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Abstract: This article will examine members of the armed forces in eighteenth-century 

Britain who stood trial for committing the crime of highway robbery in or around the 

city of London. It will examine who these men were and how they committed their 

crimes. Using 165 cases found in the Old Bailey Criminal Records between 1699 and 

1793, it shows how this was a crime that was different from civilian highway robbery 

and therefore does not conform to much of our knowledge about the crime and criminal 

veterans during this period, such as the effect of demobilisation and standard methods 

of highway robbery. Whilst trial records show sharp rises in crime rates after periods 

of conflict as troops returned home to unemployment, military highway robbery was 

more likely to be committed during wartime rather than periods of demobilisation. 

Using the Old Bailey Session papers and the Ordinary Accounts, the lives of these 

men are also examined. Rather than being Londoners as has been suggested, many 

of the 201 prisoners tried for this crime were non-local and a majority belonged to the 

Foot Guards. Many committed their crimes in uniform, with just over half being in active 

service at the time of their crime. It also shows how soldiers developed their own 

unique methods of robbery, such as threatening a false sodomy charge rather than 

using physical violence. 
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On the 15th of November 1761 Berkshire Wagoner Thomas Poulton was driving the 

Bath Wagon through Hounslow Heath on his way back from London.1 It was a foggy 

night, though the moon provided a decent amount of light as Poulton made his way 

through an area of Hounslow known as Butchers Grove.2 As he was driving along, a 

young man dressed in a blue surtout, a handkerchief around his face and no boots, 

rode up to Poulton and, aiming a pistol at his chest, demanded the wagoner’s money.3 

Whilst an early morning case of highway robbery upon the notorious Hounslow Heath 

was nothing too unusual, what makes this particular case interesting is that the 

highwayman, twenty-two year old Thomas Aston, was a Private in the 4th regiment of 

Dragoons, who under that blue surtout was wearing his regimental uniform and was 

at that very moment charged with guarding the Bristol Mail on its way to London.4 Two 

years later, MP Horace Walpole wrote how London was in panic over solider 

perpetrated robberies, writing how “we swarm with highwaymen who have been 

heroes”.5  

This article will examine eighteenth-century British highwaymen who were also part of 

the British Military, either as a soldier or as part of the Navy. It will explore which 

members of the eighteenth-century British Military stood trial for highway robbery and 

how they committed their crimes. It will show how this crime was one that was different 

from civilian highway robbery and does not conform to much of the knowledge that 

has been written about that crime and criminal veterans. This will be done in two main 

sections. The first will explore the criminals who stood trial for this crime, such as their 

places of birth and occupations, and will show how many of these men do not fit our 

current understanding of a civilian highwayman. The second section will explore the 

crime itself, including the methods used and the level of violence utilised, again 

showing certain distinct places and methods used by soldiers during their robberies. 

Highway robbery in the eighteenth century was legally defined as the act of stealing 

from someone’s person whilst on or near the King’s highway, an act usually 

accompanied by the use of violence.6 This use of violence, as well as its ability to 

disrupt the movement of goods, money and people through England, meant highway 

robbery was treated with the harshest hand of the law. If a robbery near a highway 

                                                           
1 Old Bailey Proceedings Online (www.oldbaileyonline.org, version 7.2, 08 May 2017), December 1761, 

trial of Thomas Aston (t17611209-24). Old Bailey Proceedings Online will hereafter be referred to as 

OBP. 
2 OBP, December 1761, trial of Thomas Aston (t17611209-24). 
3 “Middlesex Sessions: Sessions Papers - Justices' Working Documents, November 1761”, London 

Lives, 1690-1800, LMSMPS505030005, (www.londonlives.org, version 1.1, 08 May 2017), London 

Metropolitan Archives, City of London.  
4  “Middlesex Sessions: Sessions Papers - Justices' Working Documents, 1761”, LL, 

LMSMPS505030005. 
5 Frank McLynn, Crime and Punishment in Eighteenth Century England (UK: Routledge, 1989), 79. 
6 Clive Emsley, Tim Hitchcock, and Robert Shoemaker, "Crime and Justice - Crimes Tried at the Old 

Bailey," Old Bailey Proceedings Online (www.oldbaileyonline.org, version 7.0, 04 September 2019); for 

an example OBP, January 1740, trial of William Snowd, Joseph Wells (t17400116-46). 
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involved violence or the threat of violence, the accused would almost certainly receive 

a death sentence.  

During this period, there were two main types of highwaymen: those who were 

mounted and those who robbed on foot. The urban footpad, or street robber, were 

those who robbed on foot and were considered more dangerous than the rural 

mounted highwayman.7 Both, however, were seen as problems in urban and rural 

areas.8 In comparison, the mounted “Knights of the road” were not only seen as less 

dangerous but also enjoyed a popular appeal that footpads did not. An example is the 

famed James Maclean, known as the “Gentleman Highwayman”, who robbed in 

beautiful clothes and received up to 3,000 visitors whilst awaiting execution at 

Newgate.9 

This article utilises trial records kept by the Old Bailey Criminal court from 1674 to 

1913, recently digitised by Clive Emsley, Tim Hitchcock, and Robert Shoemaker. The 

Old Bailey Proceedings are used to examine records of the crimes explored, such as 

the time and location of the crime as well as witness statements and verdicts. The Old 

Bailey Session papers, usually written by a clerk of the Justice of the Peace, are used 

to both corroborate this information and examine statements from the victim and the 

accused not included in the main trial.10 Finally, the Old Bailey Ordinary’s Accounts, 

written by the Ordinary of Newgate, are used to explore the backgrounds of the 

prosecuted criminals. These were records of conversations between the Ordinary and 

the prisoner whilst awaiting the gallows and usually take the form of the prisoner 

explaining to the chaplain the life that led them to commit this crime.11 As such, they 

contain the prisoner’s place of birth, regiment and service period, education, and 

profession, as well as their reason for committing these crimes, which according to 

