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Abstract

For all its industrial and technological heat, Victorian Britain remained a largely horse-

drawn society. Focusing on the use of horse-drawn vehicles in Wilkie Collins’ 1860

novel The Woman in White, this essay explores representations of city space, intra-urban

mobility, connectivity and public transport in popular nineteenth-century fiction. Cabs, I

argue, represent intriguing and paradoxical spaces, poised between public and private,

continually on the move in the static city. I ask how literary figurations of horse cabs

focus and negotiate anxieties associated with travel within Victorian cities. I also suggest

that cabs – vehicles for the fast and disreputable – articulate new ways of occupying

space.
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The history of the horse cab in London is under-researched given its historical and
cultural significance and, indeed, its transformative effect on Victorian society.1

Extending existing work on networks and transportation in literature, this subject
can be addressed more fully from a perspective that is attuned to the social, pol-
itical and judicial imperatives that inform the regulation of private hire vehicles.
Writers fictionalised fears about the threats, perceived and actual, of emergent
transport technologies.

The novels of Charles Dickens to the detective fiction of Arthur Conan Doyle
deploy cab transport with sufficient detail to permit assessment of the accuracy
with which writers describe public transport in fiction. Furthermore, it is
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illuminating to consider the significance of these descriptions in the context of a

variety of contiguous Victorian cultural discourse. I propose that undertones of

peril, violence and eroticism emerge distinctly and intriguingly in relation to hack-

ney coach and cab travel in the literature of this period. Whether we have in mind

Dickens’s Mr Squeers, who declaims ‘I never thrashed a boy in a hackney-coach

before – there’s inconveniency in it, but the novelty gives it a sort of relish too!’

(Nicholas Nickleby), or Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes, who deduces that ‘If he came

from outside on so wet a night, and yet left no trace of damp upon the lino-

leum . . . then it is exceedingly probable he came in a cab . . . yes, I think we may

safely deduce a cab’ (The Navel Treaty), the horse-drawn aspects of the period’s

literature invite more sustained, focused investigation. This essay, as part of that

inquiry, seeks to give a clearer sense of the complex ways in which cultural narra-

tives both constructed and defined cab travel during the Victorian period.
‘Encabsulation’, an article on horse-drawn journeys in late-Victorian literature by

John Stokes, considers the relatively sparse critical writing on the history of cab

travel.2 Stokes gestures towards the wide range of insights that are generated by

examining the experience of cab travel specifically through literary examples, using,

for context, Henry Mayhew’s rich social research from the early 1900s and Henry

Charles Moore’s contemporary lively and engaging account on the origin and history

of the omnibus and cab. In addition to writers such as Mayhew andMoore, who had

first-hand experience of and access to the people and vehicles described, there are

more recent histories of the horse cab.3 Moore’s work provides a reliable sense of

contemporary debates and attitudes surrounding the use of hire vehicles.4 He cap-

tures the energy, and dangers, of travel as well as the factual detail: the cab is evi-

dently a social space associated with disputes, crime, humorous anecdotes, and

personal accounts.
In his recent book, Charles Dickens’s Networks: Public Transport and the Novel,

Jonathan Grossman examines the ways in which transportation and issues of time,

space and community intersect through readings of The Pickwick Papers, The Old

Curiosity Shop and Little Dorrit.5 Grossman’s analysis of the novels, in which he

finds ample evidence of the impact of high-speed passenger transport and its organ-

isation in the work of Dickens, is engaging and often illuminating. I consider cab

travel specifically, however, with sustained attention to the multiple ways in which

parliamentary papers and issues raised by doctors in medical journals of the period

illuminate social pressures to which we are no longer attuned.6 Crime and disease

found a new space in the cab, requiring swathes of regulation, only gradually

implemented, generating public debates centred on the collision between anxieties

of the age and new efficient forms of urban travel. The cab offers an intriguing

window into issues of regulation, violence, crime and surveillance, focusing pro-

found social and moral questions in a mobile space that was paradoxically public

and private; a moving room in the static city. In the work of Wilkie Collins these

vehicles represent troubling interventions, raising social issues he was clearly eager

to explore.
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Wilkie Collins was born in London in 1824. His work includes short stories,

plays and journalism, but Collins is now best known for his novels, particularly The

