criminal ancestors

Researching English Criminal Ancestors

Michelle Dennis presents the evidence used to reveal
the life and fate of her criminal ancestor
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ave you ever wondered what it was

that may have driven our ancestors to
take up a life of crime – perhaps boredom,
poverty, or opportunity? Having found a
petty law breaker in my own family tree,
I decided to delve deeper into the English criminal
records to find out more.
Mary Ann Stow was born in Greenwich, Kent, England to parents John Stow, a cabinet maker, and Mary
Beaver. Unmarried female ancestors are perhaps the
most difficult of all our ancestors to research. They
appear in baptism and burial records and sometimes
it seems, are almost untraceable, leaving behind only
breadcrumbs of information to follow. After searching the London, England, Baptisms, Marriages and
Burials 1538-1812 on Ancestry, I easily found Mary
in the St. Alfege, Greenwich baptism register, www.
ancestry.com/search/collections/1624. But then the trail
went cold for some time.
Mary was one of nine children born in Royal Hill,
Greenwich and to my surprise while browsing the
England & Wales Criminal Registers 1791-1892
on Ancestry, www.ancestry.com/search/collections/1590,
she appeared in the Maidstone, Kent indexes in October 1844. I was fortunate that Stow is an unusual
surname, so when I ran it through the index searching

St. Alfege, Greenwich, Kent, England where Mary Stow was
baptised in 1804. (Author’s own photo)
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for one of her brothers, up came her name! The register
stated she was accused of larceny and was sentenced to
a year in prison. My curiosity was peaked, and I then
consulted the London Old Bailey Online website for
more of the story, www.oldbaileyonline.org.

Old Bailey Proceedings Online (www.oldbaileyonline.org, version
8.0, 21 Oct 2020). Oct 1844, trial of Mary Ann Stow
(t18441021-2554).
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