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Introduction:

the life and times of Moll, 1613–83

The Fortunes and Misfortunes of the Famous Moll Flanders, Etc. Who Was Born In Newgate, and During a Life of Continu’d Variety For Threescore Years, Besides Her Childhood, Was Twelve Year a Whore, Five Times a Wife (Whereof Once To Her Own Brother), Twelve Year a Thief, Eight Year a Transported Felon In Virginia, At Last Grew Rich, Liv’d Honest, and Died a Penitent was written by Daniel Defoe and published in 1722. It is one of the most famous English novels. Have you read it? You may think you have, because the book is so often referred to and has been adapted for stage, television and cinema. Kim Novak played the role in the first film adaptation in 1965. That version was called The Amorous Adventures of Moll Flanders, advertising its interests up front and displaying its heroine spectacularly décolletée. ‘A pat, labored charade of sex by one-dimensional players’ was the verdict of Howard Thompson, reviewer for the New York Times. Ten years later the BBC cast the British actress Julia Foster in an unremarkable series. It was more similar in tone to Defoe’s original (inasmuch as it relied more on character than sex), but as far as plot went departed from the novel as much as the Americans’ busty wench.

In April 1993 along came British actress Josie Lawrence in a stage musical version which stayed remarkably true to Defoe’s plot. Independent critic Paul Taylor described it as mingling ‘saucy romp with darker social criticism’, which goes some way towards what Defoe was aiming to achieve, although the words ‘saucy’ and ‘romp’ were outside his eighteenth-century lexicon. In 1995 a second British television version starred Alex Kingston as Moll and Daniel Craig as her lover. This series told the story of a successful and amoral eighteenth-century prostitute, the ‘wickedest woman in Britain’, and her excursions into high society and lesbian love. It was gripping and well acted, and featured the required plunging necklines, but since Defoe’s heroine was neither amoral, eighteenth-century, lesbian nor a prostitute, it too had little to do with his novel. In 1996 American actress Robin Wright took her turn, in a version which was billed as ‘loosely based on’ the novel but had virtually nothing in common with it. Raised by nuns, a stint as an artist’s model, another in a bordello … ‘We were sure,’ wrote one acid online reviewer, ‘that no Defoe adaptation could possibly be worse than 1965’s Amorous Adventures … we were wrong.’
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The typical costume of an English countrywoman: this is how the young Moll Flanders would have dressed

If, therefore, you saw any of these adaptations, you would be surprised by Defoe’s original work. I confess I had turned forty before I actually read Moll Flanders. Until then I had vaguely pictured Moll (as the screen versions suggested) as a woman of wit but little virtue, tumbling curls and bulging breasts, who drifted seductively around eighteenth-century London, working the Covent Garden brothels and picking the pockets of fuddled clients in Soho. When I finally read the book, I realised that I had failed to grasp facts of fundamental importance in Moll’s life and character. The first is her date of birth. Although Defoe published the book in 1722, the narrator’s final words are ‘written in the year 1683’, at which date Moll is nearly seventy years old. She is not an eighteenth-century heroine, linked to Gin Lane, William Hogarth, Fanny Hill and the bawdy 1700s. She is born, instead, in 1613 or 1614, which links her to the utterly different ideas and experiences of Puritan England: an overriding concern with morality; civil war, religious dissent, the execution of Charles I, the Protectorate of Oliver Cromwell and the foundation of the American colonies; the restoration of Charles II, Pilgrim’s Progress, plague and fire.

The second revelation was the number of years she lives in the colonies, or ‘His Majesty’s plantations’ as they were termed at the time. Moll spends as much time in the tobacco fields of America as she does in the London underworld: eight years in Virginia with one husband and nine in Maryland with another. But the third, perhaps greatest, surprise was Moll Flanders’ sexual behaviour. Adaptations have unsurprisingly homed in on the easiest versions of ‘whorish’ behaviour: low-cut dresses, brothel interiors, whips and stockings, heaving breasts and buttocks – all shorthand for historical sex. Fun to watch, for a while at least, but this was not the world of Moll Flanders. When Defoe described his heroine as having been ‘twelve year a whore’, he did not mean she was a prostitute but simply a woman who had sex outside marriage. She came close to prostitution in the modern sense only during one brief period, in her fifties, and even then it was with one regular client whom she hoped would set her up as his mistress. The rest of her life was devoted to a series of monogamous relationships in which marriage and respectability were always the aim.