Woman in White (1860), Armadale (1866) and The Moonstone (1868). Charles

Dickens invited Collins to produce an exciting serial novel to be published in his

new periodical All the Year Round, and with The Woman in White, Collins estab-

lished not only his reputation but also, at the same time, a new sub genre of fiction:

the sensation novel. As Lyn Pykett notes

whereas the in the first half of the century criminality was regarded as antithetical to

respectability, some of the new crimes which seized the public attention in the 1860s –

such as fraud, embezzlement, poisoning and blackmail – actually depended on the

appearance of respectability.7

The sensation novel described new technology and offered up stories that engaged

with scientific and legal debates to bring to the reading public gripping instalments

of criminality and detection.
Wilkie Collins’s first piece of published fiction was a short story for the

Illuminated Magazine, ‘The Last Stage Coachman’ (1843), written at the age of

nineteen.8 It is a topical, rather intense first foray into the literary market place and

details a vision inwhich the stage coachman –whose livelihoodhadbeendestroyedby

the advent of trains (a process presided over by sneering railway directors) – emerges

‘with a gleam of unutterable joy’ from the heavens, driving a fully equipped phantom

coach: ‘a railway director strapped fast to each wheel, a stoker between the teeth of

each of the four horses, [. . .] mementos of railway accidents’ occupying the roof. It

was not uncommon for writers during this period of transition to look back, either in

a reactionary, romantic or merely sentimental fashion, to the halcyon days of the

long-distance stagecoach. For example, in The English Mail-Coach, Thomas De

Quincey contrasts horse-drawn travel with ‘the new system of travelling’, arguing

that ‘iron tubes and boilers have disconnected man’s heart from the ministers of his

locomotion.’9

While both Collins and Dickens describe railway development and associated

issues, it is clear that they were also fascinated by the fictional possibilities pre-

sented by horse-drawn travel. Collins’s novels, like those of Dickens, engage with

life in the city; at times, his work presupposes topographical knowledge of the

urban landscapes he describes, together with an expectation that his readers will

recognize the key sites, and even specific streets. Detailed knowledge of urban space

proves an important asset to the protagonist in Collins’s novel The Woman in

White.Walter Hartright – the young drawing teacher and likable narrator, engaged

by Frederick Fairlie to instruct his niece, Laura, with whom (rather predictably) he

falls in love – is involved in one of the novel’s most compelling inner-city moments,

namely, Walter’s evasion of Sir Percival Glyde’s hired spies in central London:

I looked at him as I passed, and instantly recognised one of the men who had watched

me before I left England. [. . .] Having done this, I again walked northward, till I

reached the New-road. There, I turned aside to the west (having the men behind
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me all the time), and waited at a point where I knew myself to be at some distance

from a cabstand, until a fast two-wheel cab, empty, should happen to pass me. One

passed in a few minutes. I jumped in, and told the man to drive rapidly towards Hyde

Park. There was no second fast cab for the spies behind me. I saw them dart across the

other side of the road, to follow me by running, until a cab or cabstand, came in their

way.10

Even before the cab clatters into the text, Collins attaches importance to the ability

to orient oneself – to walk northward and know where this will lead (the ‘New-
road’), then to turn west, and so on. Collins tells us that if spies are to be evaded,

Walter must exhibit an acute awareness of his surrounding environment, and a
degree of caution, even if this does not allow him to return ‘till many hours later’.
In other words, Collins’s initial wish is to portray a vigilant, shrewd protagonist

who does not escape pursuit due to the fortuitous presence of a cab; he is located
‘where [he] knew himself to be at some distance from a cabstand’. Walter’s flight
resonates with the first scene, the search for the woman in white. In both instances,

unsuccessful pursuit is linked directly to Sir Percival, a manipulative figure who
uses legal systems and institutions (the asylum) to control others.

Using The Woman in White to provide a detailed test case, it is possible to
examine the various ways the horse cab focuses social, sexual and political tensions

of the Victorian era. The women’s body and freedom of movement through urban
space are bound up with cabs, privacy, risk and transparency. Indeed, relatively
prosperous women who used cabs unaccompanied were frowned upon by the older

generation who associated the new, light and faster hansom cab with the young and
disreputable.11 There is also ample evidence to suggest that crime and the dangers
of using transport, particularly at night, were cause for genuine concern.12