Robert Shoemaker was often presented without much editorial interference.12 These 

sources need to be examined as a whole as they each contain their own inherent 

problems. The trial records and the session papers were written for the purpose of 

either defending or prosecuting the defendant, and as such many details fail to make 

it to the court room. The Ordinary’s Accounts are also written for profit, being sold in 

book form for public consumption. These “confessions and dying words” of convicted 

prisoners could earn an Ordinary up to 200 pounds a year, with 400 editions published 

                                                           
7 J. M.Beattie, Crime and the Courts in England, 1660-1800 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986), 150; 

McLynn, Crime and Punishment, 5-6. 
8 Robert Shoemaker, “The Street Robber and the Gentleman Highwayman: Changing Representations 

and Perceptions of Robbery in London, 1690–1800,” Cultural and Social History 3, no.4 (October 2006): 

386. 
9 J.J Tobias, Crime and Police in England 1700-1900 (Dublin: Gill and Macmillan, 1979), 18. 
10  Tim Hitchcock, Sharon Howard, and Robert Shoemaker, "Sessions Papers: Justices' Working 

Documents (PS)," London Lives, 1690-1800 (www.londonlives.org, version, 1.1, 8 May 2017). 

https://www.londonlives.org/static/PS.jsp 
11 Clive Emsley, Tim Hitchcock, and Robert Shoemaker, "Ordinary of Newgate’s Accounts,” Old Bailey 

Proceedings Online (www.oldbaileyonline.org, version 6.0, 8 May 2017). 

https://www.oldbaileyonline.org/static/Ordinarys-accounts.jsp 
12 Shoemaker, “The Street Robber and the Gentleman Highwayman,” 393. 
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across the century. Sold at an affordable price, these Accounts thrived off a public 

interest in criminals during the earlier parts of the century. As such they not only focus 

on more exciting cases but would also aim to be moral guides for the public.13 They 

have also come under scrutiny for their historical accuracy, however those who have 

examined these files, such as Peter Linebaugh and Clive Emsley, agree that details 

about the place and date of birth, occupation, religion, and account of crimes 

committed are all reliable.14 

This article builds on the works of military historians David Chandler, Alan Guy, and 

Stanley Carpenter, who explore the role of the British armed forces during this 

period.15 Carpenter explores the class distinctions that existed in the military during 

this century, where soldiers were separated into either Officers who could afford a 

commission or as soldiers without commission, who were the larger group.16 Many of 

these non-commissioned soldiers were enlisted against their will, with some being 

tricked into the army whilst drunk and others being sentenced to serve by a judge as 

punishment for a crime.17  Chandler examines these recruitment tactics, including 

those where the soldier would be kidnapped and sold into service. Matthew Guy 

explores the low pay, poor working conditions, and the seasonal nature of their 

employment. Whilst these works do not examine soldiers who committed crimes, this 

article draws on their work in exploring the reasons why soldiers may have turned to 

highway robbery.  

This article also builds on the works of historians of crime such as J.M Beattie, Peter 

King, Frank McLynn, Nicholas Rogers, and Robert Shoemaker. Shoemaker explores 

the differences between mounted and footpad robbery, and states how the latter was 

perceived to be the more violent of the two.18 Rogers in his work Mayhem: Post-War 

Crime and Violence in Britain,1748–53 raises a theory that soldier-perpetrated crime 

rose after periods of conflict as demobilisation would cause large-scale unemployment 

among the armed forces.19 Both Beattie and King have explored the effects of both 

                                                           
13 Emsley, Hitchcock, and Shoemaker, “Ordinary of Newgate’s Accounts”.  
14  Emsley, Hitchcock, and Shoemaker “Ordinary of Newgate’s Accounts”; Peter Linebaugh, "The 

Ordinary of Newgate and his Account," in Crime in England 1550-1800, ed. J. S. Cockburn (London: 

Princeton University Press, 1977), 268. 
15 David Chandler, “The Great Captain General 1702–1714,” in The Oxford Illustrated History of the 

British Army, ed. David Chandler and Ian Beckett (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 67–92; Alan 

J Guy, “The Army of the Georges 173-1783,” in The Oxford Illustrated History of the British Army, ed. 

David Chandler and Ian Beckett (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 92–112; Stanley D.M 

Carpenter, “The British Army,” in A Companion to Eighteenth-Century Britain, ed. H.T. Dickinson (UK: 

Blackwell Publishers, 2002), 473–480.  
16 Carpenter, “The British Army,” 475–6. 
17  OBP, Ordinary of Newgate's Account, January 1747 (OA17470121); McLynn, Crime and 

Punishment,” 321. 
18 Robert Shoemaker, “The Street Robber and the Gentleman Highwayman,” 382. 
19 Nicholas Rogers, Mayhem: Post-War Crime and Violence in Britain, 1748-53 (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2013), 5. 
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demobilisation on crime and related moral panic through to 1820.20 King has argued 

that mobilisation, rather than demobilisation, had a larger effect on crime as young 

men were taken into the armed forces.21 McLynn on the other hand states that it is 

unsurprising that soldiers who had already been underpaid or even “baulked of the 

rewards for their service and compensation for their wounds, increasingly turned to 

crime”.22 The Gentleman’s Magazine in 1763 seems to back up this claim, with an 

article titled “An address to the public in favour of disbanded soldiers”. In this article, 

the magazine remarked sarcastically how a soldier returning from war, not having 

received his “scanty pittance” either must “return to a vocation to which he has forgot” 

or, upon finding that his job has been given to someone else, must therefore  

 

sue for hard labour, or he may starve. If human nature cannot submit to that, cannot he 

lie down in a ditch and die? If this disbanded brave man should vainly think that he has 

some right to share in the wealth of his country which he has defended, secured or 

increased, he may seize a small portion of it by force - and be hanged.23  

 

In order to properly explore who these men were and how they were committing these 

crimes, I will be examining all 165 cases of highway robbery that were brought to trial 

between the years of 1699 and 1793 that are recorded in the Old Bailey Proceedings. 

I will also be examining all 201 defendants that were described by themselves, the 

scribe, or the Ordinary of Newgate as a soldier or a military sailor. These dates were 

chosen as they begin with the first recorded case of military highway robbery after the 

treaty of Ryswick which ended the Nine Years’ War, and end with the last case before 

Great Britain entered the French Revolutionary wars in 1793.  

