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Welcome to topic # 081… today 
Miss Christina and I will be 

discussing pawnbrokers during 
the Victorian period.



In addition to Dr. Watson’s brother’s 
business with a pawnbroker, Jabez 
Wilson’s profession in “The Red-

Headed League”…



…provided insights into a very 
common, but ancient, practice 
during the Victorian period. 



Pawnbrokers and pawnshops proliferated 
during most of the 1800s, but by the end 
of the century, the business diminished as 

the country’s economy shifted.



Providing a means of short-term credit, pawnshops 
originated in China about three thousand years 
ago, with the practice migrating west to become 

common even in ancient Greece and Rome. 



The term “pawn” comes from 
“patinum,” Latin for “cloth or 
clothing” — often the one item 

even the poor possessed. 



Following the lifting of Church 
restrictions during the Middle 

Ages, pawnbrokers expanded again 
in 14th and 15th century Europe.



By the 19th century, such 
businesses flourished in 
both England and the 

United States. 



During the latter half of the 
1800s, the number of such shops 
doubled in England, and in the 
US, they were so popular…



…that in New York City in 1828, 
there were as many items pawned 
as there were men, women, and 

children living in the city.



Two of the most well-known and 
powerful organizations in such short-
term loan enterprises were The House 
of Lombard and the Medici Family. 



The House of Lombard (name for 
its base in Lombardy, Italy) 

operated pawnshops throughout 
Europe, including England. 



The Medici Family was 
based out of Florence but 
had interests throughout 

Europe as well. 



The Medici coat of arms included three gold 
balls, and as other businessmen opened their 
own pawnshops, they included the symbol in 

their own signs and coats of arms. 



Over time, the three gold balls 
became the universal symbol for 
pawnbrokers, including Jabez 
Wilson’s own establishment.



As in ancient Greece and Rome, for the 
poor and working class, they would most 

likely pawn their clothes — the most 
valuable possessions they possessed.



If a person had one good item (such 
as a greatcoat) they might pawn it 
on Monday for the monies needed to 

purchase food or pay rent…



…then repay the loan on Saturday 
when they received their wages 
to wear it on Sunday, and then 

pawn it again on Monday.



As Jabez Wilson shared with 
Holmes, Thursday and Friday 
nights — those just before 

pay day — were his busiest…



…in the pawnshop and most 
likely represented the need to 
tide a person over until they 

received their earnings.



It was not uncommon for those 
with greater incomes to use such 
services as well — although with 

more expensive goods. 



Several British monarchs 
used the crown jewels to 
fund shortfalls in the 

royal coffers. 



King Edward III pawned them to 
Flemish merchants to support his 
war with France, King Richard II 

also used them as collateral…



…and Henry V used them 
to back the relaunch of 
the Hundred Years’ War.



During the Victorian period, “stylish” or 
“City” pawnshops offered discreet services 

with private compartments to serve the more 
well-heeled in need of emergency funds.



In addition to short-term 
credit lenders, pawnshops also 
served as a banking system. 



Many occupations were seasonal, 
with periods of full employment 
followed by reduced or no hours.



To maintain a more stable income, 
those with less capital would pawn 
their coins or bills to keep them 

safe in the pawnbroker’s possession.



They might also purchase more 
expensive or well-made items 

when flush to have something of 
value to pawn for lean times.



The end of the Victorian 
era marked a decline in 
the pawnbroker business.



The introduction of compulsory schooling led 
to an increase in assimilation of middle-

class values of frugality and the shame of 
borrowing funds to a wider population. 



In addition, they were often 
associated with poor habits such 

as drink and shiftlessness.



A further blow occurred in the 
twentieth century when social 
policies reduced the need to 
cover financial obligations.



While not mentioned, it may have been the 
general decline in pawnbroking that made 
the offer of work at the “League of the 
Red-Headed Men” so appealing to Wilson.



He had been forced to 
reduce his staff to meet 

business expenses.



Thanks to Sherlock Holmes, 
however, what was left of his 

business did not become embroiled in 
the scandal of a major bank theft.



Yes, but we’ll be back 
with another topic 

soon…

…So we have completed 
topic # 081 in our 

series…
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