases was
taken on by the Director of Public Prosecutions at
the Home Office.

PETTY SESSIONS

Quarter Sessions were held every quarter (January,
April, July, and October) in the counties’ civic centres.

What to search for:
• Sessions rolls
• Depositions
• Recognizance
books
• Writs

Magistrates Court minutes, 2 June 1836 [C DPM/1/1]

Until 1880, it was victims or their families who brought
prosecutions against suspects. This was expensive and
refunds were only made if a prosecution was successful.
Associations for the Prosecution of Felons were local,
private groups, set up in mainly rural areas, to bring
prosecutions against offenders. They were paid for by
subscriptions from within the area, but were still too
expensive for the majority of poor and working-class
people, so many were denied justice.

known as summary offences. Magistrates would
send serious cases to the Quarter Sessions.

Between 1658 and 1673 assizes were held in Hull on at least four
occasions, and four more between 1729 and 1745. The last session
took place in 1794, from which time Hull prisoners were tried at York.
Due to the demolition of the Guildhall in 1805, the mayor, William Jarratt,
rented out his house in Lowgate for civic use. In 1823–4 the building
was altered and extended to make room for the Quarter Sessions and
Requests courts. The new Guildhall was completed in 1866.

Quarter sessions also performed civil duties,
having jurisdiction over such things as highways
and licensing, functions which were transferred to
County Councils in 1888.

Hull City Archives Collections:

ASSIZES

C CQD – Oaths and Declarations taken in front of the Quarter
Sessions Court (1717-1827)

The accused could be held in prison for a significant
amount of time if their case was referred to the
Assizes. This was a regional court circuit which held
major trials for significant offences such as murder,
rape, infanticide, felonies, highway robbery, coining,
forgery and witchcraft.

C CQE – Documents Relating to Magistrates’ Work out of Sessions (1747-1770)

The nature of the cases held at the Assizes drew
much interest from the general public and coverage
in newspapers was common. The Assizes were held
twice-yearly at Lent (March/April) and Trinity (July/August).
Another could be held in winter if there were a large
number of cases.

QSA – Calendars of Prisoners (1801-1921)

The Assize judges were state-appointed, selected from
twelve prominent central court judges who travelled
the Assize circuit. When the Assizes were in town,
the local dignitaries would treat the judges to the best
hospitality they could provide. The grand rituals and
processions associated with the Assizes taking place
were a visual manifestation of the power of the law.

Hull Police Court Letter, 1863 [C TCRF/17]
Images ©Hull History Centre

DID YOU KNOW?

London’s equivalent to the Assizes was the Old Bailey.
The Assizes and the Quarter Sessions were abolished
by the Courts Act of 1971 and were replaced by a
single Crown Court.

C CQA – Quarter Session Orders and Minutes (1506-1971)
C CQB – City Quarter Sessions Records (1741-1940)
C CQC - Papers of the type filed in Quarter Sessions bundles
from before 1743 (1642-1704)

C CQM – Draft Minutes for the Quarter Sessions and Adjourned Sessions (1747-1827)
C CQN – Lists and Indexes relating to the Quarter Sessions (1827-1971)
C DPM – Police and Magistrates Records (1836-1981)
East Riding of Yorkshire Archive Collections:
DDX788 – Photocopy, East Riding Quarter Sessions Notebook (Jan-Jun 1868)
QAP – Quarter Session Papers Relating to Police (1833-1968)
QSF – Quarter Sessions Files (1706-1849)
QSR – Recognizances (1800-1836)
The National Archives:
ASSI 11-13; 15 – Assizes, Midland Circuit (1864-1876)
ASSI 41-47; 52; 87; 93 – Assizes: Northern and North-Eastern Circuits (1605-1971)

Sessions House, New
Walk, Beverley
(built 1804-10) [PH/4/6 –
©East Riding Archives]

What to search for:
• Quarter session records
• Assize calendars
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SOLICITORS AND REPRESENTATION
The solicitors’ profession claims to be one of the oldest
in England, emerging from the late medieval period. In
criminal trials prior to the 1730s, victims and the accused
would cross-examine each other under the watchful,
controlling eye of a judge. The victims in the case were
by default considered to be respectable and telling the
truth, but when lawyers began representing defendants
everyone’s testimony was more rigorously examined for
credibility.

before the Legal Aid and Advice Act gave free access to
those of small or moderate means
whose cases passed certain
tests of legal merit.
Red Tape, Hull Law Students’ Society Journal,
1890 [C DBAJ/2/1 – ©Hull History Centre]

One famous advocate of defendants’ rights was William
Garrow, who was called to the bar in 1723 and active at
London’s Old Bailey. He was aggressive, quick-witted and
used legal precedents to support his arguments. This style
of defence transformed the criminal trial in England.
Solicitors were for hire to anyone who could afford their
fees. Legal fees were set by Parliament until the Attorneys
and Solicitors’ Act 1870 which allowed practitioners to set
their own fees and take security for future costs. Solicitors
required wit, education, experience and discretion, but
it was not until 1860 that they were required to pass
examinations to practice. Reliant on a good education and
relative wealth, the profession therefore excluded the
working classes until modern times.
Whilst everyone had a legal right of access to the courts,
there was no constitutional right to legal services if
one could not afford to pay. Many defendants went
unrepresented until the nineteenth century. Some lawyers
and solicitors would provide free advice on an ad hoc
basis, but this was irregular.
The Poor Man’s Lawyer Service was established in London
in 1898 as a charity that offered free legal advice but
without representing clients in court. Many similar charitable
services began throughout England, but it would be 1949

Rules of the Beverley and East Riding
Law Society, 1845 [U DDCV/204/25 –
©Hull History Centre]

DID YOU KNOW?
Hull Law Society formed in 1818.

