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Pentonville Prison
The historical context: the state of prisons in the early 19th century 
and pressures from reformers to improve conditions

In the 18th century, a combination of factors such as industrialisation, 
urbanisation, a rising population and increased levels of poverty led to a 
huge rise in crime rates. As cities and towns saw the emergence of a criminal 
underclass, prisons became overcrowded and expensive to fund. In 1777, John 
Howard (1726-1790) published a report entitled The State of Prisons in England 
and Wales, with an Account of some Foreign Prisons which was based on his 
findings after completing a 10,000-mile journey of inspection.

• Prisoners were not separated by gender or type of crime.

• Many prisoners were dying of illness and disease.

• Gaolers were often corrupt.

• Too few people were employed to make prisons safe and secure.

• Many prisoners stayed in prison beyond the end of their sentence as they could not afford the fees 
to be released.  

• He reported especially on overcrowding.

“Three rooms for felons, etc., and two rooms over them for debtors. One of the former, the clink, fifteen feet 
by eight feet three inches and about six feet high, with a wicket in the door seven inches by five to admit 

light and air. To this, as I was informed, three men, who were confined near two months under sentence for 
transportation, came by turns for breath.”

– John Howard describing Plymouth gaol in his report of 1777

The system could not accommodate the growing number of criminals. It was estimated that the prison 
population would increase by 1,000 more prisoners unless an alternative could be found. The hope was 
that transporting large numbers of criminals overseas, or just the threat of it, would reduce the crime rate.

Howard also recommended that prisoners be kept in solitary confinement in order to prevent the spread 
of negative influences and also to give them time to reflect on their wrongdoing. He believed firmly that 
prisons could reform and rehabilitate criminals, and his research and findings were influential in bringing 
about a change in attitudes towards the function of prisons. This was accompanied by a growth in public 
interest in prison conditions and to the treatment of prisoners. In 1774, his evidence given to a House of 
Commons committee led to government legislation aimed at improving conditions in prisons, and in 1779, 
the Penitentiary Act authorised the construction of two prisons based on his theories.

John Howard 
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Other prison reformers also began to demand changes to prisons in order to make them secure and 
more hygienic. George O Paul (1746-1820) designed a new prison that was based on four key principles 
– security, health, separation and reform – with separate areas for male and female prisoners together 
with a chapel, workrooms and exercise yards.

Paul’s new prison at Gloucester was regarded as a model for future prisons, incorporating individual 
cells, separation of different classes of prisoner, medical care, exercise facilities and religious 
instruction.

Elizabeth Fry (1780-1845), a Quaker, motivated by her faith and a sense of calling, worked to improve 
the lives of women in prison.

“Nearly three hundred women sent there for every grade of crime and some under the sentence of death 
were crowded together in two cells. Here they kept a multitude of children and had no place for washing, 
cooking, eating and sleeping. They openly drank spirits and swearing is common. Everything is filthy and 

the smell quite disgusting.”

– Elizabeth Fry describing conditions in Newgate prison in London

She worked in Newgate Gaol, London, providing the women with decent clothes and meaningful work. 
She set up a school to teach them and their children to read, provided Bibles for them and introduced 
supervision by matrons. In 1817, Fry and eleven other Quakers formed the Association for the 
Improvement of the Female Prisoners in Newgate

Fry gave evidence to the House of Commons about prison conditions using evidence from her visits to 
British prisons. Her findings encouraged Home Secretary Robert Peel (1788-1850) to take on the cause 
of prison reform.

Elizabeth Fry reading to the prisoners in Newgate

https://www.bbc.co.uk/education/guides/z938v9q/revision/5
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The need for prisons to accommodate the increase in prison 
numbers as a result of the reform of the “Bloody” Code together with 
the decline in the use of transportation

The English Penal Code, known as the “Bloody Code”, became increasingly severe as the crimes 
punishable by death increased.

In 1688, there were 50 crimes for which a person could be put to death. This rose to around 160 in 1765 
and 222 in 1810.

The severity of the Bloody Code meant that judges and juries often avoided following it. Many juries 
practised ‘pious perjury’, often finding people not guilty or reducing the amount stolen to avoid the 
crime being a capital offence. For punishment, they preferred either to imprison offenders or transport 
them overseas rather than hand out the death penalty.

