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CONSPIRACY ON CATO STREET

On the night of 23 February 1820 twenty-ûve impoverished craftsmen

assembled in an obscure stable in Cato Street, London, with a plan to

massacre the whole British cabinet at its monthly dinner. The Cato Street

Conspiracy was the most sensational of all plots aimed at the British state

since Guy Fawkes’Gunpowder Plot of 1605. It ended in betrayal, arrest, and

trial, and with ûve conspirators publicly hanged and decapitated for

treason. Their failure proved the state’s physical strength, and ended

hopes of revolution for a century. Vic Gatrell explores this dramatic yet

neglected event in unprecedented detail through spy reports, trial

interrogations, letters, speeches, songs, maps, and images. Attending to

the ‘real lives’ and habitats of the men, women, and children involved, he

throws fresh light on the troubled and tragic world of regency Britain, and

on one of the most compelling and poignant episodes in British history.

Vic Gatrell is a professorial Life Fellow of Gonville and Caius College,

who has taught for most of his career in the Cambridge Faculty of

History. His previous books include The Hanging Tree: Execution and the

English People (1997), which was awarded the Whitûeld Prize of the Royal

Historical Society; City of Laughter: Sex and Satire in Eighteenth-Century London

(2009), which was awarded the Wolfson Prize for History and the PEN

Hessell-Tiltman Prize; and The First Bohemians: Life and Art in London’s

Golden Age (2013), which was shortlisted for the PENHessell-Tiltman Prize.
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Presently, passing to particular instances, we recalled the already old story of

the attempt to blow up the Greenwich Observatory; a blood-stained inanity of

so fatuous a kind that it was impossible to fathom its origin by any

reasonable or even unreasonable process of thought. For perverse unreason

has its own logical processes. But that outrage could not be laid hold of

mentally in any sort of way, so that one remained faced by the fact of a man

blown to bits for nothing even most remotely resembling an idea, anarchistic

or other. As to the outer wall of the Observatory it did not show as much as

the faintest crack. I pointed all this out to my friend who remained silent.

Joseph Conrad in 1920, on his novel, The Secret Agent:

A Simple Tale of the Nineteenth Century (1907)

When any man, or any set of men, place themselves above the laws of their

country, there is no other means of bringing them to justice than through the

arms [weapons] of a private individual. If the laws are not strong enough to

prevent them from murdering the community, it becomes the duty of every

member of that community to rid his country of its oppressors. . . .

Insurrection then became a public duty.

Arthur Thistlewood’s last speech, 28 April 1820

This, gentlemen, is not the way that kings are destroyed, and

governments overthrown.

John Adolphus, defence counsel, 19 April 1820
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Preface

Well over a century ago Joseph Conrad gave the most modest of subtitles

to The Secret Agent, his novel about London’s late-Victorian anarchists.

A Simple Tale of the Nineteenth Century, he called it. On the face of it, the

story told in this book about an earlier, non-ûctional group of terrorists in

regency London is a simple tale too. It takes us up close and personal to

the conspirators who on the night of 23 February 1820 assembled in an

obscure stable in Cato Street on the western edge of London in order to

massacre the whole British government as it sat down to dinner in

a Grosvenor Square mansion. This was the most sensational of all plots

aimed at the state between the Gunpowder Plot of 1605 and the Irish

Republican Army’s Brighton bomb attack on Thatcher and her party in

1984. Had it succeeded, it would have changed our world utterly.

The conspiracy’s exposure shook Britain profoundly. Optimists

believed that it woke the nation from its long neglect and moved it

towards reform. But the ûrst parliamentary Reform Act lay a dozen

years ahead, so it was truer to say that the conspirators’ entrapment by

government spies and their punishment afterwardsmarked themoments

when the state’s power was unchallengeably displayed and when hopes

for revolution of the French kind were decisively ûattened. Very few even

of the Chartists in the 1840s envisaged root-and-branch revolution. Why

Britain avoided a revolution in the following century is in good part

explained by the Cato Street drama.

The men’s elaborate trials in April aimed to dramatise the conspir-

ators’ violence in order to justify repressive laws and to expunge the stain

of the Peterloo massacre the year before. The punishments that followed

settled the question. Along with three weavers independently executed as

xv
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traitors in Scotland for leading the so-called Scottish insurrection, ûve

Cato Street men were the last in Britain to have their heads taken off for

treason. They were also the last to be killed for treason until after the Irish

Easter Rising in 1916, when ûfteen men were executed by ûring squad in

Dublin and Roger Casement was hanged in Pentonville Prison.

What follows is the ûrst book to explore this great moment by

engaging with the conspirators’ experiences, habitats, and mental

world as intimately as is now possible. Innumerable spy reports, verbatim

trial interrogations, and a vast range of newspapers, letters, speeches,

songs, and images allow a rare degree of ‘thick description’. When

necessary, the humblest of these sources are quoted at length, since the

misspelled and ill-punctuated writings of the half-literate in past times are

seldom so accessible to their descendants. Probably no other episode in

eighteenth- and nineteenth-century British history can be so fully

accessed from the dialogues of the common people as this one.

