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As the debate over the reform of the criminal law increased in intensity in the early decades of the nineteenth century, it came to center on one issue in particular, the appropriateness of death for forgery.  Critics charged that it was immoral to claim a human life for a property offense that did not involve violence.  Recent history seemed to lend urgency to their call.  A conviction for forgery had produced well over two hundred executions between 1800 and 1830.  One institution in particular, the Bank of England, came in for much of the hostile comment.  It had been responsible for the vast majority of these hangings.  The Bank and its policies became the target for sustained criticism in Parliament and ferocious attack in both the liberal and radical press outside of it.  At times it was unclear whether it was the penalty for the crime or the Bank itself that inspired the greater indignation.  After all, the corporation and its privileges had long attracted negative comment from those who were its commercial rivals as well as politicians who feared its influence on the economic and political life of the nation.  This discontent had risen to new heights following the suspension of cash payments in 1797 and the vast increase in the amount of Bank paper in circulation that resulted.  Historians have for too long treated the criminal law debates in isolation from other controversies that convulsed the period.  In my paper I intend to examine the place of the Bank of England, both as participant and as issue, in these debates.  I want to argue that the intensity of the controversy, and even the shape it assumed, owed as much to the identity of the Bank as it did to the character of the crime under discussion.  This conclusion forces us to rethink our interpretation of the sources of the reform agitation.
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