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Criminal 
Herstories
Criminal Herstories is part of  an art and archives project, 
crafted and researched by textile artist Ruth Singer, in 
partnership with the Staffordshire Record Office and a team 
of  volunteers.  

During 2017 and 2018 Ruth was Artist in Residence at the 
Record Office, researching and creating artworks inspired by 
images of  women who were photographed in Stafford Prison 
between 1877 to 1915.  

These pictures provide a compelling glimpse into the lives of  
around 500 women imprisoned for petty crimes such as 
drunkenness and theft, in the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries. Their stories are not glamorous or scandalous;  
most lived poverty-stricken and desperate lives on the edge 
of  society.  These women are servants or labourers in the 
Potteries and other industries or they may not have work at 
all. Many turned to petty theft in order to survive and a huge 
number were criminalised for drinking, crimes which clearly 
stem from lack of  education, supportive family, decent work 
and opportunity.  



Background 
Criminal Quilts began in 2012 when textile artist Ruth Singer was 
commissioned by Shire Hall Gallery, Stafford, to make new textile 
pieces inspired by the historic Staffordshire court buildings, which 
were built in 1789. 

Ruth was fascinated by the 1880s photographs of  prisoners with 
their hands on their chests. She chose to use these photographs as 
her inspiration, and focussed on the women, particularly the details 
of  their clothing visible in the photos.  

She created a series of  miniature quilt pieces with a colour palette 
influenced by the sepia toned photographs as well as the building 
textures and colours. These pieces were later purchased by the 
Staffordshire Museum Service. Since 2012 Ruth has continued to 
make criminal quilts and was awarded the Fine Art Quilt Masters 
prize at Festival of  Quilts in 2016.  

Additional Arts Council England funding for 2017-18 has enabled 
Ruth to expand and develop the project and spend time as Artist in 
Residence at Staffordshire Record Office researching the 
photographs in more detail alongside a group of  dedicated 
volunteers, and making more textile pieces.  

As well as this display, there are exhibitions and events across the 
region. Find out more on page ** 

Textiles by Ruth Singer 2012. Commissioned by Shire Hall 
Gallery, now on display in Staffordshire Record Office



Stafford Prison Photo Albums  
This project has focussed on nine surviving photograph albums from 
Stafford Prison which are now held in Staffordshire Record Office, dating 
from 1877-1916. There is another album which only had photos of  men 
and another of  juveniles which are not included here. There are over 500 
photographs, although a handful of  women appear several times. One 
other document, an register of  Habitual Drunkards 1903-1914 , also 
contains photographs of  an additional 11 women and fills a gap between 
surviving prison albums.  

There are gaps in the date range of  the albums and we do not know 
what happened to the others. 

All the names in the albums have been catalogued and can be searched 
online at https://www.staffsnameindexes.org.uk   

Opposite: Page from 1911-16 album

It is easy to make assumptions about the women based on one prison 
mugshot photo, what they are wearing and how they appear. This project 
aims to give some personality back to these women, understand the 
context of  their lives and crimes and appreciate the hardness of  their 
lives and lack of  opportunities. Every woman is much more than simply 
her criminal record.  

In most cases, working class and homeless women such as these would 
never have been photographed for any other reason. These photographs 
are a remarkable and valuable record of  real women who may otherwise 
have disappeared from the historical record. 

https://www.staffsnameindexes.org.uk
https://www.staffsnameindexes.org.uk


Why were these photos 
taken ?  
Technology was moving quickly in the Industrial Revolution, 
and the criminal justice system made use of  advances too.  In 
1871, the Prevention of  Crimes Act stated that all prisoners 
were required to have their photograph taken.  This was 
added to their file and sent to the Home Office in London. It 
was up to the governor of  each prison as to how and when this 
happened, but if  the governor failed to comply the prison 
would be fined up to £20. If  prisoners refused the request to 
have their photograph taken, they were in breach of  prison 
rules and would be punished. 

These photographs were taken while the women were in 
prison, usually a few days before release.  

In many of  the photos we think the women are wearing their 
own clothes, though prison clothing is definitely identifiable in 
some of  the later pictures.  There is more about clothing on 
pages ****.  

Why are they holding 
their hands up? 
It was a legal requirement to show hands in identification 
photos during the 1880s and early 1890s. Missing or injured 
fingers could be an important  identifying mark.  



The Albums 
The albums are large and were very high quality when new. They 
have marbled endpapers and leather binding. The colours, textures 
and appearance of  these albums has also been inspiring new 
creative work. 



Crime and the court system 
The majority of  women in these photo albums were local women 
from across Staffordshire, convicted of  petty crimes and were 
imprisoned for short periods, often repeatedly. Minor crimes 
including drunkeness, some theft cases and vagrancy were tried at 
Petty Sessions with magistrates. These took place in towns across the 
county.  The punishment was often a fine and if  unable to pay, the 
women were sent to prison. 

Theft was usually tried at the Quarter Sessions which took place 
quarterly and involved a jury. We have records of  women tried in 
Stafford, Hanley and Wolverhampton Quarter Sessions.  

The more serious crimes were referred up to Assizes. These took 
place less frequently and involved a High Court Judge as well as a 
jury. Very few women in Stafford Prison were convicted of  serious 
crimes as those rare cases were usually tried outside of  the county.  

A few of  the women in the photographs had been transferred from 
other prisons including, Holloway,  Liverpool and Shrewsbury.  

Today women make up just over 4.5% of the prison population in England and Wales 
(around 84,000), but in the late Victorian period women made up almost a fifth of the 
15,000- 20,000 people who were in local prisons.  Despite the threat of having their 
children placed in industrial schools, women were in and out of prison, and most often 
for offences carried out because of poverty.  

There was little in the way of support systems for supporting women who struggled with 
alcohol and criminal behaviour and many were repeat offenders in and out of prison for 
most of their lives.  



The development of  the 
prison system  
“During the 19th century the criminal justice system in Great Britain changed 
dramatically. Police forces were established, the use of  capital punishment 
decreased, and the first steps were made towards a probation service. With 
capital punishment now being undertaken in private, behind the prison gates, 
and the halting of  transportation meant that the government needed new ways 
of  ensuring that criminals were still managed, punished and deterred from 
committing new offences. New, imposing prisons designed to threaten the law-
abiding populations were built; sentences to hard labour within and outside 
prison walls; the wearing of  prison uniforms to de-humanise and identify 
people as property of  the state; and the increased monitoring of  repeat petty 
offenders were all ways in which governments tried to reduce crime and 
reoffending.  