If adaptors, commentators and critics have persisted in shifting Moll forward a century, sending her out to walk the streets and ignoring the subtleties of her sexual challenge, it may be because Defoe concentrated exclusively on her personal and domestic circumstances, excising historical context. The principal aim of this book is to restore Moll to that context. She lived at a time when England, Scotland and the American colonies were dominated by Puritanism: the burning quest to live a godly life and erect a godly state by imposing a strict Protestant discipline on all.1 Against this forbidding background, Defoe’s Moll is not a tart with a heart but a real threat to society. For Puritans the only legitimate tool to attain marital or worldly success was godliness, which among other things meant a scrupulous observance of Old Testament strictures on sexual continence. Moll Flanders takes precisely the opposite route: the manipulation of allure, wit, greed, opportunism and sexual desire. Godliness is mocked by her success.

Moll Flanders’ story is fascinating enough to have retained a hold on our imaginations in the nearly three centuries since it was written. Equally fascinating, however, are other, lesser-known stories which I explore in this book: that of Daniel Defoe, her creator, and those of the real-life women who inspired him.

Daniel Defoe was born in or around 1660 and died in 1731. Despite his fame – and several scholarly biographies – he remains an obscure figure. By the time he began the series of novels on which his posthumous fame chiefly rests (Robinson Crusoe, Moll Flanders and Roxana) he was in his early sixties and had been many things and many men: husband and father, merchant and bankrupt, soldier and spy, member of a banned religious sect, pamphleteer and writer for hire, convicted criminal and adviser to royalty – and these are just the lives we know about. As Defoe also wrote under a variety of pseudonyms to disguise his various purposes, his biographers have not even been able to draw up a definitive list of his writings, let alone come to any conclusion as to his character. As one recent biographer, Maximilian Novak, says in Daniel Defoe, Master of Fictions (2001),

he has been viewed by some as an amusing scoundrel and by others as a crusading spokesman for a free press and the emerging power of the writer. He has been listed in a dictionary of radical writers and accused of resembling the worst propagandists working for Nazi Germany … Both his life and his writings lend themselves to what seems to be limitless interpretation and misinterpretation.

‘Interpretation and misinterpretation’ might also describe the vast body of criticism and comment which has grown up around Moll Flanders over the centuries, along with the guessing game played over the real identity of its principal characters. Some commentators have suggested that Moll’s story was an exercise in ‘spiritual biography’, a form of literature popular in the seventeenth century which consisted of following a sinner through the tribulations which strewed his or her path to grace. (The most famous spiritual biographies are John Bunyan’s Grace Abounding and Pilgrim’s Progress, both written during Moll’s lifetime.) Others have seen the book as primarily a political work: a means to condemn capitalism, point up the inequity of the criminal justice system or comment on the political and social status of women. Our own prurient age regards it primarily as an erotic novel.

While Moll Flanders contains elements of all these things, I believe any analysis of the novel must start from the fact that its creator was an exceptionally busy man with a large family, financial worries and deadlines. Like any other writer, he had to get down his daily quota of words. For some, it’s 500 and for others it’s 2,000, written in fits and starts, with shootings-off here and deletions there until a fruitful plot line is reached or an interesting character emerges. Defoe got down some of the day’s quota over his first cup of coffee, then he rushed off to St Paul’s Churchyard to check on his various newspapers, rushed to another coffee house for another reviving dose and some work on the latest pamphlet, rushed home to see how preparations for his daughter’s wedding were coming along and wrote a few more words before falling into bed. In part, at least, Moll Flanders was a hastily written money-spinner, constructed around three themes which required little extra research on Defoe’s part as he had already written a great deal about them. These were matrimony and how it was managed; the analysis and description of criminal behaviour; and, most of all, the need to colonise and exploit England’s plantations in the New World. A dollop of sex and violence was added to leaven the mix, and off it went to press.

Moll’s suggested progenitrices are numerous, but my guess is that Defoe had three particular women in mind. The first is thief, brothel keeper and receiver Mary Frith, better known as Moll Cutpurse, who died in 1659 and was the subject of various sensational biographies. The second is Mary Carleton, a bigamous thief and fraudster also known as Kentish Moll and the German Princess, who was hanged before a London crowd when Defoe was about thirteen. A more obscure woman called Moll King alias Gold alias Gilstone probably provides the most direct inspiration for Moll Flanders’ criminal adventures. Mrs King was not only a notorious London pickpocket at the time Defoe was actually writing Moll Flanders, but also one of a dozen women transported into penal servitude in the American colonies in January 1722, the month the novel was published.

