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To Mum




Prologue


On a winter’s night in 1913 two young women knelt unseen in the back garden of a fashionable residential street in north London. They worked quickly and silently, assembling gunpowder-filled canisters sealed with paraffin-soaked rags. Then they placed the canisters beneath the fourteen-foot wall that divided the garden from its nearest neighbour, lit the fuse and ran. 


The first explosion was heard at 9.30 p.m., followed by a second a minute later. A servant rushed out of a neighbouring house, scarcely able to hold her lighted candle, believing her master had shot himself. But the truth was far more dramatic: two suffragettes had just bombed Holloway Prison, Western Europe’s oldest and most infamous prison for women.


The explosions were heard a mile away at the Caledonian Road police station where sixty officers were immediately dispatched to the scene. They arrived to find broken windows on the west side of the prison and several holes in the wall, large enough to allow a prisoner to escape. The police also found a dozen yards of fuse leading from Number 12 Dalmeny Avenue, which had served as a suffragette headquarters for the past two years. A few days earlier, a group of suffragettes had climbed on to the roof of the house to serenade Emmeline Pankhurst, then imprisoned inside Holloway. After the explosion, rumours circulated that underground wires ran directly from the house into the prison. But on the night of 18 December there was only one suffragette in Holloway: Rachel Peace, an embroideress who had already suffered a breakdown and who had been forcibly fed while on remand. At her Old Bailey trial a few weeks earlier, where she had been sentenced to eighteen months’ hard labour, one suffragette had thrown a hammer at the judge, others hurled tomatoes. But whether they would go to the extent of bombing the prison to release one of their colleagues, when until recently there had been hundreds of suffragettes inside, seems unlikely.


The Islington police discovered a foot-long velvet ribbon in the garden of 12 Dalmeny Avenue and a ‘handful of fair human hair’. Perhaps whoever had set off the bombs had been injured, though it was also possible that the suffragette responsible deliberately left a piece of hair as her calling card to taunt the police. 


The ‘perpetrators of the outrage got clear away’, explained the press. Such was the force of the explosion that windows of houses half a mile away were shaken, and those of neighbouring buildings were smashed. The bomb was headline news; the following day a press photographer captured a woman peering serenely out of a nearby house, neatly framed by the broken glass. But despite all the media coverage, no arrests were made. The authorities tried to downplay the incident; it had not been a serious attempt to blow up the prison, they said, and the suffragettes were targeting prison wardresses who lived in quarters on the other side of the wall. But the press insisted that the bombs were ‘very powerful’; the women were clearly dangerous and determined to use ‘this inhuman method of warfare on society’. 


That summer three suffragettes had been charged with assaulting the prison’s medical officer. The magistrate had advised them to ‘run away like good girls’. But the suffragettes were anything but good girls. Whatever their intentions that night, the two anonymous women had successfully bombed a building that symbolized everything the suffragettes were fighting against: a place where women were humiliated, assaulted and degraded, a prison that always had – and always would – punish women who fought for freedom.




Introduction


I first visited Holloway Prison in the summer of 1990. The officer on reception was efficient but disinterested; I was not a prisoner or a member of staff but a twenty-six-year-old trainee teacher about to start my work placement. 


Obediently I followed another officer, a set of keys hanging from a chain attached to her waist, and every few steps we stopped; each door had to be unlocked and locked before the next one could be opened. I wanted to ask her questions about life inside the jail and if she liked her job, but she didn’t once look me in the face.


My supervisor, a man named Richard, asked why I wanted to work at Holloway and I told him it was because prison frightened me. He said that was exactly his reason for being there too. As he led me down a shiny-floored corridor, where the air smelled of disinfectant and the walls were painted custard yellow, I felt I could have been walking through a hospital, had it not been for the constant sound of rattling keys and clanging doors. 


Richard said we would take the scenic route to the education department and so we headed outside and down a path bordered with flowerbeds of purple pansies. He pointed out the chapel, told me about the prison swimming pool, and then up ahead, on the crest of a small hill, I saw what looked like a cage. This was the segregation block, he explained, its exercise yard tightly covered with wire netting like the aviary at London Zoo. He gestured in another direction to where two strange stone creatures sat on a patch of concrete, their heads chipped and splattered with pigeon droppings, pieces of food lodged in their claws. 


We walked across a small garden and entered a classroom, large and bright with rows of Formica-topped tables. Richard showed me the panic button in the far corner of the room, told me to press it if I needed help, and then he left me alone. I don’t remember being given any security advice, but I know I stood by the window with an increasing sense of dread, watching a group of women walking towards me across the garden from where I’d just come, some swaggering, others shuffling with their eyes held down. Was I safe? And what if someone made a mistake and locked me up here as well? I’d only been in prison for half an hour but already I had the queasy sensation that I might be found out for having done something wrong.


I had always known of Holloway Prison, the largest and most famous prison for women in Western Europe. I’d grown up just a mile away and it was a landmark that couldn’t be missed. As a six-year-old I would stop to stare at the magical castle jail, with its high turrets and gothic battlements. To my childish eyes all that was missing were a moat and drawbridge, Rapunzel at a window letting down her hair. There it was, right on the main road, a looming building of dark brick with windows designed for bows and arrows. But something about the height of the central tower, the stained wall around the perimeter, the blank mouth of the gate in the entranceway, told me it wasn’t a real castle at all. And who was the man in black walking up the driveway, was he in charge of all the women? Holloway wasn’t the only local prison: Pentonville was half a mile away to the south. But that was for men, while Holloway was for women. I couldn’t understand it: who were the women and what bad things had they done?


By the time I started my teacher training I knew much more about Holloway. This was where the suffragettes had been held and forcibly fed for demanding the right to vote, and not long ago women from Greenham Common had been incarcerated for protesting against nuclear weapons. Prisons were in the news: there had been a riot at Strangeways in Manchester where male prisoners were filmed on the rooftop wearing balaclavas and holding weapons. In South Africa Nelson Mandela had just been released from Victor Verster Prison after nearly three decades. But what was life like inside a prison such as Holloway? I’d asked to do my teaching placement here because I had the curiosity that came with privilege. 


The Victorian castle that I’d seen as a child had been knocked down by then, and the prison completely rebuilt. The new building was designed to resemble a hospital, with modern facilities that included a brand-new education unit. On my first day at Holloway I gave the prisoners a creative writing exercise taken from a handout I’d been given at university. It asked them to take a ‘mental journey’ and describe what they saw. But throughout the class there were constant interruptions. The women wanted to ask me personal questions: did I have a boyfriend and children, and if I didn’t then why not? Two women at the back were holding hands and whispering to each other, lovers who had come to the education unit so they could be together. One prisoner seemed anxious and unable to settle and the others told her mockingly to go back to the Muppet House, the prison’s psychiatric unit. But I left the class feeling relieved: the women seemed to have enjoyed the session and the atmosphere had been as friendly as any adult education lesson; those who had warned me that going into prison would be dangerous were wrong. 