There are some issues inherent in this topic, as many crimes were not reported to the 

authorities or the perpetrators were never caught, and many crimes against property 

during this period were never brought to trial. These cases therefore do not exist in the 

trial records. However, as shown by historians like Peter King, those crimes that were 

brought to trial are still useful in examining criminal trends during this period.24 Some 

men would also not refer to themselves as soldiers after they were discharged and 

many of the records have been lost over the years. However, through the use of the 

Ordinary’s accounts, those men who do not label themselves soldiers during their trial 

can still be found if they faced capital punishment. This research only focused on areas 

that came under the jurisdiction of the Old Bailey Criminal court, however it was in this 

                                                           
20 Peter King, Crime Justice and Discretion 1740-1820 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 164–

5; Beattie, Crime and the Courts in England, 218. 
21 Peter King, “War as a Judicial Resource. Press Gangs and Prosecution Rates, 1740–1830,” in Law, 

Crime & English Society: 1660–1840, ed. Norma Landau (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2002), 105. 
22 McLynn, Crime and Punishment, 324. 
23 Edward Cave, The Gentleman’s Magazine, Vol. 33 (1763), 119. 
24 King, Crime Justice and Discretion, 11 & 154. 
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area where the effects of periods of demobilisation would be felt strongest.25 All the 

soldiers examined are also male, as women were not allowed in the British Military 

during this period, with even their presence as wives or merchants severely restricted 

in active regiments.26  

 

The Criminal 

The average civilian highwayman during the eighteenth century has been described 

as a “young, working class, male Londoner” and highway robbery itself is generally 

considered by most historians to be a young man’s crime.27 There are 868 cases of 

highway robbery, both military and civilian, tried at the Old Bailey where the 

defendants age is known. Of this, 72% of cases were committed by people under 25 

years of age, with 12% committed by people between 25 and 29. Whilst these ages 

are echoed in trials of soldiers and sailors, there are some differences. Out of the 67 

cases where the defendant’s age is recorded, 31, or 46%, of those cases were 

committed by men who were under 25. Defendants aged between 25 and 29 make up 

almost 30% of those accused. In total, those under 29 represent 75% of cases of 

military highway robbery. There were 14 cases of men between the ages of 30 and 39 

(21%) and only 3 cases of those who were above the age of 40 (4%). These figures 

echo ages of civilian highwaymen tried during this period, with young men making the 

majority of cases, but do show that there may have been a higher proportion of older 

highwaymen tried compared to civilian cases. The prevalence of younger men may be 

because the military itself was made up of a large amount of young men, with many 

of the younger highwaymen documented appearing to have joined the military when 

they became 18, usually because they did not have many other options. The military 

gave them shelter, food, clothing, and an income which for many young men was all 

that mattered.28 

The other point made about highwaymen during this century is that they were likely 

Londoners.29 This, however, does not seem to be the case for those in the armed 

forces. Out of the 70 prisoners whose birth place is recorded, only 18 of these men 

stated that they were born in either London or its outer areas. This makes sense for 

both soldiers and sailors, as both roles naturally moved about from where their unit 

was formed. Many sailors reported living or spending time in places such as the 

Caribbean or America or even Europe and the Mediterranean.30 Soldiers also naturally 

moved about, with many of the men recently having arrived home from fighting 

                                                           
25 King, Crime Justice and Discretion, 166. 
26 Guy, “The Army of the Georges 1714-1783,” 95. 
27 William R. Paxton, “Fear and Fortune: Robbery in London in the Late Eighteenth Century” (PhD 

thesis, Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, 2013), 70.   
28  For example, see Thomas Good in OBP, Ordinary of Newgate's Account, February 1750 

(OA17500207). 
29 Paxton, “Fear and Fortune,” 70.   
30 See John Sawney OBP, Ordinary of Newgate's Account, May 1740 (OA17400507). 
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abroad.31 Both types of military service also recruited from around the entire country, 

meaning that while a soldier may have joined a unit in Scotland or been recruited by 

travelling recruiters in the south, their unit often returned to the capital for various 

reasons and duties. This can be seen with highwayman Daniel Macquin, who was 

born in Perth, Scotland and had no education and was never trained in a trade. After 

saving money carrying packs, Macquin set himself up in the linen trade until, when 

that came to ruin, he enlisted as a soldier as a final resort. He joined the army in 

Scotland a year after the Jacobite rebellion and had been with them six years before 

he committed his final robbery. He had only been stationed in London for a year.32 

Another is James Aldridge, who was born in Lancashire, and at 18 found himself 

without parents, home or trade, so enlisted in a newly raised regiment in Newcastle 

upon Tyne, also during the Jacobite rebellion. Aldridge then joined the 3rd regiment of 

Guards and was sent to Flanders before returning to a station in London about 5 

months before committing the crime that sent him to the gallows.33 This means that 

many of these soldiers did not have long to get to know the London area before they 

committed their crimes, which may explain why they stayed so close to their barracks. 

Non-Londoners may also have been more likely to face formal prosecution than 

London born criminals, who could deal with complaints informally. 

Another important factor in these men’s lives is quite obviously their military service. 

As mentioned earlier, spikes in the crime rate during the eighteenth century have been 

linked with troop demobilisation after periods of war, as tens of thousands of young 

men returned home and struggled to find employment.34 This is not a new concept, 

with many eighteenth-century sources coming to the same conclusion. Horace 

Walpole remarked in January 1750, just after the Austrian War of Succession, that 

"you will hear little news from England, but of robberies" as "soldiers and sailors have 

all taken to the road, or rather to the street”. 35 The large number of returned troops 

after this particular war, according to Philip Rawlings brought about huge public panic 

at the time as it was seen to be the direct cause of the rise in crime.36 One of the 

earliest mentions of the military highwaymen in this century is from the anonymous 

pamphlet Hanging Not Punishment Enough. Written in 1701 after the Treaty of 

Ryswick, the pamphlet puts the blame for a crime wave occurring at the time directly 

on discharged soldiers:  

 

                                                           
31 OBP, December 1749, trial of James Aldridge (t17491209-3); OBP, Ordinary of Newgate's Account, 

February 1750 (OA17500207). 
32 OBP, June 1752, trial of Daniel Macquin (t17520625-13); OBP, Ordinary of Newgate's Account, July 