Cabs in context: The train compartment and the cab

Travel in the coach was characterised not only by the traveller’s intensive relationship

to the world outside, the traversed landscape, but also by their lively communication

with each other.13

In the city, people live their lives through their object relationships: that is, through an

urban relationship to the world.14

Despite being excerpted from a work concerned with railway transportation in the
nineteenth century, the above quotation from Schivelbusch’s important contribu-
tion to the history of transport reveals an essential aspect of horse coach travel that

was lost with the mechanisation of transportation systems. The introduction of the
railway in the first half of the century, as Schivelbusch suggests, marked the decline
of ‘lively communication’ between passengers that was characteristic of travel by

stage coach or omnibus (Latin, ‘for all’) – ‘mechanised by seating arrangements
and by new perceptual coercions (including new kinds of shock), routinised by

schedules, by undeviating pathways, the railroad traveller underwent experiences
analogous to military regimentation’.15
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With the introduction of the railway, there were predictions that mechanised

transportation would spell a fundamental shift, a transformation that would not

only make long distance travel more efficient but also would result in a condensed

geography of possibility, as cities are brought into closer proximity. This effect was

described by Schivelbusch as the ‘annihilation of space and time’. If we take

London as an example, we see the potential for extending outwards from the

metropolis, a diffusion of the population from the centre, as habitation is multi-

plied and extended. The railroad was much debated, a subject of comment and

speculation, precisely because traditional technology was making way for some-

thing entirely new. Basic understanding of space and the negotiation of distance

radically shifted due to mechanisation, recasting social perceptions of space-time:

‘distances practically diminish in the exact ratio of the speed of personal

locomotion.’16

By reading the horse cab as a public/private space, we can extend Schivelbusch’s

consideration of the politics of the train compartment. Indeed, Schivelbusch notes –

before addressing the subject of isolation, compartmental seating arrangements, and

class divisions in the train – the difference between the conditions in the train carriage

and the horse coach (the latter a space ‘characterised by lively communication’). He

then goes so far as tomake the literary connectionwhenhemaintains: ‘coach travellers

were talkative folk, providing material for numerous novels published in the eighteenth

and early nineteenth centuries.’17 Referring only to long distance travel, however,

Schivelbusch neglects short distance journeys through urban space.
Cabs usually operated with one horse that was changed during the day, each

horse working for a period of six or seven hours. If, as was usually the case, the

horse was changed once, the driver would work for the entire period; that is, seven

hours followed by a change of horse and another seven hour stint. However, this

practice varied, and the working hours per day for a cabman could be as many as

eighteen, and in some cases less than twelve.18

The cab, a more private, faster way to negotiate the city, was an unviable means

of travel for less affluent sectors of the community. And given that the taximeter, a

device to measure distance and calculate cost of journeys, was not a feature of cabs;

until the end of the century, there were often disputes over the fare.19 As well as the

generally negative perception of cabbies as drunk and careless drivers – curiously

no driving test was deemed necessary until 1896 – the trade exposed the driver to

hazards and pressures which few other professions encountered as frequently: for

example, drunks, women in labour, psychopaths, counterfeiters, and fare-

jumpers.20

Henry Mayhew marks the legal distinction between the ‘Metropolitan Stage-

Carriage’ (omnibus) and the ‘Metropolitan Hackney’ (cab): the cab plies for hire at

an appointed ‘stand’, and ‘carries no one but the party hiring it’. Moreover,

Mayhew explains that a primary difference between the two is that it ‘is an offence

for the omnibus to stand still and ply for hire, whereas the driver of the cab is liable

to be punished if he ply for hire while his vehicle is moving.’21 The Omnibus threw

68 The Journal of Transport History 37(1)



people together, mostly middleclass families with children on shopping trips and
days out, and city employees who could now commute daily from the suburbs.22

Mayhew was not content simply to understand the regulations governing the use
of cabs and omnibuses. He also went on to make enquires about the drivers of
these vehicles. He lists among the cabdrivers: greengrocers, costermongers, jewel-
lers, clerks, broken-down gentlemen, carpenters, joiners, coach-builders, footmen,
shopkeepers, pickpockets, swell-mobsmen, musicians, some good scholars, several
ex-policemen.23 Widely circulated rumours of a baronet cabman could not be sub-
stantiated. Far more common were the number (‘a tenth’ or possibly ‘a twelfth’ of
the whole number of cab drivers) of what are known as ‘fancymen’, that is, drivers
who live with ‘women of the town’ (as Mayhew refers to prostitutes) and are sup-
ported, wholly or partially, by the income derived through the money made from
prostitution. Mayhew provides a balanced account and goes on to describe what he
calls the ‘better sort of cabman’:

Some of the best of these men are, or rather have been mechanics, and have left

sedentary employment, which affected their health, for the open air of the cab busi-

ness. Others of the best description have been connected with country inns, but the

majority of them are London men. They are most of them married, and bringing up

families decently on earnings of from 15s. to 25s. a week. Some few of their wives

work with their needles for the tailors.24

Such historical and contextual detail allows us to read the uncanny opening
encounter in Wilkie Collins’s The Woman in White, between Walter Hartright
and the mysterious woman on the Hampstead – to – London road, with new
sensitivity to the social, commercial and psychological issues at play. This analysis
will consider, for the first time, the important figure of the cabbie, connecting
transport to the vital theme of privacy and ‘shutting up’ v. publicity and disclosure
in the novel. From the shock of transition to railway transport, attention should be
brought to the ways the sensation novel effectively deployed the speed and erotics
of the horse cab – the moving room in the static city.

‘My hand was on the cab door . . .’: Cab anxiety in literature

The memorable early passage in The Woman in White dramatising the meeting
between Walter Hartright and Anne Catherick takes place late at night and is
fraught with anxieties for both. It is a scene of mystery and confusion, but one
that is also charged with overtones of desire. Anne Catherick is conscious of the
danger she faces: ‘Only say you will let me leave you when and how I please – only
say you won’t interfere with me. Will you promise?’25 The sexual connotations of
the word ‘interfere’ are clear, but there are also many undertones of denotation that
lie just beneath the surface in this encounter. The reason Hartright is so profoundly
disoriented by the encounter has to do with the repression of troubling desires:

Although Hartright is disturbed by meeting a possible lunatic or prostitute, his fear

could also stem from his own sexualised response to the woman in white [...] Anne
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Catherick becomes a blank canvass onto which he projects the dangers of his own

nature. Henceforth she becomes – for him – the object of a horrified, introspective

realisation.26

The confrontation has the suggestiveness of an illicit assignation. Indeed, the
Victorian interest in prostitution, the ‘social evil’, was at its height in the 1850s
and 1860s culminating in the Contagious Diseases Acts.27 The opening scenes of
The Woman in White provide a credible frame for the encounter, while confirming
dangerous and disturbing aspects of the urban condition. Deborah Epstein Nord,
in Walking the Victorian Streets, has remarked on middle-class perceptions of
poverty, disease and prostitution in urban environments:

The novelist or investigator of these decades registered the anxiety of the middle

classes about the incursion of urban blight and disease into the preserves of their

rank and fostered the notion that maintaining distance between the classes in the

city was neither wholly possible nor even desirable.28

An acceptance that contact between the classes was, to some degree at least,
inescapable in a highly populated city like London fostered anxieties about crime
and health. Indeed, one significant consequence of such fears was the introduction
of measures such as the Contagious Diseases Acts in the 1860s, which gave the
police wide-ranging powers to arrest women they suspected of working as prosti-
tutes.29 As Rebecca Solnit has observed, this legislation involved an invasive and
highly unpleasant procedure: following arrest, a medical examination was con-
ducted; if the woman refused to undergo this painful and humiliating procedure,
she would spend time incarcerated; if she was found to be infected, she was con-
fined to a lock hospital: ‘guilty till proven innocent, she could not escape
unscathed.’30

We can pull into sharper focus the relevance of perceptions of female prostitu-
tion as a means of illuminating the nocturnal encounter between Walter and Anne
Catherick in The Woman in White. Each party is nervous for different reasons:
Hartright fears being suspected by the cabman, or indeed by anyone else who might
observe the scene, of soliciting a prostitute. Equally, Catherick finds herself in a
position liable to be misconstrued, and in danger from whomever she might ask for
help, as well as from the authorities. It is also worth considering the scene from the
cabbie’s perspective, a crucial aspect of this early scene, though, hitherto
unexamined:

I can’t take you, sir, if you’re not going towards Tottenham-court-road’, said the

driver, civilly, when I opened the cab door. ‘My horse is dead beat, and I can’t get

him no further than the stable’. [...] I had assured myself that the man was sober as

well as civil, before I let her enter the vehicle. And now, when she was seated inside, I

entreated her to let me see her set down safely at her destination.31

The cabbie’s comment that his horse is ‘dead-beat’ is more than merely an attempt
to avoid an undesirable fare. The driver has, after all, been stopped by a nervous
looking woman dressed entirely in white and a gentleman eager to help her, for
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reasons that may appear ambiguous to any casual observer. There is more here to
his comment regarding the horses than meets the eye. Legislation passed in 1835 to
regulate the profession stipulated that vehicles had to be roadworthy and clean,
without ‘broken window, door, or step’, or the owner would ‘forfeit any sum not
exceeding Twenty Shillings’ for each such offence.32

The 1835 Act also brought horses of vehicles under scrutiny for the safety of
passengers and other road users: use of ‘incompetent or vicious horses’ and any
injury, or stoppage, caused by a defect in the carriage carried a fine of up to five
pounds. This sum represented a heavy fine, and if W. J. Gordon’s account in The
Horse World of London (1891) is accurate, the worst vehicles were often used at
night when the state of the cab would have been more difficult to ascertain.33

Hartright seemed satisfied that the cab driver was an honest man. Moreover, the
reason for alluding to the condition of the horses and the distance he is prepared to
travel may be the instinctive response of a driver eager to avoid a complaint to the
authorities that he was refusing to drive. The 1847 Act is unambiguous about the
penalty of up to forty shillings for refusing a passenger without reasonable cause.34

In other words, the cabman can only refuse to pick up what, from his perspective, is
a dubious fare by citing legislation. This suggests that the driver, in presenting his
excuses, is aware of the offences punishable under the recent legislation – or, more
exactly, that Collins was aware of specific aspects of transport law.

The Town Police Clauses Act further stipulated the punishment for ‘Drivers
misbehaving’. Anne’s desire to get away speedily would have given the cab
driver in The Woman in White cause for concern. To be told by a fare to ‘drive
faster’ would put the cabbie in an awkward position. Legislation made ‘wanton and
furious driving’ an offence with a substantial fine of five pounds, or a prison sen-
tence of anything up to two months. It would appear, then, that underlying this
apparently innocuous conversation is an acute awareness – from all parties – of
what is at stake in the transaction being negotiated. The ways in which the cab
trade had been tightened, and a painful consciousness on the part of the driver of
the penalties that might endanger his livelihood if any complaint were to be
brought before a magistrate, loom particularly large.35

The transaction that takes place between Walter Hartright and the driver is
informative in other ways. Although only implicit in the novel, the issue of the
cab fare is important to understanding the anxieties that animate Collins’s opening
scene. Walter presumably offers the cabbie a specified sum to take Anne as far as
she wishes to go – Anne, after all, would not have any money having just escaped
an asylum and would be unable to pay the fare for her journey. It is not her
intention to reach any specified destination, but simply to escape. Furthermore,
it has already been disclosed by Collins that the driver is only able to take her as far
as the condition of his horses will allow. It should be noted that in reaching agree-
ment with Walter the cab driver must have been aware that legally he was in no
position to demand, at the conclusion of Anne’s journey, any more than the sum
agreed even if this transpired to be less than the legal fare.36 The punishment for
demanding more than the fare agreed was ‘a penalty not exceeding Forty Shillings’.
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It was not just an offence, therefore, for the driver to charge more than ‘is
authorised by any Bye Law made under this or the special Act’, but also an offence
to ask at the conclusion of the journey for more than the figure agreed on before
setting out. The London Hackney Carriage Act of 1831 recognised the problem of
passengers refusing to pay the fare, or the disappearance of the passenger without
paying (‘bilking’, in cabbie’s parlance). Section 41 of the Act states that refusal or
omission to pay the driver the legal fare was a criminal offence; the offender, if
found guilty, would face anything up to a month’s imprisonment with hard labour.
Trevor May, in his history of the horse cab, recognises the trouble faced by
cabmen:

In practice the police and courts treated the respectable classes differently from the

rest, and few cabmen could afford the time to pursue their grievances through the

courts. It was difficult, if not impossible to trace offenders, and while drivers, after