The Judgement of Death Act of 1823 made the death penalty discretionary for all crimes except those 
of  treason and murder, and the number of capital offences was reduced.

By the 1830s, there was a growing argument that transportation overseas should be ended, which again 
would add to the growing number of criminals being imprisoned, leading to the need for more and 
improved prisons.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Judgement_of_Death_Act_1823
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The main features of the historic environment of 
Pentonville Prison
The building of Pentonville as a model prison

The first modern prison in London, Millbank, opened in 1816 with separate cells for 860 prisoners. It 
was intended to serve as a depot for receiving convicts before dispatching them to other prisons, hulks 
or transport ships to complete their sentences. 

It proved satisfactory to the authorities who started building prisons to deal with the rapid increase in 
the demand for prison spaces.

Design and construction

Prison reformers such as William Crawford, a leading figure in the Prison Discipline Society, and the 
Reverend Whitworth Russell, formerly chaplain at Millbank, were leading advocates of the Separate 
System.

Two Acts of Parliament made provision for the building of Pentonville prison near Holloway. Designed 
by Captain Joshua Jebb, the prison was intended for the detention of convicts either sentenced to 
imprisonment or awaiting transportation. Construction began on the 10th of April 1840 and was 
completed in the autumn of 1842 at a cost of £85,000, a huge sum for the time.

It was designed along the lines of Jeremy Bentham’s panopticon plans and consisted of a central 
hall and five radiating wings with cells along the external wall, all of which would be visible to guards 
positioned at the hub of the building, although they were unable to look into the cells.

The prison was originally designed to hold 520 prisoners in isolation under the separate system.

“Below the galleries are store-rooms and the provisions are drawn up from the basement of the hall and 
conveyed along the corridors in cast-iron waggons upon wheels, running upon the gallery front as upon 
a railway. The wings are lit by lofty windows at the ends and sides and from the roof. At night a powerful 

Bude light will illumine the central ball from its ceiling, and gas-jets will branch from the gallery fronts. The 
entire length of the wings, right and left, and that of the intervening hall, is 500 feet; and the number of 

cells upon each floor is indicated in the ground plan; the whole calculated for 520 prisoners. The wings are 
lettered A, B, C, D, and the ranges of cells numbered in each wing, 1, 2, 3. One wing has been set apart for 
female prisoners, and effectually, separated from the rest of the prison, the access to it being from a side 

door in the entrance building, which will be in charge of the matron.”

– from the Illustrated London News, January 1843

Although Bentham’s novel idea was not fully adopted in the plans for penal institutions built at 
that time, its radical plan was immediately influential, and its design clearly had an impact on later 
construction.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Millbank_Prison
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Pentonville became the model for British prisons, and a further 54 were built to the same basic design 
over the next six years, with hundreds more throughout the British Empire. The Stateville Correctional 
Center, a prison near Joliet, Illinois, USA, also incorporated essential features of the panopticon.

On the 13th of August 1842, The Illustrated London News printed an account of the new model prison, 
referring to the parliamentary bill which facilitated the opening of the prison.

“The new prison will be most conducive to the reformation of prisoners and to the repression of crime...  
It is perfect for the plan and purpose than has yet been exhibited in prison architecture. The facility is 

perfect for the classification of prisoners and escape is impossible because of perpetual surveillance. The 
exterior is less repulsive than that of many buildings of the kind.  The hope is that there will be a benefit for 
society in that the prison will be set up less as a symbol of punishment, than as a sign of the diminution of 

crime.”

Conditions for prisoners

Pentonville Model Prison was established with the aim of reforming 
convicts through religious exhortation, rigorous discipline and the 
imposition of separate confinement in its most extreme form. 

Male convicts aged ideally between 18 and 25 and “with some 
promise” were to serve a probationary period of 18 months before 
dispatch to the Australian penal colonies. Their behaviour at 
Pentonville determined their place in the colonies with the best 
receiving tickets of leave. However, in 1849 the special status of 
Pentonville in the convict system was removed and it became a 
place for all male convicts to serve their probationary term (now 
reduced to 9 months), after which they would be transported 
abroad or sent to a public works prison. This function continued 
more or less until the decision to remove it from the convict prison 
system in 1885 and hand it over to the local prison authorities.