1752 (OA17520713). 
33 OBP, December 1749, trial of James Aldridge (t17491209-3); OBP, Ordinary of Newgate's Account, 

February 1750 (OA17500207). 
34 Rogers, Mayhem, 5. 
35 Horace Walpole, The Letters of Horace Walpole, ed. by J.Wright, (London, 1840), 314.  
36  Philip Rawlings, Drunks, Whores and Idle Apprentices: Criminal Biographies of the Eighteenth 

Century (London: Routledge, 1992), 24. 
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We need not go far for Reasons of the great numbers and increase of these Vermin: for 

tho' no times have been without them, yet we may now reasonably believe, that after so 

many Thousands of Soldiers disbanded, and Mariners discharged, many of them are 

driven upon necessity, and having been used to an idle way of living, care not to work, 

and many (I fear) cannot, if they would 37  

 

Later a letter in the General Evening Post stated how “‘disbanded soldiers, every boy 

knows make excellent highwaymen” and poet Tobias Smollett remarked how “all the 

gaols in England were filled with the refuse of the army and navy, which having been 

dismissed at the peace [of 1748], and either averse to labour, or excluded from 

employment, had naturally preyed upon the commonwealth”.38 Beattie claims that the 

increase in publicity of crimes during these periods of public panic meant that people 

were more likely to report crimes committed by soldiers and sailors, thereby continuing 

the cycle.39 Clive Emsley states that it was actually assumed at the time that many 

soldiers would become footpads or mounted highwaymen when discharged, mostly 

because of their tendency to assume the title of Captain when robbing.40  

One of the main arguments of McLynn and others therefore is that when these troops 

returning home faced unemployment after their regiments were demobilised, many of 

them turned to crime.41 However, whilst the unemployment of military veterans was 

absolutely a factor in the crime waves of the eighteenth century, as can be seen from 

the sources of the time, and whilst it is true that many of the men looked at for this 

study were unemployed or recently discharged when their crime took place, half of 

these soldiers were in fact on active military duty at the time of their crimes. Out of the 

201 soldiers documented, 102 of them were described during their trial or to the 

Ordinary of Newgate as either currently in a regiment or as currently serving as a 

soldier or sailor. This does not mean that they were on guard or on duty when 

committing the crime, but that they were employed by the military at that time. Out of 

the remaining 99 men, 26 of them stated that they were currently out of the military, 

either because their regiment had been disbanded, they had been discharged, or that 

they had deserted. The remaining cases lack the information to say whether they were 

active at the time or not, they were simply described as soldiers or sailors. This shows 

that at least half of those soldiers and sailors standing trial for this crime were in active 

service at the time of their crimes, which suggests that half of those brought to trial 

were not committing this crime due to lack of employment after demobilisation. 

Therefore, whilst many other crimes during this period were committed by 

                                                           
37 Hanging Not Punishment Enough (1701; reprinted by Basil Montagu, I812), 24.  
38 General Evening Post, May 17, 1748 - May 19, 1748; Issue 2286; Tobias Smollett, The History of 

England from the Revolution to the Death of George II (I814), 294. 
39 Beattie, Crime and the Courts in England, 220. 
40  Clive Emsley, “Crime during and after Military Service,” Oxford Handbooks Online, 2014. 

http://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199935383.001.0001/oxfordhb-

9780199935383-e-013. 
41 McLynn, Crime and Punishment, 320. 
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unemployed, demobilised troops, military highway robbery was a crime that was 

committed by mostly active and serving members of the military rather than 

demobilised troops who had no employment.  

This is further pronounced when the dates of troop demobilisation are taken into 

account. McLynn points out in his work that “crime peaked especially in the immediate 

post-war years when troops were demobilized.”42 He then states how this peak in 

crime can be clearly seen in the years of troop demobilisation following the end of the 

Nine years war with France, 1698–1700, The War of Austrian Succession, 1747–51, 

the Seven Years War with France, 1763–65 and finally the American War of 

Independence, 1782–84.43 When comparing these dates to the 165 cases of military 

highway robbery, the result is that there were 14 trials for highway robbery where the 

crime was committed in the demobilisation period between 1747–51, 9 between 1763 

and 1765, and 9 cases between 1782 and 1784.  

Whilst there were certainly spikes in prosecuted robberies committed during periods 

of demobilisation, they were still fewer in number than during the conflicts they 

followed. There were 5 cases of military highway robbery following the Seven Years’ 

War with France, however during the war itself there were 20 cases, as shown in 

Figure A. This is the same for the War of the Austrian Succession, with 14 cases during 

the demobilisation period compared to 16 during the war and the American War of 

Independence where there were 9 cases during demobilisation but 25 cases during 

wartime. Whilst it’s true that the periods of war tended to last longer than the crime 

spikes following, even during 2 years in the middle of the American War, 1778 to 1780, 

there were still 10 cases compared to the 9 in the crime spike following.  

McLynn also states that “one of the few certain propositions that can be advanced 

about eighteenth-century crime is that, at least until the 1790s, its levels rose in 

peacetime and declined in wartime”.44 As can be seen in Figure A, this was only the 

case for the period of peace just before the Seven Years War (1756–63). Each of the 

other major wars, the Austrian War of Succession (1740–48) and the American War 

(1775–83) brought an increase in crime compared to the peace they followed. The 

largest year for wartime robberies was 1780, the year of the Gordon Riots, however 

the majority of robberies occurred before the riots broke out, whilst the largest year of 

robberies overall was 1789. This shows that military highway robbery was a crime that 

mostly increased during wartime and, whilst quickly increasing in frequency during 

periods of demobilisation, was never in higher numbers than the conflicts themselves. 

