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PREFACE

The publication of London Corresponding Society documents marks an
important and thrilling moment in the historiography of the British political
and social reform movement.  While a selection of LCS documents, composed
mainly of manuscript sources, appeared for the first time in 1983, never
before now have scholars had the luxury of discovering so many LCS docu-
ments in a single location.  Michael T. Davis’s monumental achievement in
assembling these documents and placing them in their contextual setting will
stand for years as the definitive collection of LCS materials.

Inspired by the French Revolution, Thomas Hardy, a shoemaker, and sev-
eral like-minded reformers founded the London Corresponding Society in
early 1792 to promote universal manhood suffrage and annual parliaments.
Hardy often worked cooperatively with John Horne Tooke, who had revital-
ised the Society for Constitutional Information, which had its origins in the
earlier 1780’s radical advocacy for parliamentary reform.  Included among the
LCS membership were artisans, craftsmen, mechanics, small businessmen and
even labourers.  Some of its most prominent members were drawn from the
legal and medical professions, and over time it gradually claimed among its
recruits several members of the middle class and even titled gentry.  Aside
from Hardy, among its leading spokesmen were Joseph Gerrald and Maurice
Margarot, both propertied lawyers, and James Parkinson, a physician.  The
famous orator, radical and poet John Thelwall was also a leading spokesman
for the Society.

As its name suggests, the London Corresponding Society was designed as
an organisation based in the capital city with several links, like spokes from a
wheel, throughout the country to other urban areas where its members ‘corre-
sponded’ with one another about their ideas and plans for the future.  To
enhance this objective, the Society, like the Jacobin Club in France, was
divided into divisions throughout the city of London.  The size of each division
was limited to thirty members, but once a division reached sixteen people, it
could split itself into two divisions.  The documents published by the LCS,
which often represented the concerns of the Society's divisions and the burn-
ing issues of the day, include the major pamphlets, petitions, addresses, and
periodicals produced between 1792 and 1798.
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While the LCS began life primarily as a political educational organisation,
it quickly evolved into an aggressive, even confrontational, group, which led
many of its members to face arrest, trial, and acquittal for some, or, for others,
transportation to Botany Bay.  Hardy was acquitted after his trial, but the fate
of Gerrald and Margarot was banishment to Australia for fourteen years.  The
establishment of the LCS occurred in the shadow of the French Revolution
just as it was to become increasingly radicalised under the Jacobin leadership
of Robespierre and St. Just and as British authorities began a serious and well-
organised crackdown on radical political organisations.  In the autumn of
1792, John Reeves, with government support, created the Association for the
Preservation of Liberty and Property Against Republicans and Levellers to
counter the political activities of the LCS.  Habeas Corpus was suspended in
1794 so that political prisoners were jailed without trial, and, the following
year, parliament passed the Treasonable Practices Act and the Seditious Meet-
ings Act, which made it illegal for anyone to criticise the British government
and constitution and forbade meetings of more than fifty people at any one
time.  Accordingly, readers will find in these volumes the parliamentary
reports and debates recorded during the infamous state trials of 1794, the
passage of the Two Acts through parliament the following year, and the pro-
scription of the LCS in 1799 by law.

Researchers will also discover in the present collection essays and addresses
in support of the reform ideas of Thomas Paine, congratulatory letters sent to
the leaders of France, and materials relating to a British Convention, which
eventually met twice in Scotland, once in 1792, and again the following year.
The government viewed these two Conventions as direct challenges to its
authority and cracked down even more harshly.  Undeterred, the Society held
huge meetings in London in 1794 and 1795, and it is said that Thelwall
attracted crowds over 100,000 people in the fall of 1795 to hear him lash out
against the war with France, high food prices and the corrupt political regime.
Both Thelwall and Tooke were acquitted on treason charges in 1794.   In
1799, with the passage of the Corresponding Societies Act, which outlawed
such organisations, the LCS was ultimately and finally suppressed.

Dr Davis has performed an invaluable and vital service for all historians
and political theorists of social and political reform movements.  These six vol-
umes provide a much-needed source of printed information about the London
Corresponding Society for future scholars who wish to understand the origins,
development and ultimately the demise of one of the most fascinating organi-
sations of late-eighteenth-century Britain.

Jack Fructman Jr.
Towson University
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January Formation of the LCS
16 February Publication of Part 2 of the Rights of Man by Thomas

Paine
2 April First address of the LCS
11 April Formation of the Society of the Friends of the People
20 April France declares war on Austria
21 May Royal Proclamation against seditious writings
24 May LCS publishes its Address … to the nation at large
24 June Prussia declares war on France
10 August Louis XVI imprisoned and the French monarchy sus-

pended
2–3 September September Massacres in France
20 September Formation of the French National Convention

LCS decides to send an address to the French National
Convention

21 September French republic declared
1 November LCS address to the French National Convention delivered
20 November Formation of the Association for the Preservation of Lib-

erty and Property against Republicans and Levellers,
founded by John Reeves

29 November Address of the London Corresponding Society, to the other societies
of Great Britain, united for the obtaining of a reform in parlia-
ment

1 December Rumours of insurrectionary plans
4 December LCS composes a Letter to the Right Hon. Henry Dundass
5 December Arrest of William Carter, the bill-sticker
11–13 December Reform convention of the Scottish Friends of the People in