On arrival in Pentonville, prisoners were made to strip naked and their clothes and possessions were 
confiscated. They were then placed into a bath of waist-high water and carbolic acid and their heads 
were shaved and prisoners were not allowed to regrow hair until three months before the end of their 
sentence. 

Each prisoner would have his own cell measuring 13 feet (4 m) long, 7 feet (2 m) wide and 9 feet 
(3 m) high with little windows on the outside walls and an opening linking it to narrow landings in the 
galleries. Cells contained a table, a chair, a cobbler’s bench, a hammock, a broom, a bucket and a corner 
shelf which held a pewter mug and dish, a bar of soap, a towel and a Bible.

Diet consisted mainly of bread and water gruel. Prisoners received 10oz of bread at breakfast, 5 oz for 
lunch and a further 5oz for supper. Potatoes were often rotten and barely edible.

Pentonville cell

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_Empire
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Prisoners were given compulsory doses of potassium bromide to subdue sexual urges which 
sometimes impacted on their mental health.

Prisoners were allowed one fifteen-minute observed visit every six months and one letter every six 
months which was censored by the warden and staff.

The convicts at Pentonville Prison were made to wear dark grey outfits with ”P.P”  embroidered in red 
into the collar.

As a visitor wrote, “they were admirably ventilated with a water closet” (toilet), though these were 
replaced by communal, vile-smelling recesses because they were constantly blocked, and the pipes 
were sometimes used by prisoners to communicate.

The regime at Pentonville was predictably very rigid. From first light at 5.45am to lights out at 8pm, 
every aspect of the day was under scrutiny whether at work, during exercise or in the prison chapel. 
Prisoners were isolated and worked, ate, and slept in their cells, spending almost twenty-three hours of 
each day there.

A report of 1848 revealed that:

• half of the prisoners in Pentonville were between the ages of 20 and 25 

• two thirds were unmarried

• one third of the 701 prisoners had been imprisoned in other places of confinement previously

• 74 had been imprisoned twice before

• 27 had been imprisoned three times before 

• 5 men were serving their tenth time within Pentonville.

Conditions in Pentonville were determined by the fact that it was built to implement the Separate and 
Silent Systems.

The use of the Separate and Silent Systems

The System of Separate Confinement employed at Pentonville represented the culmination of many 
years of thought about the relationship between punishment and the reformation or the prisoner. It 
was the view of reformers like Howard and Fry that prisoners should have time alone in their own cell 
to reflect on their predicament, though this wasn’t always possible at the time owing to overcrowding in 
prisons.

The Separate and Silent systems went much further than Howard’s recommendations for time alone 
and were influenced by penal experiments in America, where it was felt prisoners were a threat to 
society and needed to have discipline instilled in them. It was believed that holding prisoners in isolation 
would protect them from the negativity of other convicts, and being left in complete silence with only 
their own thoughts and the Bible would bring about a spiritual awakening.

Under the system, solitary confinement and anonymity was to last for 18 months before a man was 
transported. There were some instances when prisoners were allowed to leave their cells.
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Exercise

When not in their cells, prisoners were forced to wear caps with a mask and beak that covered their 
faces and were assigned numbers to replace their names in order to preserve anonymity.

When gathered for exercise in the prison yard, they had to hold onto long ropes knotted at 4.6-metre 
(15 ft) intervals so that they were unable to communicate.

Attendance at prison chapel

Daily attendance for chapel services was mandatory, and each convict was confined to a separate 
booth, or “coffin” as the prisoners referred to them. Their heads were visible to the warder or clergyman 
but hidden from each other so that communication with fellow inmates was all but impossible. The only 
time prisoners were allowed to use their voices was when singing hymns.

The Silent System existed alongside the Separate System. The main aim behind the Silent System 
was to protect prisoners from negative influences. A feature of the Silent System was to give prisoners 
boring and seemingly pointless tasks.

Prisoners exercising under the Separate System
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Oakum picking

Picking oakum was a way for able-bodied inmates to 
earn their board and lodging while keeping occupied for 
long periods. Prisoners serving hard labour would cut 
the rope into two-foot sections and then strike them with 
a heavy mallet to remove coats of hardened tar.  It was 
passed to prisoners serving lesser sentences or who were 
deemed weaker, such as women and children, who had 
to uncoil, unravel, unpick, and shred the rope into fibres 
which would be re-used on sailing ships. The work was 
monotonous, unpleasant and caused sores on blackened 
fingers. There were some complaints that picking oakum 
was too comfortable as a punishment; the treadwheel was 
preferred.

