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Welcome to topic number 49… today,  
Gregson and I will be trying to answer the 

question,  how safe is it here in our London?



Sadly Lestrade,  the 
short answer seems 
to be,  not at all.  



Oliver Twist has given 
a startling and lasting 

impression of what 
the streets of London 

were like at the 
beginning of Queen 

Victoria's reign.



A generation later,  
Charles Dickens Jr is 

hardly more reassuring 
than his father…



…advising householders 
to lock up carefully 

and bring their mud-
scrapers in at night if 

they happen to like 
the patterns on them.  



Social problem novels like 
George Gissing's The Nether 

World in 1 889 will still be 
painting a lurid picture of 

slums in the East End.



Their surroundings are,  of 
course,  only a stone's throw 
from the City and,  worse!,  

only a couple of stone's 
throws away from the wealthy 

residents of the West End.



Does all this really 
square with the 
facts,  though?



Douglas Hurd,  a 
recent biographer of 
Sir Robert Peel,  will 

not think so.  



He will claim after the 
introduction of the new 

Metropolitan Police Force in 
1 829,  “peace- loving citizens 
slept easily in their beds. ”



Could he be nearer 
the mark? 

It certainly seems as 
if the police were busy 

in London.  



The problem is crimes often go 
unrecorded,  let alone solved.  

In the early years,  people had little 
confidence in their new police force.  



The first opinions of "bobbies" 
left much to be desired.  

Many of the officers were 
quickly dismissed.



What kinds of crime are 
most prevalent?

Most feel theft is rampant 
throughout our period.



Which areas are most 
affected?

Probably the riskiest 
places for theft and 
pickpocketing are in 
the open markets of 
the East End,  areas 
of south London,  and 

crowded railway 
stations.



But it is risky to be 
anywhere where many 
people gathered or,  

alternatively,  where there 
is no one else around.  



As Charles Dickens Jr's advice 
suggests,  home isn't much of a 
refuge either,  where large rises 
in housebreaking will be recorded 
towards the end of the century.



Has the situation improved?

London will get safer on the 
whole.  

The Metropolitan Police Force has 
grown larger and more efficient.



By the 1 880s,  the 
police will be more 

popular than they had 
been in the 1 830s.



The clearing of slums by new 
roads like New Oxford 

Street,  the charitable efforts 
of the great philanthropists 

like George Peabody and 
Angela Burdett- Coutts…



…and the introduction of 
compulsory elementary 
education in 1 870,  all 
will have an impact.  



The number of convicts 
under the age of seventeen 
will decline markedly during 

the 1 870s,  though less 
rapidly thereafter.



The use of telegraphs,  
photography and,  at the end 
of the period,  fingerprinting 

all will help to make life 
riskier for habitual offenders.  



But perhaps more important 
than improved policing will be 

improved social conditions,  due 
in no small part to the alerting 
of the public to the roots of 
crime,  especially by Dickens.



On the whole,  social commentators 
agree that "London will be a more 
law- abiding city in the third and 

fourth quarters of the 1 9th 
century than before and a less 

brutal and savage place as well…" 



Yes,  but we’ll be back 
with another topic 

soon…
So we have completed 
topic 49 in our series… 



Original Source Material for for this topic:

• Jacqueline Banerjee, PhD, www.victorianweb.org/history/crime/banerjee1.html

http://www.victorianweb.org/history/crime/banerjee1.html
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