Edinburgh
18 December Thomas Paine convicted of seditious libel for Rights of

Man
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1793

7 January William Carter convicted
21 January Louis XVI executed
1 February France declares war on Britain
13 March LCS Division 12 secedes and forms the Society of British

Citizens
30 April Opening of the second Scottish Convention
2-6 May Reform petitions presented to parliament
31 May–2 June Girondins overthrown in France
July Committee of Public Safety established in France and

Reign of Terror begins
8 July LCS general meeting at the Crown and Anchor Tavern,

Strand. Address to the nation, from the London Corresponding
Society. On the subject of a thorough parliamentary reform com-
posed

30–31 August Thomas Muir tried in Edinburgh and sentenced to four-
teen years’ transportation to Botany Bay for sedition

2 September LCS general meeting and address to the King
12–13 September Thomas Fyshe Palmer tried in Edinburgh and sentenced

to seven years’ transportation to Botany Bay for sedition
16 October Marie Antoinette executed
24 October LCS outdoor meeting held and LCS delegates to the

reform convention in Edinburgh elected. Thomas Briel-
lat, a LCS member, arrested

29 October Start of the Edinburgh reform convention
7 November LCS delegates to the reform convention, Maurice Marga-

rot and Joseph Gerrald, arrive in Edinburgh
19 November Edinburgh reform convention reconvenes
5 December Maurice Margarot, Joseph Gerrald and William Skirving

arrested
6 December Edinburgh reform convention disbanded

1794

6–7 January William Skirving tried in Edinburgh and sentenced to
fourteen years’ transportation to Botany Bay for sedition

13–14 January Maurice Margarot tried in Edinburgh and sentenced to
fourteen years’ transportation to Botany Bay for sedition

20 January LCS general meeting at the Globe Tavern and Address to
the people composed

21 January Parliament opens
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24 January LCS General Committee meets daily during the present
session of parliament

27 January Public announcement of the landing of Hessian troops
30 January LCS Secret Committee established
February LCS begins circulating a letter to reformers and reform

societies proposing a convention
24 February Daniel Isaac Eaton acquitted of publishing a seditious

libel
13 March Joseph Gerrald tried in Edinburgh and sentenced to four-

teen years’ transportation to Botany Bay for sedition
25 March In the wake of the conviction of the Scottish Martyrs,

Henry Dundas suggests Scottish laws be adopted in Eng-
land

2 April Manchester reformers tried and acquitted of an alleged
attempt to subvert the constitution and to assist a French
invasion of Britain

4 April LCS and the Society for Constitutional Information con-
ference

7 April Reform meeting held in Sheffield
9 April LCS and the Society for Constitutional Information agree

to call a convention of reformers
14 April LCS general meeting at Chalk Farm
2 May Maurice Margarot, Thomas Fyshe Palmer, Thomas Muir

and William Skirving transported to Botany Bay
12 May Thomas Hardy and Daniel Adams arrested. George III’s

address concerning sedition
13 May John Thelwall arrested
14–23 May Other reformers arrested, including John Horne Tooke,

John Lovett, John Ashley and Thomas Spence, in a
nationwide campaign against leading radicals

15–16 May Insurrectionary plans of Robert Watt discovered in Scot-
land

16 May Report of the House of Commons Committee of Secrecy
presented to parliament

17 May Suspension of Habeas Corpus passed by the House of
Commons

22 May Suspension of Habeas Corpus passed by the House of
Lords

22 May Account of the seizure of Citizen Thomas Hardy composed
23 May Suspension of Habeas Corpus to 1 February 1795
11 June Thomas Hardy’s house attacked
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11 July Duke of Portland Whigs join the government of William
Pitt

27–28 July Robespierre overthrown and executed in France
15–22 August Crimping riots in London
27 August Lydia Hardy dies
3–6 September Robert Watt and David Downie tried in Scotland and

sentenced to death for treason
27–28 September Arrest of suspects in the Pop-Gun Plot
6–-21 October Indictments prepared in London for the Treason Trials
15 October Robert Watt executed
25 October Trial of Thomas Hardy commences
5 November Thomas Hardy acquitted of treason
4 November John Ashley discharged
16 November Trial of John Horne Tooke commences
25 November John Horne Tooke acquitted of treason
1 December Trial of John Thelwall commences
5 December John Thelwall acquitted of treason
13 December First issue of the Politician published by the LCS

1795

3 January Politician ceases publication
5 February Suspension of Habeas Corpus extended to 1 July 1795
March LCS adopts a new constitution
30 March LCS Division 12 secedes and forms the London Reform-

ing Society
6 April LCS Division 16 secedes and forms the Friends of Liberty
June–July Food rioting throughout Britain
29 June LCS general meeting at St. George’s Fields. Addresses to

the nation and George III announced
6–14 July Crimping riots in London
15 July LCS address to George III delivered to the Duke of Port-

land
24 September LCS Division 27 secedes over the issue of religion
15 October Former members of LCS Division 27 form the Friends of

Religious and Civil Liberty
26 October Largest LCS general meeting held at Copenhagen House
29 October Alleged attack on George III on his way to and from the

opening of parliament
4 November Proclamation against seditious activities
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6 November Treasonable Practices Bill introduced to the House of
Lords