If clues to the identity of Moll Flanders lie with these three women, the best idea of Defoe’s purpose in shaping Moll’s story is gleaned from his own introduction. In this he recommends that the reader take away two lessons from Moll’s life. The first is a brief plea – a nod to piety after the come-on of the title – to learn how he or she may avoid being robbed or defrauded. The second is a longer manifesto:

[Moll’s] application to a sober life, and industrious management at last in Virginia, with her transported spouse, is a story fruitful of instruction, to all the unfortunate creatures who are oblig’d to seek their reestablishment abroad; whether by the misery of transportation, or other disaster; letting them know, that diligence and application have their due encouragement, even in the remotest part of the world, and that no case can be so low, so despicable, or so empty of prospect, but that an unwearied industry will go a great way to deliver us from it, will in time raise the meanest creature to appear again in the world, and give him a new cast [throw of the dice] for his life.

What follows, then, is the story of Moll’s throw of the dice: her life and times, her genesis in the mind of an extraordinary man, and the women who inspired her creation. For the sake of clarity I have used the present tense when talking about Moll’s story, and the past tense when explaining the historical context in which she and her creator lived.

1 A Puritan has also been defined as ‘a person who pours righteous indignation into the wrong things’ (G K Chesterton) and Puritanism as ‘the haunting fear that someone, somewhere, may be happy’ (H L Mencken).


Part I

1614–43


I

Moll’s mother is sent to Jamestown, Virginia, 1614

In April 1619 an Englishwoman called Elizabeth Handsley appeared at the Old Bailey, London’s principal court. She was found guilty of ‘stealing divers goods of Mary Payne’ and sentenced to be hanged. Shortly after sentence had been pronounced, however, Elizabeth learnt she was to go not to the gallows, but to America: in the Latin of the courts, po se cull ca null Repr pt. judiciu’ pro Virginia. To an early seventeenth-century Londoner, exile to America can have been a fate only slightly less dreadful than death. There is no record of Elizabeth’s reaction. She was put aboard an ocean-going vessel some time that spring and sent to expiate her sins on His Majesty’s plantations.

Elizabeth Handsley is the closest we can come to the fictional character who is the mother of Moll Flanders. Daniel Defoe never tells us her name, or much else of her early life; we know only that she was a thief who bore an illegitimate child in prison. She was born an Elizabethan and lived in Shakespeare’s London: beams and plaster, church spires, narrow alleys, chamberpots emptied from windows; mudbanks, jetties and boatmen, sheep and chickens, goodwives in white bonnets, a pervading stench of fish, rich men in absurd breeches, plague, recusants and priest’s holes, old women with goitres, bear pits and cockfights. This London was not yet a metropolis, despite the influx of immigrants trekking in from the provinces. It was three crowded towns and a palace, with a population of perhaps 200,000 souls. The Borough of Southwark lay south of the River Thames, Westminster and the City to its north, and the three were connected by a few roads, many fields and a single bridge which sagged beneath the weight of tenements on its sides. Wherrymen touted for custom on the water.

Shipyards were scattered along the river to Redriff (now Rotherhithe),2 and ships sailed upriver laden with foreign goods. London was ‘the mart of the world’, proclaimed John Speed’s famous atlas of 1611, enticingly called The Theatre of the Empire of Great Britaine: Presenting An Exact Geography of the Kingdomes of England, Scotland, Ireland, and the Iles adioyning: With The Shires, Hundreds, Cities and Shire-townes, within ye Kingdome of England. To its docks ‘were brought the silk of Asia, the spices from Africa, the balms from Grecia, and the riches of both the Indies East and West’. The arcades of the Royal Exchange were full, for the new activity of ‘shopping’ was something of a craze. There were warehouses along Poultry and Cheapside, all the way to St Paul’s. Anything could be bought and sold in London, even – the common saying went – by those who did not own it. In 1613 or 1614 Moll Flanders’ mother steals ‘three pieces of fine Holland [Dutch linen] … of a certain draper in Cheapside’ and is caught, convicted and sent to Newgate Gaol.

