
It was the noise at Tyburn that made my
Father fear it so. When Jack Sheppard was to
be hung, we went for the day out. That is, my
Mum and I. My Dad stayed at home. Many of
our friends and neighbours were there also,
hawking hot foods or selling sweets, or
cutting purses, or picking pockets. I saw Jim
Smith gain a few guineas’ worth from a
gentleman bloated with age. Jim saw I’d seen,
and he tipped me the wink and tossed me a
shilling. I stuck it away and didn’t tell my
Mum.

But we weren’t here to work; we were here
to see Jack Sheppard escape again. While we
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waited for the wagon to roll in we pushed our
way through the heaving crowds, digging in
our elbows and stamping on feet to clear our
path. We barely heard their little cries over
the almighty roar the mob were making: all
the shouts to “come buy” and the shouts to
“come over”, and the shouts to be heard
speaking in the ears of your immediate
companion. As we shoveled our way through
the voluminous mass I could only make out
two individual cries – a young lass screeching
for her Mum like a fallen sparrow, and a
preacher yelling himself hoarse telling us
sinners to repent.
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finger and presented it to me with a
tremendous speech. Those around me cheered
and slapped my back, making jokes about
winning more than just Jack’s body.

I was extremely proud, and my Mum was
glowing like a roasted chestnut. Although
we’d come for the show she wasn’t fool
enough to pass over an opportunity and she
sold the finger to the highest bidder then and
there. As a treat to sate our triumph she
bought some small beer and eel pies for the
way home.

I felt like a real heroine.
Even after we left the multitude, my ears

were full of the pounding, heaving din. My
Mother had to repeat each sentence she spoke.
Eventually, though, she tired of talking, and
we walked the many mile stretch home in
silence. It wasn’t silence for me of course. I
suffered a chorus in my ears punctured by the
echoing crunch of gingerbread.

News of my glory had rattled home before
us. The shop was packed full of friends, well-
wishers and gossips. Even pretty Jim Smith
was there, and the rich smile he fed me gave
me goosebumps all over again. He whispered
something in my ear but I could not hear it.
And I was too damned with shyness to beg
him to repeat. My father sat in the lightest
corner of this clamour, his ears stuffed with
fur, his head bent in vexed concentration. My
Mum and I were impervious to his distress,
and we told our fantastic tale, and we sung
and raised glasses: Gangrene for the
Anatomist! and: To the Toppling of the
Tyburn Tree! The rabble were rammed into
our shop, and so many that they tumbled into
the wet streets outside, but not a comment or
question from any of them could I hear.

I noticed my Dad in his corner, his head
humbly shaking from side to side. No, No, his
mouth moved, speaking to the material in his
hands. It was as if he were facing the gallows
itself.

Jack the Hat was a skilled and reputable
worker but he could not afford the mistakes
made that day. He fixed up his errors with
cheap felt, and sold the hat to the man he’d
been making it for. The man came back damp
with rage and my Dad had to promise another
hat or his shop would have been splinters fit
only for firewood. With a whole new hat to
make my Dad was driven onto the account,
pilfering a pelt from a shopkeeper uptown.

He was caught. Jack the Hat, the man who
loved quiet, was kidnapped from us and
marched to Newgate. Newgate Prison, where
the numbing, banging bedlam was a marital
match for the thunderous final shout of the
Tyburn Gallows.

Let me reassure you this is no moral fable.
Jack the Hat did indeed follow Jack
Sheppard’s solemn route, and he was hung
with six other impoverished men. But the
rowdy party that had faced Jack Sheppard did
not face him. Besides, his jailer had all along
allowed him to plug his ears with wax, after
being slipped some pennies by my Mum. Nor
did we have to wrestle the anatomists for his
body. My mourning but ever practical Mother
took a butcher for a husband, a man of small
personality but big purse. Their wedding was
just two days after my Dad settled in the
ground for his ultimate peace.

I married Jim Smith shortly after that, and
we took over the hat shop together. We rub
along, fighting and uniting again. His shouting
doesn’t bother me, for my hearing never did
come back completely. He isn’t the Hatter my
Father was, but we share a skill for pinching
so we don’t want for much. My family has
meat in the mouth and hats on the head. And
although we miss Dad keenly, we all could
shake hands with the Tyburn Tree one day,
any one of us. In my prayers of a night, I
remember Jack the Hat, and ask that he be at
rest up there, with the wax in his ears to keep
out the shrieking of angels, and the drone of
Saints.
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He twisted and writhed like a herring on a
hook but the masses clenched him like a vice.