10 November Seditious Meetings Bill introduced to the House of Com-
mons

12 November LCS general meeting at Copenhagen House. Petitions to
the Lords, Commons and George III composed

12 November LCS correspondence published
7 December LCS general meeting at Marylebone Field
12 December LCS adopts new regulations to circumvent the restrictions

of the Treasonable Practices Bill and Seditious Meetings
Bill

18 December Treasonable Practices Bill and Seditious Meetings Bill
become law

1796

14 January Suspects in the Pop-Gun Plot indicted
5–15 February John Binns tours Portsmouth
6 February–

2 March John Gale Jones tours Rochester, Gravesend and Maid-
stone

4 March John Binns and John Gale Jones deputed to Birmingham
as LCS representatives

16 March John Binns and John Gale Jones arrested in Birmingham
16 March Joseph Gerrald dies at his home in Australia
24 March John Binns bailed
26 March John Gale Jones bailed
11–19 May Pop-Gun Plot suspects tried and acquitted
1 July First issue of the Moral and Political Magazine published

by the LCS
19 August John Thelwall attacked at Yarmouth
22 December French fleet at Bantry Bay

1797

February Bank crisis in Britain with the temporary suspension of
cash payments by the Bank of England from 26 February

22 February French raid at Wales
30 March John Gale Jones tried and convicted of sedition but never

sentenced
16–24 April First Spithead mutiny
7–14 May Second Spithead mutiny
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12 May–15 June Nore mutiny
1 June Last issue of the Moral and Political Magazine published by

the LCS
6 June Bill preventing the subversion of the military passed
19 July Bill preventing the taking of secret oaths passed
22–3 July LCS general meeting at St. Pancras announced
29 July LCS general meeting declared to be illegal
31 July LCS general meeting dispersed and reformers arrested
2 August LCS Division 10 prepares to secede
15 August John Binns tried and acquitted of sedition
13 October Thomas Hardy’s house attacked

1798

30 January LCS Address … to the Irish nation
28 February John Binns and four other Irishmen arrested at Margate

on charges of high treason
18–22 April United Englishmen and LCS members arrested
20 April Royal denouncement of sedition in parliament
21 April Suspension of Habeas Corpus
21–22 May John Binns and others arrested at Margate on high trea-

son tried at Maidstone. James O’Coigley convicted and
sentenced to death; Binns and others acquitted

23–26 May Irish rebellion begins
7 June James O’Coigley executed
14 June LCS Address … to the British nation
22 August French invasion of Ireland
8 September French surrender

1799

9 January Suspension of Habeas Corpus to 21 May
10 March United Irishmen arrested at the Royal Oak
16 March John Binns arrested and detained until 1801
9 April United Englishmen arrested
20 May Suspension of Habeas Corpus extended to March 1800
12 July LCS, United Englishmen, United Britons, United Irish-

men and United Scotsmen outlawed

1800

November LCS meeting on Kennington Common



INTRODUCTION

By the late eighteenth century Britain abounded with a diverse range of vol-
untary associations. It was what one scholar has called ‘an associational world’
characterised by a kaleidoscope of institutions, including convivial, religious,
social, cultural, educational, professional and scientific clubs.1 While many
societies were established to satisfy the interests and concerns of the expand-
ing polite classes of urban Britain, still others catered to a more heterogeneous
membership. Importantly, the Georgian era saw a marked increase in political
consciousness among artisans, tradesmen and shopkeepers, which was in part
facilitated by the growth of debating societies during this period.2 Debating
clubs existed for many years in provincial centres and in London they were
often considered as a form of entertainment for residents and something of a
tourist attraction for visitors. Although the number of metropolitan debating
societies slowly declined during the 1780s and 1790s they remained an
important forum for public discussion throughout the late eighteenth cen-
tury.3 Debates were conducted in a rational and formal manner, and some
clubs – like the Robin Hood Society – survived for many years on a mixture of
social, economic, religious and political topics.4 During the 1790s, debates
about politics were increasingly common in London debating societies and
important links were forged with local reformers.5 Indeed the link between
debating clubs and radicals endured well into the nineteenth century;6 and, as
one observer wrote in 1810, the link was considered to be undeniably sub-
versive: ‘The debating societies, which … have [been] suffered to propagate
the most seditious and mischievous notions among the lower classes of people
in the metropolis, and its vicinity, without let or molestation, have dared to
propose some discussions of a most dangerous and inflammatory nature.’7 

Outside the walls of debating societies, radicals often found a safe haven for
political expression in formal reform associations. In the late 1760s, for
instance, the Wilkite Society for the Support of the Bill of Rights attracted
mass popular support and engaged itself in disseminating political
information to a working-class audience. The following two decades saw
extra-parliamentary reform organisations flourish and it was the Society for
Constitutional Information (SCI), founded in 1781 by Major John Cart-
wright, which led the campaign in the 1780s when electoral change, the
repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts and the abolition of the slave trade
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were the focus of the reform agenda.8 The growth of the reform movement
over the course of the late eighteenth century saw the political nation progres-
sively expand to include members of the working classes. The dominant
public sphere faced a mounting challenge from what Terry Eagleton has
described as a ‘counter-public sphere’ – an ‘oppositional network of journals,
clubs, pamphlets, debates and institutions’.9 