Newgate had been a prison since the twelfth century. Its high unbroken walls on the very edge of the City backed on to the Old Bailey Sessions Yard in a grim synergy of crime and punishment. Moll’s mother takes her place here, like Elizabeth Handsley, among the crowd of ill-doers and recusants who came before the judges at ‘Sessions of Oyer and Terminer concerning divers treasons misprisions [refusal to acknowledge the monarch as head of the Anglican Church] murder homicides rebellions riots routs and trespasses’.

According to the Calendar of the Middlesex Sessions, a total of 318 people were accused of capital and ninety-three of non-capital offences at the Old Bailey in 1614. There were two categories of offence. Misdemeanours, the less severe, could be punished by fines, the pillory, whipping or imprisonment. Felonies, on the other hand, attracted sentences of exile, execution, branding and forfeiture of possessions. Theft under the value of one shilling was a misdemeanour; murder, manslaughter, rape, burglary and larceny were felonies. Ninety-one more people were indicted as recusants (Roman Catholics who refused to attend services of the Anglican Church), a very serious matter when this not only undermined the authority of the King but might call down the vengeance of a Protestant God upon the whole nation.
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Newgate Gaol, London

The hearings provide a snapshot of petty crime in London. Non-capital crimes principally threatened public order. First, the various categories of assault: ‘with battery’, ‘with sword’ and ‘of officers’, thereby ‘hindering them in the execution of their duty &c’. These accounted for thirty-eight wrongdoers – although only three of them with a sword, the weapon of a gentleman; others presumably used more plebeian weapons like fists and sticks. Eight were accused of ‘assembling riotously’, one was indicted of ‘cheating and cosening’ (obtaining something deceitfully) and another of ‘extortion by colour of office’ (probably some constable or watchman charging protection money). One kept an alehouse without a licence, another was running an illicit bowling alley and eight were accused of keeping brothels. Then there were those whose neglect of property was endangering the public: eight had ‘neglected to repair public ways’ and one had not repaired ‘a ruinous cottage, likely to fall on a public way’. Three constables appeared in the dock for ‘permitting vagrants to escape without punishment’ (possibly through compassion, probably in return for cash), and ten shopkeepers were hauled up for selling bread by short weight or beer by short measure, along with five brewers caught ‘supplying unlicensed keepers of alehouses with ale and beer in excess of their lawful requirements’. There was also one vagabond, three trespassers and two pigeon shooters.

The majority of the 318 wretches who stood accused of capital offences, on the other hand, were thieves, their crimes sometimes aggravated by housebreaking or burglary. Theft of livestock was separately considered: forty-five people were accused of stealing cattle, horses, sheep and pigs. One man was accused of rape and another of sodomy (‘an unnatural offence’), eleven of murder and twelve of manslaughter. One hundred and thirty-four of the 318 were convicted, and of these seventy-two men and four women were sentenced to be hanged. One, housebreaker William Backe, ‘stood mute’ (refused to plead), and was sentenced to the ordeal of peine forte et dure. He was to be spreadeagled on the floor of a cell, chained, and have weights of gradually increasing size placed upon him until he spoke or was crushed to death.

The hangings took place on the gallows which stood at Tyburn, a bucolic spot on a road leading west out of London and now the site of Marble Arch. This is where Moll Flanders’ mother is bound when she leaves Newgate, for her theft of Dutch linen has been adjudged grand larceny and she has been sentenced to death. Not yet, however. ‘My Lord,’ she has told the judge, ‘I am with quick child.’

No pregnant woman was executed, for in so doing an innocent life would be killed along with a guilty. Most capitally convicted women between the ages of twelve and fifty therefore claimed to be pregnant, and if there were no real foetus in the womb, various strategies were adopted to hoodwink the court. The simplest, reported by ‘Captain’ Alexander Smith in his General and True History of the Lives and Actions of the Most Famous Highwaymen (1714), was ‘cramming a Pillow in her Petticoat to make her look big’, but there was also ‘the old stratagem of drinking new Ale very plentifully, to make her swell’, and probably gurgle like a drain. These might have deceived the judge and jury (all men) but a stiffer test had also to be passed: the Panel of Matrons.

