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I

Attitudes towards criminality held by the ordinary people of the past

have always been of interest to crime historians. What contemporaries

thought was occurring is recognized to be as significant to the history of

crime as positivist assessments of its incidence,l and thus central to the

understanding of the phenomenon in its historical context. As James

Sharpe concluded in a paper discussing the uses of statistical analyses of

crime data:

The studying of homicide rates...although a necessary exercise, will

only take us so far. Above all, it will not answer a number of funda’

mental questions: what was the early modern English man or woman’s

perception of violence? Did the English think they lived in a violent

society.73

Attitudes towards crime are equally important within the local

context as they are within the national. Criminality, and perceptions of

and responses to its occurrence can provide valuable insights into local

communities. Most contemporaries’ perceptions of serious crime would

not have been formed through personal experience as felon or victim, or

of the judicial process, but from the circulation of stories about crime ——

both oral and printed. The evidential basis for the former is, obviously,

minimal. However the discursive narratives that circulated in print are

increasingly recognized as being of prime importance to the cultural

history of crime in that they constitute perhaps the most extensive

extant medium in which historical discourses of criminality were shaped.

They advertised widely the occurrence of crime and actively moulded its
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definition, suggesting motivations and dynamics for criminal behaviour.

Previous studies of perceptions of crime have tended to concentrate

upon a single distinct literary subvgenre: the pamphlet.4 Whilst

pamphlets were the primary printed medium for the dissemination of

crime narratives during the sixteenth— and seventeenth’centuries, by the

eighteenth—century, and increasingly as the century progressed, the most

significant source disseminating narratives of deviance was the news,

paper. In its number, scope and diversity of crime reportage as well as its

extensive, wide and continuous publication, the newspaper far

outstripped crime pamphlet narratives. ln disseminating crime stories

the newspaper press operated on an unprecedented scale, but newspapers

have been a relatively neglected source in the history of crime. Analysis

of newspaper representations of deviance have been largely impression—

istic.s Studies by historians of crime tend to adopt a positivist approach,

treating newspapers as repositories of facts to be used to supplement

analyses based primarily on pamphlet or deposition accounts.6

Newspapers, however, were both influencers, as well as reflectors, of

perceptions of criminality.7 It is impossible to say precisely how or to

what extent, but contemporaries certainly thought that the printed

word, and thus the newspaper, was influential“ A reader of The Kentish

Post or Canterbury Newsletter expressed concern in 1739 over the ruin of

innocent people’s reputations by their being named in the newspaper as

a felon.9 Reports believed to have incited copy—cat crimes appear to have

a been a particular fear.” One reader of the Salisbury Journal wrote to the

newspaper in 1738 suggesting that distasteful news be reported with

caution. He particularly objected to the comical tone of reports featuring

elopements, claiming that such coverage encouraged other women to

follow the same course.11 Owen Davis’ research into witchcraft suggests

that coverage of criminal acts did indeed appear to have led to copy’cat

crimes.”

One means to access local perceptions of crime are the provincial

newspapers that emerged in the beginning of the eighteenth—century and

were ubiquitous by the middle of the century.” Local newspapers were

not just reporting incidence; they were also shaping discourses. To

understand attitudes to crime and responses to it in a local context it is

crucial to understand the discourses circulating in the local press. This

article offers a quantitative and qualitative analysis of the representation

of local criminality presented in one eighteenth—century provincial

newspaper: The Kentish Post or Canterbury Newsletter. The content of ten

complete years of The Kentish Post was analysed. Those ten years were

selected to represent either significant alterations in the content and

style of the newspaper itself, thus representing both a chronological
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progression as well as specific shortaterm periods of change; or, socio—

economic criteria known to have influenced the actual incidence of

crime. 1729 and 1730 were the earliest available years in which The

Kentish Post survives in an entire print run; the years 1738 and 1739

witnessed a new literary feature in The Kentish Post called the Kentish

Spectator, which ran until the middle of January 1739; 1752 and 1753

represent years of relative calm and social stability for England; whilst

1759 and 1760 represent years of war; finally 1766 and 1767 were years

characterized by poverty and famine. In total 1039 editions, containing

a total of 79,611 separate literary items (reportage, advertisements and

items of information), were analysed. The aim of the study is to identify

the extent and the nature of criminality presented to its readership, to

identify the possible experiences of the reader in consuming the text and

what possible impact this had on their perceptions of the incidence and

nature of criminality both nationally and locally. This essay will show

that the local depiction of crime, as represented in The Kentish Post’s

reportage,H was fundamentally violent, diverse, often unpremeditated

and regularly went unpunished. Provincial newspapers were texts that

were primarily comprised literary material extracted from the London

press. Consequently most of the crime reports in The Kentish Post

concerned events that occurred outside Kent; reports of local offending

constituted only a small part of the newspaper’s total coverage of crime.

However, even these accounts of national criminality had the potential

to influence the local reader’s perceptions of the incidence and nature of

criminality both nationally and locally because the local representation

of deviancy — in terms of the types of crimes committed, their nature and

consequences — was very similar to the national picture.” In this way,

both local and national portrayals were mutually confirmatory.