Part I of the book tells the ‘simple tale’ ûrst. It offers a straightforward

narrative of the conspirators’ entrapment and arrests, for, as every novel-

ist knows, the devils lie in the details. Yet, like historians, novelists also

know that simple tales can carry broad implications. The rest of the book

broadens out therefore, to offer the forensic study that linear narratives

can’t deliver.

Part II discusses how past writers have interpreted the story and how

we might today interpret it more sensitively. It notes the interests and

powers of the rich men and aristocrats who kept the disfranchised in

their place in regency Britain, and the equalising ideas that induced

some of the disfranchised to inform the rich about their corruption

and to demand redress, with violence if need be. It attends to the post-

war conditions that poor craftsmen were up against: their impoverish-

ment and declining craft status, the battered courtyards and lodgings

they occupied, the taverns they frequented, and their own understand-

ings of the cruel times they lived in: what and how did they think? One

chapter addresses their habitats – and London itself – to provide the story

with the topographical frame which historians so often bypass.

Part III provides a contextual narrative of radical protest in regency

London by tracing the Cato Street leader Arthur Thistlewood’s move-

ment towards terrorist fantasy and violence. It notes the impact of the

PREFACE
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ultra-radicals’ abortive insurrection after the Spa Fields meeting in 1816,

and of the Peterloo massacre in Manchester in 1819, and it discusses the

government spy and agent provocateur George Edwards’s betrayal of the

conspiracy’s every detail to the Bow Street police and Lord Sidmouth’s

home ofûce.

Part IV attends to the ‘ordinary Britons’ who got caught up in or who

supported the conspiracy – their marriages, hardships, literacy or lack of

it, and the racial and other prejudices that determined their life-chances.

Most of the activists were under-employed shoemakers with wives and

children to support. Two were black Jamaicans who had been born into

slavery. One of them, Davidson, lost his head.

The book ends in Part V with the conspirators’ trials and convictions

and ûve of the leaders’ hangings and decapitations. It notes the differing

reactions to this horror on the part of the plebeian and the polite crowd

respectively, and it ûnishes with an extraordinary drawing of the execu-

tions by the visiting French artist Théodore Géricault. His unûnished

sketch hints at a shift in attitudes to the suffering of others that in these

years began to reshape the contours of western sensibility.

A book of this kind can hardly help speaking to the present. Despite

obvious changes, the inequalities and deprivations that moved the con-

spirators, and the privileged interests and powers that contained them,

still operate. As William Faulkner once wrote, the past is not only never

dead; it is not even past.

PREFACE
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This book was conceived long ago in the 1980s when I was working in the

National Archives on a quite different subject. One day curiosity moved

me to order from the Treasury Solicitor’s Papers a box intriguingly

labelled ‘pike-heads as exhibits’. Its contents had been used in evidence

against a group of London radicals who were twice tried for treason –

unsuccessfully in 1817 and successfully in 1820. Out of the box fell three

heavy hand-tooled iron batons. Each measured some twelve inches in

length and an inch or so across the middle, each had been beaten ûat

into the shape of a ûle, and each tapered to a point at both ends. One

point was burred so that it could be securely jammed into a wooden staff;

the other was smoothed so that it could be ‘run into a fellow’s guts’, as the

book’s chief protagonist eloquently put it. Both in 1817 and in 1820

thousands of these things had been secretly manufactured and hidden

about London. In 1820 two or three of them were meant to be inserted

up the dripping necks of the most hated of the government ministers.

Their heads were to be carried through London’s streets to signal the

advent of a long hoped-for British revolution.

My opening of that box and my encounter with the jaw-dropping

materiality of its contents jolted me into several weeks’ archival note-

taking. The notes were put aside as other books and projects got in the

way, but that encounter stayed with me. It alerted me to the truth, now

more obvious than it was then, that our understandings of past times

might be advanced not only through the study of surviving texts, but also

through the study of localities, objects, and episodes which historians

tend to ignore because of their apparent triviality and obviousness. In

what follows I chart a story of considerable consequence not only
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Abbreviations

BDMBR Biographical Dictionary of Modern British Radicals (3 vols, 1979)

BM British Museum

HC Deb House of Commons Debates

HO Home Ofûce Papers, National Archives

LCS London Corresponding Society

OBSP Old Bailey Sessions Papers (www.oldbaileyonline.org)

ODNB Oxford Dictionary of National Biography

TS Treasury Solicitor’s Papers, National Archives
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Timeline

1792 Jan. London Corresponding Society (LCS) established

Dec. Tom Paine convicted of seditious libel in absentia

1794 Habeas corpus suspended (to June 1795); treason trials of Hardy, Horne

Tooke, and Thelwall result in acquittals in November

1795 Treason Act and Seditious Meetings Act passed after George III stoned on

way to open parliament

1798 Habeas corpus suspended (to Feb. 1799; extended to May and again to

Mar. 1800)

LCS and United Irishmen arrests (including Evans, Spence, Despard)

