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Defoe, Moll Flanders, and the 
Ordinary of Newgate 

Robert R. Singleton 

0 NE OF THE MOST IMPORTANT MEN in Moll Flanders' life is 
"the good Minister," who brings her to repent and obtains a 
reprieve from hanging, thus saving both her soul and her 
body. 1 This man told Moll "he did not come as Ordinary 

of the Place, whose business it is to extort Confessions from Prisoners, 
for private Ends, or for the farther detecting of other Offenders" (p. 
226). He is contrasted with the Newgate chaplain or Ordinary, whom 
Moll had found repulsive: 

The Ordinary of Newgate came to me, and talk'd a little in his way, but all his 
Divinity run upon Confessing my Crime, as he call'd it, (tho' he knew not what 
I was in for) making a full Discovery, and the like, without which he told me 
God would never forgive me; and he said so little to the purpose, that I had no 
manner of Consolation from him; and then to observe the poor Creature preach-
ing Confession and Repentance to me in the Morning, and find him drunk with 
Brandy and Spirits by Noon; this had something in it so shocking that I began to 
Nauseate the Man more, than his Work, and his Work too by degrees for the 
sake of the Man; so that I desir'd him to trouble me no more. 2 

There is strong evidence that this "bad" Ordinary was inspired by two 
of the historical N ewgate Ordinaries, Paul Lorrain and Samuel Smith. 

Although at least five men held the office of Ordinary of Newgate 
during Defoe's life, evidence exists for his acquaintance with only Paul 
Lorrain, Thomas Purney, and Purney's deputy, James \Vagstaff. 3 

Purney and Wagstaff published their "Accounts" of the behavior of 
1 Moll Flanders, ed. J. Paul Hunter (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell Company, 

1970 ), pp. 224-240. 
"Ibid., pp. 217-218. 
• The earliest two were John Weldon and Samuel Smith. Twelve of Smith's "Ac-

counts" survive, the earliest of which is dated 1679. Fifty-five of Lorrain's "Ac-
counts" survive, either in the original pamphlet form (twenty-four) or in the Select 
and Impartial Account of the Lives of the Convicts (London, 1740 ). Many 
"Accounts" by Thomas Purney, Ordinary after November 1719, his deputy, James 
Wagstaff, and his successor (after about 1727), James Guthrie, also survive. 
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condemned prisoners at the shop of John Applebee,4 and were therefore 
business associates: Defoe's relationship with them seems to have been 
amicable. But Defoe disliked Paul Lorrain, whom he probably met 
when he was a prisoner in Newgate in 1703, as long as Lorrain lived. 
The f cud began - and Defoe was the aggressor - over the question of 
late repentance, but Defoe's attack is so insulting to Lorrain that one 
suspects the disagreement to be more personal than theological. The 
evidence for this protracted hostility is a poem Defoe published in 1 703 
while he was still in N ewgate, 5 a characteristic indiscretion, and re-
marks in periodicals edited by Defoe as late as 171 8 and 171 9. 

The f cud began over the alleged repentance of the murderer Thomas 
Cook. Lorrain was so impressed with Cook's penitence that he preached 
a funeral sermon entitled TValking with God (London, 1703) at St. 
James Clerkenwell comparing Cook with the patriarch Enoch (Gen-
esis v.24). In a dramatic ending Lorrain said that Cook's "Soul is now 
enjoying an honourable and happy Life in God's Glorious Kingdom" 
(p. 14). Defoe, ignoring for the moment the complexities of the doc-
trine of repentance, seized on the apparent injustice of ascribing salva-
tion to a murderer and published a doggerel Hymn to the Funeral Ser-
mon in which he accused Lorrain of delivering the sermon for hire and 
of encouraging murder by making Cook a "saint." Although the Hymn 
does not mention the fact, Defoe may have been disturbed by the fact 
that Cook, penitent as he was for other sins, never confessed the murder 
for which he was executed. As a matter of fact, Cook was probably 
guilty of this murder and therefore insincere with Lorrain, for three 
years later two other felons went out of their way at their execution to 
tell Lorrain that Cook, who "with such an Air of seeming Repentance 
to his last breath deny' d his crime," was really guilty. 6 It is not surprising 
that Defoe the prisoner would hear this sort of scuttlebutt and that 
Lorrain the prison official would not. It was not unprecedented, how-

• Applebee's Original 1,,Veekly Journal was edited by Defoe from 1720 until 1726. 
See John R. Moore, A Checklist of the Writings of Daniel Defoe (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1962 ), p. 2 34. 