Moreover, it will be suggested that the newspaper was a participatory

text that, directly and indirectly, fostered an engagement and active

participation by the reader. In the majority of reports the tone and

perspective of the narrative concentrated upon the experience of the

victim, and in so doing provided useful and practical information and

advice to the readers concerning the nature and consequences of

criminal encounters. Thus the newspaper offered what might be termed

a discourse of victimisation.

The Kentish Post was a twice»weel<ly16 publication that ran from 1717

to 1768.17 Although, as Cranfield pointed out, most newspapers of the

period contained a mixture of both news and prose, The Kentish Post was

a pure chronicle of news” containing primarily news and only rarely

printing poems, letters and other types of literary items. Apart from some

short—lived newspapers in Maidstone19 it was the only provincial news!
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paper in east Kent in the first half of the eighteenth century. Thus, The

Kentish Post offers a unique and excellent opportunity to analyse news—

paper content in the provinces. Its longevity demonstrates that it was a

successful provincial newspaper, whilst its exceptional survival rate,

existing in an almost complete print run from I 729 to 1 768, means it can

be used for a long—term chronological study that other less successful and

erratically—preserved newspapers cannot}O Moreover between 1729 and

1746 The Kentish Post’s printer, James Abree, followed an idiosyncratic

practice of attributing every report he printed to the source from which

it was extracted. This procedure offers a unique opportunity to analyse

Abree’s editorial policies and the compilation process of his newspaper

by detecting trends in the selection and rejection of material?1

A I 7 18 half broadsheet suggests that a consortium of men, most likely

local businessmen, controlled The Kentish Post}Z However the primary

influence upon its content was its printer, James Abree. Born in 1691,

Abree was not a native of Canterbury” but settled there after completing

his London apprenticeship in 1712. The abundance of printers working

in the metropolis after the expiration of the Printing Act in 1695 forced

many printers to seek employment in the provinces. Abree produced The

Kentish Post until his retirement in 1768.24 The Kentish Post itself only

survived him by a few months, being merged that same year with the

recently/created rival newspaper The Kentish Gazette, to create The

Kena'sh Gazette, or Canterbury Chronicle?5

The original newspaper featured a wide range of reportage, advertiser

ments and items of information designed to attract as large a

clientele as possible. In contrast to the oppositional political affiliations

of most provincial newspapers of the period, The Kentish Post was pro—

ministerial, although its support of successive governments has been

described as ‘lukewarm’f" It also cost slightly less than other provincial

newspapers: two—pence in 1 760 rather than the standard two—pence half’

penny,27 which was possibly the result of its twice—weekly status.” The

printing office was based in Canterbury, Kent’s largest town and the

chief market—place in the east of the county.” Traditionally a textile

manufacturing town specialising in silk and worsted, in the eighteenth—

century the fortunes of Canterbury’s principal industry were declining.”

The newspaper served a locale that extended from Canterbury to

Barham, Elham, Folkestone, Hythe, Dymchurch, Romney and Lydd, and

from Canterbury to Faversham, Sittingbourne, Chatham and Rochester

and Milton.“ (Fig. I) This unusually—limited distribution area” was the

maximum vicinity available to Abree being hemmed in by the sea to the

east and south, and by the London press pervading from the north as far

down as Maidstone. Circulation figures for The Kentish Post are
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unknown. However population figures for Kent give a very rough

indication of the limits of possible circulation during the period. The

population of Kent by 1 700 was just over I 50,000. Canterbury alone had

an estimated population of seven thousand by 1670, Faversham I 500,

Milton 900, Rochester approximately 3,000, Folkestone 500 and Hythe

350450. The dockyard town of Chatham had at least five thousand

inhabitants by 1700.33 Literacy requirements and the cost of newspapers

restricted the purchase and use of newspapers by many of east Kent’s

poorer inhabitants, such as Canterbury’s renowned textile workers;

although Professor Clark found that Kentish textile workers owned an

above average number of books in the seventeenth century,“ analysis of

their signatures display literacy levels of approximately but fifty per

cent.35 Certainly the average newspaper reader would have been a

member of the middling—sort: such people being more likely to have had

both the disposable income to acquire such literature and the ability to

read it. They were also more likely to have been members of the urban

middling—sort, as newspapers were more readily available in towns,

without incurring the expense of postage or having to be delivered by

hand. This is not to say however that newspapers had no plebeian read;

ership at all. Their availability in places such as taverns, coffee—houses

and barbers’ shops; their sale by hawkers for a halfpenny (later one

penny); purchase by groups and the sharing of publications amongst

friends and family, made newspapers available to many people who could

not afford to purchase a full’priced copy themselves. In addition, public

readings as well as the natural oral dissemination of items made news—

paper content available to a wide and disparate range of consumers?6

Certainly these newspapers had multiple users. Estimated figures range

from five to forty per copy, but twenty is that most commonly cited.)7

11

The attention afforded crime, both locally and nationally, as a subject in

The Kentish Post was regular, large and showed an overall increase. In the

ten years analysed it featured a total of 56,093 reports. Of those, 14,721

concerned crime. Whilst the number of crime reports increased over the

period}8 proportionately its annual coverage remained relatively consis’

tent. In seven of the years approximately thirty per cent of all the reports

concerned crime. Only in the war years of 1739, 1759 and I 760 did the

proportional amount of crime reports drop to as low as fourteen per

cent.39 The consistency of the place of crime in the newspaper reveals its

newsworthiness as a subject at all times except those of international

conflict.
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Local news commanded a constant, if relatively small, part of the

newspaper’s content.40 In total the ten years analysed featured 2730 local

reports, constituting five per cent of the total number of reports printed.

