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I

The endemic anti-Catholicism of nineteenth-century 
Britain manifested itself in various ways, including physical 
attacks on Catholic churches, hostile criticism in books, 
newspapers and journals and a non-stop stream of 
aggressively anti-Catholic sermons from predominantly 
Anglican pulpits. Confusingly, the term 'Catholic' was used 
interchangeably with 'Irish' in much of the public comment 
concerned with religious controversy. 2 A further complic­ 
ating factor in the nineteenth-century anti-Catholic debate 
arose from resentments based on political considerations. 
The Irish were seen as rebellious, wishing to overthrow 
British rule and hence, among other things, posing a threat 
to internal law and order and the cohesion of the Empire. As 
political malcontents, the Irish were suspected of colluding 
with Britain's enemies and were seen as 'disloyal'. At the 
time of the Fenian scares, particularly in 1867 and 1868, 
Catholic clergy went out of their way to stress the loyalty of 
Catholics to the British Crown. 3 A prominent feature of the 
propaganda war between Anglicans and Roman Catholics 
was the use by Anglicans of criminal statistics regarding the 
Catholic population. The general thrust of attacks on 
Catholicism using such material was that the Roman Cath­ 
olic population was more criminal in its behaviour than the 
rest of the community. 4 Two strands of thought can be 
discerned in this onslaught on Catholicism. Some Anglicans 
took the view that it was not the fault of those Irish who fell
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foul of the law; their problems were rooted in their religion 
  Catholicism robbed them of any morality. For example, 
in 1851, following serious Catholic-Orange riots in 
Liverpool, the Liverpool Mail of 19 July criticized the 
Liverpool Irish dockers involved in the fighting:

Popery has so polluted their mental faculties and debased the 
physical and moral habits of the Irish peasant that it is impossible to 
ameliorate his condition as a social animal. He does not think as the 
Englishman or Scotsman and Welshman does because he is so 
saturated with traditional falsehood . . .

Thus, the Mail did not attack the character of Celts, unlike 
many other commentators. Freed from Catholicism the 
Irishman could take his place in the civilized world. Con­ 
trast the above newspaper report with an earlier attack on 
the Irish in the Liberal Liverpool Mercury of 1 August 1848. In 
the course of a leader criticizing Irish loyalty to the Crown, 
the Mercury launched an attack on the character of the Celt:

No government, except by a very indirect and gradual process can 
change the idiosyncrasies of a slothful, improvident nation into a 
thrifty and peaceful people . . . There is a taint of inferiority in the 
character of the pure Celt which has more to do with his present 
degradation than Saxon domination.

Hence, the clear implication was that the Celt is racially 
inferior to the Anglo-Saxon and that this was the reason for 
the alleged anti-social behaviour of the Irish. Whichever 
viewpoint was adopted as a basis of criticism, i.e. Cath­ 
olicism or race, there was general agreement among anti- 
Catholics that Catholics were more prone to criminal be­ 
haviour than the non-Catholic population. These attacks on 
the character of Catholicism were widespread, persistent 
and long-lasting. Forty years after the report in the Mercury 
quoted above, a prominent member of the Liverpool Con­ 
servative Party stated:

The influx of the Irish into Liverpool brought poverty, disease, dirt
and misery; drunkenness and crime, in addition to a disturbance of
the labour market, the cost to ratepayers of an enormous sum of
money.
[A.B. Forwood, Liverpool Conservative Councillor, 1893]
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The objective of this paper is to bring together the 
available evidence concerning the extent to which Catholics 
in Liverpool appeared in criminal statistics, the types of 
crime in which they were involved and to establish whether 
they represented a disproportionate element in such statist­ 
ics. First, reference will be made to the existing literature on 
the topic of Irish crime in Britain. Then it will be argued 
that Liverpool was a special case with regard to Catholic 
involvement in crime. The second point made is that unless 
the crime rates in which Catholics appeared are related to 
the population at risk they will necessarily exaggerate the 
apparently disproportionate number of Catholic offenders. 
However, after making such allowances, it will be conceded 
that Catholics were disproportionately represented in the 
statistics and that this was a constant feature of nineteenth- 
century Liverpool. Against this, it will be claimed that the 
absolute numbers were relatively small and as such the 
statistics do not support the argument that Irish Catholics 
in general were peculiarly addicted to criminal behaviour.