Treadwheel

The treadwheel, also known as treadmill or “everlasting staircase” was first introduced in 1818 as a 
means of usefully employing prisoners. The device was a wide hollow cylinder, usually made of wooden 
steps built around a cylindrical iron frame and could occupy as many as 40 prisoners. As it rotated, 
each prisoner was forced to continue stepping along the series of planks. The power generated by the 
treadwheel was sometimes used to grind corn and pump water, although usually it served no purpose 
at all other than punishment.

The Crank

It was believed that having prisoners occupy the same space to work the treadwheel or pick oakum 
invited mingling and possible communication. Some prison officials noticed inmates hated a pointless 
task more than a meaningful one, which presented them with an alternative – the crank. 

The crank was a device that stuck out of a small wooden box that was usually set on a table or pedestal 
in the cell. Inside the box was a drum or paddle that turned sand or rocks connected to an axle. The 
crank had a screw which warders could tighten or loosen depending on how much punishment they 
wanted to administer or often to seek redress or revenge on a prisoner. This earned warders the 
nickname “screws”. Each crank had a counter which recorded the number of turns. An inmate had to 
reach a certain number of turns before they were allowed to do basics such as eat and sleep. Most were 
expected to make at least 10,000 rotations a day – 2,000 for breakfast, 3,000 each for lunch and dinner, 
and 2,000 more before bed. The crank was designed to exhaust prisoners mentally and physically.

Prisoners engaged in picking oakum

https://www.britannica.com/topic/punishment
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Shot-drill

Shot-drill was where heavy cannon-balls were passed from one to another down a long line of 
prisoners for no reason other than to occupy prisoners, exhaust them and to break their resolve.

A prisoner at each row end raises his hand and the passing of the heavy shot begins again. One hundred prisoners 
shuffle back and fore in silence. There were no voices except those of the warders. “Keep your knees straight”,” Hold 

the shot out from your body”, “Lay that shot down quietly”, “No supper for you tonight”.

– A prisoner recalling shot drill in a prison in the 1860s

Summary

Rather than reforming and improving prisoners’ minds, Pentonville became associated with high rates 
of mental disorder, self-harming and suicide.

Between 1842 and 1850, some twenty-six prisoners had nervous breakdowns and three committed 
suicide. By the end of the 1840s, the annual reports of the prison’s commissioners were compelled to 
admit that there were problems with the system.

Such disturbing reports of terror and madness experienced by men incarcerated in Pentonville Model 
Prison were recorded in the journal of the prison chaplain, Rev. Joseph Kingsmill. He and his fellow 
prison officers exchanged opinions on an almost daily basis relating to alarming instances of mental 
breakdown, delusions and depression which served to threatened and disrupt the “experiment” of 
separate confinement at Pentonville.

For the writer and social commentator Charles Dickens, Pentonville was a cruel experiment. He 
referred to it “taxing the limits of the mind and human spirit” and to “the slow and daily tampering with 
the mysteries of the brain”.

In 1895, Oscar Wilde was sentenced to two years of “first-class hard labour” for gross indecency and 
was shuttled between Newgate, Pentonville and Wandsworth prisons before finally reaching Reading. 
After release, he reflected on the conditions he endured.

“Deprived of books, of all human conversation, isolated from every humane and humanising influence. 
Condemned to eternal silence, treated like unintelligent animals, the wretched man who is confined in an 

English prison can hardly escape becoming insane.”

– Oscar Wilde

However, despite extensive criticism of the impact of the Separate System on the mind, this form 
of discipline provided the model for prison systems in Britain, the Western world and for colonial 
experiments lasting into the early decades of the 20th century. The penal system at this time was driven 
increasingly by the purpose of severe punishment rather than reform of the prisoner.
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Moves to introduce harsher measures for prisoners

Crawford and Whitworth Russell, two powerful advocates of the Separate System, coincidentally 
died in 1847. It had never really been implemented across the country with the consistency and rigour 
that they had wanted as many institutions lacked the facilities to implement the system fully. This 
was compounded by the fact that a decade on, the debate on prisons and punishment had shifted 
significantly. The key issue now was not whether the system should be separate or silent but whether 
the whole penal system was severe enough to act as a deterrent.