The annual proportion of local reportage to total reportage remained

consistent, with a median of five per cent, ranging from four per cent of

total reportage in r 729 to six per cent in 1759 and I 760.41 Of those 2730

local reports, 1476 — or just over one half - were extracted from London

newspapers. The dockyards of Woolwich and Deptford, as well as

Chatham, Greenwich, Gravesend and Dartford, were especially common

locations featured in these reports. Folkestone, Dover, Sevenoaks,

Tunbridge Wells, Rochester, Canterbury, Foots Cray, Ramsgate,

Chilham, Margate, Cobham, Sheerness, Blackheath and Shooter’s Hill,

were just some of the other locations cited. The remaining 1254 local

reports were printed within the section entitled ‘Canterbury’ and were

those that Abree had acquired independently from the London press.“

Although these stories were generally situated within a closer proximity

to Canterbury than those Kent reports taken from the London press,

there was some overlap. As well as featuring events that occurred in

Canterbury itself, they were located in places such as Maidstone,

Rochester, Dover, Deal, Faversham and Littlebourne. In some years

however the proportion of independent local reports dropped to as low

as one third of the total number of local reports printed}3 789 of the 2730

local reports featured crime, and thus constituted 29 per cent of the total

number of local reports printed in the ten years analysed and but five per

cent of the total amount of crime reportage. Annually the proportion of

local reports that featured crime was less uniform than that displayed in

the newspaper more widely, fluctuating between sixteen per cent in I 729

to 37 per cent in 1738 and I767.H

Eighteenth—century newspapers’ assimilation and regular presentation

of such a large quantity of stories of both local and national offending

was unprecedented. As newsworthy and saleable, crime was likely to be

central to an editor’s remit. The increasing number of such reports was

due to the universal growth in the size of newspapers and the simulta‘

neous diminution of the size of the print that was occurring at this time.”

But it was a development that, as John Beattie surmises, may have

contributed to a belief that crime was increasing."6 Lamentations by

contemporary social commentators such as Henry Fielding and others47

of escalating crime levels, together with the increase in the number of

capital offences,48 have been utilised by historians as evidence of wide—

spread anxiety over the perceived increase in crime."9 From the start of

the eighteenthvcentury, and indeed before, writers related how they had

‘with great Concern for some years last past observed the Lamentable
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Increase of highway-Men, and Houseebreakers among us’.50 In fact The

Kentish Post did not editorialise upon rising crime levels and reports

expressing concern over a perceived rise in criminality were rare.

Nicholas Rogers cites one narrative expressing such fears from the

Whitehall Evening Post in 1749, but neglects to say how common such

statements were.51 Certainly in The Kentish Post they were not represen—

tative of newspaper’s discourse more widely.” If its readers noticed a large

and gradually increasing number of crime reports over the years this was

probably due to the newspaper’s need to expand rather than an intene

tional strategy to present deviance as an escalating problem.

However this did not mean that crime was not presented as a problem

in The Kentish Post. Although crime was not portrayed (proportionally)

to be rising, the extensive attention given to deviancy could not fail but

to implicitly problematise it. The perpetual, steady and consistent

portrayal of crime served to present its incidence as being normative — an

everyday, ordinary occurrence — but this very representation of crime as

endemic inevitably served to portray it as a concern. The Kentish Post’s

readership was evidently aware of, and interested in crime: stories of law;

breaking, progress reports of trials, and the conviction of offenders,

pervaded the text, and created a picture of a society in which a high

frequency of criminality was accepted as normal. However, as James

Sharpe has noted, the evidence for contemporary concern about crime

does not necessarily indicate that society was ‘oppressed by fears of

violence’.53 Indeed the very endemic nature of crime presented in may

indicate that contemporary perceptions were more nuanced; the Post’s

discourse of criminality may have encouraged both an awareness of the

potential for widespread deviancy, and a realistic assimilation of this

information into readers’ everyday routines.

III

Yet whilst metropolitan and national discourses of criminality domir

nated the newspaper, vastly outnumbering the local crime reports, this

did not mean that the local readership would not have been able to

identify with the text or utilise its content in a practical way. As a

composite text, the newspaper’s representation of criminality emerged

out of the whole of its numerous and diverse assortment of stories,

embracing both local and national. Significantly the separate portrayals

of local and national criminality found within The Kentish Post were

almost identical. The picture of national deviance presented was

composed of a wide variety of different types of offending, from the most

horrendous murders, rape and robberies, to acts of petty theft and deceit.
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The relative annual attention afforded the different types of criminality

remained largely constant over the period. Overall non—violent offences

constituted the largest category, followed by that of aggravated larceny,

homicide, violence against the person, misdemeanour without violence,

threat of violence, verbal and written Violence, malicious damage of

property, and finally simple larceny. Somewhat curiously, in a number of

reported executions no crime was mentioned.54 Coverage of Violent

crimes predominated over non—violent (63 per cent against 36 per

cent).'35 Those reports primarily concerned aggression perpetrated against

a person rather than property, and they were largely unpremeditated

crimes of passion or negligence, perpetrated often by a non—family

member and sometimes even a stranger. The perspective of the narra—

tives engaged with the experience of the Victim, rather than, as in the

case of the pamphlets with their felon biographies, with the criminal.