II

The association of poverty with drink and brawling, often 
involving clashes with the police, is a feature of Irish 
immigrant life which most writers refer to in local studies of 
the nineteenth-century Irish communities in Britain. The 
most quoted of these are Richardson's study of mid- 
nineteenth century Bradford (1968); Dillon's paper on 
Leeds (1973); Lowe's unpublished Ph.D., 'The Irish in 
Lancashire 1846-71' (1975); Swift's study of Wol- 
verhampton (1980); Jones's examination of Manchester and 
Merthyr Tydfil (1982) and Finnegan's work on York (1982). 
This literature, insofar as it refers to Irish crime in 
nineteenth-century Britain, has been surveyed by Roger 
Swift (1989) and David Fitzpatrick (1989). 5 It needs to "be 
kept in mind that the local studies referred to above, and 
surveyed by Swift and Fitzpatrick, did not set out to 
examine ethnic crime statistics specifically, with the excep­ 
tion of Swift's paper on Wolverhampton. The phenomenon 
of Irish involvement in crime in Britain awaits a detailed,
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systematic study based on a large number of towns. For 
example, this writer is completing a detailed study of the 
Irish in the north east, which throws serious doubt on the 
contention that in that area the 'Irish generally lived in 
peace with their neighbours'.

However, the general picture which emerges from exist­ 
ing studies is that Irish-born persons consistently appeared 
in published statistics of arrests and imprisonment to a 
degree disproportionately higher than their numbers in the 
total population in which they lived. In particular, Irish 
offences were predominantly in the categories of petty 
offences, public order disturbances, drunkenness and 
assaults. There is little evidence, at present, that they were 
prominent in serious, organized crime. Swift, in his survey, 
draws attention to the distinction between the 'low Irish' 
and the 'respectable Irish' and suggests the former were 
influenced by the poverty-stricken environment in which 
they lived. Fitzpatrick, drawing attention to the fact that in 
1861 Irish-born accounted for 25% of Lancashire's prisoners 
and 40% of all women committed, concludes: 'Irish drunken­ 
ness, violent behaviour and party fighting owed more to the 
harshness of life in urban Britain than to the cultural 
inheritance of rural Ireland'.

Before proceeding any further, it is necessary to repeat 
the well-aired view that it is very difficult, if not impossible, 
to infer from criminal statistics either the cause or the full 
extent of crime within an area. This applies whether one is 
trying to draw comparisons over time with respect to a 
particular town, or comparing crime in two towns at the 
same period. The reasons are well known and need only be 
stated briefly. Most important, much crime goes undis­ 
covered, with the result that criminal statistics do not 
measure the full extent of criminal activity. A difficulty in 
making inter-temporal comparisons arises from the fact that 
the passing of time saw new laws enacted and old ones 
removed from the statute book, with the consequence that 
the potential for law-breaking changed. As far as the 
nineteenth century is concerned, criminal statistics before 
1856 need to be treated with special caution because the 
setting up of police forces throughout the country, following 
the 1835 Municipal Corporations Act, did not proceed
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uniformly, so that the recording of crime was uneven. In 
addition, there were changes in prosecution and sentencing 
policies. Even within a town that possessed a police force, 
the practices followed by the police in enforcing the law and 
reporting crime differed over time. For example, the 
appointment of a new chief constable was often followed by 
a reshuffling of priorities, as is still the case. Thus, as a 
priority, clamping down on prostitution might give way to 
stopping after-hours drinking. A major problem in compar­ 
ing crime rates between different towns for the same period 
arises for the same reason, namely that often different 
practices were followed. This is illustrated by the fact that 
in 1872, Major Greig, the head constable of Liverpool, told a 
Select Committee that when a man was arrested for 
drunkenness, and placed in Bridewell, he was never 
released before being taken before a magistrate and such 
cases were entered into the statistics of arrests for drunken­ 
ness. 6 This was not the practice in Sheffield, Leeds, Glas­ 
gow and other places, where drunks were frequently 
discharged from the cells without appearing before a magis­ 
trate and so did not enter into the returns showing arrests 
for drunkenness. 7 Thus, for example, the revelation in 1852 
that the ratio of arrests for drunkenness to the population 
was 1 in 96 in Liverpool against 1 in 600 in Manchester, was 
open to the misinterpretation that there was six times as 
much drunkenness in Liverpool as compared with Man­ 
chester. Keeping in mind these and other difficulties when 
drawing inferences from criminal statistics, we are left to 
make the best use we can of the available data. However, it 
is particularly important to remember that, in looking at the 
views of indigenous populations concerning immigrants, it 
is not so much the truth that matters but what people think 
is the truth.

Liverpool's rapid growth during the nineteenth century 
was based on the expansion of the dock system and the rise 
of the port, which by 1851 was the largest seaport in the 
British possessions, if not the world. The growth of the 
population of the borough mirrored the growth of the port, 
rising from 77,000 in 1801 to 375,000 in 1851, making 
Liverpool the biggest town outside London. However, this 
rapid development was achieved at enormous social cost
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and by 1845 Liverpool's housing was notorious and the town 
was officially labelled 'the unhealthiest town in England'. 8 
Unlike the inland, textile manufacturing towns, the work­ 
force was employed mainly on casual work centred on the 
docks, involving the loading, unloading, moving and storage 
of commodities. This work was unskilled, physical and gave 
workers the opportunity to decide how many days they 
would work each week, a feature that seems to have been 
particularly attractive to the Irish. Liverpool's proximity to 
Ireland ensured that the town had an Irish colony long 
before most other English towns experienced an Irish 
presence, and the development of fast, relatively cheap 
steamers from 1820 onwards made it a lot easier for the Irish 
to cross over to Liverpool and other mainland ports. The 
famine years, 1846 to 1849, witnessed an exodus from 
Ireland on a massive scale, either to seek work or poor relief 
in England or to emigrate to America. This extraordinary 
influx from Ireland greatly increased the Irish-born 
population of many English towns and cities and, over the 
period 1846 to 1853, about 1| million Irish landed at 
Liverpool. Of this total, approximately one-third were 
classified as paupers and the rest were mainly emigrants 
transhipping at Liverpool. 9 Table I shows the numbers of 
Irish citizens in the four main areas of Irish settlement 
during the nineteenth century.