1853, were required to give passengers a ticket containing the number of the cab,

passengers were not required to hand over their visiting cards – nor even to give their

name and address.37

We can, then, read much into the driver’s civil but rather limiting revelation
(addressed to Walter Hartright) – ‘I can’t take you if you’re not going towards
Tottenham-court-road [. . .] my horse is dead beat, and I can’t get him no further
than the stable.’38 It was, further, stipulated in clause 51 of the 1835 Bill for The
Better Regulation of Cabs that horses could not be changed in the street, except in
cases of accident, indeed, the driver ‘for every such offence, shall forfeit and pay
any sum not exceeding Forty Shillings’.39 It is in the interest of the driver, then, to
ensure that the horses are changed at the appropriate time and place in order to
prevent any charges for which he might be held accountable if the vehicle is unable
to make it as far as the stable. The desire to avoid a fine of forty shillings would be
sufficient to ensure that the driver would not be tempted to continue to ply for hire
with horses that are in no condition to pull the cab. There are, then, many clear
indicators in the scene that the driver is worried about prosecution.

The brief episode between the three characters – Hartright, Catherick and the
cabman – in The Woman in White reveals that Anne is anxious to escape her
captors and, at the same time, she is painfully conscious of the dangers of
meeting a man in the street at night who may ‘interfere’ with her. The
danger is not just imagined: Walter Hartright wants to help the woman while
not wishing to appear in a way that would make his actions liable to be
misconstrued, and this is added to a confusion that, as Andrew Mangham
has suggested, hints at his ‘sexualised response’ to the encounter.40 The
cabman is also, in the eyes of Walter, a threatening presence. In his commen-
tary, May contends that ‘women were among those cabmen least liked to carry.
[. . .] They were less familiar with the driver/passenger relationship and with the
delicate but crucial matter of tipping.’41 This unfamiliarity was perhaps inevit-
able given the relative infrequency with which women had opportunity to utilise
the vehicles. During the daytime, at least, hire vehicles, particularly the faster
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hansom, would have been primarily occupied by ‘City men’ for business
purposes.

Anne Catherick, ‘tired and frightened’, expresses her wish ‘to shut herself’ within
the confines of a carriage ‘and be driven away’. A passing cab, having just been
vacated by a gentleman, is immediately hailed by Walter. The innocence implied by
her white apparel is undercut by the sexual overtones of her ‘breathless eagerness’
as she ‘pressed by me into the cab’. The vague idea he has of stopping the vehicle
almost prevents her flight, by causing delay. Moreover, there is still more at stake
than readers today may suppose:

My hand was on the cab door. She caught it in hers, kissed it, and pushed it away. The

cab drove off at the same moment – I started into the road, with some vague idea of

stopping it again, I hardly knew why – hesitated from dread of frightening and dis-

tressing her – called, at last, but not loudly enough to attract the driver’s attention.

The sound of the wheels grew fainter in the distance – the cab melted into the black

shadows on the road – the woman in white was gone.42

The hand on the cab door is a literal reminder of Walter’s control, and also of his
role in abetting the escape of the mysterious woman. The sexual ambiguity is then
picked up again in the second sentence as the woman catches the hand of Walter,
kisses it and pushes it away. The tension is profound, and we can apply Kucich’s
astute general observation made about this passage in a more specific context: ‘In
The Woman in White, Collins makes honesty not just a central moral value but a
necessary erotic condition. Despite the intermittent romance of the sensational,
honesty and its vehicle – rational understanding – constantly shape the protagon-
ists’ desires.’43

The wheels are quite literally set in motion, and future events cannot be averted.
Walter, himself left in the dark as to the significance of this encounter, remains
behind, calling out ineffectually into the night. The conspicuously dressed woman
in white is whisked away into the ‘black shadows of the road’. This passage oper-
ates in a figurative sense also, essentially prefiguring her fate: the wheels that sound
fainter in the distance are indicative of the inevitability of her decline as she heads
irretrievably towards death (a theme with which she is associated time and again).
The woman in white is an innocent victim absorbed into and ultimately over-
whelmed by the darkness of societal institutions, as well as by people around her
who know how to employ such institutions to their advantage.44 Margaret
Oliphant, in her 1862 essay on ‘Sensation Novels’ for Blackwood’s Magazine,
captured the essence of what is at stake in this scene when she declaims: ‘It’s natural
that art and literature should, in an age which has turned to be one of events,
attempt a kindred depth of effect and shock of incident.’45 Clearly the novel con-
tains many references to madness and asylums, but there are also numerous res-
onant allusions to the proliferation of cabs that are revealing for what they tell us
about Victorian history and culture.46