During my placement I learned more about the women of Holloway. On one occasion I spent the day alone in a cell with a woman writing an exam, acting as her invigilator. When she lifted her arm to consult a dictionary I saw a long fresh scar on her wrist. I later heard she was in the process of having a tattoo removed, and that the prison doctor had sliced off a layer of skin with a scalpel. The woman would need to go back to have two more layers removed. Another day I was persuaded to have my hair cut by an inmate studying a beauty course. She was West African, like the majority of the women in the education unit, and had been sentenced for drug offences. She told me she’d been forced to swallow a condom of heroin; otherwise her son would have been shot. Her family back home in Nigeria had no idea where she was, that she’d come to England and was imprisoned. 


At the end of my six-week placement Richard offered me a job at Holloway Prison, but after qualifying as a teacher I moved abroad and spent the next twelve years working as a journalist and editor in Botswana. 


In 1997 I was arrested and charged with ‘causing fear and alarm’, under a law left over from colonial times that carried a two-year sentence, after publishing a newspaper report that covered the activities of a street gang in the delta village of Maun. I appeared in court seven times, always expecting to be jailed because if I could be arrested for something I hadn’t done, then who was to say I wouldn’t end up in prison? I might have briefly taught inside Holloway, but the idea of being locked up without any control over my life still terrified me. The following summer the Attorney General withdrew the charges; I wasn’t given the chance to put my side of the story or to find out the evidence against me. 


A year later I was arrested again and this time put on trial for contempt of court. I had written a news report about a woman who was on death row for killing her husband, and for the first time in Botswana’s history her lawyers were arguing Battered Woman Syndrome. I appeared before Justice Aboagye, popularly known as the ‘hanging judge’. At the end of the day I was acquitted, but my source was jailed. The woman on death row was reprieved but the following year the judge sentenced another woman to death, after she allegedly killed her husband’s mistress, and she was eventually executed. 


I returned to England in 2003 and ended up near where I had begun, living just a fifteen-minute walk from Holloway Prison. Every now and again I saw news coverage on TV of striking prison officers or human rights demonstrators. I read that officers were cutting down five women a day who had tried to hang themselves, heard vigils outside on New Year’s Eve, saw photographs of inmates dressed as devils for the Monsters Ball at Halloween. I started researching Holloway’s early years, surprised that no one had written its full history, and I wrote a novel based on the arrest and execution of the first two women to be hanged at the prison.


But I never came that close to the place, always passing it on a bus and taking in a quick uncomfortable glance, until in November 2015 the Chancellor of the Exchequer George Osborne announced it was closing down. He argued that Victorian prisons were no longer suitable in the modern age, that women needed to be treated more humanely. But Holloway was not Victorian; it had been completely rebuilt forty years ago. So why was it really closing?


First built as a House of Correction in 1852 for both men and women, Holloway’s express purpose was to be ‘a terror to evil-doers’. In 1903, such was the rise in the female prison population that it became a women-only jail. In the coming decades it would be home to inmates from all walks of life – royalty and socialites, spies and prostitutes, sporting stars and nightclub queens, Nazis and enemy aliens, terrorists and freedom fighters. Women were sentenced for treason and murder, for begging, performing abortions and stealing clothing coupons, for masquerading as men, running brothels and attempting suicide. Holloway’s inmates included the most infamous women in the UK’s criminal history, such as Myra Hindley and Rose West, while five women suffered the ultimate punishment, hanged on the gallows and buried behind the prison walls. 


The day after the closure news I went to look around, walking down Parkhurst Road, a one-way stream of lorries and cars, towards the prison driveway. It looked less like a hospital and more like a gym, with pink geraniums in hanging baskets placed at intervals along the red brick wall. The building was discreet, as if it didn’t want to announce itself, block after block of windowless brick with no doors, no visible way to get in or out. On the other side of the driveway was a prison sign where someone had written ‘SHIT HOLE’ and ‘R.I.P.’ in black pen. 


I couldn’t help but be transfixed by the place. Perhaps it was because a prison had been on this site for over 150 years, or because Holloway was solely for women when we aren’t supposed to be bad, criminal or violent.


I left the prison driveway that November afternoon and continued down Parkhurst Road, turning right into Dalmeny Avenue. I was looking for the Copenhagen Pub where I used to go for a half-pint at lunchtime with prison officers, but the pub had closed; instead there was a banner, ‘Join the Kindness Offensive’, and a brightly painted Routemaster bus parked on the forecourt. Council flats have replaced the old nineteenth-century houses on Dalmeny Avenue and it was hard to picture how the street once looked. Then I saw an elderly woman crossing the road, heading towards the flats, and stopped to ask her if it was still possible to see the prison from the back. ‘What are you writing?’ She looked at my notebook and pen. ‘A history?’ She told me to come with her; she would let me in.


When the door opened I found myself in a quiet deserted courtyard laid out with benches and grass and there on my right, only a stone’s throw away, was Holloway Prison. ‘I hear the prisoners sometimes, speaking in the yard,’ said the woman, glancing at the rows of white barred windows, all blank but for one with a pink curtain, ‘it must be when they’re exercising.’ I asked if she’d heard that the government was going to close down the prison, that they want to keep women more humanely. ‘Never believe what the government says,’ she muttered, ‘never believe them.’ 


Still I stared at the prison. It seemed so strange that in the streets just outside people were off to buy a newspaper or take their child out on a bike, when nearly 500 women were locked up inside Holloway. I walked across the wet grass, wanting to reach the prison wall, to hear what the women in the exercise yard were saying. Who were they, what crimes had they committed and what had happened in their lives that they’d ended up in Holloway Prison? 


Writing this book was a way to try to hear the voices of all the women of Holloway – from across the centuries, right back to 1852 when the prison was built. Who were the ‘bad girls’ locked up in here? How did it feel to be a warder, with the keys to freedom hanging from your waist, or a governor visiting the condemned cell the day before an execution? What happened when a woman arrived at the Holloway House of Correction, when she passed through the bolted outer gate and into the courtyard, when the solid oak doors closed behind her, when she was stripped of her clothing and identity and woke up the next morning in prison? I wanted to know what it was like here in Victorian times and how it had changed. What could Holloway’s history tell us about the nature of women, crime and punishment in our past, present and in our future?




PART ONE


The Victorian Jail




1


The Model Prison


I’m standing in the heart of a Victorian prison, my feet in the exact centre of a blue six-pointed star. This is the prison’s central hub and from here I can see directly through locked gates and along five wings. This is where the orderly officer for the day would have stood in the 1850s, ringing a bell and sending guards to their posts, observing the inmates on the rare occasions they were let out of their cells, walking single file with their hands behind their backs, forbidden to speak, their faces covered in masks.


Architecturally the building is impressive, even beautiful, the way the hub is circled by galleries stacked on top of each other, the winding staircases that connect each tier of cells, the high glass dome in the ceiling that lets in the April sunshine. But I also feel exposed, with the impulse to turn around to see who is behind me, to constantly glance up and find out who might be looking down. I tell my guide, Stewart McLaughlin, that the building makes me feel as if I’m being watched. ‘You’ve broken the law,’ he says, ‘now you’re going to jail; it’s meant to be imposing.’ I hear the clang of metal, a long deep moan from somewhere above, and an insistent beeping noise. This is Wandsworth Prison in south-west London, opened as the Surrey House of Correction for both male and female prisoners in 1851, just a year before Holloway, and built along very similar lines. 