It can be seen that Liverpool had the largest concentra­ 
tion of Irish-born persons. When one takes into account the 
numbers of English-born children of Irish parents brought 
up in the Irish areas of Liverpool, then the numbers of 
'Liverpool Irish' far exceeded the number of Irish-born. The 
term Liverpool Irish refers to Irish-born residents and 
English-born persons with at least one Irish parent. There is 
little evidence of any significant immigration of Irish 
Protestants into Liverpool, and so most Irish were Roman 
Catholic; as there were relatively few English Catholics in 
Liverpool, the estimates of Roman Catholics can be taken as 
a proxy for the number of Liverpool Irish. In 1851, the 
Catholic Institute estimated that there were 90,000 Cath­ 
olics in the borough of Liverpool, some 24% of the 
population in general, but accounting for a higher propor­ 
tion of the working classes. In 1870, Father James Nugent,
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TABLE I Irish-born Residents of Liverpool, Glasgow, Manchester, 
Salford and London, 1841-91

Town 18-11 1351 1861 1871 1891

Liverpool (borough)
Population 286,656 375,955 443,938 493.405 517.980 
Number oflrish-born 49,639 83,813 83,949 76.761 66,071 
Irish as % of population 17.3 22.3 18.9 15.6 12.8

Glasgow (burgh)
Population ' 274,533 329,097 477,156 565,840 
Number of Irish-born 44,345 59,801 68,330 60,182 
Irish as % of population 16.2 18.2 14.3 10.6

Manchester and Salford
(borough and town)
Population 306,991 401,321 460.428 379,374 703,507 
Number of Irish-born 33,490 52,504 52,076 34,066 32,270 
Irish as % of population 10.9 13.1 11.3 9.0 4.6

London
Population 1,873,676 2,362,236 2,803,989 3,254,260 4,211,743 
Number of Irish-born 73,133 108,548 106,879 91,171 66,465 
Irish as % of population 3.9 4.6 3.8 2.8 1.6

Source: Census Reports, England, Wales and Scotland.

Catholic chaplain to the borough gaol, estimated the Cath­ 
olic population of Liverpool to be at least 150,000.'° In 1909, 
a government enquiry estimated that the number was 
173,000, again 24% of the city's total population but repres­ 
enting a much higher proportion of the residents of the 
areas bordering the docks and stretching inland for half a 
mile."

Ill

In this section, we shall examine the available evidence 
concerning the proportion of those who were described as 
Irish or Catholic in the various criminal categories recorded
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by the authorities, taking the evidence chronologically. At 
this stage, it should be pointed out that there was no 
established policy, on the part of the Liverpool police, of 
recording the birthplace of those appearing in police statist­ 
ics. At the time of the influx of famine Irish, such a policy 
seems to have been implemented but it did not last long and 
so the source of data is necessarily eclectic. 12 Similarly, 
there was no consistency in using the terms 'Irish' and 
'Catholic'. To start, we will examine the evidence concern­ 
ing the number of arrests of persons described as Irish or 
Catholic. The earliest detailed information on the Irish in 
Britain is the Cornwall Lewis Report of 1836. 13 In his 
evidence to the investigators, William Parlour, a superin­ 
tendent in the Liverpool police, claimed that one-third of all 
people taken into custody were Irish, while, in his estimate, 
not more than 25% of the population of the town was Irish. 
To support his argument, he produced the figures in table 
II. The use of the term 'nationality' is strange to modern 
readers in that the Irish were, at this time, British. However, 
the habit of distinguishing between English, Irish, Scots and 
Welsh was common in the nineteenth century. In 1832, the 
Irish represented 31% of the total number arrested, while in 
1833 the figure had risen to 33%. Parlour did not quote his 
sources but it seems reasonable to assume they were police 
returns. Of course, the fact that a person was arrested did 
not mean he or she was guilty of criminal behaviour but, in 
the debate over Irish immigration, such a distinction was 
not always clear.