Hull City Archives Collections:
C DBAJ – Records of Andrew M. Jackson & Co., Solicitors (1834-1947)
University of Hull Collections:
U DDCV – Papers of Crust, Todd & Mills, Solicitors, Beverley (1240-1979)
U DDSH – Papers of Henry John Shepherd, Solicitor (1735-1848)
U DPM – Papers of John Platts-Mill QC (1927-2001)
U DSJ – Papers of Stamp, Jackson & Procter, Solicitors (1625-1945)
East Riding of Yorkshire Archive Collections:
DDEL – G Brown and Elmhirst Solicitors, York (1572-1894)

Some sharp attorney must the captive hire/ Who knows each secret
winding of the laws,/ Some previous fees th’ attorney will require,/
Before he ventures to conduct his cause. (William Woty, 1770).

DDIN – J.A. Iveson, Solicitors, Hull (1744-1933)
DDIV – Iveson, West & Wilkinson, Solicitors, Hull (1230-1902)
DDJA – J.A. Jackson & Son, Solicitors, Hull (1409-1926)
DDMT – MacTurk & Son, Solicitors, South Cave (1594-1960)
DDPK – Records of G.W.A. Park, Solicitor, Hull (1657-1930)
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William Garrow, by Arthur William Devis, 1810 [Public Domain]
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PUNISHMENT
In the eighteenth century, punishment of offenders took
four main forms:
• Bodily punishment, which was a public punishment that
brought shame on the offender and acted as a deterrent,
such as whipping, being held in stocks or at a pillory, or
branding with a hot iron. Capital punishment for the most
severe offences also fell into this category.
• Transportation overseas.
• Short-term imprisonment in bridewells or houses of
correction, where inmates would be put to work.
• Fines or seizure of property were common for petty
transgressions, such as the breaking of employment
contracts or minor assaults.
In the nineteenth century the use of imprisonment became
more widespread as certain punishments became obsolete;
for example, public whipping was abolished for women in
1817 and for men in 1862. Whipping as a sentence ended
in 1948, but was still used in prison for serious prison
offences until its abolition in 1967.

The number of offences to which a capital sentence
applied was also steadily reduced, as by the early
nineteenth century commentators increasingly questioned
how execution was used in the criminal justice system.
Many people sentenced to capital punishment were not
executed – they could either be pardoned or judges
could convict them on a lesser charge and reduce the
sentence to transportation. As a result, transportation
numbers increased, as did sentences of penal servitude
from the 1850s.
By the 1840s executions were largely only carried out in
cases of murder. In 1861 the Offences Against the Person
Act abolished the death penalty for all crimes except
murder and treason, bringing into law a system that had
operated for the previous twenty years. By 1868,
all executions were held in private within prisons.
The 1869 Habitual Criminals Act instigated monitoring and
supervision of two types of serious and repeat offenders;
convicts who were released on licence (an early system
of parole) and those with multiple convictions for felony.
Habitual criminals were placed under supervision by the
police for a period of seven years.

DID YOU KNOW?
In Hull, pillories could be found on Grimston Street and
George Street.
1302: Gallows were placed at Gallows Lane (now junction of
Waverley Street and Great Thornton Street).
1870: Treadmill introduced at New Borough Prison. 54 men
could use the treadmill at once, making fifty steps per minute.

Crowds gather at Hull Prison for the execution
of Ethel Major, 1934 [Private Collection]
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An elderly man, struggling against the restraint-chair in which he is held by his wrists
and neck; head and shoulders, Wakefield Prison, c.1869 [©Wellcome Collection]

Men standing in a frame treading on the boards of a treadmill: in the foreground
others sit looking glum [©Wellcome Collection]

Hull City Archives Collections:

East Riding of Yorkshire Archive Collections:

C CPM – Minutes of Petty Sessions (1811-1835)

PS – East Riding Petty Sessional Division Records (1400s-1900s)

C CPP – Petty Sessional Papers (1833)

PSBE – Beverley Borough Petty Sessional Division Records (1841-1979)

C CQA – Quarter Session Orders and Minutes (1506-1971)

The National Archives

C CQB – City Quarter Sessions Records (1741-1940)

ASSI 11-13; 15 – Assizes, Midland Circuit (1864-1876)
ASSI 41-47; 52; 87; 93 – Assizes: Northern and North-Eastern Circuits (1605-1971)
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CHARLES SLEIGHT