It is also interesting that during these spikes, the number of military robberies was still 

quite low compared to civilian highway robbery. Whilst there were 6 trials of soldiers 

and sailors for highway robbery during the demobilisation period in the year 1750, 

there were 58 prosecuted cases of highway robbery that year that did not involve such 

men. This suggests that despite the panic that discharged soldiers were committing 

                                                           
42 McLynn, Crime and Punishment, 320. 
43 McLynn, Crime and Punishment, 320. 
44 McLynn, Crime and Punishment, 320. 
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this crime in these periods, as shown by Shoemaker, those prosecuted were more 

likely to be civilians.45  

Figure A: Trials for Highway Robbery where the defendant was a soldier or sailor 

When discussing military highwaymen, it is impossible not to explore the soldier’s 

place in the armed forces. In this century, regiments were the basic organisational unit 

of Britain’s armed forces and could often be broken down into smaller units of 

companies or platoons and there were over a hundred of these regiments during this 

period. There were also three separate regiments, known as the regiments of Foot 

Guards, who were the Monarch’s household bodyguard.46 These were the 1st, 2nd, and 

3rd regiments of Foot Guards, sometimes referred to interchangeably, for example, as 

the 1st regiment of Foot or the 1st regiment of Guards.47 In the Old Bailey court records, 

there are 84 prisoners whose regiment is identifiable. Out of these 84 cases, 62 of 

those are clearly shown to be from the Monarch’s personal guards, the Foot Guards. 

There are another 14 cases where the accused is simply stated to be in the “Guards” 

or the “Foot Guards” which would bring the number up to 76 cases out of 84. Whilst 

there are 8 cases where the defendants are from other regiments, such as the 74th 

regiment or the Middlesex militia, the three Foot Guard regiments outnumber all 

others. What makes this even more unusual is that these members of the Foot Guards, 

                                                           
45 Shoemaker, “The Street Robber and the Gentleman Highwayman,” 385. 
46 Carpenter, “The British Army,” 474. 
47 For example of this, see OBP, May 1780, trial of Thomas Humphreys, Thomas Johns (t17800510-

33). 
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whilst being recruited from the same areas as all other regiments, were given better 

training and more money than other regiments, were said to be more motivated and 

to have a higher level of discipline because they were the personal guards of the 

Monarch.48 Those recruited into the Guards were also much taller than other regiments 

as a requirement and were known to be quite strong, with many being employed on 

the docks due to their strength.49 However, the regiments seem to have had a negative 

reputation in this period, with a lawyer in 1786 stating how giving a highwayman money 

was the “encouragement to all these scoundrels of the guards”.50 There were also 

numerous reports in newspapers of members of the Foot Guards robbing in St James 

and Hyde Parks.51 This prevalence of the Foot Guards in the Old Bailey records could 

be because of both proximity and jurisdiction. Crimes committed in these areas all 

came under the jurisdiction of the Old Bailey. The location of these soldiers however, 

being near the palace in various barracks, meant they had easy access to victims and 

major roads, whether on duty or not. This also explains why many of the crimes 

happened in the parks around the palace, such as St. James, Green, and Hyde Park 

for example, where many of these Guards were either stationed or on duty at the 

time.52 The reasons why these men of the Guards turned to crime is not fully known 

but the Ordinary’s Accounts suggest that, even though they were paid more than other 

regiments, money was a large recurring reason given for turning to crime. This is 

especially apparent in cases like that of James Templeman of the Guards who, when 

asked by his victim why he was robbing him, responded that “you know soldiers pay 

is very small, they cannot live by it, and we must have money somehow”.53 

 

The Crime 

On the night of the 30th of June 1779, Harpsichordist Jacob Rotherker was making his 

way from the town of Hayes to his house in Carnaby Market, London. At about eleven 

at night, as Rotherker was walking along, two soldiers walked up to him and asked for 

the time. After answering that it was probably near midnight, one of the soldiers 

grabbed Rotherker by the arms as the other drew his bayonet, aimed it at Rotherker’s 

breast and demanded the man’s money. Rotherker pleaded with the men – Thomas 

Kelly and Andrew Gray – saying that he was a poor musician with no more than ten 

shillings on his person. The soldiers however were determined for no less than half a 

guinea and tore off Rotherker’s breeches in an attempt to find more coins, striking him 

on the head with the bayonet and knocking him down in the process. When Rotherker 

begged for a few coins for a beer when he reached London, he was struck again but 

                                                           
48 Ian Fletcher, Younghusband, William, Wellington's Foot Guards (UK: Osprey Publishing, 1994), 13. 
49  Nick Mansfield, Soldiers as Workers: Class, Employment, Conflict and the Nineteenth-Century 

Military (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2015), 121. 
50 OBP, April 1786, trial of Jonathan Harwood (t17860426-11). 
51 London Chronicle May 2, 1789 - May 5, 1789, Issue 5083; London Chronicle, October 15, 1782 - 

October 17, 1782, Issue 4038. 
52 OBP, December 1790, trial of George Platt, Philip Roberts (t17901208-35). 
53 OBP, December 1790, trial of James Templeman, George Platt (t17901208-28). 
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was given back a shilling nonetheless. The two soldiers then ran off into the night, 

warning Rotherker that if he should make a sound or call for help as they escaped, 

they would turn back and kill him.54 

This case of Rotherker v. Kelly and Gray is a very typical case of highway robbery that 

a soldier may commit during the eighteenth century in and around London, and will be 

used to examine how military highwaymen committed their crimes in this period, such 

as the use of violence, the place and time the crimes occurred, and the methods of 

robbery used.  

As they committed their crime on foot, Gray and Kelly would be known as footpads. 

As footpads did not use a horse and therefore had no means of quick escape if 

pursued by their victims, they have been seen as more likely to injure and kill to stop 

a post-crime pursuit.55 The mounted highwayman however had a quick means of 

escape from the scene of the crime which meant they could afford to leave their victims 

unhurt.  

When examining the records at the Old Bailey criminal court in London, it becomes 

obvious that the footpad form of highway robbery was the most prevalent form 

committed by soldiers during this period, being used in 184 of the 201 prosecuted 

cases. This makes sense in an urban area where the use of horses in robberies would 

be difficult.  