1798–9 July–Feb. Thistlewood an ensign in West Yorkshire militia

1803 21 Feb. Marcus Despard and six co-conspirators hanged and decapitated for

treason

July–Sept. Thistlewood in Lincolnshire militia

1804 Thistlewood marries heiress Jane Worsley in Lincoln; she dies in 1805

1806 3 Oct. Julian Thistlewood, Arthur’s son by Ann Thorn[el]ley, born in Horncastle

1808 Thistlewood marries Susan Wilkinson, daughter of Horncastle butcher

1811 Arthur, Susan, and Julian Thistlewood come to Edgware Road, London

Mar. Thistlewood on committee for United Irishman Peter Finnerty

Prince of Wales becomes regent during George III’s madness

1813 Feb. Thistlewood offers to subsidise Margarot’s visit to Bonaparte

Thistlewood gambles away his brother’s £900

1814 Apr. Napoleon abdicates

Thistlewood takes Thomas Evans’s son to Paris

Sept. Death of Thomas Spence, agrarian socialist

Thomas Evans establishes Society of Spencean Philanthropists

1815 20 Mar. Napoleon returns to Paris after escaping from Elba – start of Hundred Days

18 June Battle of Waterloo: Napoleon exiled on St Helena

20 Nov. Second Treaty of Paris ends French wars

Thistlewood’s second visit to Paris

1816 2 Dec. Spa Fields meeting addressed by Orator Hunt; ‘Spa Fields insurrection’

Thistlewood and ‘young’ Watson in hiding; ‘young’ Watson escapes to

America

1817 Feb. John Castle recruited as government spy

9 Feb. Thomas Evans and son imprisoned for a year

4 Mar. Habeas corpus suspended for a year to 1 March 1818

10 Mar. March of the Lancashire ‘Blanketeers’

xxi
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(continued)

12 Mar. John Cashman the sailor hanged for looting gun shops after Spa Fields

17 Mar. Treason Act renews 1795 Act against ‘compassing, imagining, inventing,

[etc.] death or destruction . . . of the heirs and successors of George III’

25 Mar. Seditious Meetings Act (‘Gagging Act’); applied until July 1818 but

renewed under Six Acts 1819; repealed 1824

28 Apr. Thistlewood arrested; held with ‘old’Watson, Preston, and Hooper in Tower

9–16 June Watson, Thistlewood, Preston, and Hooper arraigned for treason; ‘old’

Watson acquitted when spy’s role exposed; others’ prosecutions

collapse

Sept. Bartholomew Fair ‘insurrection’

7 Nov. Hanging and decapitation of Derbyshire luddites

Dec. William Hone acquitted for blasphemous libels

1818 Jan. Edwards starts reporting to Stafford, chief clerk at Bow Street police ofûce

3 Feb. Thistlewood challenges home secretary Sidmouth to a duel

1 May Thistlewood imprisoned for a year in Horsham gaol as result (for ‘breach of

peace’)

1819 Jan. Richard Carlile opens radical bookshop at 55½ Fleet Street; Edwards the

spy trades next door

May Thistlewood released from Horsham gaol

Watson introduces Edwards to Thistlewood

21 July Smithûeld reform meeting, addressed by Hunt and Watson

16 Aug. Peterloo massacre, Manchester

13 Sept. Hunt’s triumphal entry into London; radicals quarrel at Crown and Anchor

dinner

Oct. Richard Carlile sentenced to six years for blasphemous libel

1 Nov. Finsbury Market meeting a failure

2 Nov. Castlereagh introduces Sidmouth’s Six Acts (passed 30 Dec.): against

seditious meetings, blasphemous and seditious libels, unlawful drilling,

unstamped newspapers, and restricting private possession of arms and

bail conditions

Nov. Robert Wedderburn arrested for blasphemous libel

1820 29 Jan. Death of George III; prince regent becomes George IV

1 Feb. Cabinet dinner cancelled in mourning

16 Feb. George III’s funeral in Windsor

23 Feb. Conspirators arrested in Cato Street stable

3 Mar. Conspirators examined by privy council

16 Mar. Hunt (and others) tried for ‘sedition’ (at Peterloo); imprisoned for thirty

months

10 Apr. Géricault visits London; returns to Paris in June (second visit Nov./Dec.

1820, for a year)

15–28 Apr. The Cato Street trials (Thistlewood’s 17, 18, 19 April)

28 Apr. Friday: death sentences

1 May Monday: executions

2, 9 May Alderman Wood exposes the spy Edwards in the Commons; motion for

committee to investigate rejected

5 June Queen Caroline lands at Dover; George IV moves to divorce her

1821 19 July George IV’s coronation; Abbey doors locked against Queen Caroline

7 Aug. Caroline dies from ‘constriction of the bowel’

TIMELINE
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A Note on the Text

In citing the writings of the semi-literate, I retain misspellings and absent

punctuations but omit ‘sic’ for simplicity; I remove redundant capitals

and insert extra spaces where stops are missing.

In the notes, trial reports are referenced by short title or abbreviation,

and sometimes by column and sometimes by page (see ‘The Trial

Reports’ for details).

All books listed in the Bibliography are published in London unless

otherwise stated.
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