The Dock
Street
Murder
Just after seven o’clock on the morning of March 28, 1871,
Charles Sleight walked into the police station on Parliament
Street. ‘There’s a woman murdered in Dock Street’,
he told Inspector Grace. The dead woman, Maria Hailstone,
was found in the Deaf and Dumb Institute, where Sleight
was the teacher and manager, and admitted to having
killed her himself ‘by cutting her throat with a razor’.
Hull’s newspapers reported the proceedings in detail,
and the case was so shocking that newspapers throughout
Britain reported the story.
Using local newspapers in historical research has
advantages. Digitisation has made possible the recovery
of information that would have previously remained
hidden. But a reliance on newspapers also carries its own
dangers, as the traditionally close relationship between
the local press and the police can mean that stories were
consciously/unconsciously skewed or even ignored. Most
importantly, newspapers mediated all news and information
for commercial and many other reasons, meaning that
they can only ever be viewed as a partial source.
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Newspapers give detailed court proceedings that allow us
to build up a picture of Maria Hailstone. Aged 22, she lived
at the Institute with her husband, John. Both were deaf
and unable to speak. Maria was the Institute’s housekeeper,
she undertook domestic work and cooking for Charles
Sleight. She is described as being ‘of good character’,
‘cheerful, amiable in disposition’ and had a ‘steady
conduct’. At her funeral were ‘thousands of spectators’
and the service was interpreted in sign language for the
deaf community.
Sleight, aged 28, was detained immediately. Maria was
found on the floor of her bedroom alongside the murder
weapon, which had inflicted a deep, fatal wound. Sleight
was charged with murder, brought before the magistrate
and remanded in custody. The inquest was opened
the same afternoon at Parliament Street police station,
but was moved to the County Court room at the Town Hall.
The jury at the inquest returned a verdict of ‘wilful murder’
and Sleight was sent to Hull Prison to await trial.
Sleight’s trial took place at York Assizes. The defence
presented information about his family’s history of mental
illness and suicide throughout several generations,
concluding that Sleight was suffering from ‘homicidal
monomania’, a term used throughout the Victorian period
to explain killings with no understandable motivations.
The jury agreed and he was acquitted on grounds of
insanity and committed to the Hull Borough Asylum,
before the Secretary of State ordered his transfer to
Broadmoor on 24 October 1871. The Hull Packet
considered that ‘the audience seemed fully satisfied
with the results of the trial’, but no reaction by her
husband or family was reported.
Census records show that Sleight remained in Broadmoor
until his death in 1915, but the asylum admission registers
show he was discharged in 30 August, 1888, having
‘recovered’, but was later re-admitted.
Illustration from The Illustrated
Police News, 15 April, 1871
[© The British Library]
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FROM CRIMINAL ACT TO PUNISHMENT
FINE
REPORTED
TO POLICE

NO ACTION
BY POLICE
ACTION
BY POLICE

PERCEIVED
CRIMINAL
ACT

PURSUED
BY VICTIM
(dealt with
summarily)

if cannot
pay

NOT GUILTY
OR NO ACTION

REFERRED TO
MAGISTRATE
(tried summarily
by Magistrate, at
Magistrates court,
Police court or Petty
Sessions)

NOT REPORTED
OR PURSUED

LOCAL PRISON*
BOUND OVER
TO KEEP
THE PEACE

GUILTY

SENTENCE

FINE
LOCAL
PRISON*

INDICTED
FOR TRIAL
AT QUARTER
SESSIONS
OR ASSIZES

CONVICT
SYSTEM
TRANSPORTATION

if cannot
pay

GUILTY

JUVENILE REFORMATORY
OR INDUSTRIAL SCHOOL

PROSECUTED
NOT
PROSECUTED

NOT
GUILTY

ASYLUM
EXECUTION

* Houses of Correction and Gaols renamed Local Prisons after Prisons Act 1865
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ETHEL MAJOR

“I Was Terrified To Death Of Him!”

LINCOLNSHIRE WIDOW
ON MURDER CHARGE
A post-mortem examination was ordered and organs sent
away for scientific analysis. A dog belonging to the Major’s
neighbours was also exhumed. As traces of poison were
discovered in both Arthur and the dog, the Scotland Yard
officers arrived and questioned Ethel, whilst police spoke
to local chemists about recent sales of poisons in the area.
After seven days of enquiries, Ethel was charged with ‘wilful
murder’. The following day, July 10th, she appeared before
Horncastle Police Court and was remanded to Hull Prison.
At a hearing on August 2nd she was committed for trial at
Lincoln Assizes.

Ethel Major [Public Domain]

‘I know what people are saying about me and I am helpless
to stop them, but the fact remains that my son and I stood
by my husband to the end, and I cannot understand the
malicious gossip’.
So declared Ethel Lillie Major, 42, a recently-widowed
woman from Kirkby-on-Bain, Lincolnshire, in response to
the news that two Scotland Yard officers had been drafted
in to investigate her husband’s death.
Her lorry driver husband, Arthur, 44, had been taken ill on
May 22nd, 1934, and died two days later from suspected
epilepsy. In a dramatic turn of events, the police received an
anonymous letter and Arthur’s funeral was halted just as ‘the
mourners were assembled and ready for the ceremony’.
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The jury took only an hour to determine her guilt.
Whilst they strongly recommended mercy for Ethel,
the judge nevertheless passed the death penalty,
and Ethel collapsed, sobbing.
An appeal was lodged against the sentence, but was
dismissed by the Court of Criminal Appeal on December
3rd. A petition from residents of Kirky-on-Bain, and a
letter from Hull’s Lord Mayor were sent to the Home
Secretary imploring him to grant a reprieve, and Hull’s
first woman councillor, Mary Hatfield, sent a telegram to
King George V, pleading for his intervention on behalf
of the people of Hull. Both were refused, and several
hundred people gathered outside Hull Prison on
Wednesday, December 19th, where Ethel Major was
executed by hanging.