It was based on the radial design, which had grown out of the panopticon model invented by philosopher Jeremy Bentham some sixty years earlier. The aim was to keep inmates separate and easily observed at all times. Today Wandsworth is one of only a handful of Victorian radial prisons still in operation, and with around 1,800 inmates it is the largest jail in the UK. 


Stewart unlocks a gate to one of the wings and shows me into a holding cell, the exact dimensions of a Victorian prison cell. It takes me two steps to cross the width of the room and I have visions of being pushed from behind, of being locked in with nothing to look at but four white walls. Stewart lets me out and I glance down a set of stairs, see men milling about at the bottom, a glimpse of a shoulder, a back, a pair of legs. They seem to be both moving and immobile at the same time. Every sound echoes in here, and everything is metal: grilles and mesh, handrails and barred gates, wire netting suspended under a gallery like an iron trampoline. 


Stewart has worked in the prison service for twenty-seven years; he is also the curator of the Wandsworth Prison Museum and has arranged this tour for historical purposes. I follow him to E wing where the prison’s final set of gallows was housed; 135 executions were carried out here including one woman, Kate Webster, whose ghost is said to appear as a grey lady in the prison grounds. We come to a series of cells with low doorways and thick whitewashed walls and Stewart shows me it’s eight paces from what was the condemned cell to the trapdoor. Today the lobby area, where the condemned person started their journey, is the substance misuse room, while the condemned cell is the staff restroom. 


As we set off walking down another wing Stewart stops to respond to a cell bell, the high-pitched noise I’d heard earlier. He’s not on duty today, but he puts his entire face up to the slit in the door and asks, ‘What is it, mate?’ 


‘When am I getting out?’ comes the reply, the voice of a young man, both plaintive and annoyed. 


We continue through to an exercise yard, a bare patch of concrete surrounded by wire walls. At one end there are two palm trees, one dead, the other thriving. I look up: the building is towering over us like a Dickensian monstrosity, built to intimidate and contain. 


Wandsworth was one of several new jails established in the mid-1800s, when prison became the main form of punishment in the UK. Traditionally punishment had meant removing people from society, whether through banishment, execution or transportation, and while prisons had been around for centuries they had generally held people awaiting trial or sentencing. By the late eighteenth century, transportation had come to an end after the independence of British colonies and new places were needed to hold prisoners. This was also a time of penal reform, led by campaigners such as John Howard who gathered evidence on prisons both at home and abroad, finding filth, overcrowding and disease. In 1777 he published The State of the Prisons, with recommendations covering every part of prison life, from the building to the treatment of inmates. 


Two years later Parliament agreed to build two new penitentiaries. But while dozens of prisons were rebuilt, no new jail appeared until Millbank in 1816. It was to be secure, clean and well ventilated, and prisoners would be separated and silent so that they would see the error of their ways through hard work and religious reflection. But the penal regime soon grew harsher, with an emphasis on control and deterrence. There were debates about the cost of imprisonment, and which forms of discipline worked best. And then there was the question of women: should females be sent to prison, and once inside how should the weaker sex be treated and punished?


Historically some prisons had held women and men in separate wings, others held them together, and then in 1853 a female convict prison opened at Brixton, south London. Females made up around 20 per cent of the total prison population, often sentenced for drunkenness or lodging in the open, with the vast majority receiving short sentences of under a month. From the start the emphasis was on correcting their ‘impulsive and excitable’ nature and replacing it with a ‘truer life in respectable pursuits’. Manual labour, used in male prisons, was felt to be inappropriate so female prisoners would spend their time sewing, cooking, cleaning and washing clothes, occasionally whitewashing walls and growing flowers. 


When journalists Henry Mayhew and John Binny visited Brixton they were struck by the fact that females were in charge, from the lady governor to the warders and chaplain’s clerks, and ‘how admirably the ladies really manage such affairs.’ The prisoners fell into two categories: ‘the many who are good, and the few who are bad’. Some conducted themselves outrageously, ‘insensible to shame, to kindness, to punishment’; others behaved well but would then ‘suddenly break out, give way to uncontrollable passion, and in utter desperation commit a succession of offences, as if it were her object to revenge herself upon herself’. Henry Mayhew was intrigued by this distinctly unfeminine behaviour and tried to investigate further. The worst inmates were those who had been sentenced to transportation and now found themselves incarcerated in a London jail: ‘disappointment rendered them thoroughly reckless … they constantly destroyed their clothes, tore up their bedding, and smashed their windows.’ 


It was becoming clear that men and women reacted to imprisonment in very different ways. ‘Female prisoners, as a body, do not bear imprisonment so well as the male prisoners,’ concluded Brixton’s medical officer; ‘they get anxious, restless, more irritable in temper, and are more readily excited, and they look forward to the future with much less hope of regaining their former position in life.’ Men could work outside building dockyards or sea defences, while the nature of a woman’s imprisonment was ‘more sedentary’; she was ‘continually dwelling on “her time”’ and a prison sentence therefore seemed ‘more severe to the woman than … to the man’.


Despite this, Henry found the Brixton women ‘simple and picturesque’, in their brown robes with a blue check apron and neckerchief, and a muslin cap ‘made after the fashion of a French bonnes’. But it didn’t take long for inmates to adapt this uniform. One had taken the ropes off her hammock and put them round the bottom of her dress to make the skirt seem fuller, while another had filled her gown with coals. Some used the wire from round the dinner cans as stiffeners for their stays, fashioned tinfoil into jewellery, and scraped the walls of their cells to whiten their complexion. This was an annoyance to the authorities, but if the women worried about what they looked like, perhaps Henry Mayhew thought that they were getting ready to re-enter the world.


Most of the inmates were in for thieving, having ‘led the most abandoned lives’. The vast majority traced their ruin to drunkenness or bad company, and many had run away from home or service. The lady governor Emma Martin, who lived with her eleven children in the prison grounds, also believed that women suffered mentally in prison far more than men. ‘There are many of them subject to fits of the most ungovernable fury,’ she explained; ‘very often there is no cause at all for their passion except their own morbid spirits; perhaps their friends haven’t written, so they’ll sit and work themselves up into a state of almost frenzy, and when the officer comes they will give way.’ The year after the Brixton female convict prison opened there were 1,290 recorded punishments: women were handcuffed, put in a canvas dress that resembled a straitjacket, and many were thrown in the refractory cell on a diet of bread and water. But they then became ‘terribly violent indeed, they tear up and break everything they can lay their hands on.’ One prisoner broke all the windows in her cell, tore all her bedclothes into ribbons, and pulled open her bed. It was after she had wrenched off the gas-jet and pulled an iron shelf from the wall that male officers were called in to restrain her. But the governor also found the women ‘very sensitive to family ties, and I’m often touched myself to think such wicked creatures should have such tender feelings’. This then was the contradiction: how could women be both violent and maternal, and why did they get in such a state? Henry Mayhew was impressed by Brixton, yet the issues he’d found, the resistance to discipline and the smashing of prison property, would soon be seen at Holloway, only on a much larger scale.


