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The eighteenth century Debtors’ Prison — the great unknown 

Imprisonment was one of the principle methods of debt recovery throughout most of post-Norman English history until the extension of 

bankruptcy legislation in the nineteenth century. However, very little quantitative data about the prisons and their inhabitants has ever been 

gathered and as such most discussions of debtors’ prisons is based on a small fragment of contemporary literature that barely ranges from 

discussions of the late eighteenth century prison reformers to the work of Charles Dickens. The traditional assumption has always been that 

such prisons were inherently illogical and that the regular Insolvency Acts passed by Parliament to clear the prisons were the principle method of 

a debtor being released. This research aims to investigate the demographic realities of eighteenth century prisoners as well as to explore how 

imprisonment functioned as a mechanism for recovering money owed, providing the first consistent quantitative data on prison commitments. 

Sources 

The commitment registers of the Wood Street Compter in Cheapside, from their first regular creation in 1740 to the prison’s 

closure in 1791, provide the bulk of the data. Each commitment entry, at the very least, supplies the name of the debtor and date 

of commitment, with the majority also supplying data about sums owed, creditors, and the date and reason of eventual 

discharge. 

The other principle source that this research utilizes, to supplement the commitment data, is the publications of the London 

Gazette. All prisoners who wished to take advantage of the Insolvency Acts had to submit their name, address, and occupation 

three times to the Gazette for publication. Subsequently their estate (such that it was) was sold and the profits distributed 

amongst creditors, though work tools and essential possessions were protected from sale. 

Key Register Findings 

 
1. Women constituted a minority within the prison, but their 

presence was consistent and regularly greater than the oft 

quoted 5% or less, peaking at over 20%. Overall out of the 

6,596 prisoners recorded from 1738 to May 1791, 10% were 

female (661). Use of the prison does not seem to have been in 

decline over the period or at its closing in 1791. 

2. 75% of prisoners in the registers had a date of eventual 

discharge attached to their commitment entry. Most prisoners 

served short sentences in the compter.  Only 9% were held 

longer than 1 year, 28% being discharged in less than 100 

days. The traditional image of debtors languishing for years is 

not found here. Only two prisoners, James Hamilton 

(06/7/1769—06/5/1786) and Joseph Bagg (23/5/1754 - 

31/8/1764), were held for more than 10 years. 

3. The overwhelming majority of prisoners (68%) who were 

ascribed a reason for their removal from prison were 

“Discharged” indicating they paid their debts or came to some 

agreement with creditors. Meanwhile, the Insolvency Acts, 

which have traditionally been seen as representing the 

principle mechanism of release, accounted for less than 5% of 

discharges. 

Key Gazette Findings 

 
A. The London Gazette (1725-1781) list 1,056 Woodstreet 

prisoners of whom 8% (88) were women. This includes data 

predating the Commitment registers as well as covering 

incomplete years (e.g. 1743/4). 754 could be matched in the 

registers; alongside the Insolvency Act (including the Compulsive 

Clause of the 1761 Act) discharges, 82 had no previous removal 

data, 3 died before release, 7 moved prison, and 223 indicated 

“discharged” though 184 of these were committed under the 

Compulsive Clause and not released by it suggesting the 

discrepancy is insignificant with a further 13 applying for release 

but not being discharged until later. 

B. The occupational data (coded to Wrigley’s PST system) reflects 

an urban population. Manufacturers account for a significant 

percentage though most striking is the dominance of vendors 

and providers of services indicating that, in spite of what might 

be expected, prison populations tended to contain far more 

merchants than customers. 

C. Predominantly prisoners came from the west of the Compter, 

with the area about the Fleet Market accounting for a significant 

percentage though prisoners came from all over the capital, 

from Hackney to Fulham, and Battersea to Greenwich on the 

south bank. 

Principle Conclusions 

 This data suggests that, despite what might be supposed of the efficiency or logic of imprisonment for debt, the debtors’ prisons were in reality a highly effective tool in financial 

negotiation. Instead of being an illogical and vindictive assault upon debtors that left them unable to repay, it is clear that a term of imprisonment in most cases encouraged debtors to pay 

up — perhaps dissolving certain assets they were previously unwilling to or to compel friends, family, or charities to assist them — or merely to come to an agreed sum of repayment with 

their creditors, perhaps agreeing to repay so many shillings in the pound or exchanging possessions as equal payment. Either way, the majority of prisoners left prisons after a relatively 

short spell (a mean of 167 days), and for those who could not come to terms or pay (thus experiencing longer imprisonment) then the Insolvency Acts were able to facilitate a mutually 

beneficial situation, debtors being released and creditors received a dividend of shillings in the pound (proportional to their claim) on the sale of the debtor’s goods. 

 Furthermore, the population of the prison acted generally as a microcosm of the city around it. While certain professions are disproportionately represented such as Dealers (64) and 

Victualers (65) compared to say Blacksmith (3) or Labourer (19), it is clear that all social ranks (from Washerwomen to Professors of Botany) rubbed shoulders in this prison. While some of 

the geography of origin was distorted by the presence of other prisons, this compter was not a local concern but contained people from all over the capital as well as social spectrum. This 

forces us to refigure conceptions of prisons as the preserve of spendthrift young gentlemen or of penniless itinerant workers, instead as containing those from all walks of life. 
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Categories of 
Release (1738-
1791) 

Number of 
Prisoners 

Percentage 
of Total 

Average Term in 
days 

Discharged 4469 67.7% 180 

Insolvency Act 257 3.9% 417 

Moved 253 3.8% 74 

Dead 77 1.2% 268 

Other 45 0.7% 178 

(Compulsive 
Clause, 1761) 

215 3.3% 36 

(Blank) 1282 19.4% 123 
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PST Occupational Data % of total (n=984) 

Primary 2.3% 

Food & Drink 5.0% 

Clothing 8.5% 

Footwear 3.5% 

Textiles 4.7% 

Woods 4.9% 

Metals 11.7% 

Building & Construction 4.2% 

Other Manufacturing 6.5% 

Dealers & Sellers 19.2% 

Services & Professions 19.6% 

Transport & Communications 8.0% 

Labourer 1.9% 
    

Primary 2.3% 

Secondary 48.9% 

Tertiary 46.9% 

(Labourer) 1.9% 
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PRISONS 

Prisoners Committed 3 Year Moving Average Fem % of Total Commitments 