WIDOW COLLAPSES
IN DOCK

REMANDED TO
HULL PRISON

‘He led me to a terrible life, and I was terrified of him’,
Ethel told the police. In court, her son, Lawrence, 15,
confirmed his father was a heavy drinker and that his
parents quarrelled frequently. This was corroborated by
Ethel’s father, Tom Brown, and her daughter, Auriel, 19.
Ethel considered separation from her husband years before,
and said Arthur had disowned both her and her son,
giving them nothing to live on. The pair had taken to
spending nights at Tom’s house: ‘If we stayed at home
my father would have turned us out’, said Lawrence.
The jury heard that Ethel had tried to obtain the legal
tenancy of their council house behind her husband’s back
weeks before his death and when Arthur found out he
promised to ‘wring her bloody neck!’.
The couple’s troubles exacerbated when Ethel received
an anonymous letter that said her husband was having an
affair, and discovered letters to him from his lover.
The prosecution used jealousy and spite as a motive
for murder. The letters were published in full in several
newspapers sensationalising the case further. Public interest
was high and women made up the majority of the crowds
in the public galleries at Ethel’s court appearances.

Crowds gather at the
execution of Ethel
Major, 1934 [Private
Collection]
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TRANSPORTATION
The process of transportation, removing convicts out of
Britain and putting them to work in remote places, began
in the seventeenth century as an alternative to the death
penalty. The main sentence was banishment for seven
years. American colonies received approximately 30,000
transported convicts, but this ended in 1776, due to the
American War of Independence. During the nineteenth
century Britain sent convicts to Australia, Bermuda and
Gibraltar amongst other places.

From the mid-1850s it became cheaper to keep
criminals imprisoned in England and Australia became
increasingly reluctant to accept convicts. The last
transport ship sailed in 1867.

Transportation to Australia began in 1787 and ended
in 1867. Of the 160,000 convicts that were sent,
approximately 25,000 were women. Given the distance
between Britain and Australia, return home was a slim
possibility. Transportation was considered a better
deterrent as it offered greater chance of reform, and many
convicts took the opportunity to begin a new life.

The Discovery Convict Ship (lying at Deptford),
by Edward William Cooke, 1828 [Public Domain]

When in Australia, men would be employed in agriculture
or on building projects, and women would undertake
factory work or go into service. Chain gangs were common
and akin to slavery. However, some convicts would go
on to gain employment and build a reasonable life.
Juveniles could also be transported. Between 1803 and
1853, 10,000 to 13,000 young offenders were sent to
Tasmania, Australia. In England, boys aged 11-19 made
up between 5-10 per cent of convicts on hulks at any
given time. Juveniles given a capital sentence would
mostly be transported, but many spent their whole
sentences on the hulks. The long hours locked
up below deck, the poor diet, harsh discipline,
and extended hours of labour would be detrimental
to physical and mental health.
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Hull City Archives Collections:
L920 BEN – ‘The horrors of transportation: contained in
the life and sufferings of George Benson, transported in
1828, for 14 years, written by himself’, (1834)
East Riding of Yorkshire Archive Collections:
Quarter Session committal of Mary Rogers to transportation,
1757 [C CQB/33/6 – ©Hull History Centre]

QST – Accounts and Vouchers Relating to
Transportation of Felons (1748-1792)

Letter confirming transportation of Mary Rogers to Virginia, USA,
1757 [C CQB/33/29 – ©Hull History Centre]

Convicts were sent to prison hulks (ships) prior to travel,
which were docked on the south coast. Conditions on
board were dreadful. Convicts were kept in heavy irons
and mortality rates were high, with one in four convicts
dying before transportation occurred. From 1843 the
government used Millbank and Pentonville prisons to
house convicts prior to transportation, and by 1857 hulks
were no longer used.
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LOCAL GAOLS, PRISONS AND HOUSES OF CORRECTION
HULL’S PRISON LOCATIONS:
1313: Market Place

Local gaols and houses of correction were run by local
authorities until 1878, which meant that experiences of
imprisonment varied around the country. Prisons were
diverse in size, ranging from gatehouses with two-to-three
holding cells to large buildings with a courtyard
surrounded by sleeping cells.

1620: House of Correction, Whitefriargate, rebuilt 1702
1785: Castle Street
1806 House of correction, Fetter Lane
1811: Women’s Prison, Church Street (closed 1825)

In the late eighteenth century, reports of unsanitary
conditions and poor health of inmates instigated calls for
reform, notably by John Howard, and by the 1830s there
had been a shift, so newly built prisons were often large,
imposing buildings that housed hundreds of inmates.
From 1823 prisoners were housed according to sex,
offence, and their status in the criminal justice system.
During their incarceration they were put to work, taught to
read and write and made to attend religious services on
Sundays. They received fresh-air and exercise, and had a
regulated diet.