In 1842 the City of London had decided that a new jail was needed in the capital, and appointed a committee to find the best spot. It chose a ten-acre site in north London that the City already owned, bought shortly after a previous cholera epidemic and initially intended as a burial ground. An Act of Parliament converted the use of the land to a prison and James Bunning, who had designed the Corn Exchange and the Metropolitan Cattle Market, was appointed architect. On 26 September 1849 the Lord Mayor, Sir James Duke, laid the foundation stone. And if there was any doubt about the purpose of the new prison, the inscription on the stone made it perfectly clear: ‘May God preserve the City of London and make this place a terror to evil-doers’. But the builders went bankrupt, and it was only after new contractors were brought in that the City House of Correction opened, on 6 October 1852. 


The prison was intended for men, boys over the age of eight and a small number of women. It was apparently modelled on the medieval Warwick Castle, with splendid battlements and turrets, surrounded by an eighteen-foot-high brick wall. The governor’s and chaplain’s houses stood on either side of the outer gate, which was made of solid oak four inches thick, riveted with strong bolts of iron and with a narrow wicket gate to allow visitors in and out. This led into a courtyard and then a massive inner gate where new arrivals were greeted by two winged griffins mounted on pillars. One held a key and a leg-iron in its talons; the other had a claw extended as if about to seize hold of a prey. 


As with Wandsworth, the plan was radial, although of a slightly different design. There were four wings for adult males, one for juveniles and one for females. The total capacity was 400, with the majority reserved for adult men, and its first inmates were 120 males and 27 females. One of Holloway’s earliest female prisoners was Emma Mary Bird, a ‘stout’ thirty-year-old from the East End with a ‘sallow complexion’, jailed for six months for assault and unable to provide a surety – a person who would take responsibility for her during bail and pay a fine if she misbehaved. Others included fifty-six-year-old Mary Pullen, of no fixed residence and no trade, who had received six months for ‘using threats’, a woman sentenced to seven days for disrupting a church service while drunk, and a wretchedly clad girl jailed for three weeks for begging.


In these early years of Holloway the female population never numbered more than around twenty, although it had enough cells to hold sixty. While its role was to inspire terror and punish evil-doers, there were also hopes of rehabilitation. The day after it admitted its first prisoners, Alderman Wire expressed his earnest hope that the new House of Correction would produce ‘permanent reformation’ so that ‘very many would leave its walls to become honourable and useful members of society’. However, punish it certainly did and London’s Lord Mayor Sir Robert Carden was said to very much enjoy sentencing people ‘down that pantomimic trap which leads to Holloway Prison’, all the while a sardonic grin on his face. 


Ten years after Holloway opened, journalists Henry Mayhew and John Binny found much to admire at the new prison. It was a self-sufficient institution with all the latest in Victorian engineering and gadgetry. A mill ground the prisoners’ cocoa, men and boys worked the treadwheel that pumped water from a seventy-foot well, while a lifting machine in the central hall allowed trays of provisions to be hoisted up from the kitchen. Dinner was apparently served to several hundred prisoners in just ten minutes. The cells were ‘very healthy’ and ventilators provided ‘pure air’, there were fires in the winter, and prisoners had a bath once a fortnight in the summer. If an inmate needed to call a warder then they turned an iron handle on the cell door which set off a gong in the corridor ‘giving notice to the warder in charge that his attendance is required’. 


Everywhere the prisoners were working. Men made mats, clothes and all the shoes for inmates and officers, while women picked oakum, stripping old rope down to fibres, as well as needlework, laundry work (where they were allowed a pint of beer a day), general cleaning, nursing and knitting. The prisoners had five exercise grounds, access to education and a teacher visited each cell on a weekly basis to distribute books such as Life in New Zealand and Summer Days in the Antarctic. Even the prison’s infirmary was like a druggist’s shop, with the phials carefully labelled and arranged. 


But all this came at a cost. Henry Mayhew drew up an exhaustive list of expenditure, well aware of complaints about new prisons such as Holloway and objections from the press that they were ‘all but a costly experiment’ built out of good intentions but unlikely to do any good. Prisoners were said to be enjoying a better lifestyle than those on the outside and taxpayers were paying the price for the ‘whimsical indulgences of philanthropists’ with ‘places of punishment converted into palaces’. 


But despite these ‘indulgences’, Henry found Holloway a place of strict discipline, and he noted ‘a number of good-looking felons’ among the sixty-six female prisoners. There was no mention as yet of any of the sort of scenes he had heard about at Brixton, no furious females shredding clothing or displaying uncontrolled temper. But then Henry Mayhew hadn’t met Selina Salter. 


In the summer of 1864 a ‘miserable looking girl’ was charged with assaulting a police constable in her hometown of Bath. The sixteen-year-old had annoyed and irritated him by knocking violently at the police station door at night. She was ordered to keep the peace for a month and agreed to go to the workhouse. 


Selina was the daughter of a poor gardener from Ireland, whose mother had died when she was young. She was sent to school and then put in service, but hated both. One day Selina stole her stepmother’s money and ran away to London to look for a young man who had ‘paid his addresses to her in Bath’. But when he refused to take her in she took to a wandering life, from street to street and from workhouse to workhouse until, ‘becoming troublesome’, she was sent to Holloway Prison. Not long after her release, she was in court again, charged with creating a disturbance at the vagrant ward of the West London Union workhouse, and by the time she was eighteen she had already been in court nineteen times for disorderly conduct. Her great failing, according to the press, was ‘a violent and uncontrollable temper, that amounts almost to madness’, but apart from her vagrant life she was ‘strictly honest, sober, and virtuous’.


Selina refused to reform. Five times she had been sent back to Bath, but each time she soon turned up in a London workhouse ‘screaming, fighting, and blaspheming’. Each time she was sent home, her father and the parish clergyman ‘endeavoured to reclaim her’. But every time they put her in domestic service ‘her vagrant propensities’ overcame her good resolutions and Selina was back in London. Eventually she agreed to be sent to America, and an officer accompanied her to Liverpool and saw her safely on board a vessel. But Selina hid, and then escaped to shore. Three days later she appeared, almost destitute, at the gates of Holloway Prison. She was again dispatched to New York, and ‘this time reached her destination, and hopes were entertained that in another country she would become a better girl. Such hopes were futile.’ Selina determinedly worked her way back across the Atlantic to London.


It was a lamentable case, agreed the City magistrates, and while gentlemen in the medical profession had pronounced her sane, her violent temper would ‘ultimately derange her mind’. So in May 1866 Selina was sent to Holloway again, ‘not in the expectation that the punishment would do her any good, but in the hope that some of the kind friends who visited the prison might devise some means of reclaiming her’. 


