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CURIOSITY HUNTERS 

 

There is a large class of people in the world—the business of whose lives is to hunt after and collect trifling 

curiosities; who go about like the Parisian chiffonniers, grubbing and poking in the highways and byeways of 

society, for those dearly-prized objects which the generality of mankind would turn up their noses at as worthless 

rubbish. But though the tribe of curiosity-hunters be extremely numerous, Nature, by a wise provision, has 

bestowed on them various appetites, so that, in the pursuit of their prey, they are led by different instincts, and 

what one seizes with avidity, another rejects as altogether unworthy of notice. 

The varieties of the species are interminable; some of them are well known, and need no description—such as 

the book-worm, the bird-stuffer, the coin-taster, the picture-scrubber, &c.; but there are others whose tastes are 

singularly eccentric: of these I may mention the snuff-box collector, the cane-fancier, the ring-taker, the play-bill 

gatherer, to say nothing of one illustrious personage, whose passion for collecting a library of Bibles is generally 

known. But there is another individual of the species that I have not yet mentioned, whose morbid pleasure in 

collecting relics and memorials of the most revolting deeds of blood and crime is too well authenticated to be 

discredited. I believe that this variety, which I term “The Criminal Curiosity Hunter,” is unknown to every 

country in the world, except England. 

How such a horrible taste should have been engendered here, is a question not easily solved. Physiologists are 

inclined to attribute it to our heavy atmosphere, which induces gloomy thoughts and fancies; while moralists 

assign as its cause, the sanguinary spirit of our laws, our brutal exhibitions of hanging, drawing and quartering, 

of gibbettings, whippings, brandings, and torturings, which degrade men‟s natures, and give them a relish for 

scenes of blood and cruelty. 

It happened that I had occasion to call on one of those “Criminal Curiosity Hunters” lately. He received me with 

extreme urbanity, and pointing to an old-fashioned-looking arm-chair, requested me to be seated.—I did so. 

“I suppose, sir,” said he, with an air of suppressed triumph, “that you have no idea that you are now sitting in a 

remarkable chair?” 

I assured him I was totally unconscious of the fact. 

“I can tell you, then,” he replied, “that it was in that chair Fauntleroy, the banker, who was hanged for forgery, 

was sitting when he was arrested.” 

“Indeed!” 

“Fact, sir! I gave ten guineas for it. I thought also to have obtained the night-cap in which he slept the night 

before his execution, but another collector was beforehand with me, and bribed the turnkey to steal it for him.” 

“I had no idea there could be any competition for such an article,” I observed. 

“Ah! sir,” said he, with a deep sigh, “you don‟t know the value of these interesting relics. I have been for 

upwards of thirty years a collector of them, and I have now as pretty a museum of Criminal Curiosities as you 

could desire to see.” 

“It seems you have been indefatigable in your pursuit,” said I. 

“Yes,” he replied, “when a man devotes himself to a great object, he must go to it heart and soul. I have spared 

neither time nor money in my pursuit; and since I became a collector, I have attended the execution of every 

noted malefactor throughout the kingdom.” 

Perceiving that my attention was drawn to a common rope, which served as a bell-pull, he said— 

“I see you are remarking my bell-cord—that is the identical rope, sir, which hanged Bellingham, who shot Mr. 

Perceval in the House of Commons. I offered any sum for the one in which Thistlewood ended his life to match 



it—but I was unfortunately disappointed; and the laws have now become so disgracefully lenient, that I fear I 

shall never have an opportunity of procuring a respectable companion rope for the other side of my mantel-piece. 

And „tis all owing to the rascally Whigs, sir—they have swept away all our good old English customs, and 

deprived us of our national recreations. I remember, sir, when Monday was called „hanging day‟ at the Old 

Bailey; on that morning a man might he certain of seeing three or four criminals swung off before his breakfast. 

„Tis a curious study, sir, that of hanging—I have seen a great many people suffer in my time: some go off as 

quiet as lambs, while others die very reluctantly. I have remarked, sir, that „tis very difficult to hang a Jew 

pedlar, or a hackney-coachman—there‟s something obstinate in their nature that won‟t let them die like other 

men. But, as I said before, the Whigs and reformers have knocked up the hanging profession; and if it was not 

for the suicides, which, I am happy to say, are as abundant as ever, I don‟t know what we should do.” 

After my friend‟s indignation against the anti-hanging principles of Reform had subsided a little, he invited me 

to examine his curiosities, which he had arranged in an adjoining room. 