1829: Kingston Street (United Gaol and House of Correction)
1870: New Borough Gaol, Hedon Road
(now HMP Hull), rebuilt 1946

Women Prison Officers at Hull, 1905 [©Hull History Centre]

WHAT TO SEARCH FOR:
• What to search for:
• Prison registers
• Calendars of prisoners
• Indexes of prisoners
• Census returns

The Prisons Act of 1835 introduced government inspections
to ensure uniformity, and prison rules and regulations
were set by the Secretary of State. From 1839, separate
cells were introduced for new prisons, but the reform of
old buildings was slow. From the mid-nineteenth century
prisoners were uniformed and undertook a timetabled daily
schedule of labour, education and religious instruction.
In 1865, gaols and houses of correction were renamed local
prisons. Several local prisons remained in an unsatisfactory
condition and in 1878 all prisons were centralised and put
under the control of the Prison Commission. Staff in local
prisons were given selected benefits.

Hull City Archives Collections:
C CAG – Records relating to the Gaol and House of Correction,
Castle Street & Kingston Street (1783-1837)
Inside view of Hull Prison c.1900 [LP 365/11 – ©Hull History Centre]

C DPHG – Hull Prison Records (1950-1958)
C DPM – Police and Magistrates Records (1836-1981)
C TCGD – Records of the Hull Town Council Gaol Deputation Committee (1879)
C TCGL – Papers relating to the Gaol Committee (1836-1867)
East Riding of Yorkshire Archive Collections:

BEVERLEY’S PRISON LOCATIONS:
1285: Hall Garth (the archbishop’s manor house); it had gallows from 1293
1519: Kidcote/Pillory House, Dings, Saturday Market (demolished 1761)

1810: New Borough Gaol (formerly
East Riding House of Correction)

1573: Burgess Prison/Borough Gaol, Toll Gavel (closed 1810)

1810: New House of Correction, New Walk (closed 1878)
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DDX 1409 – Material related to Beverley House of Correction (1880s-1990s)

1584: East Riding House of Correction
(moved to the Guildhall in 1611)

DDX 1282/44/14 – Book: Confessions of Robert Loisan, who spent several
sentences in Beverley Prison (c.1870)
DDBD 5/79 – Form of Tender and Conditions of Sale for Beverley Prison (1879)
JL 43/1998/2 – Hull Prison during the Mid-Nineteenth Century, article by Alyson
Brown in East Yorkshire Local History Society Bulletin, No. 59, Winter 1998.
Plan, East Riding House of
Correction, 1901 [DDX/1409/6/9 –
©East Riding Archives]

HMP Hull
Hull Prison Governors’ Notebooks (1840s-1970s). Email prison
governor to request access.
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CONVICT PRISONS
The first government controlled prisons were in London,
established at Millbank in 1816 and Pentonville in
1842. Initially they were used to hold convicts before
transportation, but later became part of the long-term
prison system where prisoners served sentences of
penal servitude.

10,300 people per day were held in 1880 compared
with 3,250 people per day in 1895. Penal servitude
was eventually abolished in 1948.

In 1853 the Penal Servitude Act introduced long-term
imprisonment alongside transportation as a punishment.
Transportation sentences were replaced by sentences of
penal servitude, for example between seven and ten years’
transportation became six to eight years of penal servitude.
Sentences of over 14 years still resulted in transportation.
The minimum sentence was four years, with one year spent
in separate confinement and three years on public works.
Millbank and Pentonville were used for separation, then
male and female prisoners would be transferred to a public
works prison. Female prisoners were also subject to a
confinement in a refuge after release from penal servitude.
Public works were communal but inmates were forced
to work in silence.

An isometric drawing of
Pentonville prison from
a report to Joshua Jebb,
1844 [Public Domain]

After the 1857 Penal Servitude Act prisoners could be
released early from their sentence on licence (an early form
of parole) after a period in public works. By the 1860s a
harsher prison regime was implemented, designed to act
as a further deterrent to offenders.
During separation, men would undertake tailoring,
hammock, bag, mat and shoe-making, weaving,
and oakum picking. Women were employed in knitting
and needlework.
A view of Hull prison from across the courtyard, c.1905
[LP 365/10 – ©Hull History Centre]

In public works, men worked hard labour; stone breaking,
quarrying, building docks and women undertook
laundry work. Men not serving life sentences could earn
one-sixth to one-third remission (early release), and women
could earn one-third, but women were first released
on conditional licence to a refuge for 6 to 9 months
(essentially prisons by another name).

DID YOU KNOW?
The first radial design prison was Pentonville, invented by
Royal Engineer and the British Surveyor-General of convict
prisons, Joshua Jebb. Hull Prison was based Pentonville,
with four wings stretching out from a centre block.

By the late nineteenth century prisons were more cut off
from society. Numbers in the convict system declined:
An aerial view of Hull Prison [LP 365/18 – ©Hull History Centre]
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Joshua Jebb [©Wellcome Collection]
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WOMEN
Far fewer women experienced the convict system, but
having being initially placed in a local prison they were
transferred to a convict prison in the south of England for
nine months, before being moved to a public works prison.

to a refuge for nine months, where they were
made to work, doing laundry or sewing.
Women released unconditionally were free to
return to mainstream society.

The final part of a sentence was different for women.
Women released on a conditional licence were released

Pregnant women would be kept in a local
prison and would spend a short time with their
child after its birth before being transferred if
subject to a long sentence. Children born in
the local prison would be given into the care
of husbands, female family members, or sent
into workhouses. Older children might be sent
to industrial schools, church or charity schools,
or be adopted elsewhere.