I tore his little finger clean off. Not that it
was clean at all, there was a violent surge of
blood in my mouth, and the taste made me
drop my prey straight off. I spat it out, and if
it stained anyone’s clothes they did not mind
it because everyone was busy clapping
everyone else. We had won Jack Sheppard’s
corpse for a decent burial after all! Edgeware
Bess was stumbling drunk, but she found the

business, like all the businesses in our part of
London, costing money is one step gone from
the workhouse. Or starvation. Jack the Hat
told all his friends that noise would be the
death of him. I will come to this later, about
how right he was.

Before I tell of how I killed Jack the Hat,
I’ll tell of how my good, strong teeth flexed
and tensed around that skinny, stealthy hand. I
bit down with outraged strength and his
scream lit up the skies like an angel’s choir.
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“Save it for Sunday!” my Mum bawled
back. For a moment his piety became
bafflement, then he took up his cry again with
more vigour. My Mum was as close to a
Christian as my Father, but she liked things in
their proper place. Today was not a day for
thieving or religion. Today we were here to
see the show.

We stuck close and were still together
when we got as close as we wanted to the
Tyburn Tree. The three-legged gallows
imposed itself in front of us like a ravenous
sea monster. Any one of this crowd –
including me and my Mum – had surely done
as much as could find us hanging off it. I felt
the shilling in my secret pocket and imagined
with horror pretty Jim Smith strung up in its
terrible embrace.

The aching bellows of the mob grew
louder, excited, swelling in pitch until a word
could be made out. From the belly of the pack
rose united voices; “Jack!” My arms all came
up in goosebumps, though I was sweating as
well, I saw the wagon trundling along, Jack
not escaped yet, and so many men to guard
him I began to think he never would.

And he didn’t. We waited and we watched,
and when it dawned on us happy thousands
that there wasn’t to be a sprint through the
delighted mourners, an awful hush thumped
into us, as silencing as a bailiff knocking at
the door.

On the stage Jack Sheppard’s leg was
trembling. Below him his kin were weeping
and clawing at their clothes, his fancy
girlfriends clinging to each other like
marooned sailors. The rest of us were quiet as
stowaways. So quiet my Dad could have
borne it.

But I couldn’t look. I covered my eyes and
turned my face into my Mother’s skirts. She
covered my ears to protect me from the grim
words of the executioner.

I was there an age, deaf and blind to this
sorry spectacle. I tried to turn a number of
times but my Mum held me as tightly as the
gallows hugged Jack. Then she grew restless
too, and there was a rustling through the
crowd, a whisper as quiet as a plot.

My Mum let me go, and as if I could not
help myself, I looked. Poor, brilliant Jack was
dangling from the noose, the fire squeezed out
of him by those malevolent bonds. Jack’s
women – his Mother, and his Girls – had
stoppered up their grieving and wore fierce
expressions now. I shot my own blood a look
and she inclined her head at a group of skittish
men.

They were anatomists; students sent to
dishonour Jack Our Sheppard, to butcher his
body like a cow at Spitalfields. I didn’t know
this then, but I could feel that we were
preparing to fight. All the fear and hatred that
us poor harbour for the Tyburn Tree was
ready to greet the anatomists. No wonder they
shuffled and coughed and shifted from one
heathen foot to another. Word without voice
had spread through the disappointed
multitude. In the same silent way goods got
lifted from a rich home, to a fence, to a
market, to food on all our tables.

A soldier, shaking like Jack had, cut down
the body. Then they sprung and we sprung,
with a shout louder than anything I had heard
before. My ears stung and my brain rattled,
and I fell forward with the pantomime of the
Apocalypse come early. I opened my mouth
and cried out too, thick and gruff as my little,
scarred lungs would let me. With my gob
wide enough for a King’s feast to fall in it,
good luck would find me crushed between a
fuming Edgeware Bess and a weasly,
graverobbing student. He thought me too little
a horror to worry him. He simply flung his
hand out to push me aside. His one hand on
my face, the other pulling Bess up off her
beloved, cold Jack, I did what was right and
proper.

My Mum said I was born a biter. She
refused to nurse another after two year of me
at her teat. My Mum is a woman of her word
and she never bore me brothers or sisters. I
suppose my Father, Jack the Hat, was relieved
indeed because even my singular racketing
made him wince and lose concentration. He
loved me dearly but he didn’t like to see too
much of me. In the Hatting business a little
mistake costs money. And in the Hatting
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