It was during the last ten years of the eighteenth century that the chal-
lenge from this oppositional network reached its strength as the complexion
of the reform movement changed immeasurably following the outbreak of the
French Revolution in 1789. The events in France had a deep and resounding
impact on the entire European world and, as one contemporary observed in
1793, ‘every European is today part of this last struggle of civilization .… The
Revolution being cosmopolitan, so to speak, ceases to belong exclusively to
the French’.10 Although Clive Emsley has suggested that the French Revolu-
tion ‘prompted little agitation or excitement in Britain’,11 it is however true
to say few Britons could have escaped the pervading influence and polarising
power of the Revolution.12 Public opinion was increasingly separated over the
virtues of the Revolution in the years following 1789. Edmund Burke com-
mented in the month following the fall of the Bastille that Britain gazed ‘with
astonishment at a French struggle for Liberty and not knowing whether to
blame or to applaud!’.13 The following year, in his Reflections on the Revolution
in France, Burke described how ‘the most opposite passions necessarily suc-
ceed, and sometimes mix with each other in the mind; alternate contempt
and indignation; alternate laughter and tears; alternate scorn and horror’.14

Contempt, especially among some Londoners with images of the Gordon
Riots of 1780 still fresh in their memories, would have been understandable.
Indeed, one reporter for The Times viewed the events in Paris as ‘a crisis, which
no man could have foreseen or supposed’ – it was the act of ‘an unlicensed
populace’.15 Britons traditionally regarded the French as enemies and some of
this initial hostility to the French Revolution could be attributed to franco-
phobia.16 Anti-Gallicanism and anti-Catholicism were ideas which many
Britons, especially the English, were imbibed with from youth: ‘Before the
English learn that there is a God to be worshipped, they learn that there are
Frenchmen to be detested.’17

In general, however, most Britons responded with enthusiasm to the
French Revolution. The literati wrote favourably about the events and drama-
tists presented re-enactments as ‘Paris [came] … to London and French
liberty was all the rage’ among theatre-goers.18 At a grass roots level, William
Cobbett later recalled how the Revolution ushered in an ‘enthusiastic season,
when the sun of liberty bore with such violence on our skulls, as made us
dance the whirligig, like ducks under the tropics’.19 Some of the enthusiasm



INTRODUCTION xxvii

for the French Revolution, particularly among governing circles, may be
attributed to a degree of schadenfreude, by which some politicians may have
welcomed the Revolution believing that political turmoil, social unrest and
economic hardship would weaken the diplomatic and military power of
France.20 For many more, however, the French Revolution was welcomed with
a genuine belief that it brought with it a new enlightened era of European his-
tory as France broke free of monarchical tyranny and religious absolutism.
The events of 1789 were seen to be something of a re-enactment of Britain’s
own Glorious Revolution of 1688 and it was believed that a constitutional
monarchy based on the British example would soon be established in France.
Yet, as one historian has noted, ‘in England, even more than in France, the
history of the French Revolution was being written before the story of it was
completed .… Attempts at judgement and interpretation were made before
the Revolution had shown the course it was to take.’21 As the Revolution
turned increasingly bloody during 1792, British perceptions began to change.
But it was not entirely, nor indeed primarily, reports of the September
Massacres or the execution of the royal family and the Girondins which made
some Britons renege their initial support for the Revolution. As David Bind-
man notes: ‘To a large extent … the story of the British response to the
French Revolution is about British rather than French politics, and there
seems to have been little curiosity outside the governing circles about events
in France which did not impinge directly upon Britain.’22 It was only when
the so-called ‘French disease’ threatened to spread to Britain and consume the
country in a battle of liberty and equality against the establishment that
antagonism towards those sympathetic to the French Revolution became a
pronounced reactionary movement. After 1789 the French embarked on what
was considered ‘a crusade of universal freedom’23 and an aggressive foreign
policy aimed at encouraging ‘other nations to establish their own républiques
soeurs, dedicated to the same principles as la grande nation and in alliance with
it. Within all such nations, the local patriotes will strive to establish such répub-
liques soeurs under the general guidance of la grande nation.’24 British reformers,
who had in the preceding decades laboured against the state in what can be
described as a closed and isolated environment, now found an international
ally and example. Major John Cartwright insisted that the French ‘are not
only asserting their own rights, but they are advancing the general liberties of
mankind’.25 Richard Price went further in his sermon delivered to the Revolu-
tion Society on 4 November 1789 and warned that the reform campaign had
reached a new level in light of the example in France: ‘I see the ardour for lib-
erty catching and spreading; a general amendment beginning in human
affairs; the dominion of kings changed for the dominion of laws, and the
dominion of priests giving way to the dominion of reason and conscience. Be
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encouraged, all ye friends of freedom, and writers in its defence! The times are
auspicious.’26

For the most part, British reformers rushed to offer their support for the
revolutionaries and their principles. While previous expressions of fraternity
with France were barely questioned, in the wake of 1789 pro-French rhetoric
assumed a more sinister overtone. Loyalists viewed the addresses to the
National Convention and the Paris Jacobin Club in 1792, for instance, with
alarmist fear, believing that those Britons offering a union with France were
prepared to ‘throw us all back into the state of naked, ignorant, distressed,
and bloody barbarians.’27 When war between Britain and France was declared
on 1 February 1793, the crusading sentiments of the French and fraternal
commitments of British sympathisers assumed an even greater significance.
The war became as much a battle for ideological supremacy as one for military
and political power.28 The principles of the French Revolution were now
viewed by conservatives as a dangerous contagion that showed signs of
spreading and as Britain waged a war against this threat the divide between
loyalists and radicals assumed an even greater prominence. As J. G. A. Pocock
has observed: ‘The right to think one’s own country in the wrong, and even
hope for its defeat in an unjust cause, became something which it was impor-
tant to some to assert, and to others to contest.’29 Nationalism and
francophobia combined in the 1790s to produce a potent and powerful move-
ment of loyalism in Britain against those regarded as British Jacobins.30