“I have not,” said he, as we were proceeding thither, “confined my collection to objects connected with capital 

offenders only; it comprehends relics of every grade of crime, from murder to petty larceny. In that respect I am 

liberal, sir.” 

We had now reached the door of the apartment, when my conductor, seizing my arm suddenly, pointed to the 

door-mat upon which I had just set my foot, and said, “Observe that mat, sir; it is composed of oakum picked by 

the fair fingers of the late Lady Barrymore, while confined in the Penitentiary.” 

I cast a glance at this humble memorial of her late ladyship‟s industry, and passed into the museum. In doing so, 

I happened to stumble over a stable-bucket, which my friend affirmed was the one from which Thurtell watered 

his horse on his way to Probert‟s cottage. Opening a drawer, he produced a pair of dirty-looking slippers, the 

authentic property of the celebrated Ikey Solomons; and along with them a pair of cotton hose, which he assured 

me he had mangled with his own hands in Sarah Gale‟s mangle. In another drawer he directed my attention to a 

short clay pipe, once in the possession of Burke; and a tobacco-stopper belonging to Hare, the notorious 

murderer. He had also preserved with great care Corder‟s advertisement for a wife, written in his own hand, as it 

appeared in the weekly papers, and a small fragment of a tile from the Red Barn, where Maria Martin was 

murdered by the same Corder. He also possessed the fork belonging to the knife with which some German, 

whose name I forget, cut his wife‟s and children‟s throats; and a pewter half-quartern measure, used at the Black 

Lion, in Wych-street, by Sixteen-string Jack. 

There were, likewise, in the collection several interesting relics of humorous felony; such as the snuff-box of the 

Cock-lane ghost—the stone thrown by Collins at William the Fourth‟s head—a copy of Sir Francis Burden‟s 

speech, for which he was committed to the Tower—an odd black silk glove, worn by Mr. Cotton, the late 

ordinary of Newgate—Barrington‟s silver tooth-pick—and a stay-lace of Miss Julia Newman. 

These were but a small portion of the contents of the museum; but I had seen enough to make me sick of the 

exhibition, and I withdrew with the firm resolution never again, during my life, to enter the house of a Criminal 

Curiosity Hunter. 

 







Punch, November 20, 1841 

 

MORBID SYMPATHY FOR CRIMINALS. 

 

Our contemporary, the Times, for the last few days has been very justly deprecating the existing morbid 

sympathy for criminals. The moment that a man sins against the conventionalities of society he ought certainly 

to be excluded from all claims upon the sympathy of his fellows. It is very true that even the felon has kindred, 

parents, wife, children—for whom, and in whom, God has implanted an instinctive love. It is true that the 

criminal may have been led by the example of aristocratic sinners to disregard the injunctions of revealed 

religion against the adulterer, the gamester, and the drunkard; and having imitated the “pleasant follies” of the 

great without possessing the requisite means for such enjoyments, the man of pleasure has degenerated into the 

man of crime. It is true that the poor and ignorant may have claims upon the wealth and the intelligence of the 

rich and learned; but are we to pause to inquire whether want may have driven the destitute to theft, or the 

absence of early instruction have left the physical desires of the offender‟s nature superior to its moral 

restrictions.—Certainly not, whilst we have a gallows. There is, however, one difficulty which seems to interfere 

with a liberal exercise of the rope and the beam. Where are we to find executioners? for if “whoso sheddeth 

man‟s blood” be amenable to man, surely Jack Ketch is not to be exempted. 

The Times condemns the late Lord Chamberlain for allowing the representation of “Jack Sheppard” and 

“Madame Laffarge” at the Adelphi; so do we. The Times intimates, that “the newspapers teem with details about 

everything which such criminals „as Dick Turpin and Jack Sheppard‟ say or do; that complete biographies of 

them are presented to the public; that report after report expatiates upon every refinement and peculiarity in their 

wickedness,” for “the good purpose” of warning the embryo highwayman. We are something more 

than duberous of this. We can see no difference between the exhibition of the stage and the gloating of the 

broadsheet; they are both “the agents by which the exploits of the gay highwayman are realised before his eyes, 

amid a brilliant and evidently sympathising” public. We deprecate both, as tending to excite the weak-minded to 

gratify “the ambition of this kind of notoriety;”—and yet we say, with the Times, there should be “no sympathy 

for criminals.” 
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