Gaols, houses of  correction and bridewells transformed into prisons and 
penitentiaries during the Georgian and Victorian periods, and the ways in 
which men, women and children were held became increasingly controlled and 
monitored by central government. Until 1877 the vast majority of  prisons were 
run by local magistrates, with little consistency in treatment, diet, punishment 
or clothing.  

With the passing of  the Prisons Act (1877) central government took control of  
local prisons, of  which Stafford was one, there were around 110 up and down 
England. They held people who had carried out relatively minor offences, 
usually linked to poverty and drunkenness, for which they received short 
sentences. The second Report of  the Commissioners of  Prisons in 1879 shows 

that almost a quarter of  the 17,300 prisoners being held in local prisons 
would be there for less than a month, and 88% under a year.” 

“In Victorian England there was a concern amongst the wealthy and the 
emerging middle classes about the ‘criminal classes’ or the ‘undeserving poor’; 
those who seemingly maintained a drunken and licentious lifestyle through the 
proceeds of  crime. These concerns led to a raft of  legislation, including the 
1869 Habitual Criminals Act ‘for the more effectual Prevention of  Crime’. 
This law aimed to stop the activities of  a small number of  people who seemed 
to commit the vast amount of  crime but did so without any consideration of  the 
social environment that led them to commit crime in the first place. 

As well as stating that prisoners released on licence could be easily returned to 
prison for a variety of  trifling reasons, the Habitual Criminals Act required all 
governors to make a return on those held each year to the Commissioner of  the 
Metropolitan Police. Information had to be collected about age, height, eye 
colour, complexion, any distinguishing features, which often included small pox 
scarring. The report also included the offence for which they had been sentenced, 
the length of  sentence and any previous convictions. This task was not always 
completed satisfactorily, but it was the first time any type of  record would be 
kept centrally about offenders.” Charlotte Bilby.  

Digitisation of  the National Habitual Criminals register has been 
very useful for us to pinpoint details about women we have photos 
of  but no prison records.  



Photo Album 1877-1881 
This album contains 500 pages, each with a photograph and 
information about the prisoner. This album includes 99 photographs 
of  women. It is quite different to the other albums which just contain 
photographs with a name and prison number but no further 
information.  

This album has been used the most in our research because there is lots 
of  information about each person including their age or date of  birth 
and the crime they were convicted of.  

The photos in this album are mainly taken with the woman sitting 
down and show the upper part of  the body.  Most of  the women are 
wearing hats and many are wearing shawls. These photos look more 
like normal portraits than prison mugshots. 

Archive reference number: D6957/1/1 	  

Some are wearing a brass medallion 
on a leather strap. This has their 
prison cell number marked on it. 



We have used this album a lot in our research because the 
information and photograph of  each woman is recorded on 
one page.  

Of  the 98 women recorded in this album: 

38 were tried by magistrates (Petty Sessions). One was 
convicted of  drunkeness and the others all of  theft. Their 
sentences range from 7 days to 9 months but 1-2 months is 
most common.  

61 were tried by jury for offences including theft, 
housebreaking, forgery and fraud. The sentences were much 
longer, often over 6 months. The longest sentence was 18 
months.  

We do not know why the sentence length varied so much but it 
is likely to be a combination of  factors which may include 
details of  the crime (which we don’t know from this 
document), previous convictions and domestic situation of  the 
women involved.  

Of  the thefts, 37 were of  clothing or boots which reflects the 
high resale value of  clothing. Other thefts included jewellery, 
money and coal.  

Around half  have no trade or occupation listed. The 
remainder work in metal trades, as domestic servants, making 
clothes, as potters, labouring and in a range of  industrial jobs 
such as rivet cutter and cotton worker.  

37 are married (the youngest is 18), 52 are single (many are 
under 23) and 10 are widows ranging in age from 22 - 60. 

Photo Album 1877-1881 



Lee, Read and 
Wood 
Mary Read, Mary Wood and Ann Lee 
were convicted and sentenced at Stafford 
Court for the same crime in 1879 - the 
theft of  a ring. The trio, all from 
Birmingham and working as hinge makers 
in the city, each received a six-month 
sentence. Aged between 18 and 21, all 
three had brown hair, grey eyes and fresh 
complexions, and were barely taller than 
5’. The women may have worked at James 
Collins Ltd., a specialist hinge maker in 
Cumberland Street, close to the Ladywood 
area of  the city. 

Most is known about Mary Wood. She was 
born in 1859, the third of  nine children. 
On her release from prison, she returned to 
employment and, in the 1881 census, is 
recorded as working as a metal caster. 
Mary never married and lived with her 
siblings all her life in Ladywood. Housing 
in the area was mostly back-to-backs, none 
of  which remains today, and the area was 
heavily industrial. At the time of  her 
conviction, Mary lived at 3/65 Icknield 
Square and, on her release, moved to 

number 103 on the same street. She died 
in 1928 at the age of  69. 

Mary Read was born in 1861 and was 
married at the time of  her conviction. She 
went on to have six children with her 
husband Samuel. She too lived in 
Ladywood, where she remained all her 
life. Like Mary Wood, she lived in Icknield 
Square at the time of  the 1891 census.

Ann Lee, born Ann Lewis in 1860, had 
married in 1876 at the age of  16. They 
went on to have two children.



Screen print and digital print at Wolverhampton University, creative 
partners in the project



Photo Album 1877-1881 





Caroline Pulley 
Caroline Pulley appears four times in the albums including the earliest album in 1879 when she was 29 years old, unmarried and with no trade 
or occupation recorded. She was from Brockmoor, Brierley Hill and was 5’ 3” with brown hair and grey eyes.  She had been sentenced to 6 
months Hard Labour for stealing iron, presumably to sell for food and essentials. She is a repeat offender, often in and out of  prison and is 
photographed in 1884, 1885 and 1886.  In 1885 she refused to show her hands as required for which she should have been fined. In the later 
photo she complies with the requirement.  The poor state of  her clothes in 1884 shows the state of  her poverty. She is sometimes recorded as a 
charwoman or labourer but often has no employment. Most of  her crimes were thefts of  iron or coal including sixty pounds of  coal from a canal 
boat. Unlike many of  the other women who appear regularly in our records, Caroline wasn’t charged with drunkenness and only occasionally 
assault. 

