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JAPHET CROOK: THE CROOKED LORD OF ST. 
MARGARETS 

                                                      By Ron Dale 

 

                                                 18th century Quakerman 

In any historical research the first place to search is in the Victoria County History, a 
series of large red-bound volumes covering all English counties. These were published 
in the latter years of Queen Victoria’s reign and into the reign of Edward VII.  In the 
book of Hertfordshire are listed the numerous lords of the manor for the village of St. 
Margarets (earlier known as Thele) but there is a gap for the years 1701 to 1707. 
There is no mention of the fact that Japhet Peter Crook was the lord of this manor.  His 
name has been whitewashed from history by the editors because he was a convicted 
crook. 

     The only mention of him I found was in the excellent book by Mrs. C.M. Matthews 
named Haileybury Since Roman Times, 2nd edn., published in 2000 and this led me 
to investigate further.   Japhet Crook was a multiple bigamist, a forger and a 
confidence trickster who was punished for his crimes.   Additionally he was a malt 
merchant who was lord of St. Margarets manor for a few years. Perhaps, after three 
centuries, we may now be able to forgive him his crimes and just regard him as a 
colourful character who lived amongst us for a while. Even if we cannot do so, I feel 
that his name should not be permanently whitewashed from our local history. Japhet 
is, of course, a biblical name and was one of the three sons of Noah, along with Ham 
and Shem.  Here is our Japhet’s story: 

     Japhet Peter Crook was once reported to have been born in 1662 at Bayford, 
near Hertford in a humble Quaker family.  However, in a book about his life of crime 
(The Unparallel’d Imposter, or the Whole Life, Artifices and Forgeries of Japhet  
Crook, alias Sir Peter Stranger, Bart....by James Moore, Ecco Print Editions from 
1731 original), he is reported as being born at St. Margarets or Hunsdon, the village 
which adjoins Stanstead Abbotts & St. Margarets. Hunsdon appears to be the most 
feasible as at this time it was a very strongly Quaker populated village and it was at 
Stanstead St. Margarets that he first put down his roots, although the wanderlust 
soon overtook him.  As a young man he began working as a drayman, working for 
Ralph Hawkins, a Walthanstow brewer. By fraudulent means, buying and selling and 
other petty crimes, he built up a sum of money with which to buy an estate in St. 
Margarets which he then mortgaged to Mr. Robert Cooke for the sum of £600. 
Before this mortgage had been repaid he mortgaged it a second time for a further 
£600 to the brewer John Hawkins of Walthamstow, then in Essex.  This was the type 
of criminal act which he was to repeat several times during his life of crime. As a malt 
merchant he had met many rich brewers in London, including John Hawkins who 
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was to feature strongly in many of his activities. He eventually became rich, 
amassing a substantial fortune. His speciality was to forge deeds of conveyance to 
claim he owned land and property which was not his, which meant that he no longer 
had to part with any of his own capital.   

     His first marriage was to Mary, sister of Joseph Benning, a Berkhampsted family. 
This marriage produced a son. Until about 1702 he worked as a malt merchant 
trading in St. Margarets and in Ware, Hertford and nearby towns. He is always 
described as a malt merchant suggesting that he was not a maltster roasting the 
malt himself, merely buying and selling malt.  He was brought up as a Quaker and 
whilst trading in St. Margarets a contemporary account states that ‘he appeared as a 
Quaker,’ inferring that he wore the Quaker clothing. (see illustration) 

     At this stage in his life, with a sum of money behind him he then decided to do a 
grand tour of London. Here he first committed bigamy by marrying his second wife 
Mary Nash, sister of Captain Nash of Tooley Street, Southwark. Coincidentally it was 
at Southwark that he would spend his last few years incarcerated in prison. This 
marriage produced a daughter.  When Sir John Friend was executed at Tyburn for 
treason by plotting to assassinate King William III, his brewery and assets were 
confiscated by the Crown in 1696. This was the Phoenix Brewery in the Minories in 
London and was bought from the Crown by Japhet Crook for the bargain price of 
£5,500.  Shortly afterwards he declared himself bankrupt and left his creditors unpaid 
whilst not surrendering himself to the court. To escape this he fled to Ireland. 