One of the most enduring influences of the French Revolution in Britain
was this polarising of political sentiments. As George Rudé points out: ‘One
early result of the French Revolution was to divide European society into two
distinct and mutually hostile groups – its supporters or “patriots” on the one
hand, and its opponents or “counter-revolutionaries” on the other.’31 This
divide was accentuated during the course of the 1790s by the pamphlet
debate that raged in Britain around the so-called Burke-Paine controversy.32

This ‘war of pamphlets’,33 as one contemporary described it, began with the
publication of Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France in Novem-
ber 1790.34 He denounced the French revolutionaries and their British
sympathisers and as such Reflections ‘became the almost unchallenged Bible of
counter-revolution in every European country’.35 It was not long, however,
before Burke’s treatise was responded to by reform writers like Joseph Towers,
Capel Lofft, Joseph Priestley and Mary Wollstonecraft.36 The most popular
and politically influential rebuttal of Burke’s Reflections was the Rights of Man
written by Thomas Paine and published in two parts in March 1791 and Feb-
ruary 1792.37 Its pages were filled with instruction and encouragement for
the lower orders in their quest for liberty and, as Paine wrote in the first vol-
ume, ‘nothing of reform in the political world ought to be held improbable. It
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is an age of revolutions, in which every thing may be looked for.’38 These were
evocative words and it was language of this kind that established the Rights of
Man as the buttress of the reform movement not only in Britain but also in
Austria, Bohemia, Cuba and Hungary.39 The working classes of Britain, who
were maturing as political citizens when Paine’s work appeared, were the
recipients of cheap editions of the Rights of Man which were sold and distrib-
uted in unexpected numbers.40

As the lower orders read Paine’s words or listened to them at the local pub-
lic house they began to acquire an unprecedented political enthusiasm and
assertiveness which encouraged a ‘new breed of man’, as one scholar puts it, to
enter the British political nation.41 Against a backdrop of the French example,
popular reform societies formed with rapid suddenness during the height of
Paine’s influence in 1791–3.42 E. P. Thompson asserted that the Rights of Man
was ‘one of the two foundation texts of the English working-class move-
ment’43 and its appearance in the early 1790s – at a time when socio-
economic stress made Britain a seedbed for reform – ensured it played a
crucial role in energising and inspiring popular political enthusiasm.44 It was
in Sheffield that this enthusiasm manifested itself into the first popular reform
society in Britain.45 Established in late 1791, the Sheffield Society for Consti-
tutional Information drew its support from a pool of disgruntled local cutlers
and metal workers and was one of the more prominent provincial societies
during the 1790s. It was not, however, the only regional reform society and
many more soon appeared in places like Manchester, Norwich, Nottingham,
Birmingham, Leeds, Glasgow, Edinburgh and Perth.46 

Despite the proliferation of regional reform groups, it was the London Cor-
responding Society (LCS) which was to assume a commanding role in
directing the radical reform campaign between 1792 and 1799.47 One scholar
has indexed the LCS, rather contentiously, as the first British Labour Party
and noted from ‘it issued most of the ideas and men that made themselves
conspicuous in popular movements up to the year 1820’.48 E. P. Thompson, in
The Making of the English Working Class, went further by declaring the objec-
tives of the LCS to be ‘one of the hinges upon which history turns’49 and
Gwyn Williams described the Society as ‘the most celebrated of the artisan
clubs’.50 Its prominence within the reform movement of the 1790s and histor-
ical significance, however, could not have been guessed from the tenuous
beginning of the LCS. At its first meeting at The Bell tavern in Exeter Street,
Strand, on 25 January 1792, a mere nine men were in attendance.51 The pro-
prietor of The Bell, Robert Boyd, along with George Walne and Thomas
Hardy, were considered as the founders of the LCS and each ‘had acquired, by
long and close attention to political transactions, a thorough knowledge of
the encouragement which they had to expect, and the difficulties they had to
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encounter’.52 Although the Society’s establishment was clearly the result of
the collective efforts of several men, its conception relied heavily, if not
entirely, upon the driving force of Thomas Hardy.53

Hardy was born on 3 March 1752 in Stirlingshire, Scotland, the eldest son
of a merchant seaman. His father died around 1760 and Hardy’s education
was entrusted to his grandfather on the mother’s side of the family. It was
under his grandfather’s guidance that Hardy acquired the skills of a shoe-
maker and apart from a brief stint as a bricklayer in the industrial city of
Carron he managed to carve out a modest existence for the rest of his life from
his trade. In 1774, with a mere eighteen pence in his pocket, Hardy moved to
London where his political awakening was typical of Britain’s emerging arti-
san intelligentsia. He soon ‘became acquainted with many of the middle and
lower classes of Dissenters’54 and against the backdrop of the American Revo-
lution ‘his heart always glowed with the love of freedom, and was feelingly
alive to the sufferings of his fellow creatures’.55 After reading Richard Price’s
Observations on the Nature of Civil Liberty (1776), Hardy ‘became one of the
warmest and most sincere advocates for the right cause’56 and he acquired an
insatiable taste for ‘a dish of Chat about politicks [sic] Foreign or Domestic’.57