A matron was defined in Daniel Defoe’s time as a ‘prudent and virtuous, motherly woman, also one of the grave women that have the over-sight of children in an Hospital’. Twelve of them had to be found to examine each woman claiming pregnancy. It was thought that the soul only entered the unborn child when it started moving – or became ‘quick’ – and therefore the job of these twelve women was to lay hands on the claimant’s belly and feel for movement. Swollen breasts, a claim that menstruation had stopped or anecdotes of nausea were not enough: the child within had to move. The examination was a notoriously distasteful affair. Until the open Sessions Yard at the Old Bailey was converted into the enclosed Sessions House in 1737, with doors that could be shut, trapping matrons before they fled, the court often had difficulty laying hold of twelve appropriate women to form a panel. In the interests of decency no unmarried woman could be asked to take part, and although Sessions Papers do not record such matters, rounding up twelve protesting mothers and grandmothers must often have brought the court to a halt while ushers went out to shanghai suitable females and summon gaolers’ wives from the lodge. In such circumstances, it was possible for a well-connected criminal to pack the panel. If a dozen ladies on the payroll of the accused placed themselves firmly in the usher’s view and stepped up, then a verdict favourable to the prisoner was assured.

Moll’s mother, however, is not lying when she claims to be with quick child, although she may have lain with one of the Newgate Wags to achieve the state. These were studs, sometimes prisoners and sometimes free men who bribed the gaolers for entrance. They touted their services round the women’s wards, offering (for a fee) to inseminate any of childbearing age up on a capital charge. However begotten, Baby Moll emerges onto the bare boards of a Newgate cell a few months after her mother‘s trial, to be suckled, weaned and abandoned. Her mother, seven months after giving birth and ‘being about again, was call’d down, as they term it, to her former judgment’. The death warrant is sent to Newgate Gaol, listing the names of all those to hang, and at dawn the bell of St Sepulchre’s Church starts its dreadful toll. Shoes are banged on floors, there are shouts and screams in the dim prison corridors, and the condemned emerge to mount their oxcart, posies in hand. Cheered by the gathering crowds, they begin their last journey west. Moll’s mother, however, is not among them. She has escaped death twice: first for her unborn child and then for ‘the favour of being transported to the plantations’.

Moll’s mother is not the only one to avoid the noose. Although the death sentence was passed for crimes which now seem trivial, the harshness of penal law was tempered by compassion, caprice and accident. The question of what to do with offenders who were condemned to hang but did not quite deserve to die was obliquely addressed at each sessions, and courts had evolved many ways of reducing capital to non-capital crimes. Compassionate judges would nominally observe their sentencing obligations and then set about briskly subverting them. In 1614, for example, the indictments of all but ten of those accused of grand larceny (a capital offence) were reduced by connivance of the court to petty larceny (a non-capital offence), saving them from the noose. It would be pretended that a length of cloth really worth ten shillings was actually worth less than one, or that a house had not been broken into, but the householder must have forgotten to lock the windows. Of the 134 convicted of capital crimes that year, only seventy-six were sentenced to hang, and of those only fifty-five actually went to the gallows. Twenty-one were reprieved, twenty-four were on the loose somewhere in London and the rest ‘pled benefit of clergy’.

There were two parallel and separate systems of justice in seventeeth-century England. Clergymen were answerable not to the courts of the King but to those of the Church, and judges in the King’s courts used this special status as a way of extending mercy to literate men. Any accused male criminal who could read was officially regarded as a cleric, even if judge, jury and everyone else knew he was nothing of the sort. Psalm 51 (‘Oh God, have mercy upon me, according to thine heartfelt mercifulness’) had become known as the ‘neck verse’, and while every woman indicted of a capital offence turned to a Newgate Wag, every man committed the first two lines of Psalm 51 to memory. If he could mumble his way through them in court while clutching a Bible, he would be branded with a T for thief on his left thumb and let go – ostensibly to be retried by a Church court, although this rarely happened. During the years in which Elizabeth Handsley and Moll’s mother faced the court, however, a new way to save criminals from the noose was emerging. Send them to Virginia.3

The end of the sixteenth century – the time of Moll’s mother’s birth – had seen an explosion of contact with the New World. In 1606 King James I had chartered the Virginia Company to explore and settle American land. This organisation consisted of two elements: the London Company, assigned settlement between the 34th and 41st parallels (approximately Cape Fear and Philadelphia), and the Plymouth Company, allotted land between the 35th and the 48th (Philadelphia to the Canadian border). The reasons for planting these settlements have been well rehearsed, most recently by Benjamin Woolley in Savage Kingdom (2007). Principal among them were the desire to find precious metals, such as the Spanish had found in South America, and to discover a route to the east for trade. Various propagandists also cited the necessity of finding raw materials for English manufacturing, new markets for English products and land on which a growing British population could settle.

