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An exemplar of scholarly finesse that also manages to tell a good story
Charles van Onselen, Showdown at the Red Lion: The Life and Times of Jack
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To put it simply, Showdown at the Red Lion is a very good read. It successfully navigates
the very difficult line between telling the story of an individual, with the close attention to
the fine detail this requires, and that of the broad history of the age in which he lived. In
less capable hands, a biography may present a detailed and fascinating picture of the
individual without providing sufficient historical context of the world in which the
particular individual lived and operated. A good biography should, therefore, provide a
comprehensive and insightful picture of the individual in ways that also illuminate the
history of the age in which he lived. This book does both extremely well.

At the individual level, the book is a life history of one Jack McLoughlin, a one‐
armed career criminal who was born in Manchester, England, in 1859 and who died
at the gallows in South Africa in 1910 after a life of constant brushes with the law.
These resulted in several terms of imprisonment in South Africa and Australia, and
finally, in his execution for a double murder committed in Johannesburg at the turn of
the twentieth century. It is the story of a complex and conflicted individual who was
very much a product of his time. His character was shaped by the world he was born
into: one characterised by poverty and squalor as a member of the working class in
Manchester’s industrial setting, where gambling, binge drinking and public brawls
were the order of the day and clashes with the law were common. This was also a
world in which young men routinely participated in a gang culture, with its peculiar
penchant for celebrating and upholding masculinity and loyalty to the group and in
which young migrant Irishmen easily took to a life of crime.

Following brushes with the law, McLoughlin joined the great British out‐
migration at the time by enlisting for the navy and thus gained a free passage to
Australia where he soon deserted and took up a life of crime. From there, he headed
for South Africa where, after a spell in the military, he resumed his chosen path and
was soon “revered by many in the underworld circles” as a tough man and a natural
gang leader (p 2). Working with varied members of what came to be known as the
Irish Brigade, this anti‐hero committed many crimes and was convicted to many
*
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