This was a discourse of victimisation. Finally, it was a representation that

showed the fallibility of the justice system. Annually approximately 45

per cent of all the crime reports presented the felon/s as receiving no

punishment at all for their offences.

Crucially, however, when the local readers read stories of such

heinous crimes, many originating from far—flung places, their subjects

and messages were not necessarily alien, because The Kentish Post was

also simultaneously presenting the same picture of crime in Kent. If the

newspaper’s portrayal of local offending presented it to be increasing, it

paralleled the national depiction, Violent, gruesome, of a diverse nature,

unpremeditated, often unpunished and offered from the perspective of

the Victim. The shocking stories it retold were located within the

reader’s own county, maybe even in their own towns and villages. On

occasion those stories featured their own acquaintances or family

members. The only difference was that such local crimes were portrayed

as occurring less frequently. The juxtaposition of these two distinct but

identical depictions were therefore mutually confirmatory; the one

corroborating and enforcing the portrayal of the other.

Studies of the incidence of crime using court records show that the

prosecution of misdemeanours far outweighed those of serious or

felonious violent offences.56 However this was not reflected in The

Kentish Post. Cases of disorderedly behaviour,57 regulatory offences such

as selling underweight bread,SR illegal trading59 and the breaking of by—

laws60 were reported. in this respect The Kendsh Post presented a more

realistic picture of the nature of criminality than that found in pamphlet

literature, which almost exclusively concentrated upon the serious

crimes of homicide and highway robbery. But whilst occurring, reports of

nonaviolent misdemeanour did not dominate the local news. In fact they
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were quite rare; the sample reveals only 45 local reports of such

misdemeanours, plus a further seven of acts of simple larceny. In both the

national and local cases non—violent misdemeanour was only the fifth

most commonly reported crime genre. (Fig. 2)

 

Fig. 2. Violent and non-viole nt crime as a percentage often year

total local crime
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Source: KP: 1729, 1730, I738, 1739, 1752, I753, I759, I760, I766, 1767

Instead reports of a serious, violent nature were shown to predominate

in Kent as well as in the country more widely. Mirroring the national

representation, reports of local violent offences outweighed those of

non—Violent, be it only just with 52 against 47 per cent.61 Even the most

heinous crimes of infanticide, highway—robbery, arson, rape, and theft,

were presented as not just occurring far away but, crucially in locations

closer to the reader’s own lives. Moreover, the local violence reported in

The Kentish Post more frequently concerned hostility against people than

property.

Murder, which was considered to be the apex of criminality, was

depicted in the newspaper to have occurred regularly in Kent. Annually

murder was the third most reported local crime genre in the newspaper

(Fig. 2). In total there were 97 published reports of local homicides in the

sample years between I 729 and 1767. Its coverage was often gruesome.

Take the case of Jane Plane, a widow from Ospringe, who was viciously

stabbed twenty times by Stephen Diaper in I 738.“Z The residents of Kent

had their share of discovering the corpses of suspected murder victims.

The inhabitants of Rotherhithe received a shock in February I 753 when

‘the Body of a young Woman sew’d up in 3 Mat, with her Throat cut
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from Bar to Ear in two places, and her Legs tied together’ was found in