TABLE II The total number of persons apprehended in Liverpool in 
the years 1832 and 1833^

Nationality Year
1833

Msi 4,258 5,217
Other 9.325 10,529

Total 13,583 15,746
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Thirteen years later, a more authoritative statement of 
criminal statistics was contained in a letter from Edward 
Rushton to the Secretary' of State for the Home Department, 
dated 21 April 1849. Rushton was the stipendiary magis­ 
trate at Liverpool and was one of the borough officials who 
had an intimate knowledge of the effects on Liverpool of the 
influx of famine Irish from December 1846 onwards. 13 He 
pointed out that between 1846 and the end of 1848, the 
number of people brought before the borough magistrates 
had increased by 21%, from 18,171 to 22,036. Of these, the 
number committed for trial and summarily convicted for 
felony had increased from 3,889 during 1845 to 7,714 in 
1848, a 98% increase. In his letter to the Home Secretary, 
Rushton stated that before 1848 he had not recorded the 
nationality of those appearing in the borough's criminal 
statistics, but for 1848 he released figures as shown in table 
III.

Among the males appearing before the magistrates, the 
Irish represented 37%, while in the case of females the 
corresponding figure was 46%. Of the total, the Irish 
accounted for 40%. At this time, the Irish, as a percentage of 
the borough population, represented 23% but, as an element 
in the working-class population, the Irish-born residents 
must have accounted for a much bigger proportion. No 
attempt was made by Rushton to relate the numbers to the 
relevant working-class population and so it is not clear that 
the 40% of 1848 court appearances represented an undue 
proportion on the part of the Irish. In addition, it is not clear

TABLE III The number of persons brought before the Liverpool 
magistrates in 1848^

Nationally Malts l''emnle\ Total

English 
Irish
Others

7,438 
5,280
1 ,598

3,650 
3,514

556

11,088 
8,794
2,154

Toial 14.316 7.720 22.036
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whether these statistics refer to individuals or appearances. 
Many individuals made several appearances in court during 
a year, particularly with regard to offences involving 
drunkenness. To the extent that this occurred, it reduces 
the number of individuals who appeared before the magis­ 
trates and so weakens any inferences drawn about the 
criminal propensities of the Irish immigrant community as a 
whole. Counterbalancing this, however, is the fact that 
many of the English prisoners would be Liverpool Irish, the 
English-born children of Irish immigrants and predomin­ 
antly Roman Catholic, so that Catholics as a percentage of 
the 22,036 appearances in court were almost certainly 
greater than 40%. (This argument would apply equally to the 
statistics quoted by William Parlour in 1836). Of the 8,794 
Irish appearing in the magistrates courts, 4,661 (53%) were 
sent for trial by jury or summarily convicted of felony, i.e. 
were tried for serious crimes. Of the 13,242 non-Irish court 
appearances, 5,104 (39%) were in this category. 17 A 
noteworthy feature of table III is the prominence of women 
among those making court appearances. This feature of 
criminal statistics in Liverpool continued throughout the 
nineteenth century and we shall return to this later. Five 
years after Rushton wrote his letter to the Home Secretary, 
the same picture of a disproportionate Irish presence in the 
criminal statistics still prevailed, as table IV shows.

In this instance, 'origin' was substituted for 'nationality'. 
Of the total arrests, the Irish represented 45%. The Irish also

TABLE IV The number of persons taken into custody and the number 
committed on charges of felony in Liverpool borough 
1853 

Origin Taken into custody Committed on felony charge

Liverpudlians
Irish
Others

1,730
2,599
1,4-55

759
1,138

638

Total 5,784 2,535
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accounted for 45% of those actually committed on felony 
charges. The point must again be made that among those 
who described themselves as Liverpool-born, there would 
be English-born children of Irish parents and so would 
almost certainly be Catholic in terms of religious labels, 
even if not in practice.

Leaving the issue of the numbers of people arrested, the 
statistics referring to the prison population in Liverpool reveal 
the same disproportionate presence of Irish-born persons. 
Father Vincent Glover, parish priest of St Peter's in 
Liverpool, stated in 1836 that nearly one half of all prisoners 
in the Kirkdale House of Correction were Irish. 19 In his 
report for 1847, the governor of the borough gaol produced 
figures for the committal of adults to that establishment 
over the period 1842 to 1846, set out in table V.

In the years 1842/43, only 37% of the committals to the 
borough prison were born in Liverpool and in the years 
1845/46, this had fallen to 31%. Unfortunately, the gover­ 
nor's report did not break down the category 'born else­ 
where' into national groupings. However, it did state that of 
the 1,503 increase in total committals over the two periods, 
44% were Irish-born. Also, over the same period, there was 
an increase of 143 in felony cases committed by adults from 
outside Liverpool and of this total, 56% were Irish. On the 
night of 27 April 1854, there were 666 prisoners in the 
borough gaol and this total broke down into the categories 
shown in table VI.