The anonymity of the cab driver is precisely what ‘made him such a potentially
dangerous man, for his relationship with his passenger is a fleeting one’.47 Without
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wishing to demonise the cabbie, as there are many instances highlighting the risk to

which the driver too is subject, it is clear that news agencies and the popular press,

on occasions when criminal activity did occur, would seize on such cases to rein-

force and perpetuate existing attitudes about cab drivers and, significantly, women.
An article that appeared in The Morning Chronicle on 31 July 1858 explores at

length an incident and trial involving a cabman and a young lady, Mary Barton,

who was working as a servant at a hotel. Barton remembers returning home one

evening after visiting a friend:

As it was raining I took a cab, and about half way home the cabman asked me to have

some ale with him, and I remember nothing more till the next morning, when I found

myself in a common lodging-house. I then missed my purse, containing �1 17s. 4d., a

pair of studs, my boots and a parasol. I asked the landlady how I came there, and she

said I was brought in a cab the night before. [...] It was a Hansom cab, but I should

not know the cabman again.48

The article appeared under the heading: ‘The Mysteries of a Hansom – Caution to

Young Females’. Such sensational articles, which gained a wide currency through

reporting in papers like The Morning Chronicle, add a further dimension to the

passage from The Woman in White involving Hartright and the mysterious woman

in the road. Moreover, the heading under which this article appears shows the

pervasive nature of messages designed to control women and their behaviour on

the streets.
The cab in The Woman in White also operates as a site of deception. There are

multiple risks attached to being ‘shut up’ and ‘driven away’, and not, in Collins’s

novel at least, from the driver. Indeed, cabs are used by the novel’s villains for

distinctly sinister purposes. For example, Count Fosco, the refined but enigmatic

and menacing friend of Sir Percival Glyde, writes his confession, proclaiming: ‘I

sent my wife, in a cab, to clear Mrs. Clements out of the way.’49 The scene is earlier

described in Hartright’s narrative:

She and the elderly lady (clearly Madame Fosco) then left in the cab. The lady stopped

the cab, after it had driven some distance, at a shop, before they got to the hotel; and

begged Mrs. Clements to wait for her for a few minutes [. . .]. She never appeared

again.50

The Count, following in another cab, is allowed the opportunity to deceive Anne

Catherick by luring her away while Mrs. Clements is engaged elsewhere:

The ‘good gentleman’ [Fosco] sent in a note by a street boy, and paused for results, a

door or two further on. At the moment when Anne appeared, this excellent man had

the cab-door open ready for her – absorbed her into the vehicle – and drove off.51

Whereas Mrs Clements was simply left waiting in a cab, something altogether

more ominous is implied by Fosco’s assumption of an alternate identity. Once

Anne has been ‘absorbed’ into the cab, there will be no escape; she is immedi-

ately driven off on a journey completely other to that she intended to take. This
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abduction demonstrates the cab’s multiplicity of purposes and trajectories. The

most extraordinary detail in the above passage, though, is that the journey Anne

believes she is making is not the journey planned and arranged by Fosco. Each

traveller has a different conception of how the trip will terminate; in other words,

while both leave from the same point, the divergence of their beliefs as they

proceed towards their destination produce entirely different experiences of the

journey. What is more, this journey mirrors the first described in the novel,

where Walter helps Anne Catherick on the road.52 Here, too, Anne relies on

another character to assist her; but this is the final cab journey she will make.

Once again, the woman in white, the innocent victim of deception and dishon-

esty, is ‘absorbed’ into the dark.
This absorption leads inevitably to the second part of the deception practised in

London following the real Lady Glyde’s arrival (Laura Fairlie, having been driven

into a loveless marriage to Sir Percival Glyde, is sent to London, incarcerated in an

asylum under an assumed name and proclaimed to be dead):