the Thames at Kings—Stairs. The report gruesomely concluded that ‘She

had been so long in the Water, that her Body was almost putrified [sic]’.63

An unfortunate farmer from Plumstead, near Woolwich, dug up the body

of a recently—buried gentleman, suspected, from his wounds, of having

been killed in a duel.“ Two of the most notorious preameditated murders

of the first half of the eighteenth—century occurred in Kent: Mary

Edmondson of Rotherhithe killed her aunt, and Gill Smith of Dartford

murdered his wife. Both cases received extensive attention from both the

newspaper and pamphlet presses.65

Where pamphlets concentrated upon cases of premeditated murder,

The Kentish Post broadened its discussion of homicide to emphasise death

caused by passion, recklessness and accident — manslaughter in law.66 In

doing so it related the various scenarios and social tensions that were the

milieu and conditions of such encounters, and served to implicitly

suggest the many potential hazards present in the world, both inside the

home (as emphasised in the pamphlets) and also outside, by friends,

acquaintances and even complete strangers. Stories of homicide showed

Kent to have experienced the same types of social and relational strain

that were affecting the rest of society. For example, spousal relations

were often portrayed as fraught. A publican in Rotherhithe in 1766,

‘having some words with his wife, cut her on the skull with a pewter pot

in so dangerous a manner, that her life is despaired of.’67 Similarly in

175 3, John Sullivan of Dover ‘was taken up on Suspicion of murdering

his Wife, by beating and abusing her’; fortunately for him, he was cleared

after the Coroner’s Inquest concluded that the wife died of natural

causes.68 Illicit sexual relations were often the backdrop to cases of infan—

ticide. In February I 729 Elizabeth Pilcher of Buckland was committed to

St Dunstan’s gaol, Canterbury, accused of murdering her illegitimate

child: it was reported that ‘she has confes’d it was still born, and that she

burnt it, being brib’d by the Father for that purpose, to prevent a

Discovery’."9

Death through dangerous and negligent driving was portrayed as an

alarming matter for people in both London and Kent. The sheer number

of vehicles in the capital forced Londoners to renegotiate the uses of

public space in their city, as the large number of hackney coaches

conflicted with pedestrian users of the streets and allegedly also adversely

affected trade.TO As elite society displayed decreasing tolerance to

manslaughter, dangerous driving became subject to ever’harsher legisla’

tion.71 Kent also encountered this difficulty. In 1766 Henry Minster was

reported to have illegally driven ‘a Waggon and three Horses on a

Gallop, as he sat on the Rods, without any Person on Foot, in the
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Highway of St Lawrence Parish’. In consequence of his foolishness a girl

was run over, suffering such bruising to her head ‘that her Life is in

danger’?1 An advertisement placed in the newspaper in 1759 by the

Justices of Kent to somewhat belatedly inform readers that a fine of up to

ten shillings, or a spell in gaol for up to one month, would be the punish—

ment for injury or death caused through dangerous driving under 27

Geo.ll, Cap.16.73 John Beattie has suggested that convictions for

manslaughter were less likely before 1760.“ Is it possible therefore that

the amassing of so many cases of dangerous driving, and other such

negligent behaviour in the eighteenth’century, and their publication in

printed form may have contributed to this growing intolerance towards

accidental death?

Violence, deliberate and accidental, was presented as a part of local

life, and such violence, even if it did not result in death, was news—

worthy.75 Thus the newspaper covered the actions of Margaret Jones who

stabbed Elizabeth Rooney ‘in the back Part of the Head with a Fork’ in

1759,76 and Alexander Adamson who stabbed George Craigs in the leg

with a clap knife in 1766.77 Less serious, but nevertheless newsworthy,

William Syburns threw dirt and stones at William Cook in the ‘public

street’ in 1 760 causing him to be ‘wounded and bruised’.” The newspaper

presented a society that was not immune from violence; people often, in

anger, lashed out at others, while suicide was a not an uncommon form

of newsworthiness.79

Reports of sexual violent crime were rarer than those of murder or

common assault. In the ten years analysed, taken from the whole

country, only 291 reports of sexual assault were printed in The Kentish

[’05th0 56 per cent of these featured completed rape,“I of which children

under the age of consent constituted the largest proportion of victims.“

Several of these cases occurred in Kent. Soldier Caleb Campbel was

reported to have been committed to Canterbury gaol on 16 October

I 738 ‘for the horrible Fact of ravishing Elizabeth Burton, a Child about

five Years old’.83 The rape of tenayear'old Margaret Lamb by her teacher

Samuel Abbot was a particularly notorious case in 1759. Abbot, who

kept a reading and writing school at Greenwich, had previously been

‘guilty of little lndecencies to several of the Female Scholars’. But ‘one

Afternoon he detained this Girl [Lamb] after the rest of the Children left

the School, and letting down a Bed, by Force committed the Fact, stop—

ping the Blanket into her Mouth to prevent her crying out.’ The

inability of the girl’s mother, a poor woman, to prosecute her daughter’s

violator lead the Governors of the Magdalene House, where she worked,

to prosecute Abbot on her behalf.“ Abbot raped Lamb by ‘Force and

Violence’. As this case indicates, many of the attacks were portrayed as
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aggressive. Campbel, for example, took his victim to ‘the necessary

House in the Garden, from whence she was heard to cry very much’. She

contracted both venereal disease and ‘a very virulent Gonorrhoea’ as a

result of the attack.“5 Campbel was eventually acquitted of rape, but

found guilty of assault with intent to ravish, fined 13s. 4d. and sentenced

to three months imprisonment.“6 Abbot was sentenced at the Maidstone

Assize to a fine of 3s 4d, three months in gaol and to stand on the pillory

in Greenwich.87 But children were not the only victims discussed in the

newspaper. In 52 of the 291 reports of sexual assault it is possible to iden—

tify the age of the female victim as being between seventeen and 69. It

is noticeable that in these reports the incidence of extreme and gratu—

itous brutality (in addition to the rape itself), gang rape and additional

offences such as theft, were high.“8 The details of the alleged rape of adult

women, being difficult to disentangle from seduction, often proved

inconclusive from jurymen’s perspectives. However, where there was

hard evidence such as beatings and gang rape, commonly represented by

the external injuries suffered by the victim, it served as a criterion by

which rape of adult women was perceived to be at a serious remove from

normative sexual behaviour, and thereby rendered undoubtedly

criminal. These less disputable cases of rape and attempted rape were

much more likely to be reported by the Post.