1879 1884 1885 1886



Photo Album 1883-1887 
This album includes 139 images of  women. All the photos in this 
album include the prisoners holding their hands on their chests. This 
was standard procedure during the 1880s. Missing fingers, tattoos and 
other differences in hands were considered important identification 
features. (see p ** for more information about Identifying Marks). The 
photos are clearer than the earlier ones and show faces in more detail. 
Some are shown looking to the side while others face the 
photographer. The photos are inscribed with prison number, name 
and date of  photograph, usually shortly before release from prison. 

Ruth Singer used this set of  photographs as inspiration for her original 
series of  miniature Criminal Quilts. 

Archive reference number: D5112/58

Lettice (or Letitia) Julia Eden was 18 when convicted of breaking and entering 
and stealing a pair of boots. She was a potter and tried at Hanley Sessions. 

She received 12 months hard labour. Left: Quilt by Ruth Singer, hand 
embroidery and digital print with antique lace



Matching up these women to their prison records is quite 
challenging. Some admission and discharge records survive 
for the period but we have not found details for most of  the 
women in this album unless they also appear in other albums 
or documents.  We have additional details for 16 women who 
appear in the 1887 National Register of  Habitual Criminals. 
This doesn’t include details of  individual offences. Crimes 
recorded for the women in this album include theft, 
drunkenness and burglary. 

Ann Hurst was aged 47 and stood just 4’ 8 1/2 inches. She was 
a widow who worked as a hawker. She was born in Chester but 
committed crimes in Newcastle Under Lyme and upon release 
went to Macclesfield. 

Alice, Annie or Annice Downing was a 
married tailoress from Hanley, though was 
born in London. She was convicted of  
drunkenness and theft regularly and was 
placed on the Habitual Criminals Register. 

Amelia May was born in the mid 1820s in 
Burslem to a family of  potters. She was a 
repeat but minor offender, seemingly 
starting in the 1860s when she was in her 
40s and living in Wolstanton. She was 
convicted and photographed in 1877 and 
appears in the 1877-81 album but her 
photo and record have been damaged by 
an ink spillage. In this photo she is around 
60 and has been in and out of  prison for 
stealing clothing and for drunkeness. In 
1881 she was serving a long sentence in 
Fulham Prison and by 1891 was in the 
Burslem Union Workhouse. Both Amelia 
and Ann (opposite) are wearing small 
black bonnets tied with ribbons which are 
typical for women of  this period and age. 



Textile pieces by Ruth Singer using digital prints of  
prisoner photographs. 2012-2014



Sarah Ann Nixon, aged 32 when this 
photo was taken, was a potter from 
Tunstall. A newspaper report from 
1880 refers to her receiving five years 
penal servitude for stealing boots. She 
is found on the Habitual Offenders 
Register 1877 and upon release in 
1877 was sent to an asylum. In 1898 
she was listed as charwoman living in 
Tunstall. We think this is the same 
woman in a later album (page **) 

Despite the blurred photograph, you 
can see that her buttoned gown is 
poorly fitting and fastened at the waist 
with a pin in place of  a missing 
button. This suggests she was 
extremely poor and most likely in a 
desperate situation. 

Harriet Davies, aged 44 was born in 
Bilston and worked sometimes as a 
potter and other times in needlework. 
She was disabled with her left arm 
described as ‘diseased’ or ‘crippled’ 
and had a number of  scars. Earlier in 
1887 she had been released from an 
seven-year sentence for stealing a 
shawl. She was included in the 1887 
Habitual Criminals Register.  

She is wearing a knitted shawl rather 
than the more common woven 
checks or striped shawl. 

Mary Horner was just 18 when first photographed in 1884. By 
1887 she was on the Habitual Criminals Register. She was born 
in Burslem, married (her wedding ring is visible in both 
photos) , worked as a potter and was deaf. She has a few 
convictions for theft and drunkeness. She also used the name 
Sweeney which is probably her maiden name.  The 1887 photo 
(right) may be prison clothing worn with her own hat and a 
shawl taken off  and left on her lap. 

Cyanotype print made from digital 
negative, 2017. Ruth Singer



Fanny Wilkes appears twice in this photo album in 1885 and aged 
21 in 1887, as well as on the Habitual Criminals Register. She 
worked as a servant and had convictions for fraud, burglary and 
theft. 

Mary Pritchard, aged 40, worked as a charwoman 
(cleaner) but also was convicted of  running a 
bawdy house (brothel) and many times of  
drunkenness. She was from the Dudley area. 

Eliza Farr was born in Stone and worked as a boatwoman. She was 36 
in 1885 when convicted of  stealing money and sentenced to 4 months 
hard labour. She was illiterate, like many of  the women. In the photo to 
the right she is wearing very a very ragged jacket though her hat looks 
in good condition. 



Matilda Woodfield 
Matilda was born in Birmingham in 1863. She grew up in the 
Ladywood area of  the city, near Icknield Square. At the time of  
the 1881 census, Matilda was living at the Little Park 
Reformatory School in Coventry - a young offenders institute at 
which young women were taught a trade. She had been sent to 
Little Park for five years and 14 days when she was just 13 years-
old. On her release, Matilda found work as a domestic servant. 
Between 1882 and 1886, she was charged with larceny (theft of  
personal property) on five occasions, each time sentenced to 
serve between three and twelve months in prison. She stole 
items of  jewellery and clothing, perhaps from her various 
employers and, on one occasion, is reported in The 
Birmingham Post to have obtained sixpence by false pretences, 
for which she received a police caution. 

This photo was taken in 1884 
when she was 21. Matilda died, 
in Birmingham, in September 
1934, at the age of  70.

Annie Uppadine / 
Barlow 
Annie was born in 1866 or 1867 in Brewood, Staffordshire. 
In 1885, she was sentenced to 3 months at Stafford Prison 
on a charge of  larceny (theft of  personal property). She had 
stolen a number of  items, including two shirts, a bed sheet 
and three handkerchiefs, from her employer, Theodore 
Miller of  Amblecote, the licensee of  the The Acorn 
Beerhouse in Brettles Lane, Amblecote, near Stourbridge. 
The crime was reported in an article published by The 
County Express, in which Annie is described as a domestic 
servant. From the photos we can clearly see she is the same 
woman as Annie Barlow, photographed in 1886. 