Military footpads would usually rob in one of two ways, depending on where the crime 

took place. The first method was to approach their victim and render them immobile 

through the use of violence – a tackle or a punch, for example – and then rob the 

unfortunate victim. This is the type of method that can be seen being used in the 

Rotherker case. Kelly and Gray approached Rotherker on foot, demanded his money, 

knocked him down with a bayonet when it wasn’t handed over immediately and then 

began searching him for money only after he was down and wounded.56 Occasionally 

however violence was not used and the footpad would simply draw their weapon and 

threaten the victim with violence, however it had the same effect in the end, with the 

victim rendered helpless and then robbed. This type of method was usually used in 

the central parts of London, such as Tavistock Street, Chick Lane, or Oxford Road.57 

The use of this method seems to be linked to more spontaneous crimes, as it 

happened when the soldier observed a weakness of some form like a lone or drunken 

victim and was the method most often employed by those soldiers who were on duty.58 

This again can be seen with Rotherker who not only was walking alone in the middle 

of the night, but who also was foreign and spoke little English. This meant that he had 

great trouble gaining help to catch the criminals as he struggled to tell people what 

                                                           
54 OBP, June 1780, trial of Thomas Kelly, Andrew Gray (t17800628-32). 
55 McLynn, Crime and Punishment, 5-6. 
56 OBP, June 1780, trial of Thomas Kelly, Andrew Gray (t17800628-32). 
57 See OBP, January 1759, trial of Charles Drudge (t17590117-19); October 1744, trial of James Page 

(t17441017-28); December 1742, trial of David Todd (t17421208-24). 
58 For example, OBP, July 1778, trial of Henry Scott (t17780715-64). 
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had happened when he eventually reached London.59 The other common method was 

to wait on the side of a road, usually outside the main city, and stop travellers that 

were coming in and out of town. The soldier would usually then direct the victim into a 

nearby field where they would steal their belongings.60 Leading the victim into a field 

before robbing them would have been done to avoid the chance of another passer-by 

getting involved or trying to aid the victim. This not only happened to victims on foot 

but also those on horseback, as the soldier would simply grab the reigns of the horse 

and direct the victim into the field, as happened to John Partridge in 1733.61 These 

crimes seem to be more premeditated, as the soldiers are usually described by 

witnesses or accomplices to be waiting on the roadside in order to find victims 

travelling on the road.  

A major element of the Rotherker case was the use of violence by the two 

highwaymen. By slashing Rotherker with a bayonet, Kelly and Grey immediately fit the 

idea of the footpad being the violent highwayman.62 As shown by Shoemaker, this 

perception was publicised by newspapers covering such robberies throughout the 

century.63 This can be seen again when they threatened Rotherker with death if he 

called for help when they made their escape.64 Members of the military using violence 

during highway robbery was quite common during this period, with 105 out of the 184 

cases of footpad robbery examined using physical violence in some way during their 

crime, for example knocking their victim down or beating them. McLynn has suggested 

soldiers utilised violence in their crimes as they usually had spent long periods at war 

before they committed robbery. Apart from low pay, low job prospects, and high levels 

of demobilisation, many of these men brought back with them wartime attitudes and 

experiences, whether in active service or not. As McLynn states, at worst these men 

had been brutalised by their experience and at best acquired a new self confidence in 

their martial abilities.65 Most of them had witnessed incredibly violent campaigns, such 

as highwaymen John Wilkens, George Thomas, John Short, and Thomas Bird who all 

had taken part in the Battle of Fotenoy in 1745, each in one of the three household 

guard regiments, some of which had lost up to half of their number in that battle. Each 

of these men committed their crimes in 1746, a year after they returned home. 66 Not 

only was there no provision made for these soldiers to return to civilian life, but many 

had brought back with them notions that the use of violence to settle disputes was 

                                                           
59 OBP, June 1780, trial of Thomas Kelly, Andrew Gray (t17800628-32). 
60  For example, OBP, January 1755, trial of John Armstrong John, otherwise Thomas Welch 

(t17550116-33). 
61 OBP, October 1733, trial of John Weedon, Joseph Cox, John Buttler (t17331010-22). 
62 Shoemaker, “The Street Robber and the Gentleman Highwayman,” 386. 
63 Shoemaker, “The Street Robber and the Gentleman Highwayman,” 384. 
64 OBP, June 1780, trial of Thomas Kelly, Andrew Gray (t17800628-32). 
65 McLynn, Crime and Punishment,” 322. 
66 OBP, Ordinary of Newgate's Accounts, January 1747 (OA17470121); OBP, Ordinary of Newgate's 

Account, August 1746 (OA17460801); Julian Paget, Second to None: The History of the Coldstream 

Guards 1650-2000 (Barnsley: Pen and Sword, 2000), 21. 
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acceptable.67  According to Stephan Conway, others had returned from overseas 

campaigns having brought home the idea of ‘plunder culture’. This is the idea that the 

gains they earned from crimes such as highway robbery were owed to them because 

of their service, and taking such things by force was recompense for the dangers and 

hardships they had faced.68 General John Wentworth for example, in 1745, worried 

that this plunder culture mixed with soldiers low pay meant that his men would plunder 

the country-side as they moved across Northern England.69 Nicholas Rogers has also 

noted how many sailors struggled to return to civilian life whilst much of their pay was 

withheld from them.70 

Military footpads could also be lethal, with 3 of the cases examined ending with the 

highwayman murdering their victim and 8 cases were an attempt to do so was made. 

There were benefits for a footpad who murdered their victim, as the nature of criminal 

trials during this period were that the prosecution was responsible for not only bringing 

the case forward to the authorities, but in many circumstances capturing the defendant 

and finding the appropriate evidence to be used against them.71 This would obviously 

be less likely in cases where the victim had died at the footpad’s hands, as there would 

be no one to either report the robbery or, especially in the examples like the Rotherker 

case, witness the crime. This very small number of homicides during these reported 

crimes demonstrates that the large majority of military highwaymen, whilst resorting to 

violence, did not try to murder their victims, putting them at odds with the perception 

at the time of the murderous footpad. 