I [Fosco] started in the fly, leaving the false Lady Glyde dead in the house, to receive

the true Lady Glyde, on her arrival by the railway. [. . .] Hidden under the seat of the

carriage, I carried with me all the clothes Anne Catherick had worn on coming into

my house. [. . .] Lady Glyde was at the station. There was great crowding and confu-

sion, and more delay than I liked (in case any of her friends had happened to be on the

spot), in reclaiming her luggage. Her first questions, as we drove off, implored me to

tell her news of her sister. I invented news of the most pacifying kind; assuring her that

she was about to see her sister at my house. My house, on this occasion only, was in

the neighbourhood of Leicester Square, and was in the occupation of Monsieur

Rubelle, who received us in the hall.53

The function of the journey from rail station to destination is, as the above example

illustrates, essential for moving the novel’s plot forward. Fosco is anxious among

the crowds and ‘confusion’, disturbed by the possibility of discovery. Only once he

has his victim inside the cab does he consider himself safe from detection.
The centrality of the hired vehicle and specific details surrounding horse-drawn

travel emerge as distinct themes on which Walter Hartright’s case (his attempt to

resurrect the supposedly dead Lady Glyde in the eyes of the world) ultimately

depend. The Count’s confession reveals that proof of events would be established

through consultation with the man from whom he hired the carriage that collected

Lady Glyde from the station:

On the very day (the 25th), when the doctor’s certificate declared that she had died in

St John’s Wood, she was alive, by Sir Percival’s own showing, at Blackwater – and, on

the day after, she was to take a journey! When the proof of that journey was obtained

from the flyman, the evidence would be complete.54

The ‘fly’ referred to by Count Fosco was – at the time Collins was writing his novel

– applied to any vehicle drawn by a single horse. More salient, perhaps, are the

precise details revealed when Walter goes to visit the person from whom the vehicle
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was ordered. The book in which the record of the details for the journey were
documented reveal: ‘July 26th, 1850: Brougham to Count Fosco 5, Forest-road.
Two o’clock. (John Owen)’. This supplies the evidence required by Walter, and,
further, the testimony of the cabbie provides necessary closure, echoing the journey
taken by Anne Catherick at the beginning of the novel. Indeed, the symmetry
created by the representation of cab travel at the beginning and end of the novel
is far from coincidental and serves neatly to draw together loose strands of narra-
tive: from the mystery and darkness of the opening scene, we have finally emerged
from a long and treacherous journey into a more logical, less disquieting, realm
where details of journeys can be sought and found, and where travellers do not
disappear into darkness but are brought out into the light.

Conclusion

Victorian authors were responding to legislation and social anxieties associated
with public hire vehicles, their regulation and intra-urban travel more generally.
Some of these anxieties are practical in nature, connected to violence and collisions
in the street, while others are more political or ideological, concerned with public/
private tensions in this moving hired space. By bringing the theme of travel into
productive opposition with wider issues of Victorian urban studies, I have identi-
fied the horse vehicle as a crucial nexus of social interaction, an ideal space in which
to examine issues of gender, power and the body.

Analysis of literary representations of horse-drawn vehicles in the Victorian
period exposes hitherto neglected psychological and social aspects of the urban
travel experience. Examining a range of texts alongside depictions of public trans-
port in Wilkie Collins’s The Woman in White (1860) enables consideration of the
body and the previously unexamined figure of the cab driver in the context of what
we might call ‘cab space’. With appropriate sources, it is possible to tease out
specific points of social, sexual and political tension. The cab clearly focuses
themes of trust, deception and privacy in Collins’s novel.

The sensation genre sits in a context of uneasy, speedy modernity. This essay has
extended work on modernity and the railway in sensation fiction to bring focus to
city travel. The public shock of the railway, surveyed by Schivelbusch, is only one
part of the modernity described in sensation fiction. Shifting this debate to the
unstable and ill-defined spatial boundaries of the cab, this essay has explored the
politics of the intricate and complex cab space in The Woman in White, to dem-
onstrate how interactions just outside and within this enclosed environment can be
brought to bear on understanding of Victorian issues of transport and mobility for
men and women. The sensation genre made effective use of the paradoxically
public and private space of the cab – the moving room in the static city. Indeed,
it is fitting that the novel credited with the emergence of this new genre should both
begin and close with this resonant symbol of public transportation.

New hire vehicles on the streets of London represented a change in the way
people negotiated the city; to cope with the dramatic increase in the number of
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vehicles plying for hire, new rules of the road were introduced to regulate these
vehicles. With so much critical work focused on the railroad, literary and cultural
critics have largely ignored the fact that Britain remained a horse-drawn society
until the end of the Victorian era. The role of cabs on the streets has been neglected,
as well as the energy they brought to the city and opportunity for new connections
and activities. As the passages and themes I have examined reveal, authors were
busily processing these innovations and changes. For writers, the horse cab was a
moving space for social interaction, rich in dramatic possibility.
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