By the 1860s, public opinion was demanding harsher measures as a result of an increase in crime which 
was perceived to come from the “flood of criminals” released under the penal servitude system. The 
reaction from the committee set up under the commissioner of prisons, Colonel Edmund Frederick du 
Cane, was to increase minimum sentences for many offences with the introduction of a stricter regime 
in prisons in line with the recommendations of the Penal Servitude Act of 1865. The idea of the reform 
of the prisoner was replaced by a return to deterrence by using harsh methods.

Methods of punishment

As well as punishments involving hard labour, such as the treadwheel, crank and shot-drill, being meted 
out to prisoners, breaches of prison discipline would be dealt with harshly.

The most common offence was breaking the rules on silence, for which prisoners would be placed in 
leg irons for short periods, confined to their cell with reduced rations, denied exercise or have their 
remission cancelled.

Swearing at or assaulting warders would be dealt with harshly, often by whipping.  In 1878, The Home 
office, having taken responsibility for prisons and punishment, created three categories for the birch 
which was used for whipping on bare buttocks:

• a thin strip of birch was used for juveniles up to the age of ten,

• a medium strip for ten to sixteen-year olds,

• a thick strip for individuals over the age of sixteen years.

As part of their sentence after 1865, all prisoners had to spend part of their sentence carrying out hard 
labour on public works, and breaking prison rules could be punished by having to carry out extra 
work.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edmund_Frederick_du_Cane
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edmund_Frederick_du_Cane


Historic Environment
Pentonville Prison

History | Historical Environment - Pentonville Prison 11

Executions at Pentonville

Prisoners under sentence of death were not housed 
at Pentonville until 1902 with the closure of Newgate 
Prison. Pentonville took over responsibility for 
executions for London and Middlesex with the 
addition of condemned cells and an execution shed 
to accommodate Newgate’s gallows which were 
transferred to it.

Successful applicants for the position of executioner 
attended a week-long course at Pentonville, where they 
were taught how to calculate and set the drop, pinion 
a prisoner and carry out an execution with speed and 
efficiency using a dummy in place of an actual prisoner.

Pentonville’s execution facility originally consisted 
of a purpose-built shed adjoining B Wing. Such 
arrangements became a feature of most prisons in Britain following the abolition of public hanging in 
1868. Trapdoors were installed over a twelve-foot-deep, brick-lined pit which allowed for drops of up to 
ten feet.

At the end of the 1920s, a new facility was provided comprising of a stack of three rooms in the middle 
of A wing. The top room contained the beam from which up to three 4” link chains could be suspended, 
for attachment of the rope(s) which hung down through floor hatches.

The first-floor room contained the lever and trapdoors, and the ground floor room acted as the “pit” 
into which the prisoner dropped. Adjacent to this room was an autopsy room where post mortems 
were carried out. Those executed were buried at the rear of the prison in unmarked graves.

A hundred and five civilian murderers, seven prisoners of war, one traitor and seven wartime spies were 
executed at Pentonville between 1902 and 1961.

Notable executions

• John Macdonald was the first to be hanged at Pentonville on 30 September 1902 for the 
murder of Henry Groves, whom he had stabbed to death in a dispute over five shillings. He was 
executed by William Billington.

• Dr. Hawley Harvey Crippen was hanged on 23 November 1910 for allegedly murdering and 
dismembering his wife.

• Timothy John Evans was hanged on 9 March 1950 after being convicted of murdering his wife 
and baby daughter in Notting Hill.

• John Reginald Halliday Christie was hanged on 15 July 1953. He was a downstairs neighbour 
of Evans and a serial killer who murdered six other women in the same house. He later 
confessed to killing Mr Evans’s wife, though he would not confess to killing the child.

• Edwin Bush, aged 21, was the last man to be executed at Pentonville on 6 July 1961.

People gathering outside Pentonville Prison to see 
notice of execution posted on the prison gates

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Unmarked_grave
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edwin_Bush
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The significance of the prison as a form of punishment 
Changing attitudes to the treatment of prisoners

The biggest trend in the punishment of crime in the 19th century was the increase in the number of 
convicted criminals that were handed prison sentences. Prison reformers had promoted the belief that 
as well as being used as a deterrent and as retribution, prisons should be designed and run to reform 
prisoners – this became the dominant attitude in the 19th century. It was believed that prisoners could 
be reformed through hard work, reflection and Christian teachings inside prisons. 