SOJOURN IN IRELAND 

Arriving in Cork he claimed that he had been knighted by Queen Anne for 
unspecified secret work and that he had influence at Court. This was, of course, all 
balderdash but he soon began to be treated by local businessmen who were keen to 
obtain the special licences from Queen Anne which would grant them the right to dig 
coal mines - more balderdash.        Japhet Crook, malt merchant of St. Margarets, 
arrived in Ireland as Sir Peter Stranger, Bart.  We cannot blame him for changing his 
original name, not ideal for a man of business, but to assume a knighthood was a 
crime. On most of his letters for the remainder of his life he signed himself as Peter 
Stranger. The record of his activities is a little blurred here but for unspecified crimes 
he was jailed and released on bail for the sum of £500 which he persuaded a Mr. 
Hooker to bail him, promising to pay him the money on his release. Poor gullible Mr. 
Hooker who was penniless was arrested and punished for non-payment by losing 
one of his ears on the pillory for the crime of perjury. Japhet next fled to Dublin. Here 
he married a third wife, another Mary. He now had his ‘gaggle of Marys’ as he liked 
to call them. On hearing of this marriage, his second wife, together with their 
daughter, arrived in Dublin to confront him. Somehow his velvet tongue enabled him 
to send the two to New England, where she eventually died. Letters exist from him in 
Ireland to prove his there in 1722. Once more, being obliged to flee, he left Ireland 
and went to Scotland. 

HIS STAY IN SCOTLAND 

Here at Eskdale in Scotland he married his fourth wife, yet again another Mary, Mary 
Black. As he stayed in Scotland for some time, they settled down to have several 
children. One of them, Nellie Stranger is mentioned in Chambers Edinburgh Journal 
of 1834, informing us that the family were all then using his alias name.  He must 
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have lived a more normal life during this stay in Scotland as he did not have to flee, 
but nothing is known about his activities there. 

BACK TO ST. MARGARETS 

Returning to England, he firstly checked to see if any of his creditors were still alive. 
He discovered a widow lady, Mrs, Davies, who he persuaded to take out a 
bankruptcy claim against him for money he still owed her. He was then arrested for 
fraudulently obtaining deeds of conveyance and put in the Gate-House prison at 
Westminster (demolished in 1776). He was freed on bail from here. His next move 
was to find his first wife in St. Margarets where he pretended to be repentant. She 
had inherited from her late father an estate at Berkhamsted but on examination he 
was disappointed to find that the estate did not pass to her husband (she was still his 
only legal wife) on her death, but to nephews and nieces. However, not to be 
thwarted, he took the deeds and obtained a mortgage sum of £500 from his old 
friend, John Hawkins, the brewer of Walthamstow. Mr. Hawkins was old and feeble 
by this time, but believed sincerely in Japhet Crook. He believed him to be a sincere 
devout Quaker.  When Japhet suggested a joint exchange of executor-ship of wills 
as an act of close friendship, the old man trusted it to be just that.  Japhet told the old 
man that he had built up a considerable fortune from which he could benefit. He 
signed the agreement and Japhet became the heir of a very rich and very frail old 
man.  He then managed to forge a deed of conveyance showing he owned an estate 
at Enfield, which he mortgaged to John Hawkins, when it actually was owned by a 
widow, Mrs. Owen and her children who had been relying on the small income from 
this property. He showed no mercy. 

     Japhet’s next trick was to buy a large area of wasteland in Northumberland which 
had only a low agricultural value for £100.   After falsely describing its true value, he 
then mortgaged it for £2,000!  In 1727 he became acquainted with a Mr. and Mrs. 
Garbutt who owned an estate known as Jaywick Park, near Clacton-on-Sea in 
Essex. When Japhet tried to lease the estate from the owners it was refused. He 
then procured a sham forged document, a deed of conveyance, showing ownership 
by him and from this he obtained a mortgage sum of £4,500 from John Hawkins. 
Japhet had convinced the old man that he would earn a fortune from the returns of 
this estate. Mr. Hawklins died in 1728 but by this time the Garbutts and the 
authorities were aware of the deception. Japhet was convicted of forgery and perjury 
in the Court of the King’s Bench, 1728-29.  

     Japhet Crook was described by a contemporary as ‘a remarkable and charming 
man.’ Later, when the extent of his crimes was known, he was also described as ‘a 
conniving fellow and a great knave.’ (Report of Cases Argued & Determined in the 
High Court, vol.2, Gt. Britain, Court of Chancery).   Doubtless, he fitted both of these 
descriptions.  