The overriding political concern in London was that if English settlements were not made, then the Spanish, England’s implacable enemies, would move up from Florida and seize the land. Gold, however, was the first goal of the ‘adventurers’ who put up the money for the scheme. ‘Gold is more plentiful there than copper is with us,’ claims Captain Seagull in Ben Jonson’s Eastward Ho, staged in 1605; ‘all their dripping pans and their chamber pots are pure gold; and all the chains with which they chain up their streets are massy gold; all the prisoners they take are fettered in gold’.

A one-armed war hero named Captain Christopher Newport was given command of the three ships which left England in November 1606 and reached America in May 1607. Of the 104 men and boys on Newport’s little fleet, some went willingly, others because their masters told them they must, and a few, Benjamin Woolley writes, were procured by an order from the Royal Council authorising Newport to ‘round up suitable candidates from taverns and playhouses, or buy them off gangmasters’. They found a fertile country of marsh, streams and unbroken forest. While some dreamed of trekking inland to make their fortune, others set about cutting down the trees and planting the first crops. The rudimentary village of Jamestown began to emerge on a promontory in the newly named James River. After a first attack by the Powhatan, wooden fortifications went up; there was also soon a storehouse, a church and a handful of huts. At first the place seemed delightful. ‘Heaven and earth never agreed better,’ wrote Captain John Smith, the ebullient if quarrelsome soldier who considered himself the expedition’s natural leader. The Virginia Company, enthusiastically promoting the venture in London, advertised free passage aboard its ships, promising ‘houses to live in, vegetable gardens and orchards and also food and clothing … for men as well as women … who wish to go out in their voyage for colonising the country with people’.

Jamestown’s first settlers were all male. The first two known females to arrive were Mistress Forrest, who came to join her husband in September 1608, and her teenage maid Anne Burras. Anne was Virginia’s first bride, marrying a carpenter three months after her arrival (at the age of fourteen) and doing her bit for the colony’s future by swiftly bearing four daughters. Fifty-seven women arrived in autumn 1609, but most of them soon died of disease and malnutrition. What the Jamestown garrison needed to stabilise it, soothe its angry inhabitants and turn it into a colony was skilled male labour and a supply of wives and mothers. In response to these needs and as a way of finding another alternative to the death penalty, English courts were beginning to fumble their way towards a system of penal transportation. By 1618, Sir Thomas Smith, the Virginia Company’s treasurer in London, was doing deals with the courts to send out the mother country’s rejects. The first on record as being ‘reprieved for Virginia’ was tried at the Old Bailey on 3 April that year: Stephen Rogers, convicted of manslaughter, was ‘reprieved after judgment at the instance of Sir Thomas Smith knt. for Virginia because he is of the carpenter’s art’. Moll Flanders’ mother is another of these: taken from Newgate when her baby is weaned, loaded onto a Company ship with seed, cattle, cloth and dispatches and sent to save Virginia. Elizabeth Handsley went the same way.

They found themselves in a hellhole. Captain Smith’s optimistic words had scarcely been uttered before Jamestown was hit by a spate of almost biblical plagues: insects, heat, unhealthy water, disease, dissension and attack. A First and Second Supply were sent out from England in 1608 carrying seed, clothes, livestock, timber, but also more mouths to feed. In 1609 the colony nearly died. The nine ships of the Third Supply, full of the excited but inappropriate colonists who had responded to the Company’s advertisements, were caught by a hurricane before they reached the American mainland. Their flagship, Sea Venture, was wrecked on Bermuda, and the others limped into Jamestown full of sick and wounded passengers. The next few months became known, in a phrase of utter bleakness, as the ‘starving time’. Captain Smith, the only man who seemed able to negotiate with the native inhabitants, was injured and returned to England. Cruelly misled by the men who took command in his absence, the ‘lesser sort’ starved. The colony’s few provisions were reserved for their feckless betters, for Virginia had been settled with the English class system intact.

Captain Smith included the bitter comment of one anonymous settler in his Generall Historie of Virginia in 1624.

Our hogs, hens, goats, sheep, horse or what lived, our commanders, officers and savages daily consumed them. Some small proportions sometimes we tasted, till all was devoured … by their [the Native Americans’] cruelties, our Governors’ indiscretion, and the loss of our ships, of five hundred [settlers] in six months after Captain Smith’s departure, there remained not past sixty men, women and children, most miserable and poor creatures…. so great was our famine, that a savage we slew and buried, the poorer sort took him up again and ate him, and so did diverse one another boiled and stewed with roots and herbs.

