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2 Organized Crime

Organized Crime
EIGHTEENTH CENTURY STYLE

by laurence Thompson

it is hard to imagine a large city without policemen, hut
such was the situation in London in the early part of the
eighteenth century, There was no organized police force to
apprehend © criminats. There were public watchmen, or
Charlies, as they were called, but they were generally
feeble old men, unfit for more strenuous ® assignment
than calling out, “Past ten o’clock and a cold, frosty
morning. "

There were also constables @ appointed to keep the
peace. From as far back 1252, constables had been ap-
pointed for each parish ® in England. The position of
constable was an honor, given only to trustworthy ® men,

The constable was unpaid, however, and not expected
to do more than cerry out the law in country towns and
villages where the commonest crime was likely to be the
theft of someone’s wash. In London more serious crimes
were committed; as the work of the constable became
more difficult and dangerous, the men who should have
done it paid others, less respectable and less efficient, to
do it for them.

It was part of the constable’s duty to raise the “hue and
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4 Organzed Crime

cry  afler an escaping criminal. On heanng the hue and
cry, all passersby were supposed to join in the pursuit,
Lui in pracilice, not many passersby could be persuaded
to help. It was ton dangerous a task, and the constable
was unarmed. Anyway, in the squalid T surroundings that
criminals frequented, the passershy were generally on the
fugitive’s @ side.

Within the City of London lay another city, m which a
eriminal was safe. It was a city of poverty, nghily packed
with wood-and-stone hovels ® overhanging narrow, filthy
courtyards, The fleeing criminal would dodge ® from
court to court through the maze of twisting streets, finally
ducking into a house or climbing across the sloping roofs.
Meanwhile his friends did their best to mislead, trip, or
even knife the handful of “thief takers” who came after
him.

Henry Fielding, the famous novelist who was also a
London magistrate, once made a night raid on two known
hidepus ® in this city-within-a-city; he found seventy
men, women, and children packed away in a few tny,
stinking rooms. All of these people, including litle
children of five and six who were trained as pick-pockets,
were wanted for enme.

Conditions like these bred more criminals. One of the
typical cases was that of Jack Sheppard, whose execution

in 1724 was waiched by two hundred thousand people
EXFPORICRS HEORY
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6 Organzed Crone

Sheppard, the son of honest working people, was an ap-

® in a respectable trade. He ran away from 1t

prentice
because he fancied that he had been ill-treated, and soon
found it easy to make more money by thieving than his
father had done by a lifetime of honest work.

In Sheppeard’s day highwaymen committed robberies in
broad daylight, in sight of a ecrowd, and rode solemnly
and tricmphantly @ through the town without danger of
molestation ® . If they were chased, twenty or thirty
armed men were ready to come 1o their assistance. Mur-
der was an everyday affair, and there were many people
who made heroes of the murderers.

So young, tight-lipped Sheppard, still in his teens,
only five feet four inches lall, and very slender ® and
pale, became a petly thief, then a highwayman, with
no future to hope for except the gallows or rival's @
bullet.

Working behind most of the thieves were the receivers
of stolen property, who had organized the thieves and
rogues inte gangs. One gang robbed on the main roads
into London, one covered the churches, and one covered
entertainments and public funcizons. One of the most

® peceivers, Jonathan Wild, set up a special

notorious
brigade © that would find employment as servants and
then pilfer from the household or open the doors at mght

for other robbers to enter, He had a staff of mechanics for
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3 Organzed Crime

altering watches and jewelry, warehouses to store the
loot, and a sloop ¥ to convey certain stolen goods to the
Continent, where they could be sold 1n safety.

Other sto.]en property he advertised as “recovered
property” and sold back Lo the original owners; or, if they
did not claim it, he vpenly sold it elsewhere, His activities
became so widespread that special legislation was passed
to make the receiver of stolen goods an accessory 2 to the
theft. Wild got around this by opening a “lost-property
office, " at which thuse who had had goods stolen might
report their loss. Wild charged a fee for making inquiries
about a theft—and he charged yet another fee when he
returned the goods that he claimed to have found.

The authorities might have taken stronger steps against
wild had he not heen so useful as a thief taker. He knew
every criminal, as he employed most of them himself.
Whenever it suited his purpose, he would hand a man
over to the anthortties for hanging. This brought him even
more meney, for a reward was generally offered for
wanted criminals. It also provided Wild with a very ef-
fective means of controlling his men. Every man knew
that if he disobeyed the boss he would be betrayed @ and
would quickly find himself on the gallows & .

Jack Sheppard, whe had rebbed for Wild and killed
honest men so that Wild might grow rich. was one of

those who fell out with the boss and was duly betrayed 1o
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10 Orgamzed Crume

the antherities,

While he was awaiting trial and certain hanging,
Sheppard broke out of Newgate Prison. He accomplished
this by getting rid of the wons with which his wrists and
ankles were shackled *, cutting vhrough a double grille ©

of oak and iron bars, descending twentyfive feet by a
knotted sheet and blanket, and climbing a twenty-two-foot
wall. Before he reached freedom he was caught, and
subsequently he was tried and condemned. He escaped
again, however, and walked openly about the underworld
city, where his ever ready pistols discouraged captors.

When he was captured a third time, he was taken to a
stronger part of the prison known as the Castle, and there
chained more securely than bhefore. A third time he freed
himself of his manacles ® . He snapped the floor chains
and climbed the chimneéy after having removed a heavy
iron bar from . Forcing the heavily bolted doors of sev-
eral chambers, he found himself on the upper levels with
a twenty-foot drop to the next roof. He cooly retraced his
steps, rtemoved the blanket from his cel, and tn-
umphantly swung acress to safety.

But though he might escape from prisons and chains,
he could not escape from himself. At large again, he
had no place to go except to his usual drinking dens,
where he was finally captured. This time the gallows

claimed him.
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12 Organtzed Crime

It was novelist Henry Fielding who finally thought of
equipping regular patrols with arms and uniforms and
sending them out to police the streets of London. His
half brother, Sir John Fielding, organized these first
“patrols 7, groups of well-mounted men armed with
cullasses @, pistols, and truncheons @ .

At first these groups were financed by rich citizens whe
were willing to pay for their secunty, but later they were
taken over by the government, and their numbers increased.

The Fieldings “patrols”became a real police force.