Textile pieces by Ruth Singer. Hand embroidery, 
quilting and cyanotype print. 2012-2014



Photo Album 1893-1896 
This album includes 28 images of  women and shows the change of  style 
of  photography. In the 1893-4 images, a  mirror is included at the side 
of  the sitter to show their profile. A board is placed above them with 
prison number, date of  photograph and name.  

By January 1896 the style has changed to the modern technique of  two 
cameras capturing the side profile and front face at the same time. 
Hands are no longer in the photo. Most of  the women in this album are 
not wearing hats and some are in prison uniform, as below.  

The women in this album were convicted of  crimes including obtaining 
goods by false pretences and theft of  clothing and textiles.  

A prison admission and discharge record exists for some of  these women 
which includes women’s education level, marital status and children and 
a place of  birth.  

Archive reference number: D6957/1/2

Jane Bayley is unusual for many 
reasons; at 77 she is the oldest 
prisoner we know of. She has 
‘Superior’ (high level) education. 
She was sentenced to 6 months 
hard labour for stealing money 
which suggests desperation 
although she had a number of  
aliases. She was a widow with 14 
children and no occupation. 

Sisters Fanny and Ada Riddle were born in Rutland but both worked 
as servants in Handsworth. They worked together to steal small items 
including food and were imprisoned several times.  Despite their 
respectable clothing and jobs, life was clearly difficult for them. Research 
shows that their mother died in 1888 when they were 15 and 16. By 1901 
they were both in the Wolverhampton Union Workhouse. Like Jayne 
Bayley above, Fanny was blind in one eye. 



18 year old Lily Hoare (below) 
was arrested in Smethwick, 
worked in a factory and 
received stolen boots for which 
she served two months hard 
labour. She had a number of  
aliases too.  

17 year old Sarah Pikin had a good 
education as her spectacles suggest. 
She was from Hanley and was 
convicted of  stealing money.  

50 year old Eliza Bate 
worked as a laundress but 
had a string of  convictions 
for thefts of  clothing and 
textiles since the age of  12. 
She had a large number of  
aliases and was sentenced to 
terms between 21 days and 
8 years. 

Emily Green of  Hanley was just 
15 when was sentenced to nine 
months for stealing clothing. She 
went on to steal more including a 
diamond ring in 1886. She also 
photographed in 1903 when she 
was jailed for 12 months for the 
theft of  a silver watch and gold 
chain. 

Emily Green stands out as she 
has a good level of  education 
unlike most of  her 
contemporaries in Stafford 
Prison.  



Bodice with hands in patchwork by Ruth Singer 2015



40 year old charwoman Martha 
Hobson was a repeat offender, 
regularly jailed for stealing small items 
including a peg, a scrubbing brush 
and a saucepan, as well as clothes. It 
seems like Martha had a challenging 
life and in 1891 was sentenced to one 
day in prison for attempted suicide. 
She appears again in 1903 for stealing 
a coat, and again in 1908. She was 
married with 2 children and was  just 
4’8”. 

Ellen Stringer 
Ellen, from Wolverhampton, appears four times in the photo 
albums, from 1886 aged 35 to 1913 aged 52. She worked as a 
laundress or charwoman but was often on the wrong side of  the 
law and was listed on the 1889 Habitual Criminals Register. She 
mostly stole clothing but also stole a table knife from 
Wolverhampton Workhouse which suggests she was an inmate 
there. 



Bridget Warrilow 
Bridget first appears in the photo albums in 1895. She has been hard to trace as she seems 
to have also used the surname Coomer which may be her maiden name and her date of  
birth varies wildly from 1860 - 1870, but generally recorded as Hanley. Her mother was 
born in Ireland and they were Roman Catholics. A Bridget Coomer is recorded in the 
1891 census in Stafford Prison and has a number of  previous convictions and short 
sentences, mostly for theft and drunkenness.   She is wearing a wedding ring in the 1895 
photograph and this seems to tally with when she is first recorded as Warrilow. She then 
disappears from the criminal records for 10 years, perhaps while in a stable marriage. 
From 1905 she is convicted a number of  times for thefts of  items including scrap iron,  
bicycle and an overcoat. In 1910 she was given four years in prison for stealing a doormat 
which she sold for 3 pence to spend on food. This shocking long sentence was highlighted 
by Frank Witty in the national press, in contrast to another case where two men were 
given six months for procuring girls for prostitution. Mr Witty rightly argued that this was 
outrageously unreasonable. Bridget’s sentence was later reduced on appeal to three years. 
The newspaper report states the ‘The court regretted that the legislature did not provide 
them with a means for properly dealing with the case.” There was really little option for a 
woman in Bridget’s case and prison was considered a safer place than on the streets.  

A Frank Witty was known to support women’s suffrage and it may be the same man who 
took up Bridget’s case.  



Photo Album 1897 
This album includes 18 images of  women, some fashionable dresses 
with smart hats and some in shawls.  

Archive reference number: D5112/59

Elizabeth Oxford was photographed 
twice, in 1893 and 1897. She was 
tried at Wolverhampton Sessions a 
number of  times for theft of  clothing 
and other small items. In 1897 she 
received 12 months for stealing a 
woollen shawl. 

Mary Higgins, a 43 year old charwoman from Burslem 
with little or no education was convicted twice in 1897 
at Stafford Quarter Sessions for theft of  16 
handkerchiefs and for obtaining goods by false 
pretences.



Agnes Herrity 
Agnes appears five times in the prison photo albums between 1897 
and 1910. Her older sister Margaret appears once in 1884 and 
their brother Thomas in 1896. The Roman Catholic family were 
living in Newcastle-Under-Lyme and their parents were from 
Ireland though the children were all born in Coventry or 
Newcastle.  They lived in a ‘court’ house, which we would now call 
slum housing. She was born around 1868-9. At around 18 Agnes 
was charged with assaulting her father (and reported in the 
Birmingham Daily Post 1880) although she remained living with 
her family unless in prison for all of  the period we can trace her. 
Agnes was convicted many times for drunkenness, theft and assault 
and spent considerable time in prison. Both Agnes and Thomas 
were in Stafford prison at the time of  the 1901 census. Agnes at 
times had employment as a labourer or hawker but is also 
described sometimes as a prostitute which ties in with life of  
poverty and lack of  education or opportunities. 

1897

1903

Margaret Herrity 1884



Textile piece by Ruth Singer, 2018. 
Digital print, hand embroidery.  