IV

Thus local and national portrayals of crime were not mutually exclusive

or antithetical. Even stories of serious offences occurring outside Kent

could acquire a relevancy to the reader by virtue of the reporting of

similar offences committed locally. In this way the newspaper encour—

aged the engagement of the reader with its entire text, not just that

pertaining to the local vicinity. However, using the portrayal of violent

theft — the second most frequently reported local offence” — as illustra—

tion, it is possible to suggest ways in which the reportage directly and

indirectly encouraged active engagement and participation from its

readers.

The simple juxtaposition of so many narratives allowed the reader to

become broadly aware of the nature of the crime, and thus of the dangers

of the town, street or highway. This was, in part, achieved through The

Kentish Post’s focus upon the experience of the victim, which comprised

a novel perspective. Pamphlets, in their attempt to achieve a didactic

message, concentrated upon the biography and motivations of the felon,

thereby encouraging empathy with the fallen state of the criminal.

Attention was therefore drawn away from the Victim. This was reversed
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in newspaper reportage. The crime was presented from the viewpoint of

the victim often because the felon had not been caught, and commonly

the victim was the only witness to the events. The content of the reports

thus concerned the precise nature of the attack, the danger and injury

inflicted on victims, together with the repercussions on them, items

stolen, the location, and a description of the perpetrator to aid arrest.

The publication of such information, drawn from the perspective of

victims, was on an unparalleled scale in the newspaper. It would be going

too far to suggest that crime reportage constituted a practical guide to

ensuring individual safety, but its details could promote a climate of

circumspection.” Perhaps for the first time the regular — if not systemic

— descriptions of violent theft featured in the newspaper, potentially at

least, bred a familiarity with the dynamics of crime, which could not be

provided by the sporadic publication of pamphlets.

First, robberies were presented as highly aggressive and even poten—

tially fatal. A butcher from Harrietsham, returning from Maidstone

market, had his thumb shot off by a footpad during an attempted

robbery,91 whilst David Carr, Samuel Philips, Thomas Viccory and James

Knell were committed to St Dunstan’s gaol in 1760 on charges of

‘assaulting and violently beating and abusing...W[illia]m Nauton, and

on suspicion of robbing him’.92 Many of the reported attacks resulted in

the death of the victim. A bricklayer from Deptford, returning from his

brother’s house in Chatham in 1759, was robbed and murdered by two

thieves on the road to Gravesend. It was chillingly reported that

it is supposed they first knocked him down, and then robbed and

murdered him, and threw him over the Hedge, where he was soon

after discovered, having received many Wounds and Bruises, being

stabbed in the Neck with a Bayonet, and his Head bruised in a most

shocking Manner.93

The robbery and death of John Atherfold from Sundridge, near

Sevenoaks, by his servant Murphew in August 1753 was the subject of a

series of reports that year.9+ Originally covered in the local section of the

newspaper, the case was soon taken up by the London press from whom

Abree printed a detailed account of the ‘shocking Action’. Murphew

killed Atherfold for a considerable sum of money he had acquired from a

day selling hops. The body was later discovered at the side of a wood near

his house. He was reportedly ‘bathed in his Blood, his Throat cut, and

Wounds in several Parts of his Body’.95 Many of the thieves, like William

Thomas and Joseph Budd who attacked James Palmer on the highway in

1767,96 were depicted as operating in pairs and even gangs, an arrange—
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ment that served to emphasise their efficiency and threat. Resistance was

presented as being especially dangerous. In 1 760 it was reported that ‘two

Fellows attacked a Servant of Lady Honeywood’s between Kent’street

Turnpike and Deptford, who not immediately delivering his Money, one

of them shot the poor Man through the Groin’.97 A report from 1739

graphically stated the danger:

Robberies frequently are attended with Murder, yet in general it must

be urged ...that it is either done when the Ruffians cannot Escape

unless they commit it, or cannot come at their Booty without?“

Thieves were portrayed as indiscriminate in their choice of the gender

and age of their victims. The chivalrous romantic highwaymen that

graced the pages of pamphlet literature in the seventeenth’ and

eighteenthvcenturies only rarely appeared in The Kentish Post. One

unfortunate young woman reportedly suffered a terrifying attack in 1767

when she was both robbed and raped by two footpads in sailors’ uniforms

on the Deptford road. One of the thieves ‘presenting a pistol to her,

swore that if she did not follow him without any hesitation, he would

blow her brains out’. When she screamed the other attacker knocked her

down. She was raped by both men, one restraining her whilst the other

carried out the act. She was so terrified that by the time she arrived at

her relation’s house ‘she fell into convulsions; and it was thought she

would have died that night’.99 Susanna Record was more lucky being

stripped only of her clothes and two prayer books by Charles Dailey and

Thomas Eilliot on the highway in Chatham.”0 No doubt was left there—

fore that being robbed was a terrifying experience. Whilst familiar in the

light of modern journalism, we should not lose sight of the fact that this

portrayal was not an inevitable aspect of eighteenth—century crime

reporting. Printed accounts could, and did, dispel some of the threat of

violence in robbery by emphasising other aspects of the crime. The most

notable examples are, of course, the pamphlet accounts of highway

robbery where the emphasis upon highwaymen’s gentility or humorous

repartee often provided a distraction from their violence.101 But no such

diversion of the reader’s attention was apparent in The Kentish Post, in

which sinister threat or outright brutality were unremitting.