• A Hymn to the Funeral Sermon (London, 1703) (Moore Checklist No. 61). 
Moore fails to give the evidence for Defoe's authorship, which is provided in Lor-
rain's (or his apologist's) rejoinder, Remarks on the Author of the Hymn to the 
Pillory With an Answer to the Hymn to the Funeral Sermon ( 1703) in the couplet: 
"To raise contentious Heats, and Feuds, I know/ No instrument more useful than 
D-f-." 

• A Comp/eat Collection of Remarkable Tryals (London, 1718-1721), II, 240. 
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ever, for criminals to show great remorse for other sins while denying 
the crime for which they were executed. Defoe's Hymn was answered 
seven days later in the Remarks on tbe Author of the Hymn to the Pil-
lory with an Answer to the Hymn to the Funeral Sermon in which Lor-
rain or his apologist pointed out that Lorrain had not called Cook a 
saint, but a penitent, which was more than Daniel Defoe ·would ever be. 

Both poems are in the tradition of superficial pamphlet warfare. De-
foe ignores those parts of Lorrain's sermon which try to explain that 
repentance is a gift of God and that Cook's gallo\vs repentance does 
not relax the requirements of "a Holy Life, yea the Service of our 
\Vhole Lives here" (p. 1 5) for other Christians. Lorrain knew the 
dangers of late repentance as well as anyone: he had warned the pre-
vious year in The Dying Man's Assistant that "delay of Conversion has 
been the destruction of many Sinners" (p. 1 1). Defoe's own attitude 
toward repentance was really more sophisticated, but his attitude 
toward Lorrain remained hostile. In 171 8 he complained of the "need-
less Flourishes, not to say Cant of l\fr. Lorrain" in the Ordinary's "Ac-
count" of the boy-Jacobite James Sheppard (not the thief and escape-
artist John Sheppard) .7 His last, posthumous mention of Lorrain is 
even more scornful: in Mist's iVeekly Journal for 7 November 1719 
he speculated ironically on Lorrain's successor, ruling out Jonathan 
Wild in favor of "The Rev. Mr. P--n and Mr. Charles L--b," 
who, to judge from a letter to the editor in a subsequent issue of Mist's, 8 

were candidates as "ridiculous" as Wild. Mist's correspondent comes 
to Lorrain's defence and berates Mist for satirizing the office of Ordi-
nary. 

Defoe's hostility to Lorrain was not widely shared. Lorrain's reputa-
tion was better than that of his predecessor, Samuel Smith. Apparently 
nobody came to Smith's defence when the satirist Tom Brown pro-
posed Titus Oates as bis successor.9 On the contrary, a prisoner of 
Newgate told the anonymous author of The History of the Press Yard 

7 Mercurius Politicus (March 1718), p. 159 (Moore Cbecklist No. 533). 
• Letter XLIX, n.d., but no later than 14 November 1719, in A Collection of 

Miscellaneous Letters Selected out of Mist's Weekly Journal, ed. Daniel Defoe 
(London, 1722-1727), I, 147-148 (Moore No. 444). 

• "An Elegy on that most Orthodox, and Pains-taking Divine, Mr. Samuel Smith." 
Brown accuses Smith of simony in "An Epitaph upon that profound and learned 
Casuist, the late Ordinary of Newgate." Both are in Brown's Works (London, 1708), 
IV, 203-207. It will be remembered that simony was Defoe's charge against Lorrain 
in the Hymn to tbe Funeral Sermon. 
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( 171 7) that Lorrain was "a very T ertullian in respect of some of his 
Predecessors" (p. 49), and told an anecdote of how "Sam" Smith, to in-
crease the sale of his "Account," tried to brow-beat a young pick-
pocket into confession of either Sabbath-breaking, drink, or whoring. 
The same anecdote appears the next year in a letter to Lorrain critical 
of both him and Smith, but much more defamatory of the latter: "you 
will no Way fall short of your Predecessor Sam. Smith of Psalm-singing 
Memory, to get out of the Criminals what you can, and to be the very 
Index Expurgatorious of the whole Art and Mystery of extorting Con-
fessions," 10 a complaint Moll Flanders would have understood very 
well. This scurrilous letter contains another anecdote about Smith's 
being bribed with counterfeit coins while he was drunk on duty (pp. 
2 3 3-2 34). Captain Alexander Smith, author of the Lives of the High-
waymen (London, 171 3) and hardly the one to throw stones, ridicules 
Samuel Smith in his later Lives of the Bayliffs (1723; p. n). Appar-
ently Smith was considered fair game. Smith's reputation and Defoe's 
animus against Lorrain go a long way to explain Moll's "bad" Ordinary. 