His growing appetite for political information was sharpened in the wake of
the French Revolution and was only satisfied by a collection of political pam-
phlets first published by the Society for Constitutional Information between
1779 and 1783 and which were presented to Hardy in late 1791 by Thomas
Brand Hollis. Hardy re-read these works with eager enthusiasm and from A
letter from His Grace the Duke of Richmond, to Lieutenant Colonel Sharman, first
published in 1783, he came upon the idea for establishing a corresponding
society.58

Although Hardy’s political consciousness was developing rapidly during
the early 1790s, his socio-economic status remained relatively static. As Jen-
nifer Mori recently pointed out: ‘there is no hard evidence that the
politicisation of artisan labour during the 1790s was a symptom of embour-
geoisification.’59 At much the same time Hardy was re-reading the political
literature of the 1780s, his business affairs turned sour when his partnership as
a leather cutter and currier was dissolved and he was burdened with the debts
and taxes of the business. As Hardy endured a period of financial constraint
and rising prices he determined that the monetary pressures under which he
and other members of the working class laboured were the doing of govern-
ment ministers. The LCS was thus conceived ‘as a means of informing the
people of the violence that had been committed on their most sacred rights,
and of uniting them in an endeavour to recover those rights’.60 This was rhet-
oric filled with the passion of class antagonism and as Hardy explained in
1792: ‘The low and miserable conditions the people of this nation were
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reduced to by the avaricious extortions of the haughty, voluptuous and luxuri-
ous class of beings who wanted us to possess no more knowledge than to
believe all things were created for the use of that small group of worthless
individuals’.61

It was indeed the unrepresented labouring classes who more than any
experienced the economic and social miseries of late-eighteenth-century Brit-
ain and the LCS believed parliamentary reform, embodying annual
parliaments, universal manhood suffrage and uncorrupted elections, was the
means of redress. It was an ambitious, dangerous and provocative objective at
the time and it was under the alluring banner of ‘unite, persevere and be free’
that the Society set about to achieve its goal.62 The ranks of the LCS quickly
swelled after its first meeting: ‘Next weekly meeting, nine more joined the
Society .… The third meeting brought an accession of twenty-four new mem-
bers.’63 By mid-1792, Hardy proudly announced that the Society increased
‘rapidly in number and respectability’64 and spoke ‘of the success of the Lon-
don Corresponding Society’.65 While the initial rapid growth of the Society is
undeniable, its precise size remains difficult to accurately determine. The LCS
certainly had a large pool of so-called ‘political citizens’, as Edmund Burke
calls them, from which it could recruit.66 Burke’s estimate of the political citi-
zenry including some 80,000 radical sympathisers could indeed be a
conservative assessment if the number of spectators at LCS outdoor meetings
is used to gauge the support for reform in the 1790s.67 The Society regularly
attracted thousands of people to its open-air gatherings, yet many were no
doubt merely curious onlookers or even opponents of the Society, meaning
that the actual active membership of the LCS was but a fraction of the num-
bers on display at such meetings.68 Some contemporary estimates ranged
from 28,000 to 80,000 members, however these would seem to be unrealistic
figures with paid-up membership probably fluctuating throughout the
Society’s history between a peak of around 3,000 members in the latter half of
1795 to a trough of 250 members twelve months earlier.69

The majority of those who joined the Society between 1792 and 1799 have
remained completely unknown and another significant proportion known
only by name and maybe also by occupation.70 Of course such obscurity sur-
rounding the personnel of this organisation is not entirely unexpected given
the main target group from which the Society recruited. The Society’s weekly
subscription of one penny allowed working men, who were unable to afford
the higher dues asked by the SCI and the middle-class Society of the Friends
of the People, to join the LCS.71 As Hardy explained, the Corresponding Soci-
ety was to be an open forum for ‘tradesmen, mechanics, and shopkeepers’72 –
those members of society who were ‘but few in number and humble in situa-
tion and circumstances’.73 Shoemakers, weavers and tailors made up the most
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common occupational categories of known members and approximately half
of the Society’s leading protagonists were artisans.74 To contemporary con-
servatives and loyalists these were the kind of men seen to have no right in
discussing politics or organising themselves for the purpose of political
reform. The LCS was viewed with disdain as a group of ‘blackguards … a
motley crew of pick-pockets, seditionists, modern reformers, house-breakers,
and revolutionists’.75 The spy, John Groves, made a similar comment about
the Society’s membership in 1794: ‘There are some of decent tradesmen-like
appearance, who possess strong, but unimproved faculties .… There are
others of an apparent lower Order – no doubt Journeymen, who though they
seem to possess no abilities & say nothing, yet they appear resolute and deter-
mined .… The last description among them, & which is the most numerous,
consists of the very lowest order of society – few are even decent in appear-
ance, some of them filthy & ragged, and others such wretched looking
blackguards that it requires some mastery over that innate pride, which every
well-educated man must naturally possess, even to sit down in their company
.… These appear very violent & seem ready to adopt every thing tending
Confusion & Anarchy’.76