The Silent System and Separate System were held up as the means to achieving the reformation of 
prisoners, but as the century progressed, the optimism of reformers was beginning to sink. The rate 
of prisoners re-offending after release had not gone down and there was evidence of many prisoners 
suffering psychosis while incarcerated.

As the two systems became discredited, the government decided to abandon the idea of reform and 
returned to deterrence by using harsh methods. In 1865, the Penal Servitude Act ruled that all prison 
sentences should be characterised by “hard labour, hard fare and hard board”, and further legislation 
in the 19th century aimed to make punishments harsh enough to act as a deterrent. Capital and 
corporal punishment were to remain a feature of the punishment system.

How Pentonville changed and adapted as a result of parliamentary 
legislation

Until the early 19th century, the provision and maintenance of prisons was a local matter. From the 
1820s, a series of parliamentary measures brought them under the supervision of the Home Office, 
which was key to ensuring the uniform and effective development of the prison service. 

Early 19th century legislation such as the Gaols Act of 1823 marked the beginning of government efforts 
to impose general standards in prisons across the whole country.  Prisons were to be inspected by local 
magistrates and their reports submitted to the Home Secretary who, in turn, would present them to 
Parliament. 

Procedures for Home Office inspection were improved by the Prisons Act of 1835 with the 
appointment of prison inspectors along with financial assistance from the Treasury. In terms of 
treatment of prisoners, the Prison Act of 1839 directed the new prisons to adopt the Separate System.
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How Pentonville was affected by parliamentary legislation

• 1850: A Select Committee on Prison Discipline was established to examine the relative 
merits of the Separate and Silent systems. With moves to end transportation, it was becoming 
clear that there was a need to develop resources to cope with all long-sentence prisoners. This 
resulted in a shift in thinking away from reformation as a major aim of imprisonment towards 
a more draconian system.

• 1863-65: In 1862, London underwent a panic over the increased incidence of garrotting, and 
public concern led to the establishment of a Select Committee of the House of Lords which 
presented its Report on Gaol Discipline in July 1863, stressing the importance of punishment 
over reformation. Many of its recommendations were incorporated in the Penal Servitude Act 
1864 and the Prisons Act of 1865 aimed to enforce a strict regime of punishment through ‘hard 
labour, hard fare and a hard board’.

• 1877: The Prisons Act put the finishing touches on the centralisation of the prison system as 
powers and responsibilities were transferred from the local justices to the government. It also 
took over the cost of the system from local rate payers.

• 1895: A report by a government committee on the prison system concluded that the purpose of 
imprisonment should be to punish, but it should also aim to reform the prisoner as part of the 
move towards a modern penal system.

• 1898: Based on the premise that prisoners should be better people when they left prison than 
when they went in, the Prisons Act set down rules for a more enlightened prison regime. For 
instance, the use of the treadwheel and the crank were abolished and isolation in prison cells 
could not be imposed for periods longer than a month. Later legislation abolished hard labour 
and instead recognised that labour within prisons should have a constructive purpose.

• 1907: The Probation of Offenders Act introduced a new probation system that drastically cut 
the prison population while providing a mechanism for transition back to normal life. 

• 1914: The Criminal Justice Administration Act required courts to allow a reasonable time 
before imprisonment was ordered for people who did not pay their fines. Previously, tens of 
thousands of prisoners had been sentenced solely for that reason. 

• 1948: Reform was delivered through the Criminal Justice Act which abolished penal servitude, 
hard labour and flogging.

• 1965: The Murder (Abolition of Death Penalty) Act suspended the death penalty for murder 
in the United Kingdom for a period of five years. In 1969, the House of Commons reaffirmed its 
decision that capital punishment for murder should be permanently abolished.

By the 1960s, the consensus in the Government was that reforms were needed to prepare prisoners 
to lead a law-abiding and purposeful life upon release. One of the most important ways of achieving 
this was to provide more opportunities for meaningful work for prisoners under sentence. Properly 
equipped workshops were built, and tasks requiring no particular skills, such as sewing mailbags, were 
phased out. Prisoners were allowed to earn some money to ease their situation upon release.