By discussing the tricks and methods by which thieves attacked their

victims, newspapers implicitly, and sometimes explicitly, provided

advice on precautions to take whilst travelling.102 For example, strangers

should never be trusted. Stories told of felons deliberately befriending

their intended victims, sometimes travelling with them for several days,

until making their strike at an isolated location. The ‘Marine
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and...Militia’Man’ who robbed and killed the bricklayer on the

Gravesend road in 1759, mentioned above, had travelled with their

Victim and even ‘stopt [sic] to drink a Mug of Beer together’ before they

robbed him.“ Ship’s carpenter William Aylmer alleged that he had been

attacked by three men as he walked from Deal to Canterbury in 1729.

Purportedly they overtook him as he was leaving Wingham Street ‘and

walked with him about a Mile and an half, till they came into a Field

near Littleborn [sic], where they attacked him’.“ Aylmer was later found

to be lying and was jailed as an impostor.105 It is possibly a testament to

the universal knowledge of such modes of operandi by thieves, and their

successful dissemination by printed and oral medium that Aylrner was

able to create and deliver such a believable tale. The account of a ship’s

mate who was followed and robbed by three men in 1767 after ‘impru—

dently pulling out twelve guineas at a public house at Deptford,’ served

as a reminder of the good sense of keeping money hidden from prying

eyes.106 Occasionally the newspaper proffered direct warnings of specific

criminal activity in order, as it claimed, ‘to prevent other Persons from

being imposed upon in the like Manner’.107 A 1739 account cautioned

travellers ‘not to Travel with Things of too great a Value’ after one

gentleman was robbed of over twenty pounds on Shooters Hill,

Blackheath.1M Others sought to thwart potential crime by alerting

readers to suspicious persons, exemplified by one in 1766 concerning

John Williams, arrested in Maidstone after lurking for some time armed

with a large loaded horse pistol; he gave an unconvincing account of

himself, but no actual offence was attributed to him and he was released.

The report contained a detailed description of his appearance, and was

said to have been ‘inserted for the public good, that all persons may be

wary of him’. The account ended with the disconcerting postscript that

the pistol was later found to have blood stains on the brass at the butte

end}09

The identification of locations in which thefts occurred would have

served as particularly useful information for those readers who travelled

regularly. Reporting the location of attacks informed readers of sites in

which thieves were working and thus where extra vigilance should be

taken. In one example, a Mr Grinstead and his family were attacked by

a highwayman on the road from Faversham to Selling.110 In another from

I 759, Mr Round Lampard of Doddington was robbed by a footpad of £22.

85. and his horse, on the turnpike a quarter of a mile outside Canterbury,

at Harbledown.Ill Some locations — for example Foot Cray in 1738,

Chatham highway in September 1767, and throughout the period

Shooter’s Hilll ‘3 — appear to have been particularly infested with bandits.

The latter location was ‘a Place famous for the Commitment of many
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Robberies’ and equally notoriously a haunt of smugglers. In 1739 the

newspaper reported on endeavours to widen the road at ShOOECIS—Hlll so

that ‘three Carriages [could]...pass a—breast’ because ‘it was formerly so

narrow that it was impossible for a Passenger, if way—laid, to escape

falling into a Ruffian’s Hands’.113 As merchants, traders and businessmen,

it is doubtless that many of the readers of The Kentish Post would have

travelled regularly, using those very same roads identified as the scenes

of robbery. These reports provided travellers with knowledge that, first,

thieves were an ever’present threat and, secondly, of specific sites in

which thieves were working at that time and thus where extra Vigilance

should be taken. As in the Lampard case above, many of the thieves

reported in The Kendsh Post escaped justice. The fact that many of these

villains were likely to still be at large, and comprised a remaining threat

gave such information a particular and immediate relevancy.

The rhetoric of inevitable retribution has been identified as one of the

main tropes of the crime pamphlets. It was achieved by featuring the

biographies of capital convicts who were awaiting execution, and once

hanged, an account thereof, central to which was the — supposed — last—

dying speech of the condemned. In a period where the emphasis was

upon private prosecution, such a message, it has been suggested, was a

crucial deterrent to potential criminals; providing a warning to the

readers of the consequences of pursuing a sinful life.114 Pamphlets helped

to disseminate this moral to the masses, playing a part in social control

by aiding readers to intemalise obedience.115 But, the newspaper did not

attempt such a didactic function. On average annually forty per cent of

the local crime reports in The Kentish Post presented the felon/s as

receiving no punishment at all for their offences.”6 (Fig. 3) Instead of

emphasising the infallibility of the judicial system, newspaper discourse

advertised its failings. The effects of such discourse upon the readership

 

Fig. 3. Annual percentage of local crime reports featuring
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are difficult to ascertain, and are potentially numerous, but it is possible

that in reporting offences for which the felon escaped, the newspaper

may actually have undermined the ideological notions of authority and

order projected in executions and further disseminated in the pamphlets.