While detractors of the LCS were happy to characterise the Society’s mem-
bers as vile hot-headed revolutionaries of the lowest social standing, a more
apt vignette is that of a politically conscious and articulate artisan group.
Within the LCS working men were able to ascend to authoritative positions
and display the attainments of their emerging political maturity. Men like
John Ashley, John Baxter, Francis Place and John Thelwall, drawn from the
trades of a shoemaker, silversmith, tailor and shopkeeper, each rose to promi-
nence within the LCS.77 Yet, while it is true that these men were strictly
speaking of the working class, Harry Dickinson suggests that ‘there is no evi-
dence that the LCS ever had much appeal for unskilled labourers or the very
poor. The LCS was not a genuine proletarian society despite the accusations of
its enemies and the claims of some historians.’78 It could indeed be argued
that the LCS was not the epitome of a genuine proletarian society based on
the fact that the leading core of the LCS represented what one scholar has
called ‘relatively elite artisans’.79 It is, however, fair to say that the group did
‘include in their number some from among more “common” workers’,80 and
with such a vast body of members about whom nothing is known it is possible
the LCS attracted much greater support from among working men of the
lower end of the scale than is suggested by existing evidence.

A more definite case against the LCS as a proletarian organisation could be
made on the grounds that its membership was not exclusively working class.
The Society was a heterogeneous group that united like-minded men of vary-
ing social standing. It was, as Hardy originally stated, to be a group based on
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the maxim that ‘the number of our Members be unlimited’.81 Given this, the
presence in the LCS of men of higher social and educative attainments is to be
expected. The late-eighteenth-century world of radicalism was a relatively
fluid environment where polite and plebeian reformers frequently came
together.82 Lord Basil William Daer, for instance, a Scottish aristocrat and
landlord, whom Hardy affectionately referred to as his ‘fellow labourer in the
same glorious cause’,83 was an early recruit of the LCS.84 Of even greater
prominence within the LCS were the well-educated recruits Maurice Marga-
rot and Joseph Gerrald.85 The radical careers of both men were aborted when
they were arrested in Edinburgh on 5 December 1793 for their involvement
in the British reform convention and subsequently convicted of sedition and
transported to Australia as part of the group known collectively as the Scot-
tish Martyrs.86 Until that time, however, Margarot and Gerrald were leading
members of the Corresponding Society, and while they ‘were not perceived by
their fellow members as belonging to a higher class’, as Mary Thale points
out, they were nevertheless men of superior intellectual achievement.87 Ger-
rald was the son of a wealthy West Indian planter and was educated under the
tutelage of the eminent Samuel Parr. He was also a trained lawyer as well as a
proficient pamphleteer, as indicated by his work on A Convention the Only
Means of Saving us from Ruin (1793), and was throughout 1793 one of the most
active members of the Corresponding Society.88 As to Margarot, his involve-
ment with the LCS – next to that of Hardy – was undeniably the most
influential in the first two years of the Society. Although most often referred
to as a wine merchant, he was educated at the University of Geneva and at
some stage apparently gained qualifications as an attorney. After joining the
LCS in early 1792 he became a constant companion to Hardy and was affec-
tionately recalled as ‘a man of a strong philosophical understanding, ready
wit, undaunted courage, and incorruptible integrity’.89 Margarot quickly rose
to prominence within the LCS, serving as its first president and entrusted
with a large part of the Society’s transactions, including the composition of its
first public address.90

Margarot, Gerrald and Daer were certainly not the only well-educated
men to assist the LCS at a time when the Society was ‘scarcely out of leading
strings’.91 Indeed, Felix Vaughan, a young barrister and nephew of the vet-
eran reformer, John Horne Tooke, played an often underestimated role in the
Society’s early days. He joined the LCS in April 1792 offering ‘to assist at the
committee appointed to form a constitutional code of laws for the govern-
ment of the corresponding society’92 and was responsible for authoring an
LCS address in late 1792 refuting charges of levelling made by the loyalist
Association for the Preservation of Liberty and Property against Republicans
and Levellers.93 On another level, the origins and development of the
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Corresponding Society benefited from the advice of educated and experienced
reformers who were not formal recruits of the Society. Before the LCS was
instituted, Hardy apparently had become acquainted with Thomas Brand
Hollis, a wealthy and influential member of the SCI and Friends of the People,
and following the Society’s formation he soon became known to middle-class
reformers like John Cartwright, John Frost and Daniel Stuart.94 It was Horne
Tooke, however, who became the Society’s most important external advisor.95

Despite never becoming a formal member of the LCS, Horne Tooke was
sometimes forwarded manuscripts of the Society’s publications for his
improvement and approval,96 and was in close contact with Hardy through
the formative period of the Corresponding Society. He was even sighted by an
anonymous informer in October 1792, alongside Thomas Paine and Felix
Vaughan, lending ‘no small assistance towards exciting the people to rebellion
by visiting the different [LCS] divisions’. The informant goes on to explain
that ‘there are many other popular demagogues who from their superior abil-
ities attract the attention of the multitude’97 – an observation confirming
Hardy’s later declaration that ‘much political information [was] frequently
received from gentlemen experienced in the cause of Reform which was com-
municated to the Society and received with great approbation’.98

Apart from obtaining reassurance and validation from experienced and
well-educated reformers, the advice that the LCS received from these men in
the early stages ‘was of much use in regulating their conduct as a society’.99