Arriving at Holloway, Selina was weighed and measured in the basement reception ward, and her now familiar details checked in the description book. She was then told to wash, given prison clothes and a number, which she wore on her arm, as well as a brass ticket attached to her chest to show her corridor and cell number. Her own clothes were put in a steam fumigating pot, to kill any vermin. Her prison costume consisted of a blue gown with a red stripe, petticoats made of linsey-woolsey, shifts of red-striped calico, a checked apron, a blue checked neckerchief, a small printed pocket-handkerchief and a white linen cap. She was also given a pair of blue worsted stockings and a shawl, both knitted by female prisoners. Then she was sent to F wing on the eastern side of the prison, where three floors were reserved for women and girls. 


Her cell was seven feet wide, thirteen feet deep, and nine feet high, with an asphalt-covered floor. It was furnished with a small folding table, a gas burner behind glass, a copper basin with soap, a nailbrush and a small flannel, and a tub for washing her feet. There was also a water-closet pan for a toilet; ‘slopping out’ would only be introduced a few years later after water closets got clogged and pipes burst. Beside the door were three small shelves. The upper one held her bedding: a pair of blankets, a rug, two sheets, a horsehair mattress and a pillow. On the second shelf were a plate, a tin jug for gruel, a wooden saltcellar and a wooden spoon. The last shelf held a Bible, prayer book and hymn book, two combs and a brush, and a coconut-fibre rubber for polishing the floor. Selina slept in a hammock, suspended from hooks on either side of the room and hanging low just above the floor. On the wall was a card with her name and a copy of the prison rules listing everything she must do between 5.30 a.m. and 8.55 p.m. This included chapel and schooling, the ten hours she was expected to work each weekday, and the two half-hour exercise breaks when she joined the other females in the yard, their heads covered with hooded shawls, keeping the regulation three and a half yards away from each other. Just before 9 p.m. the gaslight was extinguished, and prisoners were to ‘sling hammock, go to bed’.


Selina’s life – like those of the other prisoners at Holloway – was now controlled entirely from outside the cell. Warders could watch without her knowing by looking through a small florin-sized opening in the door, glazed on the outside and covered with wire on the inside. After six o’clock in the evening warders wore felt overshoes so prisoners wouldn’t hear them approaching. In the centre of the door was a small trap, through which Selina received food – her cocoa, gruel, soup and bread. 


Did Selina Salter find Holloway a place of safety where she was warmer, cleaner and better fed than in the union workhouse or out on the streets? After all, she had been here over a dozen times and had deliberately committed minor crimes in order to get sent back. The authorities had already discovered that prison discipline had ‘wrought no favourable alteration in her character; instead diametrically opposite results ensued’, and during Selina’s numerous times inside Holloway no kind visitors found a way to reclaim her. She didn’t obey the rules and she took out her fury and distress on her surroundings, destroying the furniture in thirteen cells, tearing up six prison gowns and all her clothing. She was reported 400 times for refusing to work, 200 times for violent and outrageous conduct, and 130 times for shouting and singing. While there was ‘great doubt’ about Selina’s sanity, explained the press, and prison rules required all insane prisoners to be removed as ‘speedily as the law will allow’, the medical gentlemen still declared her sane. 


In the spring of 1867, having been released from Holloway again, she deliberately broke a police station window. Selina was put in a court cell, where an officer found her doubled up on the ground with her garters tied around her throat. She was then arrested for attempted suicide. Selina was a headstrong, ungovernable woman and had been a ‘pest’ to the civic authorities for years. She had been offered every opportunity and wasted it. Now she was sent to the City Lunatic Asylum in Kent where she was placed in the kitchen to help the cook and everything was done to ‘make her feel herself a servant, instead of a patient’. But she rejected her role as servant, and having been declared sane enough to take care of herself she ‘demanded and obtained her discharge’. A few days later, she was back at Holloway Prison. ‘What is to be done with Selina Salter?’ asked the press. She was incorrigible; she had rung bells, kicked doors and reportedly attempted to throttle officers. She had bitten policemen, scratched jailers and thrown shoes at magistrates. She had ‘shrieked herself into hysterics’ and tried to strangle herself twice. She had now been to Holloway ‘fifty or sixty times’ and needed to be sent back to the asylum ‘for her own sake, as well as for that of society’. 


Then, in March 1868, the police discovered a woman ‘wandering about’. She was about twenty years old, and gave the name of Harriet Coles. Once at the police station she confessed to having escaped from the City Lunatic Asylum by tearing the sheets and blankets, fastening the pieces together and letting herself down from an upper window and then climbing over the walls. The police discovered this was none other than Selina Salter, and so they sent her back to the asylum.


There were no further reports in the press after this; the woman whose second home had been Holloway Prison apparently disappeared. For four years she had gone out of her way to seek punishment, yet it was clear to everyone that prison hadn’t reformed her; instead it had made her increasingly destructive, suicidal and insane. 


A new model prison required model prisoners. The House of Correction was designed for those who broke the law and the systems of silence and segregation would assure they were controlled and subdued. Yet Selina Salter had steadfastly refused to obey the rules. Her time in Holloway had served to remove her from society, but on release she was more destructive than ever. If one of the purposes of prison was rehabilitation, if female inmates would see the error of their ways and turn to a truer life in respectable pursuits, then it had already failed. 


But Selina Salter was from a poor family, her experience was far different from those who were wealthy, and it wasn’t long before Holloway admitted someone at the other end of the social scale. 
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The Duchess of Holloway Jail


At the end of Pall Mall in the West End of London is a three-floored mansion built of thick slabs of Bath stone. Lancaster House was once the most valuable home in the city, it has entertained more heads of state than any other house in the capital, and while it’s normally closed to the public, I’ve been given permission to look around. I want to get a sense of what it was like to live here in the 1890s, when the actions of a wealthy duchess sparked the era’s most scandalous case of contempt of court.


I pass groups of tourists on guided tours blocking the pavements outside St James’s Palace, and then as I get closer to Lancaster House I’m stopped by two armed police. I’m about to enter a high-security area; next door is Clarence House, the official residence of the Prince of Wales and Duchess of Cornwall, while Buckingham Palace is just a few minutes’ walk away. I show my ID and head across Stable Yard towards a sturdy and rather serious-looking building. Today Lancaster House is managed by the Foreign and Commonwealth Office and used as a centre for government hospitality, but from 1829 to 1913 it was home to the Dukes of Sutherland, one of the richest landowning families in the UK.


It was first known as York House, commissioned by the ‘grand old’ Duke of York and then bought by the Marquis of Stafford, who became the 1st Duke of Sutherland. For nearly 100 years it was known as Stafford House, host to an array of distinguished guests where the ‘elite in high life’ were wined and dined at grand receptions and waited on by the largest staff of servants in London. In April 1893, during a family battle over a will, documents were removed from here and taken to a solicitor’s office. It was then that the behaviour of May Caroline, the Dowager Duchess of Sutherland, was deemed so shocking that she was sent to Holloway Prison. 


I enter a foyer and walk between two marble pillars the colour of butterscotch, then through a doorway draped with red velvet and into the grand hall. I’m surrounded by gold, in the stairways leading up from a central flight of steps, on the huge paintings hanging on the wall, and most of all on the high ornate ceiling decorated in vivid gold leaf. 


