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Flogging Joey & The Honest Thieves: 
A History of Smuggling

AN EXHIBITION at the DOVER MUSEUM
21st SEPTEMBER -  15TH NOVEMBER
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THE YOUNG Set often tell me that even nostalgia is a thing of the past. 
Nevertheless, I visited this exhibition five times bringing back memories of those 
swashbuckling, bloodthirsty and spine chilling Saturday morning flicks with swinging 
inn signs, flashing lights, owl hoots, shipwrecks, rattling bleached skeletons hanging 
from gibbets, Robert Newton and buxom serving wenches. The descriptive music of 
Dame Ethel Smyth, from her operas The Wreckers’ and The Boatswain’s Mate5 
continually ran through my head.

The exhibition gave a detailed history of Custom duties, enforcement, evasion and 
counter action over the centuries up to current times.

Kings Edward I and II introduced customs systems to raise money exclusively for 
their own use. Ever since then it has been necessary to control trade and to take 
measures against those who wish to evade tax and the laws of the country.

In 1671 Charles II established the Board of Customs to oversee the collection of 
duties and to prevent evasion. At that time the ‘Owlers5 (so called because they 
communicated by imitating owls) were smuggling wool out of England and were 
beginning to smuggle tea, tobacco, brandy and gin into England.

The direction of illicit trade between 1702 and 1815 was into the country, when 
England was either close to or actually at war with France. The importation of goods 
from France was either prohibited or high taxes had to be paid on them. The money 
raised was needed to finance the war. The taxed goods included wine, silk, Parisian 
fashions, human hair, tea, tobacco, brandy and spirits.

These circumstances led to a mafia-like network of crime involving all levels of 
society, regarding themselves as ‘honest thieves5. Capital was found by the gentry who 
soon saw a good return in their investment. The system was supported and protected 
by the corruption of government officers, armed forces, and by involved magistrates 
and vicars -  the crypts of churches often being used as warehouses.

The ordinary people did not have a vote and regarded laws as only made to assist 
and protect the rich. The people therefore openly joined in the activities.
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“THE SMUGGLERS’ BOAT.’ An original print, drawn off Dover c1840

Boatmen, armed with guns, were well paid to bring goods across the Channel. 
Farm labourers boosted their earnings by carrying contraband from beaches to 
stores, and across country. Farmers left stable doors unlocked so that their horses 
could be used. The horses were returned with a barrel or two as payment. Women and 
children acted as lookouts and messengers.

Large, well organised gangs were centred in Hawkhurst and Aldington and had 
their own secretaries, accountants, surgeons and solicitors.

By 1783, at least 200,000 people were involved in smuggling which was openly 
conducted as there was no protective force. Although rewards of £500 were offered, 
none dared to give information for fear of being tortured or murdered. Custom House 
Men and Riding Officers were bribed to turn a blind eye. If not co-operative, they 
risked being beaten up or kidnapped and dumped in France where they would be 
regarded and treated as spies.

Boatbuilders in Deal and Dover made fast boats. The luggers were fast and highly 
manoeuvrable, carrying up to 100 tons of goods. The Centipede galley was seventy 
feet long, had two men on each of twenty oars and crossed the Channel in two 
hours. These boats had false compartments in which contraband could be hidden. 
(Is this why the boat which beached itself near the subway under Townwall Street, 
was, when found in October 1992, cut up into sections ?lTo compete, the Customs 
men had large sails on their cutters which gave them a good turn of speed.

Deal, then a small fishing village, was extremely active. The rabbit warren areas 
such as Middle Street and Coppin Street were ideal for hiding contraband. In 1710 
Deal was described as ‘an impious and remorseless town where fraud, oppression, 
theft and rape reign5. Wm. Cobbett ;described it in 1830 as ‘a most villainous place5.



Deal galleys were declared illegal in 1764 and 1812. In 1784 Prime Minister 
William Pitt instructed that all small boats along the coast should be burned. In 1807 
a special armed patrol of 1,000 soldiers carried out an intensive search of Deal.

Due to other priorities, little had been done to prevent smuggling during the 
Napoleonic wars. A Coast Blockade was established in 1815 and Captain William 
McCulloch was in charge from Margate to Dover, with land stations every three 
miles. He was a strict disciplinarian and men under his command who did not carry 
out their duties were flogged. This earned him the name of ‘Flogging Joey5. He is 
buried at St. Leonard’s Church in Deal. A new Coastguard was set up in 1822 
although the navy continued to control the active coasts of Sussex and Kent. Boat 
licences became necessary from 1845 which often stipulated that the boats could 
not be taken within a league (approximately three miles) of France or Holland.

The Coast Blockade was increasingly effective and, due to the removal of duty 
and trade barriers, smuggling was considerably reduced by 1850. Thus came the 
end of the golden days of smuggling which had witnessed honour and heroism on 
both sides.

The exhibition was presented in a lively fashion, using wall panels, old maps, ol;d 
weapons, artifacts and a most interesting collection of pictures of old Deal and Dover. 
I always enjoy seeing these.

Trefor Bayliss, one of the Museum custodians, intrigued visitors by making 
moulds and in them casting models of smugglers, using hot wax and paints. 
Did I recognise a Friend of the Museum in every face?

Customs and Excise mounted a very interesting section concerning items 
currently being smuggled into Britain, and the means by which they detect them -  
often using high-tech equipment. It is amazing what people do to hide things and sad 
that items such as drugs and ‘blue publications’ have such a profound effect on the 
quality of life. (For a Wine and Wisdom Evening: playing cards attracted duty from 
1711 to 1960; railway passengers from 1832 to 1929.)

We are seeing, and will continue to see, changing political principles and trading 
arrangements and controls in Europe and elsewhere in the world. Smugglers, ‘black 
marketeers’, spivs and mafia organisations will take advantage of these circum
stances. A similar exhibition in a few year’s time could show different items of 
contraband, methods of hiding them and new means of detection. Could any of them 
be Roi Charbon -  if the present rate of exchange remains at £11/FF7.94?

The exhibition stated that Charles II established a Commission to improve His 
Maj esty’s revenue of excise money. £6,000 of this went to maintaining Nell Gwynne. 
Could we improve our balance of payments by selling details of high society ‘personal 
activities’ to European publishing houses?

Mark Frost and his colleagues at the Museum are to be congratulated on a most 
well researched, well presented, absorbing and edifying exhibition.

Mark lad, I’ll gladly repaint the wall for‘ee between exhibitions if they be as good 
as this’un -  a regular chore for press-ganged Friends.

RON CHATBURN
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