The 317 Irish represented 48% of the total prison 
population, while women as a whole accounted for 36% of

TABLE V The number of adult persons committed to the borough gaol 
in Liverpool, 1842-1846 

Xumber of Committals
Period ____________________________ Total 

Born in Liverpool Born elsewhere

1842/43 1,845 3,176 5,021 
1845/46 2.030 4.494 6.524
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TABLE VI The population of Liverpool borough gaol on the night of 
27 April 1854'21

Category Irish-born Others Total Irish-born as
% of total

Adult males
Adult females
Juvenile males
Juvenile iemales

158
97
50
12

188
111
32
18

346
208

82
30

46
47
61
40

Total 317 349 666 48

the total prisoners. The proportion of Irish female and 
juvenile prisoners was a source of particular concern to 
Father Nugent, the Catholic prison chaplain, James Nugent 
was a Liverpool Irishman and was prominent in Catholic 
affairs in Liverpool. 22 As a much-loved parish priest, he had 
an intimate knowledge of the Irish community in Liverpool 
and became official Catholic chaplain to the borough gaol in 
1863. Over the period 1864 to 1876, the situation in the 
borough gaol was as shown in table VII.

Again, it is important to keep in mind the fact that the 
number of committals cannot be equated with the number 
of individuals, because some people were committed more 
than once a year. The 9,310 Catholic committals in 1876 
represent 710 individuals. For example, Mary W., aged 32 
years, had been to prison 76 times, including four times in 
1877. Mary W., another woman, had been to prison 128 
times. 24 The outstanding feature of the figures is that, in 
each of the thirteen years, Catholics predominated and from 
1867 to 1876, the proportion of Catholic committals 
increased from 60% to 70%. Even more noteworthy is the 
picture revealed in table VIII where the Catholic commit­ 
tals are broken down on the basis of sex.

In only one of the thirteen years did the proportion of 
female committals fall below 50% and over the whole period 
they averaged 54.1%. This was no temporary phenomenon. 
In 1881, the total number of committals was 19,185 and of
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TABLE VII The number of committals lo Liverpool borough gaol, 
1864 lo 1876 inclusive'2 '*

Year

1864
1865
1866
1867
1868
1869
1870
1871
1872
1873
1874
1875
1876

A umber of 
non-Catholic 
committals

4,127
3,234
3,371
3,557
3,378
3,823
4,328
4,011
4,700
4,098
4,217
4,286
4,003

\umber oj 
Catholic 

committals

5,786
4,243
4,375
5,319
5,531
6,707
8,391
7,713
9,023
8,322
9,022
9,397
9,310

Total number
»f 

committal 1!

9,913
7,477
7,746
8,876
8,909

10,530
12,719
11,724
13,723
12,420
13,239
13,683
13,313

Catholic 
committals as a 
% of the total

58.4
56.7
56.5
59.9
62.1
63.7
66.0
65.8
65.8
67.0
68.1
68.7
69.9

Total 51,133 93.139 144,272 64.6

those 66% were Catholics. Of those Catholic committals, 
females accounted for 50%. 2fa It is clear that the apparent 
over-representation of Catholics in the prison population of 
nineteenth-century Liverpool grew rather than diminished. 
Some idea of the position in Liverpool vis-a-vis other Lan­ 
cashire prisons can be obtained from a return showing the 
prisoners held in various prisons on the night of 2 April 
1868, shown in table IX.

The overall picture is clearly one in which, in general, the 
Catholic population appeared to be over-represented in the 
prison population, on the basis of their numbers relative to 
the total population. However, it must be stressed that as a 
proportion of the population 'at risk', i.e. the unskilled 
working classes, 41% probably reflects their relative size. 
The special position of Liverpool is striking, with 58% of its 
prison population Catholic, though this was relatively low 
by normal Liverpool standards. It is also noteworthy that
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TABLE VI11 The number of Catholic committals to Liverpool borough 
gaol, 1864 to 1876 inclusive, distinguishing between 
male and female prisoners 2 ^

Year

1864
1865
1866
1867
1868
1869
1870
1871
1872
1873
1874
1875
1876

Number of
males

2,719
2,099
2,122
2,757
2,732
3.129
3,930
3,387
3,689
3,580
4,167
4,227
4,212

Number of 
females

3,067
2,144
2,253
2,562
2,799
3,578
4,461
4,326
5,334
4,742
4,855
5,170
5,098

Total number

5.786
4,243
4,375
5,319
5,531
6,707
8,391
7,713
9,023
8,322
9,022
9,397
9,310

Females as 
% of total

53.0
50.5
51.5
48.2
50.6
53.3
53.2
56.1
59.1
57.0
53.8
55.0
54.8

Total 42.750 50,389 93,139 54.1

TABLE IX The number of persons held in Lancashire prisons on 2 
April 1868, distinguishing between Roman Catholic 
prisoners and others 21

Number of Prisoners
Name of Prison

Liverpool Borough
Kirkdale
Preston
Salford
Manchester
Lancaster

Catholic

563
157
141
185
226

60

Non-Catholic

407
232
251
374
492
160

Total

970
389
392
559
718
220

Catholics as
% of total

58
40
36
33
31
27

Total 1,332 1,916 3,248 41
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the absolute number of Catholics in Liverpool borough gaol 
was 563, a very small proportion of the total Catholic 
population of Liverpool. The same point applies to Man­ 
chester and Salford.