Jacky Devis, who organizes conferences and events, arrives to take me on a tour. We sit at a table by a bust of the Duke of York while I explain the house’s link with Holloway Prison and ask where the documents in question might once have been kept. She takes me first to the library, a bright room with yellow walls, the chairs and mirrors all edged in gold. There are a couple of small glass cabinets lined with old books and it seems like a suitable place to keep important papers. Then Jacky takes me through one of the secret doors, disguised as part of the wall, and into a corridor where we almost bump into the head butler. I tell him the tale of Duchess May Caroline; he’s never heard this story before. We enter another of the duke’s workrooms, where the documents could also have been kept, and by the time we get to the drawing room the gold leaf is beginning to feel oppressive, ceilings gleaming like the foil inside a lavish box of chocolates.


In the spring of 1883 May Caroline reportedly dined here at Stafford House with her husband’s employer and the man who would become her lover, the 3rd Duke of Sutherland, George Granville William Sutherland Leveson-Gower. May was born in 1848 in Oxford, where her father was a reverend and professor of logic. At the age of twenty-four she had married a cousin, Arthur Blair, with whom she had a daughter, Irene. When Arthur was mysteriously killed during a pheasant shoot in Scotland in the autumn of 1883 there were rumours he had shot himself, or had been deliberately shot. 


The Duke of Sutherland was a former Liberal MP and the tenth richest man in the western world. He owned 1.4 million acres of land in Britain, palatial homes, a private train and station, as well as several yachts. His wife Anne, Countess of Cromartie, was a friend of Queen Victoria and the couple’s London residence was Stafford House, a place so grand that when the Queen came to visit she once remarked, ‘I come from my house to your palace.’


The duke was known for his affairs, and well before May Caroline became his mistress he and his wife were leading largely separate lives. Anne died while the couple were in the United States, but rather than respecting the conventional mourning period and waiting a year to re-marry, and despite a commanding telegram from the Queen, three weeks later the duke announced his engagement to May Caroline. The couple married in March 1889 and when they returned to England they were snubbed by high society. There were frequent clashes over property with the duke’s children, who accused May of taking their mother’s possessions and even of wearing Duchess Anne’s old underwear.


In 1892, with family relations still fraught, the duke died and his eldest son Cromartie became the 4th Duke of Sutherland. Cromartie hoped he would inherit the entire family fortune and was furious to find that his father had written dozens of wills to ensure that May and her daughter Irene were left financially secure, including a legacy of £100,000 and the use of the Staffordshire diamond jewellery collection for life. The 3rd Duke had also appointed May as executor of the will, and all the furniture at Stafford House, from china to pictures to objets d’art, would go to the dowager.


The new duke objected to May keeping the family jewels, took her to court and won. Then he contested the will. When the case came to court the duchess’s lawyer argued that there were papers of an ‘exceptionally private character’ among her late husband’s documents at Stafford House. The duchess had been denied access to the palatial home, and she wanted the papers destroyed. The judge, Sir Francis Jeune, refused the request, but agreed that May Caroline could look through the papers and if there was anything too sensitive – and if the 4th Duke agreed – then they would be kept sealed and not made public in court.


And so boxes of papers and tables containing letters were removed from Stafford House, taken to the administrator’s offices in Whitehall and handed to the duchess in the presence of solicitors. She examined the letters carefully, and as she put some to one side she was reminded that nothing could be removed or destroyed. But to the astonishment of the assembled men, May Caroline ignored the warning. Instead she took out one of the letters, hid it in her hand, turned round and threw it in the fire. When the officials objected, she allegedly replied, ‘I shall do as I please. You are here only on sufferance.’


Just what was in the letter wasn’t clear, but it had apparently been sent during a yachting excursion and concerned ‘an unpleasant occurrence between a steward and a maid’. The duchess insisted it was up to her what happened to the letter and ‘without the smallest intention of doing anything contrary to the order of the Court … put it into the fire’. The press responded to this with outraged disbelief. The ‘wilful destruction of documents is one of the gravest offences known to the law,’ declared the Spectator. Now the letter had been destroyed, no one would know whether its contents would have affected the probate case. The paper hoped ‘no misplaced compassion’ would interfere with the law taking its course. 


When questioned, the duchess initially said she had written the letter, but then later claimed the duke had written it, and that a few hours before his death he’d told her to take papers from Stafford House and destroy them. What was in the mystery letter isn’t known, although historian Gilbert Bell has speculated that it may have related to the duke’s alleged involvement in the death of the duchess’s first husband.


On 18 April 1893 May Caroline, the Duchess of Sutherland, was found guilty of contempt of court, fined £250 and sentenced to six weeks in Holloway Prison. She was informed of this while waiting in the barristers’ room, whereupon there was ‘a great scene’ and she and her friends ‘all shed tears and exhibited great indignation’. While the punishment seemed severe to the duchess’s supporters, the press was largely in favour. ‘She seems in need of a reminder that an impetuous and imperious woman with a past, even when promoted to the rank of Duchess, is not allowed to run the universe on her own lines,’ warned one paper. The duchess was condemned as a social climber, a woman who had progressed from mistress to wife in a matter of months and who now stood to inherit a fortune. She needed to be taught a lesson and what better than to send her to Holloway? Now that May Caroline had been convicted, the press began to speculate on her treatment inside, clearly not believing the assertion that ‘her Grace will be treated in the same fashion as ordinary prisoners committed for contempt of court’, and relishing the idea she would be forced to mingle with the lower classes. 


Under the Prisons Bill of 1840, convicts in England and Wales had been divided into two categories, first and second division, and it was up to the courts to decide who should go into each. Those in the first division were generally convicted of ‘non-criminal’ offences, such as libel, sedition and contempt of court. They could buy their own food and wine from outside, were not required to work, a prison officer cleaned their quarters and they could wear their own clothes and see friends, write and receive letters. The system was later refined, with the creation of three divisions for those who had not been sentenced to hard labour. But as Victorian journalist George Sims explained, first-class prisoners remained the ‘aristocrats of the gaol’, and their punishment was ‘separation from the rest of the world … with no serious discomfort or lasting disgrace’. So while poor prisoners had a hammock for a bed, a wooden stool for furniture and a tin plate to eat their gruel, prisoners in the first division were accommodated in ‘private apartments’ and given the sort of privileges only the rich could afford.


The press assured its readers that Duchess May Caroline would occupy an ordinary cell, and that she had ridden straight from court to Holloway Prison. But this turned out not to be true. The judge had in fact allowed May Caroline to go to her residence in Windsor, on the condition that she surrendered herself to jail the next day. However, the duchess was taken suddenly ill, suffering from ‘nervous shock’, and her doctors said she couldn’t be moved. In the end, on 22 April, four days after her sentencing, she was arrested at Windsor and sent to Holloway.


The duchess was driven to Slough station with her maid, her doctor and a pile of luggage. A horse-drawn carriage was waiting in London and, along with her brother and ‘travelling companions’, May Caroline was driven to Holloway Prison by liveried coachmen. Received by the chief warder and two prison physicians, she was taken to the female wing and according to the Press Association was shown to ‘a specially appointed apartment in front of the prison’, which lay ‘between the two main towers forming the entrance, and immediately overlooking Camden-road’. Her cell was furnished with a handsome brass bedstead, draped with curtains, two easy chairs and couch, a writing desk, a wardrobe with plate-glass panel, and ‘other articles of furniture specially selected’. The carpet was underlaid with felt; there were mirrors, ferns and flowers, and plenty of books. Such was the interest in the duchess’s cell its contents were reported as far away as Australia, where one paper asserted ‘it bore as much resemblance to an ordinary prison cell as a cotter’s kitchen does to a ducal drawing-room’.