Women tended to commit financially motivated crimes,
such as theft or offences under the Pawnbrokers’ Acts.
For example, domestic servants and other home-workers
might steal from their employers, then pawn the goods to
obtain cash, or intend to repurchase and replace the goods
before detection.
Women committed all types of crime, but alongside
theft they were over-represented in the following offences:
being drunk and disorderly, low-level assaults and public
disorder, offences relating to prostitution, poisoning, baby
farming and infanticide. Women who committed crimes
were sent to a range of semi-penal institutions, such as
women’s homes, refuges or retreats, instead of, or as well
as, being imprisoned.
The end of the nineteenth century saw an expansion in
these semi-penal institutions. Women not convicted
could be admitted to a refuge or reformatory “voluntarily”,
often under pressure from police, family, charity workers,
or clergy. This especially applied to drunkards, or to
mentally unwell women who would be sent to asylums.
These semi-penal institutions were means of regulating
female behaviour, especially that of working-class women.

Convict women as a class ‘are desperately wicked –
deceitful, crafty, lewd and void of common feeling…
all the vices under the sun are exemplified in these
hundreds of women’ (F.W. Robinson, Female Life
in Prison, 1888).

Photograph of Kate King, Habitual Criminals Register, 1894
[QAP/7/37 – ©East Riding Archives]

Society has often viewed women that committed crime
differently, as deviant women undermine ideal notions
of femininity. However, women have always committed
far fewer offences than men, and in the nineteenth
century women made up only 20-25 per cent of criminals,
similar to today. Many women often had numerous
summary convictions for petty offences rather than
for one serious offence.

Hull City Archives Collections:
C DMM/40 – Report and Account for Hull Charity
on Behalf of Poor Lying-In Women (1828)
University of Hull Collections:
U DDCV/15/5/540 – Rules of the for Hull Charity
on Behalf of Poor Lying-In Women (1812)

WOMEN’S PENITENTIARIES:

U DDCV/15/541-550 – Records for Beverley’s
Lying-In Charity (1812-1916)

1811: Hull Female Penitentiary, Church Street,
Wincolmlee (closed 1825)

POL/4/6/2 - Hull Police Temperance Society
Home (1892-1938)

1837: Hope House, Anlaby Road/Linnaeus Street
(closed 1937)
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East Riding of Yorkshire Archives Collections:

QSU – Records Relating to Bastardy (1798-1879)
Photograph of Annetta Ward,
Habitual Criminals Register,
1894 [QAP/7/37 –
©East Riding Archives]

Borthwick Institute, University of York:
YDMA - Papers relating to York Diocesan
Maternity Home (opened 1915),
14 Linnaeus Street, Hull (1922-1977)

TIP
Searching for women in records can be difficult as their names
might change. Aliases were not necessarily an intention to deceive,
but often due to family circumstances, such as remarriage,
cohabitation or the adoption of a different surname. Look for clues
in the census records, or in the family tree.
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CHILDREN

Minutes: Juvenile Offenders Reformatory Committee, 1861 [C TCRF/6 – ©Hull History Centre]

DID YOU KNOW?

There have always been concerns about juvenile crime,
but attitudes towards child criminals changed throughout
history, especially in the nineteenth century which gave
birth to the idea of the young offender.
In the eighteenth century, child offenders as young as
seven were treated as adults, although often magistrates
took their age into account. These ‘problem’ children
largely hailed from poor communities and whilst it was
thought that juvenile crime was a result of poverty or a
lack of employment or education, the immorality of
parental neglect, drink, and gambling was also blamed.
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Children usually worked as soon as they were able, but in
poorer families young children could be left to fend for
themselves, especially if their parents worked long hours.
Higher mortality rates left many children orphaned and
without family support. Children could be drawn into crime
simply to survive and most convicted children were sent to
prison or transported, with a few going to voluntary homes.
The more the middle-class Victorians redefined childhood,
the greater the problem of juvenile delinquency seemed.
Some behaviours were reclassified as minor offences and
brought more children into criminal justice system.

In 1849, 3,700 persons were charged with crime in Hull of
which 1,080 (29%) were aged under 25.

The Juvenile Offenders Act 1847 decreed that under-14s
could be tried in a Petty Sessions court for simple larcenies
up to the value of five shillings, and could receive a
maximum sentence of three months’ prison with whipping
or hard labour. In 1850 the age was increased to 16.

East Riding of Yorkshire Archives Collections:

The first prison for young offenders, Parkhurst Prison for
Juveniles on the Isle of Wight, operated between 1838 and
1864, housing children awaiting transportation. However,
juveniles were not always separated in other prisons and
there was anxiety over mixing children with adults who
could encourage corruption.
The development of reformatories and industrial schools
more formally recognised juvenile delinquency as a social
problem for the first time. In 1854 reformatory schools
were established for under-16s who would spend fourteen
days in a local prison then be transferred to a reformatory
for 2-5 years.