However, the rise in crime rates from the 1960s led to a move back to more punitive measures in the 
latter part of the 20th century. The increase in the number of offenders together with the handing 
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out of longer sentences led to an increase in the prison population. This resulted in overcrowding, 
fewer opportunities for education, less workshop time and fewer family visits. Trends continued into 
the 1990s with the focus on punitive approaches to crime and justice. The “prison works” movement 
resulted in a steady rise in prison numbers which continued into the 21st century.

Changes in the second half of the 19th century

The Silent System was particularly associated with the newly appointed Assistant Director of Prisons, 
Sir Edmund Du Cane in 1863. A strong disciplinarian, he was deeply concerned about the institutional 
breakdown of the penal system and the rise in levels of crime. The publication of the Report on Gaol 
Discipline in July 1863 stressed the importance of punishment over reformation, and many of its 
recommendations were incorporated in the Penal Servitude Act of 1864.

The Prisons Act of 1865 aimed to enforce a strict and robust system of punishment in prisons through 
“hard labour, hard fare and a hard board” rather than the reformation of the prisoner by religion or 
honest endeavour.

For the first month, the prisoner was forced to sleep on a plank bed rather than a hammock and to 
work alone in his cell. The work would be tedious, unpleasant and often pointless, for example picking 
oakum, the treadwheel or turning the crank. Food was monotonous and unpalatable. No letters or 
visits were allowed for the first three months, and permitted later at three monthly intervals. Corporal 
punishment was administered routinely for rule breakers. A convict sentenced to penal servitude, not 
to imprisonment, spent the first nine months of his sentence in solitary confinement.

The second half of the 19th century also witnessed the introduction of a structured daily routine. 
Prisoners would be woken up at 5.45am by the sound of a bell and returned to their beds for lights out 
at 8pm. In the morning, they were allowed out of their cells to wash in a bucket of water which would 
then be used to clean their cells and tin ware, slop out their buckets and roll up bedding.

They were allowed upwards of an hour of exercise and a visit to the prison chapel, both of which were 
done in silence. They were then made to do upwards of eight hours of labour.
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Improvements made in the 20th and early 21st centuries

By the beginning of the 20th century, the worries that the Victorians had about the uneducated masses 
in the cities and resultant rises in crime rates had diminished.

Social conditions were much improved. The expansion of the Welfare State led to increased education 
provision, improved working conditions and better housing. The police were now an accepted part of 
society and the crime rate was actually lower. As a result, British governments saw the need to turn 
their attention to new penal policies which emphasised reform rather than punishment.

Reforms were designed to make prisons less brutal places and to encourage prisoners to develop self-
respect. These reforms included: 

• allowing ordinary haircuts rather than shaven heads 

• less distinctive clothing as opposed to broad-arrow uniforms 

• more visits from the prisoner’s family under less restrictive circumstances

• the abolition of flogging in 1948.

The move away from the tough punishments of earlier periods added to pressure to abolish capital 
punishment under the Abolition of the Death Penalty Act of 1965.

The aim of these reforms was to prepare the prisoner to lead a law-abiding and productive life on 
release.

To help achieve this, more purposeful, skills-based workshop tasks were introduced along with greater 
educational opportunities. Prisoners were also able to earn basic wages.

However, a rise in crime rates in the 1960s did see a return to a stricter regime. A rise in detection rates 
led to over-crowding which impacted negatively on educational opportunities, and access to training 
and courses became limited.
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An important development has been the categorisation of prisoners and prisons.

All prisoners are categorised as either A, B C or D depending on:

• the severity of their crime

• their age

• the level of threat they pose to the public

• their risk of escaping.

Prisoners are then sent to a prison for their category.

Category Type of prisoner Type of prison

A Most serious, a significant danger to the public Traditional closed prison, most secure

B Serious crimes but do not require maximum 
security Traditional closed prison

C Not likely to escape but not suited to open 
prisons Traditional closed prison

D Low-risk first-time offenders, minor crimes Open prison

Prisons in England and Wales are divided into several categories relating to the age, gender and security 
classification of the prisoners they hold.

Pentonville is a Category B prison.

At the beginning of the 21st century, debate in parliament was centred on the rise in the prison 
population and the need to unlock potential in prisoners and to reduce reoffending. 

In 2016, Prime Minister David Cameron set out his vision for a “truly twenty-first century” prison 
system, while calling for prison reform to be one of the “great progressive causes” of British politics. 
In what was the first speech purely focused on prisons by a British PM in more than two decades, he 
outlined plans for prisons.