During the duchess’s stay at Holloway, British readers were treated to day-by-day reports. Local tradesmen tendered for the duchess’s catering contract, which was awarded to a confectioner who had ‘supplied a good many distinguished visitors’, and on Sunday she ‘partook of all her meals with a healthy appetite’. According to Gilbert Bell, the duchess ordered in delicacies ‘from the likes of Harrods’. A ‘buxom young matron’ who had set up shop on a low stool opposite the prison gates and who for nine years had done a roaring trade, told the press that the duchess had ‘wanted all kinds of dainty things’, but that her meals had come from the nearby Holloway Castle Tavern, which was ‘rather a swell place’. 


Aside from her own food and well-furnished room, the duchess was allowed plenty of lengthy visits, held outside normal visiting hours. The press soon concluded that her punishment ‘seems more nominal than real’, and that her incarceration was ‘nothing but a sham’. It was only a matter of days before questions were raised in Parliament. On 27 April three MPs fired off a series of questions to the Secretary of State Herbert Asquith. They wanted to know the conditions in which the duchess was held, whether the rules had been relaxed and if so, who had authorized them and on what grounds. Would these special indulgences now be allowed to all first-division prisoners? The Secretary of State responded that first-class inmates were allowed private furniture and utensils ‘suitable to their ordinary habits’ paid for out of their own pockets. ‘In the present case,’ he concluded, ‘the ordinary Rules have been followed.’ 


On 29 May the duchess’s sentence was over and at eight o’clock in the morning a horse-drawn carriage arrived outside Holloway Prison. Once back at Windsor, her friends presented her with a silver casket containing £250, to cover the cost of the fine, not because she was unable to pay it but as a protest against ‘the severe order by a Judge for having unflinchingly carried out a dying request of her husband’. Eventually a settlement was reached in the duke’s will: May Caroline was awarded a lump sum of £500,000, bought a house in Belgrave Square in London, and the 4th Duke built her a home in Scotland, Carbisdale Castle. But by the time the castle was finished the duchess had died. 


May Caroline is generally portrayed – both then and now – as a greedy, scheming woman; a social upstart who had been ‘promoted’ to the rank of duchess. ‘The press seemed to have been particularly harsh and gleefully vindictive,’ says her great-grandson Dr Bruno Bubna-Kasteliz, a retired consultant geriatrician in Bath. ‘I do find it hard to imagine she played the role ascribed to her, especially when she was challenged by the officials at the solicitors’ office. It sounds uncharacteristically high-handed and snobbish for May.’ Bruno sends me extracts from May Caroline’s diary from 1887 in which she describes her happiness with the duke who was tender and kind. ‘He was quite well known as having had other affairs,’ says Bruno, ‘but this one seemed to be more intense and longer lasting, and possibly more public.’ The fact that the duke then married May Caroline, ‘doubled the family’s hatred’. I tell Bruno that his great-grandmother apparently wore her predecessor’s underwear. He laughs. ‘Did she really? It would have been very fancy underwear, much fancier than what she would have been used to.’ 


Bruno agrees that his great-grandmother ‘had transgressed in a very obvious way’ by burning the letter, but her treatment was ‘most likely to have been as a result of a very powerful family, together with the close relationship of Anne with the Queen, and their sustained view of May as the interloper’. Bruno has no idea what was in the letter that was burned, though another of May Caroline’s relatives, Dr Catherine Layton, a retired academic who lives in Australia, has a theory that casts a whole new light on the predicament of the duchess. ‘I first came across May when researching my own family history,’ she explains, ‘and when I found that my relative, Sir Albert Rollit, had married the much criticized Dowager Duchess of Sutherland in 1896, I could not help but look further.’ May Caroline had been left a widow and a single parent after the duke’s death, at a time when women had no legal rights over their children and if deemed immoral they could lose guardianship and even access. Catherine suspects that the document the duchess burned contained proof of her affair with the married duke. If this had come to light then she could have lost everything and never seen her daughter again. Under the circumstances, contempt of court may have seemed like the lesser evil. 


The Duchess of Sutherland had fallen foul of expected behaviour for women. She had risen too far above her social status, and Holloway was used to remind her of her true place. Like Selina Salter, she had refused to obey the law, and both had broken moral and social codes that governed women. However, her class afforded the duchess a different experience of Holloway than Selina; poor women might be condemned to hard labour in freezing cold cells, but when it came to a dowager duchess then the purpose was public humiliation. Rich women who transgressed would be held up to ridicule, and prison would force them to live among the working classes.


The Duchess of Sutherland wasn’t the first high-society woman to be sent to Holloway; other cases involving wealth and scandal occurred both before and after and they too were treated differently from ‘ordinary’ inmates. In 1880 Georgina Weldon, the most famous litigator in England, was sentenced to four months in prison for libelling Jules Rivière, a theatrical musical director. Some five years later she was back in Holloway, again for libelling Jules, and this time she would stay for six months. But she made the most of her prison sentence and her room was ‘a veritable workshop of literary and legal projects’, reported the press. Georgina kept goldfish in her cell and a newt that she ‘fed on minced beef’; Holloway’s governor gave her a musk plant on her birthday and on release she left him a signed photograph ‘in grateful memory of my six months’. She successfully sued the French composer Charles Gounod for libel while still in prison, and sent the Pall Mall Gazette a ‘poem of many stanzas’ about her time in Holloway: ‘For six long months, through cunning deep as hell, / I’ve been the Inmate of a prison cell.’ Georgina appeared to revel in her time in Holloway, and was keen to prove to her detractors that she had not suffered as a result.


Three years later another socialite arrived, Mary Ann Sutherland, described by the press as one of ‘the most amazing women swindlers of all time’. Born in Peterhead, Scotland, she had started out as a Bible woman addressing religious meetings. After a spell in Perth Jail, Mary Ann had moved to London where she took a ‘lavishly furnished house’ in St James Terrace using the name Miss Ogilvy Bruce; one of several aliases. A few years later she was charged with fraud under the name Kate Miller, having tricked ‘a number of merchants of their wares’. She evaded arrest and sailed to America; then presented herself in Australia as a Scottish aristocrat. In London once more she appeared as a Greek maiden at a ball at the Prince’s Hall; and then returned to Scotland using the name Mrs Gordon Baillie, ‘the Crofters’ Friend’, collecting subscriptions and offering sanctuary on a vast estate she apparently owned in Australia. In 1887 Mary settled back in England with a man named Robert Frost, and the following year both were charged, along with their butler James, with conspiring to obtain money by false pretences. Unable to pay bail, ‘the heroine of so many adventures’ was now in Holloway Prison.