Above: sketchbook page



Photo Album 1898-99 
This album includes 8 images of  women. We have little information on 
most of  them.  

Archive reference number: D6957/1/3

This image is curious. The date seems to be 1887 but it appears 
alongside images from 1897 and 1898 and is in the style of  later 
images. It is likely that the date is noted wrongly and should be 
1897. It is possible that this is the same Sarah Ann Nixon who 
appears in the 1886 photo as she would be 41 or 42 by this point 
and had a life in and out of  prison and the asylum. See page **

Compare the shawl in this photo to those appearing in the prison 
laundry photos on page **



Photo Album 1899 
This album includes 4 images of  women including the first photo of  
Ellen Dwyer.  

Archive reference number: D5112/60

Employment 
Many of  the women in these photographs worked in industry or as servants. Many of  
the married women are not recorded as having trades or occupations. The jobs listed 
include:  

Labourers, hawkers (itinerant sellers of  goods, like a pedlar), charwomen (cleaners, often 
doing the dirtiest and hardest work), pottery trades, metal industry jobs like presser or 
hinge-maker, factory worker, dressmakers, laundresses, machinist and brickmaker. Some 
of  the job titles describe a specialist industrial job such as flower maker, pen piecer, lathe 
turner, filer, lock presser, button maker or transferrer.  

Most of  the women are doing hard, manual, industrial work, are domestic servants or 
are doing piece work in the home such as dressmaking. For most of  these women, the 
hard labour required in prison wouldn’t be in any way unusually hard work.  Only a 
handful of  women are recorded as working as prostitutes, although it is often believed 
that many were. Without written evidence we cannot make these assumptions although 
many make this judgement based on lifestyle or clothing.  

Mary Welch, left, worked as a factory hand in Uttoxeter.  



Ellen Dwyer 
Ellen Dwyer was born in Ireland in 1851 or 1852. By the time she was 30 years old, 
she was living in Wolstanton with her husband Samuel, a stone miner, and two 
children under the age of  five. By her forties, she was a habitual offender, stealing 
clothes and occasionally small amounts of  money. Later, her crimes would become 
more serious, including housebreaking and larceny (theft of  personal property). In 
1890, she was sentenced to six month hard labour. Ellen, who often used aliases in 
an attempt to avoid detection, reoffended almost immediately on her release and 
received a further six months imprisonment. This pattern of  arrest and incarceration 
continued for the next three decades, with the sentences she received becoming more 
severe in recognition of  her increasingly serious crimes. She died in March 1923, at 
the age of  71, just a few years after she was released from prison for the final time. 



Photo Album 1902-03 
This album includes 29 images of  women, many of  whom were servants, laundresses, charwomen 
(cleaners) or factory workers with little or no education. Three were transferred from Holloway Prison 
but most lived locally.  Their places of  birth vary from Ireland, Malta, Yorkshire and Bedford though 
most are from Staffordshire.  Archive reference number: D5112/61 

Harriet Hannah Raby, a servant 
aged 15 from Burton was very 
unusual in being convicted of  the 
serious crime of  arson at Stafford 
Assizes. She served 9 months. 

33 year old Agnes Taylor was a 
galvaniser from Bilston. At 4’9” she is 
one of  the smallest adult women we 
have found. She was on the habitual 
drunkards register. 

Frances Monk stole a quilt



Photo Album 1907-10 
This album includes 78 images of  women including lots of  younger women in extraordinary fashionable 
hats. There are no surviving admission and discharge records for these women so the only ones we have 
researched so far are those who appear in other albums as well. Repeat offenders sometimes appear in the 
national habitual criminals records which allows us to find out a bit more about them.  

Bridget WArrilow (p **), Agnes Herrity (p **), Ellen Dwyer (p **), Martha Hobson and Ellen Lloyd (p **) 
all appear in this album.  

Archive reference number: D5112/62 

This woman, Agnes 
Tubb / Cox appears 
with two different 
names just a few weeks 
apart, wearing the 
same coat. 



Textile work by Ruth Singer, 2018. Patchwork inspired by 
containment and cells. 

Textile pieces by Ruth Singer. Hand embroidery and 
quilting. 2013-15 



Physical appearance and 
description 
Written documents often record physical descriptions of  prisoners. 
These detailed descriptions were commonly used to identify people 
before photography and habitual criminals were included in a 
register of  distinguishing marks. We have sometimes used physical 
characteristics to match up names from different records to make 
sure they are the same person not just the same name.  

The records generally include height, hair and eye colour as well as 
complexion and sometimes shape of  face and build. Unusual 
distinguishing marks are also recorded including disabilities or 
injuries, freckles, burns, scars, tattoos, birthmarks, moles and 
smallpox scars.  

Very few of  our women have tattoos but many have some kind of  
facial scars or burns and plenty have smallpox scars and quite a few 
are missing some teeth.  

The photographs of  course show some of  these physical features, 
particularly where the hands are included, such as bent little fingers. 
Scars and pockmarks rarely show in the photos but some are clearly 
badly burned or injured on their faces.  

The amount of  facial and hand scars or injuries is quite shocking 
and may be because of  violence or industrial injury, but we just 
don’t know from the descriptions. 

The heights of  most adult women (over 15) are between 4’8” and 
5’4”, with the average around 5’. The register of  distinguishing 
marks lists women 5’6” and over as this was usually tall for women 
at this time.  



Lottie Child 
Lottie, or Marian, was born in Crewe in 1869. She first appears in the 
records in May 1886, when she was arrested and charged with stealing a 
gold watch in Liverpool. Two years later, she married Richard Child, a 
bricklayer ten years her senior. Lottie and Richard were widowers and, at 
the time, they were both living in Sant Street, Burslem. Richard himself  
was no stranger to crime, having been charged with fraud and imprisoned 
in Stafford Prison in 1882. Over the next two decades, Lottie was regularly 
incarcerated at Stafford Prison for crimes ranging from theft, to helping a 
child escape a reformatory (a young offenders institution). For this, she was 
sentenced to 21 days hard labour. In 1906, Lottie is recorded as working as 

a laundress. 

Cyanotype print from a digital 
negative, Ruth Singer 2017



Personal lives 
Only a few of  the written records include whether the women had 
children, though most record marital status. Women with babies kept 
them in prison with them until they were weaned. A woman 
carrying a baby appears in the prison exercise yard photo from 
Stafford Prison 1869-71.It seems highly likely that many women in 
prison were pregnant and many babies were born there but we don’t 
have any records for this at Stafford Prison.  