Whilst the majority of these cases of footpad robbery by soldiers did use physical 

violence in some way, there were 77 cases of footpad robbery where only the threat 

of violence or harm was used. For most of these cases, the footpad would approach 

the victim and unsheathe their weapon, usually a pistol or sword and then threaten the 

victim if they did not immediately give over their money. As many of these soldiers 

would have had access to weapons, this threat of violence may have been taken more 

seriously. Kelly and Grey began their crime in this manner, aiming a bayonet at 

Rotherker and demanding the man’s money, resorting to violence only when money 

was not given over straight away.72 Even this approach had its dangers however as 

victims would often fight back. Edward Barcock in 1738 found himself outmatched 

when his victim, Stephan Boughton, was not intimidated by the unarmed Barcock’s 

bare fists and instead pulled out a sword of his own and began fighting back.73 

Whilst mounted highwaymen were known as the less violent of the two forms, like 

footpads, these mounted criminals also had set methods when committing their 

crimes. According to the trial records, most of the documented mounted highwaymen 
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71 Clive Emsley, Crime and Society in England (London: Pearson Education Limited, 2005), 183. 
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would wait by the roadside until a carriage or a traveller came by, at which point the 

soldier would stop the carriage, point a gun in through the window and demand the 

traveller’s goods and money. In fact the only soldier not to do this was Edward Dunfield 

in 1749 who rode next to his victim, who was traveling alone on foot, and struck up a 

conversation with his victim before demanding the man’s money. Dunfield even bought 

his victim food and a drink at the Inn just down the road after, playing the part of the 

‘Knight of the Road’.74 However, these mounted military highwaymen were in the 

minority of the cases that appeared at court during this period, with only 9 out of the 

201 cases having a soldier mounted on a horse at any point in the robbery. Out of 

these 9 cases, whilst they all involved the threat of violence, only one involved the use 

of violence, and this appears to be accidental.75 Only 1 of the 9 were members of the 

infantry, with the other 8 all being from either cavalry units or sailors.76 The presence 

of cavalrymen is not too surprising, as these crimes needed skill and experience on 

horseback in order to ride and control a horse during a robbery, which usually 

happened at night, sometimes involved gunfire and quickly fleeing the scene safely, 

which means the highwayman who used the horse would need to have some 

experience to be successful.  

There were however some cases, all of footpad robbery, where there was no violence 

used and the threat was not of a physical nature. These cases revolved around the 

use of blackmail, specifically over a sodomy charge. Because of the seriousness of a 

sodomy charge to a person’s life and reputation, whether found guilty or not, a few 

highwaymen began using the threat of a sodomy charge instead of physical violence 

to get their victims to comply. This interesting circumstance of a highwayman 

threatening someone else with the gallows can be seen in a number of robberies 

committed by soldiers, like James Brown who in 1763 approached Ralph Hodson at 

around 10PM on the street, grabbed him by the penis and threatened to convict him 

as a sodomite and “hang him” if he did not turn over all his goods.77 In total there are 

14 cases that are recorded in the Old Bailey records between 1699 and 1793 where 

a highwaymen, both military and civilian, used the threat of a sodomy charge as a 

weapon against their victims during the crime.78 Of these 14 cases, 9 were committed 

by members of the military, showing that this was predominantly a military tactic when 

committed during a robbery on the highway. The other five’s records in the Ordinary’s 

accounts, where many of the others stated their occupation as soldiers, are however 

missing from the archive, so it is unknown what their occupation was. However, this 

                                                           
74 OBP, October 1749, trial of Edward Dunfield (t17491011-24). 
75 OBP, February 1730, trial of Ferdinando Shrimpton Robert Drummond, alias Godfrey, alias Bell 
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76 OBP, October 1694, trial of John Weaver (t16941010-18). 
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78 Old Bailey Proceedings Online (www.oldbaileyonline.org, version 6.0, 17 April 2011), Searched for 
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does show that the majority of this form of highway robbery was committed by soldiers, 

all of the 9 being from the army specifically. This evidence is also noted by Randolph 

Trumbach in his work “Blackmail for Sodomy in Eighteenth-Century London” where he 

states how “soldiers appeared more frequently as blackmailers than any other group 

of men”.79 Trumbach shows how it was the associated scandal that drove many 

victims to pay such blackmailer, with some victims preferring death rather than face 

trial.80 The associated scandal may be a reason these highwaymen used this tactic, 

as well as their location as according to Rictor Norton, St. James Park was used as a 

“popular gay cruising ground, where soldiers from the nearby barracks allowed 

themselves to be picked up”.81 Trumbach notes how these soldiers would often be 

solicited around London during war time, especially if they were in uniform, which 

would have given them more knowledge of this specific crime than other people.82 

Twenty-one year old soldier Rowley Hanson was apparently as “common as the night” 

in St. James Park, and was so often given gifts from men who he went into bye walks 

and taverns with that he was soon able to “go pretty smart when out in his regimentals” 

to the extent that the other soldiers in his regiment soon knew that something was 

going on as he had poor relatives. These gifts were Hanson’s main form of income 

apart from his soldiers pay and the robbery that landed him in prison.83 James and 

Thomas Brown, both soldiers, were reported in their trial for highway robbery to have 

blackmailed around 500 men in St. James Park alone.84 These soldiers themselves 

would have known well the fear a sodomy charge could conjure in men from all 

occupations, with some in the military receiving brutal punishments if caught, such as 

sailors Martin Billin and James Bryan, who both received a thousand lashes each for 

a sodomy charge that was only "in part prov'd” (sic).85 This may explain why it was 

used mainly by members of the military and why it was seen as being an effective 

weapon against a potential victim.  