Others who came to Lorrain's defence were the author of The His-
tory of the Press Yard, who said that Lorrain "read Prayers tolerably 
well, and gave such Exhortations as might have been of Benefit to the 
poor Souls they were directed to" (p. 49); John Dunton, who in a 
list of characterizations of his contemporaries epitomized Lorrain as 
"kind"; 11 and Francis Hoffman, who defended Lorrain's conduct with 
prisoner William Gregg, whose spying for the French caused a crisis in 
Robert Harley's government in 1711: "I have myself known [Lor-
rain] a long time, and have neither ever heard or had reason to think 
his conduct in the least blameable; which is a character none ever main-
tained in his station ( or especially of late)" 12 - another slur at Smith. 

Criticism of the sort Defoe levelled at him in the Hymn was prob-
ably the least of many unpleasant aspects of what Lorrain always called 
this "melancholy" or "ingratefull office." The Ordinaries' "Accounts" 
are full of outrageous and pathetic incidents. Contrary to the statement 
in the Dictionary of National Biography that "The penitence of [Lor-
rain's] clients is always described as ... heartfelt," his "Accounts" 
show that he failed almost as often as he succeeded in bringing his cli-

10 A Select and Impartial Account of the Lives of the Convicts, I, 229. 
11 Life and Errors (London, 1818), I, 293. 
12 Secret Transactions During the Hundred Days Mr. William Gregg Lay in 

Newgate (1711) in Somers' Tracts, md ed. (London, 1809-1815), XIII, 96. 
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ents to repent. Nothing in the Ordinary's conception of his duty was 
calculated to endear him to his client: he was constantly trying to make 
the prisoner give a detailed confession of his sins, reveal his accomplices, 
and make restitution of stolen goods. Such questioning, under such 
conditions, was simply intolerable to many prisoners. One thief told 
Lorrain that he would knock him down if he kept up the questions; 
another, a pirate, ripped up the Bible Lorrain left him.13 Newgate 
swarmed with visitors who even pressed against the Ordinary at the 
hatch door to the Condemned Hole to hear his conversation with con-
demned prisoners. 14 The chapel was another favorite visitor's attraction, 
for there the public could watch the condemned wretches \vhile the 
Ordinary preached on such texts as Numbers xxxv. 3 1: "Moreover, ye 
shall not take Satisfaction for the Life of a Murderer, which is guilty of 
Death: But he shall be surely put to Death," which Lorrain used on Sun-
day, 14 September 171 2. In the middle of this sermon one of the two 
condemned murderers "started up, and would go about to Justify both 
himself and [ the other prisoner] saying, 'That my Discourse did not 
belong to them, nor was that Doctrine I preach' d, proper for them; for 
they were not guilty of Murrher'." Lorrain finally quieted the two, 
saying "/ suffer' d no Person to speak at that time in that Place, but to 
God in Prayer." 15 The irreverent attitude and unsanitary condition of 
some prisoners is vividly depicted in Lorrain's description of Henry 
Chickley and John Stone: "And the very morning before they were 
executed, when they were in the Chappel, they did not at all seem 
affected with their Condition; but while the Ordinary was at Prayers, 
Stone took a Louse out of his Bosom, and putting it on an open Book, 
which lay before Chickley, says to him, see how he is galloping over the 
Prayers." 16 Moll Flanders too became "harden'd," "had no Sense of 
[her] Condition, no Thought of Heaven or Hell," and from the "con-

13 Lorrain, The Ordinary of Newgate His Account of the Behaviour, (or rather 
Misbehaviour) Confessions, and Last Speeches; 1st of Charles Moor ... ; and 2dly 
of William Elby (London, 1707); The Ordinary of Newgate His Account of the 
Behaviour, Confession, and Last Speech of Capt. Alexander Dolzell, a Pirate (Lon-
don, 1715). 