Some of  the women recorded in the albums are children themselves. 
The youngest, Sarah Ann Potts, is just 12 years old and 4’ 1” tall. 
The average age of  puberty is probably 14-15. Very few women 
under the age of  25 are listed as married and only one aged under 
20. The youngest recorded widow is Sarah Rooney aged 22. The 
oldest woman in our records is 77 year old Jane Bayley (see page **) 

Jo Turner’s research into women and crime in Stafford shows that 
the majority of  crime was committed by women around the age of  
40.  

Literacy is recorded in some documents. Most of  the women in our 
photographs have very little education and many are illiterate, which 
ties in with lives of  poverty and breadline existence. Those with a 
higher level of  education stand out such as Sarah Pikin (page **) who 
is wearing spectacles, which suggests education and reasonable 
wealth. E Barker (opposite) and E A Ryles (next page) at present 
unknown. 



Photo Album 1911-16 
This album includes 87 images of  women, many in very fashionable 
hats and some clearly show prison issue clothing including a gingham 
apron and checked neckerchief. There is more about prison clothing 
on pp**. There are no surviving admission and discharge records for 
the women in this album. So far we have not been able to find out 
about many of  them unless they appear in the 1911 census or in 
other prison records.  

Archive reference number: D5112/63 



Ethel Leadley stood out when browsing the images 
because of  her uniform. At first we wondered if  she 
might be a prison warder or nurse but census 
records show her to be a ‘churchworker’. According 
to records, she is not Salvation Army but works for a 
similar kind of  religious mission. On another 
occasion she was accused of  trying to obtain 12 
tambourines by false pretences! 

Ellen Lloyd

Ellen Lloyd  was born in Wolverhampton in about 1860. She worked as both a 
hawker (a travelling goods-seller) and a charwoman (a cleaner). Her first criminal 
charges, for obscene language, were made when she was 17. A year later, in June 
1878, she was sentenced to three months hard labour for stealing 10 shillings. 
Between 1900 and 1910, Ellen was an habitual offender, frequently charged with 
theft - of  clothing, boots, watches and various other items, including a looking glass 
and a venetian blind. In 1905, she was given three years imprisonment for stealing 
a pair of  ‘plush curtains’ from the Villiers Liberal Club. At the time of  the 1911 
census, she was serving yet another sentence at Stafford Prison. Records suggest 
that Ellen continued to reoffend at least until 1914.



Irish names 
Analysis of  the full record of  over 500 individual records 
shows that over a 10th of  the names have Irish origins. We 
know of  some who were definitely born in Ireland or to Irish 
parents living in Staffordshire including Agnes Herrity (p**), 
and Ellen Dwyer (p**). Others were born in Ireland or may 
have married into an Irish family. Other such as Emma 
Hartshorne and Annie Sutton don’t have typically Irish 
names but are recorded as born in Ireland. Only some 
records note the religion of  the prisoner. Stafford Prison only 
held Church of  England services until a Catholic priest was 
appointed in 1866 . 



Textile pieces by Ruth Singer. Hand embroidery, 
quilting and cyanotype print. 2012-2014



Textile pieces by Ruth 
Singer 
Inspired by the 1880s photographs showing hands. Ruth has 
used the colour palette from the photographs as inspiration 
as well as the textures and colours from the Shire Hall itself. 
Hand embroidery, quilting. 2013-15. 





Criminal Quilts: Hanging. Ruth Singer, 2015. Silk, hand embroidery.  
Winner of  the 2016 Fine Art Quilt Masters competition. 



Stafford Prison 
The first prison to be built on the current site opened in 1793.  
This was enlarged in 1819 and again in 1832. A women 
prison was built in 1852.  By 1868 the prison could hold 732 
people. 

The women had their own exercise yard and female prisoners 
would often work in the laundry, washing and ironing.  There 
would have been female warders working in this part of  the 
gaol. From 1916 to 1921 the prison was used for military 
detention and then remained closed until 1939 when it re-
opened solely for men.  

Morning prayers were taken in the corridor of the women's 
prison; services were performed in the chapel. When the chapel 
was rebuilt in 1852 a gallery was installed at the southern end 
for the female inmates, designed so they could not be seen by 
the male prisoners.


Women’s prison exterior c1869-71. 

Inside the women’s prison c1869-71. 

Left - morning prayers, right, entrance. 



Women’s prison exercise yard. The warder can be seen in the sentry box 
maintaining silence between the women.  c1869-71. Photo from 

Staffordshire Record Office. 

Prison conditions 
 Stafford Prison in 1905 had 134 cells for women and an average of  62 
female prisoners per year.  

Prison was definitely not a comfortable life but for women used to poverty 
and hard work it may not have been any harder than their usual lives. 
Most women were sentenced to Hard Labour which is quite different in 
the women’s prison to the mens. They had no treadmill in the women’s 
prison but the hardest labour was no doubt the laundry or cleaning. In 
1905 the prison reports that they had the following at work: 

Knitters: 9 
Needleworkers: 12 
Cleaners: 10 
Hospital Orderlies: 1 
Stokers: 1 
Washers: 16  

At the same time 5 were certified unfit for any labour and 2 were sick. 
The mens prison work included skilled labour included shoe making and 
tailoring.  

The needleworkers probably maintained the prison clothing. Ellen Dwyer 
appears in one photograph with pins in her clothes, which suggests she 
was working in clothing making or repair. 

Attempts were made to improve literacy and a school mistress was 
employed to work with the women, most of  whom had little or no ability 
to read or write.  



Prison laundry 
At the rear of  the building was a laundry in which the 
women prisoners were put to work. These photos from 
1869-71 give a remarkable insight into the work the women 
did in the laundry as well as the clothing worn in prison at 
this time. Laundry was recognised as hard work and this was 
probably the main ‘Hard Labour’ to which the women were 
sentenced. They may well have washed all the laundry for 
both the men’s and women’s prisons.  

There are no written descriptions of  the laundry at Stafford 
Prison but it appears very similar to others of  the period 
which have been described, like other large scale commercial 
laundries. Separate cubicles were built for women to do 
washing alone to avoid conversation. Hot and cold water was 
piped in and up to date equipment was provided including 
wringing machines and heated drying cupboards. A warder 
watches and maintains discipline.  