There were also certain places and times where military highway robbery was more 

likely to take place. In regards to location, many of these men were committing their 

crimes very close to military barracks, such as St. James or Hyde Park, or nearby 

Green Park.86 This may have been because many of these soldiers were not from 

London, as explored earlier. This may have meant that they did not know London well, 

and so robbed in the area in which they would have the most experience. Simon Smith, 
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an Irishman of the Second regiment of guards in 1753 demonstrates this, as he robbed 

on the Strand, fleeing into the nearby Savoy Barracks when his victim pursued, even 

yelling back “catch me if you can” as he approached the barracks.87  

The predominance of robberies in the vicinity of barracks can be seen in regards to 

the robbing of Rotherker. The area where Kelly and Grey robbed and assaulted 

Rotherker was 200 yards from the Queen’s regiment in Hyde Park, where these men, 

both belonging to the 18th regiment, were camped at the time of the robbery.88 As well 

as committing crimes near their barracks, many of these men seemed to have 

committed these crimes whilst on duty as well.89 These duties usually took the form of 

either patrolling around London on foot or else being stationed in their sentry boxes, 

both of which meant that their robberies were more likely to be of the footpad variety 

rather than mounted. An example would be soldier Henry Scott who whilst on duty in 

his sentry box one day, held up John Higgins saying that if he did not give over his 

goods without “any resistance, he would pull out his bayonet and murther (sic)” him.90 

Scott’s crime took place in 1778 whilst he was on duty in Green Park, close to multiple 

barracks around Hyde and St James parks.91 Thomas Peach was another soldier who 

committed his crime whilst on duty, robbing Ann Matthews of her bundle of linen whilst 

guarding her across St. James Park.92 Peach used his position as a soldier to gain 

Matthew’s trust in order to take her bundle, which eventually happened right in front of 

the Queen’s palace.93 It was this proximity to the barracks, such as in the case of Scott, 

which often led these footpad soldiers to being caught and charged, as a victim would 

simply go to the nearest barracks and give the description of the men that just robbed 

them.94 Again this is reflected in the Rotherker case, with Rotherker finding two other 

soldiers down the road from Hyde Park camp to help him catch the aforementioned 

highwaymen. It was also this regiment in Hyde Park where the prosecution went to 

find evidence to prosecute the soldiers, as it was the closest regiment to the crime.95 

This assumption was made easier by the fact that many of these soldiers committed 

their crimes in full regimental uniform, to the point where a few victims could describe 

the regiment the criminal belonged to, as happened with Benjamin Search in 1757, 

whose victim Thomas Scott could tell Search was in the 2nd regiment of guards by the 

“trimming of [his] clothes”.96 These men probably robbed in uniform as it would have 

                                                           
87 OBP, June 1753, trial of Simon Smith (t17530607-3). 
88 OBP, June 1780, trial of Thomas Kelly, Andrew Gray (t17800628-32). 
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been difficult for a soldier, who naturally would move around both the country and the 

globe, to own and carry multiple sets of clothing. What this meant though is that the 

perception of an epidemic of violent criminal veterans would have been strengthened 

by the actions of these men, who by robbing in uniform made their crimes more visible 

and distinguishable. It is also possible that, by robbing in a uniform that could be 

tracked to a specific regiment, these men made the job of the victim easier in tracking 

them down and bringing charges against them. This could account for the prevalence 

of recognisable regiments like the House Guards in the trial records, especially if 

committed during periods of public anxiety over military perpetrated crimes.  

 

Conclusion 

Military highway robbery in the eighteenth century was a unique crime compared to its 

civilian counterpart and other crimes committed by the armed forces. The military 

highway robber was a non-local, most likely having been brought to London from the 

outer areas of Britain, or even overseas, through his military duties. These men had 

little local knowledge, which meant many robbed near their barracks and in uniform, 

unique traits that often led to their capture.  

The crime is also unique when compared to other types of military perpetrated crimes. 

One of the surest statements of eighteenth-century crime, according to Frank McLynn, 

is that crime rose in peacetime and declined in war, with spikes in the crime rate at the 

end of each war caused by unemployed, demobilised soldiers turning to crime.97 

However, by examining the dates of individual robberies set out in the trial records as 

well as the testimonies in the Ordinary’s Accounts, it is clear that this was not always 

the case with military highway robbery. Whilst there were certainly spikes in the 

number of trials for this crime following each major conflict, these spikes always had 

a smaller number of crimes that went to trial than the wars themselves. In addition, 

only the Seven Years’ War saw a decrease in this crime during the conflict, with other 

major conflicts increasing the rate of prosecuted offenses. During these periods of 

demobilisation, the trial records show that it was mostly civilians rather than soldiers 

who were being tried for highway robbery.  

Whilst other crimes may have been committed by unemployed soldiers struggling to 

find an income once out of the military, those soldiers who turned to highway robbery 

were usually actively employed by the military when they committed their crimes. As 

well as being actively employed, the majority of the soldiers tried for committing 

highway robbery were from the Monarch’s personal house guard, either the 1st, 2nd, or 

3rd Foot Guards. These were men who were physically taller, stronger, and better 

trained than the local populace. They were also mostly young men who were often 

armed. 

The second section of this article focused on the actual crimes themselves. Military 

highwaymen committed their robberies in the same two forms as civilian highwaymen, 
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as either footpads or on horseback. However, whilst the civilian footpad was infamous 

for their use of extreme violence, almost half of the military highwaymen discussed in 

this study utilised the threat of violence rather than violence itself, a method helped by 

their larger physical size and weaponry. Those men who robbed on horseback 

however did indeed follow the civilian style and very rarely used any violence at all. 

These mounted highwaymen however were in the minority of the cases examined, 

with the vast majority of these men using the footpad form of the crime. There were 

also methods of robbery that were used more frequently by military highwayman than 

civilian ones, mainly threatening a victim with a sodomy charge if they didn’t peacefully 

give over their goods. These robberies would either take place inside or on the 

outskirts of London usually near a barracks, with more spontaneous crimes happening 

within urban areas and premeditated crimes happening on the city’s outskirts.  

The military highwayman was a distinctive, feared criminal, who utilised their training 

and position to pray on both the rich and the poor. From pamphlets in 1701 blaming a 

rise in crime on soldiers disbanded from the military and navy to Horace Walpole’s 

claim that England was in an internal state of war due to the soldiers turning to highway 

robbery, committing the most “wanton cruelties”, these were men who were often 

underpaid, well-armed, and may have had little loyalty to the local population.98 Even 

though only a small number of men were sent to trial for this crime, the figure of the 

military highwayman, well-armed and dangerous, was one that haunted the people of 

eighteenth-century London.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
98 Hanging Not Punishment Enough, p. 24; Horace Walpole, Letters of Horace Walpole, Earl of Orford, 

to Sir Horace Mann: His Britannic Majesty's Resident at the Court of Florence, from 1760 to 1785, vol 

2 (Philadelphia: Lea and Blanchard, 1844), 259.   
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