Hull City Archives Collections:
C CPA – Indentures of apprenticeship cancelled or discharged before
the magistrates (1791-1821)
C GCH – Records of the Committee of Management of
Castle Howard School (1921-1937)
C DPM/7-8 – Juvenile Court Registers and Offences Books (1917-1987)
C TCRF – Hull Town Council Juvenile Reformatory Committee Papers (1854-1881)
C TCW/2/10 – Correspondence Relating to Juvenile Immorality (1913)
DDCH – Castle Howard Regional Community Home Records (1894-1987)
DDSW – St William’s Community Home, Yorkshire Catholic
Reformatory School Records (1849-1991)

Joseph Axford,
juvenile offender
(©Jubilee Campaign)

Account: West Riding Reformatory for Girls, for Hull Borough 1870
[C TCRF/27/3 – ©Hull History Centre]

In 1857 industrial schools opened for vagrant and destitute
children between the ages of seven and fourteen who
were at risk of crime or delinquency, ensuring greater
social control of working-class children and young adults.
A magistrate would set a sentence of any duration up
to the child’s fifteenth birthday. In 1860, 48 reformatories
held 4,000 young offenders and by 1893, 24,500
were in industrial schools.
William Towers,
juvenile offender
(©Jubilee Campaign)
Training ship ‘Southampton’ in River Humber [L RH/1/059 – ©Hull History Centre]
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REHABILITATION OF OFFENDERS

Mrs Fry reading to the Prisoners in Newgate, in the year
1816 [©Trustees of the British Museum]

With the advances of scientific thought and the
medicalisation of human behaviour, the notion of
rehabilitation as a treatment process that could correct
physical and psychological weaknesses and cure
ill-behaviour came to the fore. In the later twentieth
century, ideas of criminality arising from learned
behaviours that could be unlearned led to programmes
of social re-education in prison.

With the phasing out of transportation from the 1850s, the
prison population grew and it started to be recognised
that those who committed crimes may need social help.
Philanthropic organisations offered some immediate
assistance to discharged prisoners and by 1872,
34 small Discharged Prisoners’ Aid Societies were
operating in Britain.
In 1876 the first Church of England Temperance Society
missionaries started trying to ‘reclaim drunkards’
in Southwark, London. This led to the creation of the
London Police Courts Mission, which initially offered
guidance, but was by the 1880s providing training
and residential work to offenders. The 1886 Probation
of First Time Offenders Act permitted the scheme to
operate across the country, but very few courts appointed
missionaries as a result. It was in the twentieth century,
with the 1907 Probation of Offenders Act, that probation
began to be considered an alternative to custody for
first-time offenders.

PRISON WORK AT HULL
1878: sugar-breaking
1878-1887: prison foundry provided castings
for several other prisons

For youths sentenced to Borstal, the Borstal Association,
set up in c.1902, began working with offenders prior to
their release, for example helping them to find work,
and supporting them upon discharge.

1880: manufacturing of fish-boxes
1888: gas-making

Hull Prison made use of a crank and treadwheel, but by the
1860s reforming activities linked to industrial employment such
as mat-making, tailoring and shoemaking were available for men,
as were washing and sewing for women.

Hull City Archives Collections:
C DSPA – Discharged Prisoners Aid Society:
Hull and East Riding Branch (1858-1969)
The National Archives:
Men working in a fitter shop, Portland Prison [Public Domain]
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ASSI 87 – Assizes: North-Eastern Circuit:
Medical and Probation Reports (1950-1957)

Prisoners returning from work to Portland Prison, Dorset,
c.1915 [Authors’ Collection]

The confinement of prison was thought to give criminals
an opportunity to reflect on their behaviour, and how they
could reform themselves and their lives for the better.
For the Christian society of the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, reform was intrinsically linked to redemption
and it was expected that criminals would look to God
for salvation. The Penitentiary Act of 1779 decreed that
all prisons should make provision for the reform (later
rehabilitation) of offenders, but there were regional
differences in when this was enforced.
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ASYLUMS
Asylums existed in Britain from 1247, with the establishment
of The Priory of Saint Mary of Bethlem in London, which
became known as Bedlam. However, specialist institutions
were limited until the late seventeenth century, when there
was a growth in the numbers of privately-run hospitals.

From the nineteenth century a greater number of publiclyfunded asylums would be opened throughout England.
The 1808 Asylums Act allowed state-funded institutions
to be built in English counties by order of a magistrate,
which would house so-called pauper lunatics.
From 1843, criminals could be deemed insane if in
defence it was proven that, due to a disease of the
brain, an offender was unaware of what they were doing
or did not know that what they were doing was wrong.
It was the late-nineteenth century before distinctions
were made between lunatics and criminal lunatics,
and vagrants and paupers could often find themselves in
an asylum, as could those people whose families found
them hard to control. A husband could deposit his wife
into an asylum for her strong opinions, or for going against
his wishes. Moreover, people could be sent to an asylum
outside of their immediate area, leaving them isolated
from familial or community support.
Asylum inmates were often treated poorly, and the use of
restraints, such as bars and chains was common. In 1845 the
government reformed asylum legislation and institutions
were subject to minimum standards and regular inspections.