In the ironing room we can see undergarments, shawls and 
possibly printed cotton dresses hanging up, as well as caps on 
the bench.  

Most prisons recognised the hard physical labour of  laundry 
work and these women were given extra food and drink, and 
made to do only half  an hour walking exercise instead of  an 
hour.  

 Photos from Staffordshire Record Office. 



Prison clothing  
The prison interior photos show the standard issue clothing 
provided for women in Stafford Prison around 1869-71, 
which is a few years before our photo series begins (1877). 

These women are shown wearing striped or plain cotton 
jacket or blouse and skirt with a white or dark striped apron 
(in the laundry) and a cotton cap. It appears these images 
were taken in summer. Written records of  prison clothing 
refer to woollen garments which were very necessary in the 
cold prisons.  Stripes were commonly used in prison clothing 
to show that the garments belonged in the prison and to 
make escapees very visible.  

Ann Higgins was 48 when this photo was taken in 
1886. She was convicted of stealing a coat and 

sentenced to 12 months hard labour. She was from 
Wolverhampton and had many previous convictions 

including thefts of clothing, 2 balls of wool, a 
bonnet and a teapot.. Her prison cell identification 

number can just be seen under her shawl.  

The striped blouse and apron is prison issue 
clothing but she has her own bonnet on and 

possibly her own shawl too. Why she would be 
wearing prison clothing for her photo when others 
have their own clothes on is not known. It could be 
that her own clothes were unsuitable or destroyed 

because of infestation. 

 Photos from Staffordshire Record Office. 



Prison clothing 
It was standard procedure to give the prisoner back her own 
clothes for the photos to be taken shortly before release. 
Sometimes the clothes are very crumpled from being stored.  

None of  the earliest photographs seem to show any prison 
issue or striped clothing so we assume they are wearing their 
own clothes or at least ‘normal’ clothing issued or donated to 
them. Several are wearing their prison cell number 
medallion over a dress or shawl. Of  the 1880s photos, only 
Ann Higgins (previous page) is shown wearing prison 
clothing, though there are a couple who look like they have 
their own (very ragged) clothing over prison stripes. Bridget 
appears to be pregnant too but we don’t know anything 
more about her. Of  the 1890s photos, they are still wearing 
their own clothing until the style of  photography changes in 
1896 to the double mugshot with side profile. In this album 
we can see obvious prison uniform with dark / black jackets 
with a broad arrow just visible. Other women are wearing 
similar jackets or dresses but the arrows are not so visible. 

“The ‘broad arrow’ is a heraldic symbol, which simply shows that something 
belongs to the government.  For soldiers the arrow was woven into the inside 
of  coats.  On prison uniforms the arrow was clearly marked on the outside. 
For prisoners who went outside of  the prison to work every day it was to help 
identification and to deter escape.” 

Charlotte Bilby



Prison clothing 1900 
onwards 
In the 1907-1910 album there is a mixture of  women 
wearing entirely their own clothes or prison issue clothing 
and sometimes an apparent mixture of  the two, where a hat 
and coat is worn over the prison issue blouse and neckerchief  
such as worn by Agnes Tubb (p **) and C Burrows (right). 

Some women are photographed wearing just the prison-issue 
garment which might be a loose fitting dress or blouse which 
sometimes has stripes. This mixture of  prison and personal 
clothing continues into 1912 but by 1913 we see a new 
garment appearing, a gingham pinafore, worn with a white-
collared buttoned garment and neckerchief. This is worn by 
most of  the women, both with their own jacket and hat or 
alone, and is clearly prison issue.  



Prison staff  

In the second half  of  the nineteenth century, a number of  women were 
employed at Stafford Prison. The Prison Matron was the head female warder 
and worked under the direction of  the Governor. She was responsible for all 
female prisoners, inspecting their clothing, bedding and food, and making 
sure they were present at meal-times. The total salary of  Matron Letitia 
Wheeler was £135.15s.0d in 1860; considerably less than the Governor and 
his Deputy, but more than the majority of  other prison employees. Letitia was 
a second-class Matron but, after 1881, the matrons at Stafford were all third-
class, earning less than their colleagues at other institutions. This suggests that 
the status of  Stafford within the Prison Service was falling towards the end of  
the nineteenth century.  

There were other roles for women in the Victorian prison service, most 
notably School Mistress Warder. At Stafford, only one School Mistress Warder 
has been recorded - Jesse Sophia Ward - who joined the prison from Leeds 
Gaol and was later appointed to Wormwood Scrubs. She earned slightly more 
than other female warders, bringing in £55 per year, with allowances for her 
living quarters within the prison, fuel, light, water, uniform, boots and washing.  

Warders, both male and female, worked long hours with few holidays. At the 
end of  the century, the majority of  the female warders at Stafford Prison were 
in their late twenties or thirties. Reasons for leaving their position might include 
dismissal, transfer, promotion or marriage. Some were awarded pensions. In 
1883, the male warder’s pension was £29.4s.6d. It is likely that former female 
warders received less.  

Photo from Staffordshire Record Office, believed to be a 
warder from 1880-1890. 

Detail of a warder from 
Stafford Prison laundry 

photo, see page **

Document relating to the pension of Emma Hall, 
warder at Stafford Prison. She retired due to ill 
health at the age of 34 in 1879. Her salary was 

£49.8s



Industrial Home  

The record of  20 year old Harriet George shows that she was  
released from Stafford Prison in 1880 to the ‘Stafford Female 
Refuge’, officially called The Staffordshire County Industrial 
Home for Discharged Female Ex-Prisoners and Friendless 
Women which was built in 1878 on Sandon Road and funded 
through public donation. The institution was also known as 
The County Refuge (or County Industrial Home) and took in 
younger women with no families to return to after release from 
prison. Women who accepted this support would stay for 2 
years, with a placement as a domestic servant afterwards. By 
1928 it had become the Home Office Reformatory for Girls 
and soon afterwards moved to Rowley Hall. 

The institution’s Annual Report for 1905 states they admitted 
12 new residents, of  whom 6 came from Stafford Prison. Of  
those discharged the same year 5 were sent to domestic service, 
1 returned to husband, 2 returned to friends, 3 dismissed for 
insubordination and 1 sent to asylum. The total number they 
looked after was 42.   

