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Mike Wabe, Life and Death in a Victorian Gaol 

Mike Wabe gave an animated presentation to the October meeting of the Heritage Circle at Rickinghall 

Village Hall about life and death in a Victorian gaol.  He illustrated his talk with a range of objects used at 

the time and drew on his experience as a retired prison officer.   

Victorian gaols were forbidding places which placed an emphasis on the punishment of offenders, rather 

than their reform.  A sentence of greater than three years often meant death because of the poor diet, 

hard work and dangers posed by disease.  However, certain aspects of prison life were better than in 

working class areas of cities.  Prisoners had their own cell, with a sound roof, and they were guaranteed 

three meals a day.  There was a separation of male and female prisoners, but children were incarcerated 

with adults. 

On conviction, prisoners were taken to a gaol to be processed.  They had to bathe in water which was 

cold and dirty.  They were given clean, but old, clothing before being examined by the surgeon.  Prisoners 

were told the extensive rules of the gaol.  Central to these were two ideas, separation and silence.  

Prisoners were not allowed to associate with each other.  Whenever they moved around the prison, they 

had to wear a face mask called a peak.  Similarly, they were kept in solitary confinement and not allowed 

to speak at any time.  Prisoners spent 23 hours a day in their cells which were furnished with a mattress, 

a potty and a water bucket which doubled as a stool.  They were expected to keep their plate and cup 

shiny.  They had brushes to ensure their hair was tidy, and their cell and nails were clean.   

Everyone in the jail worked.  Women maintained the laundry.  While men undertook a variety of 

pointless activities of hard labour.  Some walked on the treadmill where they spent 15 minutes walking 

upwards at a steady pace, followed by 10 minutes rest.  Others turned a crank.  A third group would do 

shot drill which entailed moving a pile of 35lb metal balls from one side of a yard to the other.  The final 

task was oakum picking.  A man had to unpick 3lbs of old rope a day into its individual strands.  

Unfortunately, fibres from the oakum got into the lungs of prisoners and had similar effects to asbestos. 

The diet in gaols was poor.  Breakfast consisted of 8oz of bread and a pint of tea.  The dinner was cheap 

meat and vegetables, with bread and tea.  Finally, the tea was 6oz of cheese and 6oz of bread with cocoa. 

Punishments were harsh.  Prisoners could be manacled in various ways which caused extreme 

discomfort.  Flogging was permitted with men receiving up to 36 lashes per day.  Similarly, condemned 

people were hanged in gaols.  From 1874, a new and seemingly more humane way to hang victims was 

introduced by William Marwood.  He replaced the ‘short drop’ method which slowly strangled a person 

with the ‘long drop’ which broke the neck and killed instantly.  This was based on a table devised by 

Marwood which related height, weight and physique to the distance the victim should drop through the 

trap.  The table was used for the next hundred years.  Capital punishment continued in gaols until it was 

completely abolished in Britain in 1998.  The last woman to be hanged was Ruth Ellis in 1955 and the last 

two men, Peter Allen and Gwynne Owens, were hanged in 1964. 

The next meeting of the Heritage Circle will be at 7.30pm on Wednesday 28 November at The Village Hall, 

Rickinghall. Nick Sign will give a talk entitled The Home Front in Suffolk 1914-1918 – village life during 

World War 1.  Further information about the Heritage Circle is available on its website, 

www.heritagecircle.onesuffolk.net. 
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