IV

Despite the anecdotal and eclectic nature of some of the 
evidence referred to above, there can be no doubt that the 
disproportionately high representation of Catholics in the 
number of arrests and in the prison population was a 
well-established and continuing feature of Victorian 
Liverpool. The question arises as to what kind of offences 
committed by Catholics gave rise to these prison statistics. 
A criminal profile of the Liverpool Catholic community is 
difficult to identify with any high degree of accuracy and 
where the evidence drawn on is anecdotal, the probable 
prejudices of the commentator must be taken into account. 
For the first three decades of the nineteenth century, the 
Cornwall Lewis Report provides the most detailed evidence 
on immigrant criminality and those giving evidence 
included Catholic priests, policemen, poor law officers and 
businessmen. Not surprisingly, there is much contradiction 
in their opinions, but on some issues there is a great deal of 
consensus. In particular, there was wide agreement that 
heavy drinking was a common and disruptive feature of 
Irish life in Liverpool and this one factor was the main 
reason for the high incidence of Irish involvement in cases 
of physical assault, woundings and grievous bodily harm. 
Along with this assessment was the opinion that the Irish in 
Liverpool were rarely involved in premeditated murder or 
serious, organized crime. Such views were expressed by 
Superintendent William Parlour, an Englishman; Super­ 
intendent Michael James Whitty, a Catholic Irishman, later 
to become head constable of Liverpool; Father Vincent 
Glover, parish priest of St Peter's, Seel Street; Father 
Francis Murphy, parish priest of St Patrick's; and Dr 
Collins, a Catholic Irishman and medical man. 28 In 1846, on 
the eve of the influx of famine Irish, Matthew Dowling, head 
constable of Liverpool, gave evidence to a Select Committee
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in which he stated that there was always widespread 
drunkenness and violence among the Irish in the north end 
of the town and that his men were in continual physical 
danger. 29 The area referred to by Dowling was the notorious 
triangle between Vauxhall Road, Great Crosshall Street and 
Scotland Road, which remained a difficult area to police 
throughout the century. For the first nine months of 1855, 
the total number of arrests in Liverpool borough was 19,336 
(of which 42% were women). These arrests included 185 
stabbing cases and, in this instance, the place of birth of the 
persons concerned was given (table X).

Irish-born persons represented 45% of the total of 185 but 
whether this was unusually high for this type of offence is 
not known, because the release of 'ethnic' crime statistics by 
the police was erratic. The number of Catholics among the 
185 persons is also not known; clearly some of the Irish-born 
may have been Protestants and, more certainly, some of the 
Liverpool-born would have been Liverpool Irish and Cath­ 
olic. These particular figures drew the comment from a 
Liberal member of the town council that they disproved the 
view that the use of the knife was a continental habit. 31

Not surprisingly, an important category of criminal 
activity was those offences arising from prostitution. The 
fact that Liverpool was a major seaport guaranteed a high 
demand for prostitutes and this was the case until recent 
times. As early as 1836, a report of the borough council

TABLE X The ethnic origin of 185 persons charged with stabbing 
offences in Liverpool borough, for 9 months ending 30 
September 1855 30

Place of Birth Number of Cases

Liverpool 40
England other than Liverpool 25
Ireland 83
Scotland, Wales, Isle of Man 8
Elsewhere 29

Total 185
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estimated that there were 300 brothels and 4,200 prosti­ 
tutes. 1 " In 1838, the Liverpool police estimated that of a 
total of £15,992's worth of stolen property, £4,403 was the 
result of prostitutes robbing individuals. 3 ' In 1839. the 
chaplain of the Preston House of Correction, in an article on 
criminal statistics, wrote:

It may be proper to make a few remarks connected with the great 
proportion of female criminals in Liverpool, originating no doubt, in 
the number of careless and drunken seafaring men who became the 
easy prey of these dissolute women - a class, it is to be feared, whose 
numbers must be increased and whose profligacy must be encour­ 
aged, by the facility and too often by the impunity with which their 
depredations are affected.

Thus, by the time of the Cornwall Lewis Report in 1836, 
prostitution was widespread in Liverpool and was closely 
connected with thieving. 34 Witnesses giving evidence in the 
Report were divided in their opinions regarding the involve­ 
ment of Irish women in prostitution. George Forwood, 
assistant overseer of the parish of Liverpool, claimed that 
there were proportionately more Irish prostitutes than 
English, while Dr Duncan, Liverpool's medical officer of 
health, expressed the opinion that there was a 'great 
number' of Irish women among the lower class of prosti­ 
tutes. However, Father Glover stated that there was 'not 
much' prostitution among the poor Irish, a view also shared 
by Father Murphy, who added that in the case of those Irish 
women who were prostitutes, they had been driven to it by 
want. 30 In August 1846, the police reported that there were 
538 brothels in the town, compared with 200 in Manches­ 
ter.  "' Harder evidence regarding Irish involvement in pros­ 
titution was provided by published statistics in 1853, set out 
in table XL