The girls they took in were taught the skills required for 
domestic service including needlework and laundry. The home 
made income through taking in laundry and selling 
needlework commissions.  

Photographs from the Home in 189-98 show industrial 
laundry similar to the prison and the women in uniform.  



Letter from woman 
prisoner to her sister  

This letter, is written on a scrap of  paper, part of  the laundry 
list, was found in the former women’s wing of  Stafford 
Prison and is thought to date from 1877-1905. It is now held 
in the William Salt Library, Stafford.  

The letter asks for a payment to be made on her behalf  and 
indicates that she is finding prison life difficult and hard. 

The woman is unidentified.  

The letter is hand written and does show some level of  
education.  She addresses her sister, not by name, but  "Dear 
sister": nor does she sign it with her own name but chooses to 
sign "from your sister".  Sentences lack punctuation and easy 
words are spelled incorrectly.  The tone is despairing and she 
shows genuine concern for her children.  



Other Records 
This research has involved online resources including census and 
nationally-held criminal records including The Habitual Criminals 
Registers and court records.  

At Staffordshire Record Office we have also used the following records  

Habitual Drunkards Register 1903-1914. This contains forms and 
photographs sent to Licensees.     C/PC/12/1/25/2 

Prison admission and discharge registers  1893-1906     D5112 series  

Register of  Distinctive Marks of  Habitual Criminals 1876-1884. C/PC/
1/4/27 

Quarter Session records (various dates) Q/RCr3, Q/RCr4, Q/RCr5 

Calendar of  Prisoners (various dates) QSPc/2, QSPc/6, QSPc/8 

There are online records relating to the prison photo albums. All the 
names in the albums have been catalogued and can be searched online at 
https://www.staffsnameindexes.org.uk   

Gateway to the Past website contains the catalogue to the collections of  
Staffordshire Record Office, Stoke on Trent City Archives, William Salt 
Library, Stafford and Staffordshire County Museum. 
www.archives.staffordshire.gov.uk  

We are also grateful to Dr Jo Turner, Senior Lecturer, Department of  
Criminal Justice and Forensic Science,  University of  Staffordshire,  for 
copies of  her academic papers on the women criminals of  Staffordshire. 

A full bibliography will be included in the Criminal Quilts book due out 
August  2018. 

https://www.staffsnameindexes.org.uk
http://www.archives.staffordshire.gov.uk
https://www.staffsnameindexes.org.uk
http://www.archives.staffordshire.gov.uk


Volunteers & 
Research  
Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, ligula 
suspendisse nulla pretium, rhoncus tempor 
fermentum, enim integer ad vestibulum 
volutpat. Nisl rhoncus turpis est, vel elit, 
congue wisi enim nunc ultricies sit, magna 
tincidunt. Maecenas aliquam maecenas 
ligula nostra, accumsan taciti. Sociis 
mauris in integer, a dolor netus non dui 
aliquet, sagittis felis sodales, dolor sociis 
mauris, vel eu libero cras. Faucibus at.  

Arcu habitasse elementum est, ipsum purus 
pede porttitor class, ut adipiscing, aliquet 
sed auctor, imperdiet arcu per diam 
dapibus libero duis. Enim eros in vel, 
volutpat nec pellentesque leo, temporibus 
scelerisque nec. Ac dolor ac adipiscing 
amet bibendum nullam, lacus molestie ut 
libero nec, diam et, pharetra sodales, 
feugiat ullamcorper id tempor id vitae. 
Mauris pretium aliquet, lectus tincidunt.  

Porttitor mollis imperdiet libero senectus 
pulvinar. Etiam molestie mauris ligula 
laoreet, vehicula eleifend. Repellat orci erat 
et, sem cum, ultricies sollicitudin amet 

eleifend dolor nullam erat, malesuada est 
leo ac. Varius natoque turpis elementum 
est.  

Duis montes, tellus lobortis lacus amet arcu 
et. In vitae vel, wisi at, id praesent 
bibendum libero faucibus porta egestas, 
quisque praesent ipsum fermentum 
tempor. Curabitur auctor, erat mollis sed, 
turpis vivamus a dictumst congue magnis. 

Aliquam amet ullamcorper dignissim 
molestie, mollis. Tortor vitae tortor eros 
wisi facilisis. Consectetuer arcu ipsum 
ornare pellentesque vehicula, in vehicula 
diam, ornare magna erat felis wisi a risus. 
Justo fermentum id. Malesuada eleifend, 
tortor molestie, a a vel et. Mauris at 
suspendisse, neque aliquam faucibus 
adipiscing, vivamus in. Wisi mattis leo 
suscipit nec amet, nisl fermentum tempor 

Malesuada eleifend, tortor molestie, a a vel et. Mauris at suspendisse, neque aliquam faucibus.



About Ruth Singer 
Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, ligula suspendisse nulla 
pretium, rhoncus tempor fermentum, enim integer ad 
vestibulum volutpat. Nisl rhoncus turpis est, vel elit, congue 
wisi enim nunc. 

Maecenas aliquam maecenas ligula nostra, accumsan taciti. 
Sociis mauris in integer, a dolor netus non dui aliquet, sagittis 
felis sodales, dolor sociis mauris, vel eu libero cras.



Find out more 

Free talks  
Criminal Herstories talk with Ruth Singer. Find out more about the 
Stafford prison photograph albums from 1877-1916 and what we have 
discovered about the women and their lives. 
 Stafford Library. Tuesday 5th June 1- 2pm.. 

Criminal Clothing: a history of  Victorian and Edwardian working class 
women’s clothing and prison uniform through the Stafford prison 
photograph albums from 1877-1916.  
Stone Library Tuesday 17th July, 2-4pm. 

Book 

Criminal Quilts book will be published in August 2018. To 
order a copy please visit www.ruthsinger.com/criminalquilts  

 Exhibitions  
Criminal Quilts exhibition of  textiles  

Festival of  Quilts, Birmingham NEC 9-12th August 2018 
Brewhouse Art Centre, Burton-on-Trent  7 Sept - 27 Oct  

Wolverhampton University 1 Nov - 4 Jan 2019 
Further exhibitions to be announced for 2019 

Further events will take place at Brewhouse, Burton September and 
October alongside the full exhibition.  

A symposium will take place at Wolverhampton University in November 
2018 

Follow @criminalquilts on Twitter 

http://www.ruthsinger.com/criminalquilts
http://www.ruthsinger.com/criminalquilts
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