It was proposed that prisons should put education at the heart of their regime as part of the  
“prison works” initiative. This would involve:

• rigorous and consistent assessments

• a personal learning plan for every prisoner

• a core set of educational performance measures

• an education inspection system using the same criteria as the rest of the further education 
sector

• prison governors being given the freedom to design their own curriculum.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/England_and_Wales
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Recent criticisms about conditions and management of the prison

“The most dramatic example of failure within the prisons estate.”

– Michael Gove, Lord Chancellor and Justice Secretary, 2015 describing Pentonville Prison

In May 2003, a report from HM Chief Inspector of Prisons blamed overcrowding for poor standards at 
HMP Pentonville. The inspection found that: 

• basic needs for inmates – such as telephones, showers and clean clothes – were not being 
provided regularly

• access to education for inmates was inadequate

• specialised procedures for vulnerable prisoners were not in place.

However, the inspection report praised a number of areas including the healthcare department, the 
prison drugs strategy and programmes for reducing offending behaviour. 

A new hospital wing, built at a cost of £15 million, was opened at Pentonville Prison in early 2005, but 
within months inspectors reported that care for prisoners, such as clinical supervision of nurses and 
drug dispensing practices, were inadequate. 

In August 2007, Pentonville’s Independent Monitoring Board reported that the prison:

• was infested with rats and cockroaches

• had insufficient levels of staff

• had unsatisfactory conditions for mentally ill inmates.

In October 2009, gross misconduct charges were brought against managers of Pentonville Prison after it 
was discovered that some vulnerable prisoners had been temporarily transferred to HMP Wandsworth 
before inspections in order to manipulate prison population figures.

“There are huge challenges at Pentonville which will not have a viable future without a major 
refurbishment and extra staff.”

– Nick Hardwick, HM Chief Inspector of Prisons,  February 2014

“When a prison is asked to hold 350 more prisoners than it is designed for, we should not be surprised 
when it fails...We need a more sensible attitude towards people who may be a nuisance but are not 

dangerous.”

– Frances Cook, Chief Executive for the Howard League for Penal Reform February, 2015

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Her_Majesty%27s_Chief_Inspector_of_Prisons
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Independent_Monitoring_Board
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wandsworth_(HM_Prison)


Historic Environment
Pentonville Prison

History | Historical Environment - Pentonville Prison 18

A number of prisoner escapes highlighted problems 
at the prison. The prison’s independent inspection 
watchdog described Pentonville as a “soft target” 
through the “dilapidated” state of the Victorian building. 
In 2016, two prisoners – Matthew Baker (28), and James 
Whitlock (31) – escaped after they used diamond-tipped 
cutting equipment to break through cell bars before 
scaling the perimeter wall.

Emily Thornberry MP called the escape the “final 
straw” and urged that the prison be closed:

“People don’t seem to be safe inside Pentonville and now it transpires inmates can escape. If they 
don’t have control of the place, what is the point of it being there? This was built in 1842 and is totally 

inappropriate for modern needs.”

– Emily Thornberry MP

“HMP Pentonville remains a large, overcrowded Victorian local prison, holding over 1,200 adult and young 
adult men. The population is complex and demanding. Just over half are serving lengthy sentences for 

serious, violent or drug-related offences. Gang behaviour is pervasive and brings significant challenges for 
stability and good order. Around a quarter of the population are foreign nationals, and at the time of the 
inspection 40 of these were time-served detainees. In our survey, 84% of men said they had arrived at the 

prison with problems of some kind and around a quarter said these included feeling depressed or suicidal. 
Of these, 28% said they had mental health problems.

During the inspection, our health inspector discovered that one in five men was taking anti-psychotic 
drugs, which has significant implications for all staff dealing with their care and management. There had 
been five self-inflicted deaths since our last inspection, and frailties in the case management and care for 

men vulnerable to suicide and self-harm were evident. 

However, given the challenges presented by being an inherently overcrowded, run-down Victorian local 
prison, Pentonville had made real efforts to improve prison conditions.”

– From a report on an announced inspection of HMP Pentonville by HM Chief Inspector of Prisons, 2017

A recent image of Pentonville Prison

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emily_Thornberry
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Member_of_Parliament_(United_Kingdom)
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