The category 'others' refers to women born outside 
Liverpool (i.e. English, Welsh, Scots, Manx and non- 
British). The relatively high percentage of Irish women is 
not surprising, given the demand for prostitutes in a town 
where an estimated 30,000 sailors were ashore at any one 
time and who congregated along the docks, precisely where 
the Irish lived in large numbers. Whether 44% was relatively 
high is unknown, given the lack of similar information for
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TABLE XI Number of prostitutes taken into custody for being 
disorderly on the streets and summarily punished, borough 
of Liverpool 31

Place (if Origin Number

Ireland
Liverpool
Elsewhere

497
295
331

44.3
26.3
29.5

Total 1,123 100.1

other years, but again, as many of those labelled 'Liverpud­ 
lian' would be Catholics, the proportion of Catholics was 
almost certainly greater than 44%. For the latter half of the 
century, we have to rely on Father Nugent for clues to the 
possible involvement of Catholic women in prostitution. 
With reference to 1865, he comments that Catholic women 
in the borough gaol accounted for 62% of the total female 
prisoners 'with a considerable proportion committed for 
prostitution'.

In 1875, writing in his role as Catholic chaplain at the 
borough gaol, he stated:

The gaol is crowded by drunkenness and prostitution, the vices of 
prosperous labour and a large seaport. The same faces are constantly 
to be seen in the prison. 38

and:

I think Liverpool is the only prison in the world where females 
exceed the males; I have never found any other prison where that is 
the case. 39

In 1876, the 5,098 female committals of Catholic women 
to the borough gaol represented 705 individuals and Nugent 
said that they were 'chiefly' prostitutes. 40 In 1882, Nugent 
gave evidence to the Select Committee on the Law relating 
to the Protection of Young Girls. In this, he did not provide
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any statistics regarding the numbers of Catholic girls 
among the ranks of prostitutes, but the tenor of his evidence 
suggests that it was a matter of some concern. In 1881, of 
the 6,353 Catholic female committals to the borough gaol, 
they were, he said, 'very largely composed of basket girls, 
women working in warehouses and prostitutes, chiefly com­ 
mitted for drunkenness'. 41 He argued that few girls came to 
Liverpool from Ireland in order to take up prostitution. 
More usually, a girl became pregnant in Ireland and, 
because of social pressures, had to come to Liverpool to 
have her baby:

. . . she comes to Liverpool; sometimes her seducer may give her a 
pound or two and she comes to a strange country, homeless and 
friendless and burdened with a child; then she leads a life of 
prostitution . . . the women who keep brothels in Ireland generally 
come to Liverpool for their women ... A great number of Irish girls 
do drift on to the streets; they come to England imagining they only 
have to come to England and there is bread for them directly; 
innocent girls come over expecting they can get situations immedi­ 
ately; they have no money and no friends and they fall into these 
houses; but I find few girls indeed come over from Ireland who have 
been prostitutes in Ireland. 42

Nugent was of the opinion that, in 1882, prostitution had 
greatly increased in Liverpool, including juvenile prosti­ 
tution. With regard to the latter, it was estimated that as 
early as 1857 there were at least 200 regular prostitutes 
under 12 years of age on the streets of the port. 43

A peculiarly Irish type of offence, usually drink-related, 
was the ubiquitous 'row', which frequently ended with the 
participants being arrested and charged with assaulting the 
police. The row might be triggered off by an argument 
between Irishmen from different parts of Ireland, usually 
described as a 'faction' fight, or simply arise from drunken 
arguments. Whatever the cause, they occurred often and 
were widely reported in the press, adding to the legend of 
the 'Fighting Irishmen'. Such fighting is to be distinguished 
from Irish clashes with the English and, in particular, 
Catholic clashes with Orangemen, which in Liverpool were 
a more serious source of concern. 44 The relatively high 
incidence of Irish arrests for drunkenness and brawling was 
maintained throughout the century and was a major cause
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for concern among the Catholic clergy. For the year ended 
30 September 1871, the head constable of Liverpool 
revealed that of the 18,803 arrests, 37% were Irish-born and 
35% Liverpool-born.4j In 1877, Father Nugent claimed that 
80% of all Catholic prisoners in Liverpool borough gaol were 
Irish-born or the children of Irish parents. He also made the 
assessment that 90% of their offences were drink-related and 
that 'a very great amount of poverty among the Irish in 
Liverpool was due to drink'. 46 Still later, in 1896, we find W. 
J. Stewart, the stipendiary magistrate, repeating the opinion 
that the Irish were more prone to drunkenness and assaults 
on the police than serious crime. +/