However it is also possible that the newspaper’s presentation of the rate

of punishment, rather than causing anxiety, may simply have confirmed

what the readers already knew: that many crimes went unpunished.

Conversely, the numbers of reports featuring punishment may have

exceeded some reader’s expectations and thereby became reassuring.

It was the newspaper’s rapacious need for reports to fill its pages that

led it to use unsolved cases. In covering on—going events the newspaper

achieved an up—ththe—minute specifity that was not available in other

printed crime literature. In pamphlets featuring felons who had been

brought to justice, the location of the offences was largely of

retrospective, rather than predictive, interest. In the newspaper,

however, locations were uncompromisingly presented as the hunting

grounds of thieves still at large, a worrying prospect for those who might

have cause to be in those areas.

But newspapers did not just publicize the inadequacies of the judicial

system. Increasingly they became a medium in which assistance in

finding perpetrators was sought. It was not uncommon for both national

and local reports to provide the reader with the felons’ descriptions, as a

means to facilitate their arrest. On rare occasions the newspaper revealed

that its advertisements did work. The arrest of suspected robber and

murderer Murphew, discussed above, was achieved following his identi—

fication by an old acquaintance, who had read the advertisement and

spotted him in Scotland."7 The Kentish Post openly appealed for witnesses

and local knowledge in solving crimes. When the body of a female baby

was discovered in a ditch in Harbledown in 1767 the report surmised

that ‘There is great reason to believe the child belonged to some person

near this city, as it appears to have been murdered as soon as born’: it

concluded that ‘the petticoat [in which the baby was wrapt] remains in

the hands of the parish officers of Harbledown, for the inspection of

those persons who can give any intelligence of the affair’.118 In these

ways, the readers themselves were drawn into the justice system by the

newspaper.

V

The Kentish Post, as a successful and long—running newspaper was, along

with oral culture that has left little accessible data, the most important

vehicle for the dissemination of information about crime in east Kent. It
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is difficult to say exactly how and to what extent, but its discourse of

crime must have shaped its readership’s understandings of criminality in

their own communities and more widely. However, its reportage was at

variance both with the content of pamphlet literature, and with the

main business of the local courts. Whilst readers of the pamphlet press

were consuming a picture of crime based almost exclusively on the most

serious, but solved, crimes of pre—meditated murder and highway—

robbery, readers of The Kentish Post were subject to a significantly broader

and more diverse representation of the incidence, causes, nature and

consequences of criminality. Of course it is probable that many news,

paper readers would also have read at least some pamphlets. Together the

two texts would have influenced the reader’s perceptions, possibly

creating a more balanced interpretation. However, being published twice

a week for 38 years and featuring thousands of crime stories in that time,

The Kendsh Post’s influence was likely to have outweighed that of the

much less frequently published pamphlets. Its almost complete lack of

aetiology, together with its propensity to cover unsolved and thus

unpunished crimes, ensured that The Kentish Post was a more multi—

faceted and thus leSSereassuring text. In its coverage of petty offences, it

presented a more realistic depiction of criminality than that found in the

pamphlet literature. But it in no way reflected the near predominance of

misdemeanours in the business of the Canterbury Quarter Sessions.119 In

both the national and local contexts, considerations of newsworthiness

placed a premium on serious and violent offences, though stories of less“

serious criminality clearly had a place in saleable reportage. As a conse—

quence, whilst stories from outside Kent massively outnumbered those

originating inside the county, these had the potential to acquire a reler

vancy to the reader’s perceptions and experience of crime, because of

their essential similarity in nature to the newspaper’s depiction of local

deviancy.

Narrative devices used in the newspaper could engage the reader even

more closely however. The focus upon the experience of the victim

sought an identification between the reader and the injured party. Again

this was in direct contrast to the narrative angle of the pamphlets, which

encouraged identification between the reader and the felon. This

perspective facilitated a new kind of crime deterrence. This was no

longer one that relied on persuading potential criminals not to offend,

but instead one that, by virtue of publishing onagoing information

concerning felons at large, their various modus operandi and currently

dangerous locations, both implicitly and on occasion explicitly, encour—

aged circumspection amongst the readership as potential victims. This

was accompanied by requests, in stories and advertisements, for help in
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solving local Offences. Together these elements created a participatory

text that encouraged an active engagement on the part of the reader.

The news in The Kentish Post could therefore be used in a practical way

that stories in pamphlets, focusing, as they did, upon such extreme and

rare acts of premeditated and solved murder, were never able to. The

examination of crime reportage therefore reveals the importance of

printed media to crime discourse in the local context. The picture of

crime in the newspaper does not, of course, provide access to what the

inhabitants of east Kent thought or believed about crime, though there

are implications. But the systematic study of crime reportage does allow

us to identify with a high degree of precision the parameters set upon

criminological information in this perhaps most important vehicle for its

printed dissemination in the locality. It is the integration of the potene

tialities of discourse, revealed in the newspaper press, with our analyses

of the incidence and nature of offending derived from the study of the

courts that offers the best opportunity for understanding how contempo—

raries perceived and reacted to crime in their neighbourhoods.
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