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London Lives is a fascinating new study that exposes the lesser-known
experiences of eighteenth-century thieves, paupers, prostitutes and
highwaymen. It charts the experiences of hundreds of thousands of
Londoners who found themselves submerged in poverty or prosecuted
for crime, and surveys their responses, to illustrate the extent to which
plebeian Londoners influenced the pace and direction of change in
social policy. Calling upon a new body of digital evidence, the book
illuminates the lives of prison escapees, expert manipulators of the poor
relief system, celebrity highwaymen, lone mothers and vagrants;
revealing how they each played the system to the best of their ability in
order to survive in their various circumstances of misfortune. In these
acts of desperation, the poor and the criminal exercised a profound and
effective form of agency that changed the system itself, and shaped the
evolution of the modern state.
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This book is dedicated to everyone who helped
create the Old Bailey Online and London Lives
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Preface

This book is one facet of a larger project: ‘Plebeian Lives and the Making
of Modern London, 1690–1800’. Originally funded by the ESRC (RES-
000-23-1217), this project digitised and made searchable some 240,000
pages of manuscript materials reflecting on criminal justice and poor
relief in eighteenth-century London. The website, London Lives
1690–1800: Crime, Poverty and Social Policy in the Metropolis, provides
access to these materials in combination with fifteen modern data sets
created by previous projects. In total London Lives gives direct access to
3.35 million name instances, and allows users to link together records
relating to the same individual. In doing so, it makes it possible to trace
individual life histories and to assess the role plebeian Londoners played
in shaping the development of modern social policy. This book is con-
structed as a product of that website and largely reflects the results of our
research in it.

Since the vast majority of the sources consulted are freely available on
the London Lives website, this book is best read online, allowing you to
click through directly from the primary sources cited and quoted in the
text to transcriptions and images of the original documents. Where
possible, we have also linked to modern secondary literature and to
printed primary sources, including Google Books and the English Short
Title Catalogue for printed primary literature, and to the British Library’s
Ethos system for unpublished doctoral theses. With Google Books
we have linked to volumes available through ‘Snippet’ or ‘Preview’
functions, but not to those which provide only bibliographical data. With
one exception we have restricted links to freely available materials. Where
a pay wall makes the materials inaccessible for many or most readers, we
have noted our use of the sites, including URLs and a date, but have not
provided direct links. The exception to this rule of thumb is journal
articles where a secure link could be identified, even when the relevant
source was not freely available to all users.

We hope that these links will facilitate a new approach to reading
monographs in which readers switch back and forth between the original

xi
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sources, the contextual secondary interpretation, and the monograph
itself - gaining a deeper understanding of the period and argument.
The book is also designed to be read offline and in hard copy; and we
have used a standard footnote referencing system so that readers can
locate and follow up our sources, both online and in print, however they
choose to read the book. For readers of the hard copy who wish to follow
up references to the London Lives website (‘LL’), document reference
numbers should simply be typed in the appropriate box on the search
page. For references to ‘sets’, see below, p. 24, n. 67. For ‘lives’, go to
www.londonlives.org/static/Lives.jsp.

Whether online or offline, or in some combination of the two, we hope
you will find this book both accessible and rewarding.

xii Preface
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