When the survivors of the Sea Venture managed to build two vessels from the wreck and sail from Bermuda to Jamestown, they found a ghost town. It did not seem possible that the colony could continue, and so old residents and new arrivals packed themselves on to two ships and sailed for England. They had sailed only ten miles downriver when they met the advance party of the next relief convoy, bringing supplies and yet more colonists. When that convoy’s commander, Lord de la Warr, ordered them to return, resentment and bitterness were added to the hunger and disease which already poisoned the settlement. De la Warr returned to England, taking with him the story of shipwreck and island adventure which some critics believe inspired Shakespeare to write The Tempest.

By the time Moll Flanders’ mother arrives in 1614 or 1615 conditions are, if anything, worse. Protestant notions of sin and divine vengeance crossed the Atlantic with the first settlers, and the desperate state of Jamestown after the starving time was adjudged, at least in part, to be a consequence of its inhabitants’ depravity and indiscipline. Governor Gates and Deputy Governor Dale, two hard men, were sent to take charge, and ruled the colony according to a new code called the Laws Divine, Moral and Martial. It was ferocious, far outdoing English law: sodomy, adultery, fornication, sacrilege, theft, slander and desertion were all punishable by death. So were being noisy ‘where silence, secrecy and covert is required’ and slaughtering livestock without permission. Should a man doing guard duty ‘swagger’, he must beg pardon on his knees of every officer on duty at the time for a first offence, and spend a year as a galley slave for his second.

‘If today three hundred men should come,’ wrote a Spaniard who had drifted in a couple of years before – wrecked, he said, although everyone knew he was a spy – ‘this same year would destroy more than one hundred and fifty, and there is not a year when half do not die. Last year there were seven hundred people and not three hundred and fifty remain, because little food and much labor on public works kills them and, more than all, the discontent in which they live seeing themselves treated as slaves with cruelty.’

Women were not exempt from this ‘cruelty’, as Mistress Isabell Perry recalled in 1625. Governor Dale had ordered a group of women, Mistress Perry among them, to sew shirts for the colony and had given them a certain amount of thread to do so. Mary Beth Norton quotes her in Founding Mothers and Fathers (1996) as stating that ‘yf they did not performe [their task], They had no allowanc of Dyett [food]’. When the thread ran out, two of the women, Ann Leyden and Jane Wright, made shorter shirts than Sir Thomas approved, and ‘were whipt’, said Mistress Perry, ‘And Ann leyden being then with childe [the same night miscarried]’.

Beatings, dysentery, malaria, ‘agues and distempers’, attack by natives, not to speak of the dangers of childbirth, which would almost certainly follow a woman’s ‘dominion’ by whatever settler acquired her – these were life’s realities for the first Virginians, and the English government which sent out Moll’s mother and Elizabeth Handsley was well aware of the risks run by the pioneers it sent to establish New World settlements. Two earlier attempts to settle an American colony – one at Roanoke and the other at Sagahadoc (Maine) – had, after all, both swiftly failed. And even if Jamestown itself survived, most settlers would not.

Moll Flanders’ mother and Elizabeth Handsley disembarked to a hostile reception. Necessary as these ‘fallen women’ might be, bringing the possibilities of breeding, domesticity and sexual release, many in Jamestown did not want them. Among the already forsaken and degraded colonists, the women brought from London’s gaols were considered the lowest of the low, and greeted with godly contempt. They were ‘corrupt’, said one critic, and brought contamination into the infant village. They were, reported Robert Beverley’s History of Virginia, in 1722, ‘of soe bad choyse as made the Colony afraide to desire any others’. This, then, is Moll’s mother’s new home, and these are her new comrades, one of whom will soon acquire her as wife or servant. She will probably not survive long.

2 The name has not disappeared: Redriff Road leads east from Surrey Quays Tube towards the river, and there is a Redriff School in Rotherhithe.

3 Defoe commits a minor historical mistake here: the statute allowing certain capital offenders to be ‘reprieved for Virginia’ was not passed until 1617. That year, King James I proclaimed that any felon except those convicted of murder, witchcraft, rape or burglary might be sent to Virginia or the West Indies.
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