14 Lorrain, A Narrative Or, The Ordinary of Newgate's Account of what passed 
between him and James Sheppard (London, 1717/18). 

1' Lorrain, The Ordinary of Newgate His Account of the Behaviour, Confes-
sions, and Last Speeches of William Johnson (alias Holloway) and Jane Housden 
(London, 1712). 

1• A Select and Impartial Account of the Convicts, I, 212. 
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tinual Conversing with such a Crew of Hell-Hounds," "degenerated 
into Stone." "It is scarce possible," she says, "to imagine that our Na-
tures should be capable of so much Degeneracy, as to make that pleasant 
and agreeable that in it self is the most com pleat Misery" (pp. 2 18-219). 
She would have understood Stone and Chickley's behaving like a couple 
of school boys on the day of their hanging. 

Lice must have been abundant. Sanitary conditions were primitive, 
as revealed in a letter from Furney in 1721 asking the Lord Mayor to 
build a latrine in or near the chapel, for it is 
crowded sometimes ,vith 100 or more Strangers tho' there is no part of ye Chap-
pel but what is alloted for those who belong to ye Prison; which Strangers as 
they come purposely to gaze at ye Condemned i1\1en, stand up o're each others 
Backs, & often hang on ye Posts & Beams, pointing & whispering, to ye Con-
fusion of ye wretched Men to Dye, and to ye Preventing of yr serious Attention: 
several Boards in ye Chappel being also broken down, by ye Crowding and 
boistrous Behaviour .... For want of a Convenience so high as ye Chappel, 4 
pair of Stairs, some of ye Prisoners & Turnkeys sometimes make use of Bye-
Places near ye Chappel: by which means there is ahvays at best an Ill Smell. ... 17 

Another harassment was forgeries of the Ordinaries' "Accounts": 
Smith in 1 684, and Lorrain in 1703, 1 704, and 1709 warn the public of 
forgeries, some of which contained false confessions implicating inno-
cent people. The ultimate horror in this "melancholy office" occurred 
at least once during Lorrain's tenure: in 17 IO the wrong man was 
hanged. According to the Compleat Collection, when Thomas Mars 
confessed the murder for which Charles Dean had been hanged three 
months earlier, Lorrain's reaction was to suppress the truth "for Rea-
sons best known to himself" (III, 3 6-3 7). This sounds like Moll's "bad" 
Ordinary. If Lorrain produced an "Account" on either Dean or J\lars, 
it has not survived, but Defoe could have read this damaging charge 
against Lorrain either in the C ompleat Collection ( 17 18-1721) or in 
Smith's Highwaymen ( 1713, pp. 186-187). This story, whether true 
or false, may have nourished the Defoe-Lorrain feud. 

Aside from a few originals, the Ordinaries' "Accounts" survive in 
largely unacknowledged passages in the various "Newgate Calendars" 
and in T. B. Howell's still standard Complete Collection of State Trials 
( 1816-1826). In the eighteenth century, however, to judge from nu-
merous contemporary forgeries and from their reprinting as early as 
1718-1721 in A Compleat Collection and later in A Select and lmpar-

11 Thomas Purney, Works, ed. H. 0. White (Oxford, 1933 ), pp. xx-xxi. 
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tial Account of the Lives of the most Remarkable Cmzrvicts ( 1740; rnd 
ed. 1 745), these "Accounts" had a widely popular market. James Bos-
well speaks of "the ideas of London roguery and wickedness which 
[he] conceived in [his l younger days by reading The Lives of the Con-
victs," probably the Select and Impartial Account of the ... Con-
victs.18 J\fany a Scots and English boy must have had, like Boswell, "a 
horrid eagerness" to see T yburn after reading this collection ( p. 2 52, 4 
i\Iay 1763). These "Accounts" are the most reliable source of bio-
graphical information about criminals of the period. They arc a valu-
able source of information about religious and social conditions in Res-
toration and eighteenth-century England. For the literary historian 
they provide an indispensable background for Defoe's criminal fiction. 
They deserve to be better known. 

'"Boswell's London Journal 1762-1763, ed. Frederick A. Pottle (New York, 1950), 
p. 290, 6 July 1763. 
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