     We have heard him described as a remarkable man and so he must have been in 
order to keep his freedom for such a long time. He was 70 years old when his crimes 
caught up with him.  At the time of his arrest at the age of 70 his paramour was a 
lady calling herself Lady Lawley. In fact she was really Elizabeth Halfpen, wife of a 
Mark Halfpen. He was charged with fraud and perjury, was found guilty and 
imprisoned in London.  Lady Lawley was fined 300 marks (£200) and received one 
month’s imprisonment as his accomplice. Because of the longevity of his crimes and 
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his reputation with the ladies, his trial became a great sensation at the time and 
attracted attention from all parts of the country. Ladies were especially keen to see 
the man who had collected four wives. 

THE PUNISHMENT 

This section contains a description of physical violence on the prisoner which some 
readers of a squeamish disposition may find disturbing. These readers are advised 
to skip this section and to continue reading the final section.  

     Although he escaped the gallows, the usual punishment for forgery, his 
punishment was nevertheless severe, invoking an ancient law against forgery, 
obsolete at the time. The hangman, Jack Hooper, was used to cut off the criminal’s 
ears and to slit his nostrils.  The following is an eye-witness account of the 
proceedings, published in The London Journal of 12 June, 1731.  

‘9th June, 1731. This day, about noon, Japhet Crook, alias Sir Peter Stranger, was 
brought to the pillory at Charing Cross according to his sentence for forgery. He 
stood an hour thereon, after which a chair was set upon the pillory and he being put 
therein, the hangman with a sort of pruning knife, cut off both his ears and 
immediately a surgeon clapt a styptic thereon. The executioner, with a pair of 
scissors, cut the left nostril until it was near quite through and afterwards cut the right 
nostril at once. He bore all this with great patience, but when in pursuance of his 
sentence, the right nostril was seared with a red-hot iron, he was in such violent pain 
that his left nostril was left alone.  He went from the pillory bleeding and was 
conveyed to the King’s Bench Prison, there to remain for life. He died in confinement 
there about three years later.’ The King’s Bench Prison was at Southwark. 

     Another report gives a slightly fuller report, claiming that when standing at the 
pillory with his head and hands locked in, instead of receiving rotten eggs and other 
missiles thrown at him, he entertained the crowd with banter and jokes. He was in 
some way already their hero and they laughed with him. Before being dragged off to 
prison he was grabbed by the crowd and taken into a nearby inn and plied with drink 
so that he arrived back in prison in a drunken stupor. (World Encyclopedia of Con 
Artists & Con Games: Scoundrels, Japhet Crook) At the time of his trial he was 
described as ‘a resident of St. Margarets’ but it is not known where he lived. Even 
whilst imprisoned he wooed the landlady of the house in which he was confined and 
by promising to make her his fifth wife and give her the estate of John Hawkins, he 
ran up a large bill of credit. In any event the will of John Hawkins was not considered 
valid as he was declared not of sound mind at the time it was signed, being mentally 
feeble. 

CROOK’S CISTERN: After his death in 1734, there was only one reminder of Japhet 
Crook’s tenure as lord of St. Margarets manor and that was his ‘Cistern.’   Crook’s 
Cistern was a cutting off the side of the river Lea which created a wharf behind the 
George & Dragon Inn (today the Jolly Fisherman) next to the malting which used to 
adjoin it (today Riverside Green). Its name suggests that it was a strip of water with 
gates to retain the water when river levels were low.  A map showing the cistern is 
described by Stuart Moye in his piece on Stanstead Old Lock, published elsewhere 
on this web-site. Stuart points out that the cistern was still present during the period 
1767 to 1857, but of course as it bears his name, this wharf must have been built 
earlier during Crook’s tenure in St. Margarets (1701 -1707), or even earlier.  It also 



5 
 

suggests that he needed the wharf for loading malt which he obviously stored on the 
site which is now Riverside Green and which pushes back the date of the malting 
which once stood there to the early 1700s and possibly much earlier. The cistern 
ensured that barges could not become grounded when river levels dropped.   At this 
early date the buildings which became the George & Dragon Inn (Jolly Fisherman)                                             
were still a group of three cottages. There is evidence that a site was used as a grain 
store by ‘the men of London’ as early as the 12th century (See VCH 1912) and it is 
quite possible that this site near the bridge has been used for malting purposes 
throughout the centuries. Crook’s Cistern was filled in many years ago and today the 
crowds which throng the Green in summer whilst enjoying their drinks walk over the 
old cistern.  There is today no trace of Japhet Peter Crook or Sir Peter Stranger in 
St. Margarets.  

 

     R. D. December 2016 