Throughout the nineteenth century, it was continually 
claimed that the Irish were over-represented among the 
ranks of beggars, and begging was an activity that gave rise 
to arrests under the Vagrancy Acts. Irish beggars fell into 
two distinct groups, those who were driven to begging by 
the threat of starvation and those who were professionals, 
well organized and ruthless. It is not possible to estimate 
the relative size of the two groups, although all the evidence 
points to the fact that the majority of Irish immigrants into 
England during the nineteenth century were either destitute 
and in need of immediate help or among the lowest income 
groups. In particular, the Irish arriving during the period 
1846 to 1850 were especially poverty-stricken and in many 
instances were driven to begging out of desperation and 
often forced into criminal activity. This necessity was 
enhanced when, in June 1847, a change in the law regarding 
removals made it easier for English authorities to remove 
back to Ireland those claiming relief who had not been 
resident in England for five years.48 To avoid removal, the 
destitute Irish stopped claiming relief and turned to beg­ 
ging, but given the appalling poverty of the famine Irish 
when they landed in England, it is not clear that many of 
those arrested for begging were 'criminal' in any meaningful 
sense of the word. Liverpool's stipendiary magistrate 
complained to the Home Secretary in 1849 that the Irish 
composed 25% of the borough population yet accounted for 
50% of the 'criminals' in the borough gaol. Rushton told the 
Home Secretary that:
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... I saw from day to day that the poor Irish population forced upon 
us in a state of wretchedness which cannot be described would, 
within 12 hours after they landed, be found among one of three 
classes; viz. paupers, vagrants or thieves. 49

Typical of many of these 'criminals' were those described by 
the Liverpool Albion on 18 June 1847:

On Saturday, several poor Irishmen were brought up on a charge of 
begging. It was pitiable to see their appearance, starvation being 
written on every feature.

For many immigrants during the famine years of 1846 to 
1849, prison was a preferable alternative to living on the 
streets or in overcrowded cellars, and cases of deliberately 
breaking the law to get into prison during the winter were 
numerous.'" Though the avoidance of starvation was 
undoubtedly the motive behind much Irish mendicity, it 
was equally true that there was a well-established tradition 
of professional begging. James Shaw, agent of the District 
Provident Society at Liverpool in 1836, expressed the 
opinion that:

The Irish are more addicted to begging than the English and there 
are more impostors among the Irish than the people of any other 
country. They sometimes hire bad cellars for the express purpose of 
being visited there, which they make look very miserable and live in 
another part of the town ... I have never known cases of this kind 
among the English. 51

Not only did they borrow rooms, they borrowed children. 
In one case in Liverpool, a policeman visited a cellar in the 
Vauxhall district, following up an enquiry. In a windowless 
back cellar, he found a pile of straw, occupied by a large dog 
and a skeletal three-year-old child. It was later claimed by a 
neighbour that the child's mother rented it out to profes­ 
sional beggars. 32 There is, however, no reason to believe 
that such practices were exclusively Irish or Liverpudlian. 
For example, The Times of 3 January 1849 reported a case in 
Westminster, in which a professional beggar borrowed a 
child at a rate of 9^. per day. It has to be conceded that such 
English instances do not appear to have been common, 
while, by contrast, the contemporary Liverpool press fre-
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quently reported cases in the magistrates court involving 
professional Irish beggars. Typical of these was a case in 
February 1849 when a group so described were brought 
before the bench and of the 50, 48 were Irish. Given the 
option of being shipped back to Ireland or going to gaol, the 
majority chose prison/'3

A matter of particular concern to the authorities in 
Liverpool was the high level of juvenile crime, and many 
children arrested for begging frequently stated that they 
were sent out by their parents. In 1836, Superintendent 
Parlour expressed the opinion that a large proportion of the 
juvenile thieves in Liverpool were Irish, having progressed 
from begging. 34 Press reporting of the professional begging 
was at its height during the famine years, but the tradition 
of begging became a firmly-established and continuing fact 
in Liverpool life. In 1896, the problem still concerned the 
authorities but, by this time, children did not need prompt­ 
ing from their parents. The stipendiary magistrate, giving 
evidence to the Reformatory and Industrial Schools Com­ 
mittee, was asked if a child found begging had always been 
sent out by its parents. He replied:

No, neither in begging nor in selling in Liverpool can you take it for 
granted that they have been put up to it by their parents. They have 
told me they beg in order to go to the theatre, they beg in order to 
buy cigarettes. There is one form of begging which is not very 
harmful; there is a road by which a great many of the labourers come 
from the dock at the north end, about half past five in the evening 
and the children stand there and get bread and crusts from these 
men. 33

Stewart was pressed harder to give an opinion as to whether 
or not children begging were doing so as a consequence of 
being sent out regularly by their parents. He thought not:

Children are very imitative and there are so many children begging 
in the streets of Liverpool, that a child running about at the age of 
five or six, soon learns to imitate his fellows. J°

There is no evidence that Catholic children predominated 
among the ranks of juvenile beggars, and Liverpool's long­ 
standing juvenile crime problem seems to have reflected the 
Catholic:Protestant proportions in the city. For example,