Hull Borough Asylum Plan [C TAA/236 – ©Hull History Centre]

“I would very much like to draw the attention of the Hull Kingston Rovers
Club to the case of J. Spavieri, who paid good service to the Hull and
H.K.R.F.C. He is now an inmate of the Willerby Asylum, and his wife and
family are on the verge of starvation”
(Hull Daily Mail, 20 March, 1907).
Woman diagnosed with ‘Monomania of pride’, a patient at
West Riding Lunatic Asylum [©Wellcome Collection]
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Hull City Archives Collections:
C DPP – Records of the De La Pole Hospital, Hull (1818-1973)
C GA – Records relating to the Hull Borough
Asylum Visitors’ Committee (1849-1883)
C TCA – The Hull Asylum and Mental Hospital
Committee Papers (1840-1942)
East Riding of Yorkshire Archive Collections::

Broadgate, East Riding Asylum, 1905 [PH/1/66 – ©East Riding Archives]

NH6 – Records of Broadgate Hospital, Walkington (1871-1971)
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RESOURCES
House of Correction A prison where offenders accused of
minor offences were put to hard labour.
The following resources will help you in the search for your
criminal ancestry:

BOOKS – FAMILY HISTORY
Hawkings, David T
Criminal Ancestors: A Guide to Historic Criminal Records in
England and Wales (Sutton Publishing, 1996).

Limbrick, Gudrun Jane
How to Research Childhoods Spent in Former Children’s
Homes, Orphanages, Cottage Homes and Other Children’s
Institutions (Wordworks, 2013).

Wade, Stephen

Taylor, David
Crime, Policing and Punishment in England, 1750-1914
(Palgrave, 1998); Hooligans, Harlots, and Hangmen: Crime
and Punishment in Victorian Britain (Praeger, 2010).

Balchin, Andrew
‘The Justice of the Peace and County Government in the
East Riding of Yorkshire, 1782-1836’ (Unpublished PhD
Thesis, 1990).
Available: https://hydra.hull.ac.uk/resources/hull:3760

Welsh, David
‘The Reform of Urban Policing in Victorian England: A Study

ONLINE
Our Criminal Ancestors

Indictable offence must be tried by a jury.

The National Archives

Indictment Formal accusation charging someone with a

www.nationalarchives.gov.uk
	From the homepage click “Help with your research”
then click “Criminals, courts and prisons”.

crime. Takes the form of a written document containing
brief details of the accusation.

The Old Bailey Online

statutory crime by theft in 1968.

www.oldbaileyonline.org

The Digital Panopticon

Tracing Your Criminal Ancestors: A Guide for Family
Historians (Pen and Sword, 2009).

BOOKS – HISTORICAL CONTEXT

BOOKS – LOCAL INTEREST

Brown, Alyson

Beverley Guildhall Staff

www.africansinyorkshireproject.com

Criminals, Courts and Correction: A History of Crime and
Punishment in Beverley (2008).

Children’s Homes

Cox, David J
Crime in England, 1688-1815 (Routledge, 2014).

Emsley, Clive
Crime and Society in England, 1750-1900 (Pearson, 2005);
The English Police (Routledge, 1991);
Crime and Society in Twentieth-Century England
(Pearson, 2011).

Gray, Drew

Bourne, Margaret
Crime and Punishment in the Eighteenth Century, the East
Riding Quarter Sessions (1997).

Goodman, David
Foul Deeds and Suspicious Deaths in Hull
(Pen & Sword, 2005).

Limon, Martin

Crime, Policing and Punishment in England, 1660-1914
(Bloomsbury, 2016).

Tales from the East Riding (2006).

Johnston, Helen

The Church under the Law: Justice, Administration and
Discipline in the Diocese of York, 1560-1640 (1969).

Crime in England, 1815-1880 (Routledge, 2015).

Sharpe, James A

Marchant, Ronald

www.digitalpanopticon.org

Waywardwomen
www.waywardwomen.wordpress.com

Africans In Yorkshire

Misdemeanour A minor crime, which, unlike felonies, was
not punishable by death.

Penal servitude a long period of imprisonment
Penitentiary Type of prison authorised by the 1779

Penitentiary Act, with strict discipline and hard labour,
designed to reform as well as punish convicts.

Quarter Sessions Courts held four times per year,
presided over by Justices of the Peace where
misdemeanors were tried.

Former Children’s Homes

Sessions Papers Manuscript documents taken concerning

www.formerchildrenshomes.org.uk

The Workhouse

accused criminals, which were kept by the courts and are
now preserved in record offices.

www.workhouses.org.uk

Summary Jurisdiction The power possessed by Justices

GLOSSARY

Summary offence tried by a magistrate only.

of the Peace to try some types of crime acting alone, or
in pairs, outside court, and to sentence those convicted
to punishments.

(The) Watch/Night Watch Men who patrolled the streets at
Acquit Find not guilty.
Counterfeiting Forgery, often of money.

Shore, Heather

Habitual Criminal Defined by the 1869 Habitual Criminals
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Larceny theft of personal property. Replaced as a

www.childrenshomes.org.uk

Crime in Early Modern England 1550-1750
(Longman, 1998).
Artful Dodgers: Youth and Crime in Early NineteenthCentury London (Boydell Press, 1999).

prior to transportation.

www.ourcriminalancestors.org

of Kingston upon Hull from 1836 to 1866’ (Unpublished
PhD Thesis, 1997).
Available: https://hydra.hull.ac.uk/resources/hull:4701

English Society and the Prison (The Boydell Press, 2003).

Hulk decommissioned war ship used to hold convicts

night to prevent crime.

Felony a serious offence. Punishable by the death penalty.
Act as “suspicious persons” who had previously been
convicted of more than one offence.
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