The number of charges against Mary Ann Sutherland soon rose to forty-five, and she had changed her identity so many times the press had difficulty separating fact from fiction. The police had identified forty different aliases over a fifteen-year career, and there had been complaints ‘from all parts of the Continent’ as well as Australia and New Zealand. She was sentenced to five years, but her time in Holloway didn’t seem to change her ways, and in 1894 Mary Ann Sutherland was arrested once again, this time for stealing paintings, for which she received seven years. 


The ‘amazing’ woman swindler wasn’t the only prisoner using an alias at Holloway, and the jail served as a training ground for City detectives who made thrice-weekly inspections to identify known criminals going under assumed identities. During one visit the prisoners on parade included a man who had been travelling the world as a Russian prince, but who was in fact an American with a ‘first rate education’, and two brothers who called themselves Honourable Frank and Honourable Reggy Plantagenet, titles that the detectives dismissed as bogus. 


Despite the scandals surrounding the convictions of Georgina Weldon and the Duchess of Sutherland, Holloway was still overwhelmingly a male prison and it was home to several well-known men in the late Victorian period. In 1895 the playwright Oscar Wilde was taken to Holloway to await trial for gross indecency, spending a month in a ‘special cell’ for remand prisoners where he was said to be low-spirited and despondent, unable to sleep and pacing his cell. His lover Alfred Douglas later described a visit: ‘Poor Oscar was rather deaf. He could hardly hear what I said in the babel. He looked at me with tears running down his cheeks.’ 


In contrast, two noted male journalists thoroughly enjoyed their time at Holloway. In January 1885 Edmund Yates settled in very comfortably to serve a four-month sentence for libel. The founder of the weekly newspaper the World, he had been sued by the Earl of Lonsdale over an article concerning ‘his lordship’s elopement’. Edmund denied writing the article, but refused to say who had, and after an unsuccessful appeal he was sent to Holloway as a first-division prisoner. The day before sentencing, he paid a visit to the prison where he met the governor and was shown ‘the rooms in which first class misdemeanants were confined’, after which he ordered in the necessary furniture. His cell wasn’t nearly as large as the Duchess of Sutherland’s, but it was over twice the width of second-class cells, with a fireplace ‘always well supplied’. It was furnished with Persian rugs, a bed, writing table, chest of drawers, and a ‘huge screen to exclude the draught’. After serving just under two months, Edmund was released on grounds of ill health and his friends celebrated with a champagne party.


Not long afterwards, William Thomas Stead, editor of the Pall Mall Gazette – the paper that had published Georgina Weldon’s prison poems – enjoyed a ‘first class’ stay at Holloway. He was sentenced to three months for ‘buying’ a thirteen-year-old girl as part of an exposé into child prostitution, in a case that would lead to a change in the law and inspire the play Pygmalion. ‘Never had I a pleasanter holiday, a more charming season of repose,’ wrote William, who paid 6 shillings for a private cell in the ‘enchanted castle’ on the ground floor of E wing where he was ‘jealously guarded by liveried retainers’. His staff visited him every other day and his wife came twice a week, food and wine were sent over from Holloway Castle Tavern, and his children joined him for ‘high jinks’ on Boxing Day. Such was the ‘rare luxury of journalistic leisure’ that William suggested a ‘small voluntary gaol’ run on the first-division principles be provided for the ‘over-driven, much-worried writers of London’. 


But the majority of Holloway’s prisoners were still poor, homeless and often ill. Conditions in the once model prison had become increasingly grim and some inmates arrived in a state of total destitution. While those in the first division could plead poor health and receive hospital treatment, round-the-clock care or early release, others’ pleas were ignored, even if they were yet to be convicted of any crime. A servant girl charged with attempted suicide after eating rat poison complained of being unwell but was not moved to the prison hospital, and later died in her cell. ‘Do you mean to say it was necessary to ask permission to lie in bed?’ asked one jury member during the inquest. ‘But she was not a prisoner; she was merely on remand.’ To which Holloway’s medical officer replied, ‘It is no concern of ours what she is.’ Gone were the days of clean, well-ventilated cells and the prison was now overrun with vermin. A prisoner waiting trial for murder had half his chest eaten by rats and his solicitor was afraid that ‘there will not be much left of him by the time he comes out’. 


The nature of the inmates’ crimes had changed as well. Holloway was no longer home to just petty criminals sentenced for drunkenness, vagrancy or theft; aside from the ten inmates awaiting trial for murder there were eleven cases of manslaughter and four of attempted murder. This, it was noted, was a ‘record list’. Holloway had lost its reputation as a successful penal experiment, but its purpose was clearer than ever: it was there to punish. Before long the model jail would be the site of the ultimate sentence – execution. 
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The Baby Farmers


In the summer of 1902, after half a century of housing men and boys, the former House of Correction became an all-female jail. London’s prison population was on the rise; Newgate had just closed and it was difficult keeping women in separate blocks at predominantly male prisons. The prison commissioners had a solution that would provide more prison accommodation in the capital and ensure the absolute separation of the sexes. Holloway’s male population would go to Pentonville, Wormwood Scrubs or Brixton and from 16 August 1902 north London’s ‘terror to evil-doers’ would house only women and girls. Public hangings had ended in 1868, the nation’s gallows had been moved inside prisons and now Holloway would partially supplant Newgate as a place of execution. Work had already begun on a new scaffold, and local residents were said to be very indignant. 


Virtually nothing remains of the original Holloway Prison but for a selection of objects in the Museum of London’s Social and Working History collections store, on the banks of the Regent’s Canal in east London. It’s cold and brightly lit in reception, where curator Vyki Sparkes is waiting to take me down to the ground floor. She shows me into a big warehouse room smelling faintly of sawdust, lined with metal shelves. I scan the orderly jumble of objects, a massive wooden barrel big enough for two people, a sign for Bank Tube station. ‘These are the first Holloway Prison objects we have,’ says Vyki, pointing at the floor. I’m puzzled and a bit disappointed. There are just a few pieces of metal lying on a pallet. One is a roundel from the old catwalk railings, painted inside the colour of wet clay; another is a cast-iron bracket from a gas lamp. 


We enter another room with more Holloway objects, including a fitting from a 1890s gas lamp used in corridors and cells. I stop to look at a carved wooden head of Jack Sheppard, a highwayman hanged at Tyburn, and a shelf of leg-irons, handcuffs and shackles. Then I see a huge noticeboard leaning against the far wall, green with white lettering. It’s the prison sign that was attached to the outside of the gatehouse and probably dates from 1902, the year that the House of Correction became a female jail. ‘H.M. Prison Holloway Notices’ is a list of rules and punishments, beginning with the warning that anyone who aids a prisoner to escape faces five years in jail. Those who try to bring in ‘any spirituous or fermented liquor or tobacco’ could receive a six-month sentence, a £50 fine, or both, and the numerals have been re-painted as the size of the fine increased over the years. The final rule concerns prohibited items thrown over the wall or smuggled inside, such as money, clothing, food, drink, letters, paper, books, tools, all of which ‘may be confiscated by THE Governor’. We both laugh at the capitalized ‘THE’, the stern emphasis on who exactly is in charge.
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