While the concept of a corresponding society was derived from the publica-
tion of the Duke of Richmond’s letter to Colonel Sharman in 1783,100 it was
Horne Tooke who suggested to Hardy that the organisational structure of the
Sheffield SCI based on divisions was worth copying.101 With the rapid growth
of the LCS in 1792 it was not long before such advice was heeded as a practi-
cal necessity. The meeting room at The Bell tavern soon proved too small to
accommodate the LCS and in April 1792 the Society was split into nine divi-
sions. In theory each division was to consist of thirty members and when
forty-six men were registered a separate division was to be formed.102 In prac-
tice, though, some divisions prior to the passing of the Seditious Meetings Act
in December 1795 consisted of much larger numbers, including Hardy’s own
Division 2 which reputedly had up to 700 members. Every three months each
division elected a secretary to handle administrative and financial matters as
well as a delegate to attend weekly meetings on a Thursday evening of the
Society’s governing body, the General Committee.103 The first General Com-
mittee of 3 May 1792 – then called a Committee of Delegates – elected
Margarot president of the Society and appointed Hardy as treasurer and sec-
retary.104 From early 1794, an Executive Committee made up of six elected
members from the ranks of the General Committee was established to deal
with the Society’s publications and correspondence.105
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The first basic constitution of the Corresponding Society was drawn up by
Hardy and presented to the Society’s inaugural meeting on 25 January
1792.106 As the structure of the LCS became more complex a new set of reg-
ulations became necessary and was introduced in late 1792.107 The
constitution remained basically unchanged until March 1795 when a slightly
altered set of regulations was adopted and then, in an effort to manage the
geographical expansion of the Society, four District Committees were intro-
duced later that year as the representative body between the divisions and the
General Committee.108 This hierarchical structure of the Corresponding
Society and its system of electing representatives not only served the practical
purpose of regulating the activities of such a large group, but also gave the
Society an internal system of democracy as well as the resemblance of legiti-
macy and an element of formality. Moreover, the strict protocol observed at
LCS meetings – which included the removal of hats and standing when
addressing the chairman – was perhaps learned from the debating societies of
which many LCS members were a part and is testimony to the overall respect
for the Society’s rules which its members possessed.109

While it is true, as Mary Thale states, that ‘a good deal of LCS energy was
spent on constitutions’,110 the underlying commitment of the Society was to
educating the people in their political rights. The Corresponding Society liter-
ally took their message to the streets by staging outdoor meetings and
financing in 1796 the missionary tours to the provinces of John Gale Jones
and John Binns. Reading and discussion groups were an equally important
part of the educative programme for LCS recruits. Sunday evenings were reg-
ularly put aside for these meetings that were held in the private houses of
members. As Francis Place recollected, for those in attendance the reading
and discussion groups ‘opened to them views which they had never before
taken. They were compelled by these discussions to find reasons for their
opinion and to tolerate others.’111 Cheap democratic literature formed the
basis upon which these meetings were based and the publishing programme
of the LCS between 1792 and 1798, which at times was restricted by financial
constraints, included around 80 separate pamphlets and broadsides as well as
the periodicals, The Politician (1794–5) and The Moral and Political Magazine of
the London Corresponding Society (1796–7). Issued as part of the grand ‘moral
force’ campaign of the Society, these works advertised the aims, ideology and
activities of the LCS and were often distributed in vast quantities. As exten-
sive as the distribution of LCS works was at the time it is not surprising to
find the democratic societies in Philadelphia reading LCS proceedings,112 nor
the revelation in 1798 ‘that the publications of this society have made their
way into the closest dungeons of Russia’.113
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The publications of the LCS were not, however, merely used to spread the
message of reform, but at times presented the main public defence of the
Society against allegations of subversion and illegality.114 Virtually from its
inception the LCS was accused of being a revolutionary body intent on over-
turning the government and the extent to which these allegations were true
remains a contentious issue among historians.115 Whether through truth, fab-
rication, paranoia or fear, the LCS – or at least some of its members – was at
various times implicated in subversive episodes such as the planning of an
insurrection in London in late 1792; the conspiracy to assassinate George III
in 1794, known as the Pop-Gun Plot; the perceived attack on the King in
1795, which paved the way for the repressive Two Acts; and the naval muti-
nies of 1797.116 Not unexpectedly, the publications of the LCS tried
distancing the Society from anything considered subversive, but circumstan-
tial evidence suggests that the Corresponding Society moved progressively
closer to more violent and conspiratorial tactics from the mid-1790s onwards.
The Loyal Lambeth Association, for instance, which came to light in 1794,
was a shadowy armed society which drilled its recruits in the use of weapons
and maintained significant overlaps in membership with the LCS, including
Thomas Spence; the Pop-Gun Plotter, John Smith; and the assistant secretary
of the LCS in 1793, John Philip Franklow.117 In the years following, the LCS
was increasingly penetrated by staunch physical force activists like John Ash-
ley, John Binns, John Bone, Thomas Crossfield, Thomas Evans, Alexander
Galloway and Robert Watson. Each of these men had been prominent LCS
members and in the late 1790s were all patrons of the clandestine United
Englishmen.118 

Plots and rumours of insurrection, however, did not go unnoticed.
Through an intricate network of spies and informers the government kept a
close watch on the LCS and instituted what has been arguably described as a
‘reign of terror’ to check sedition and subversion in Britain.119 Thirteen
repressive pieces of legislation were passed between 1792 and 1800 to sup-
press the burgeoning reform movement and more specifically to stop the
London Corresponding Society.120 Royal proclamations, the suspension of
Habeas Corpus in 1794 and 1798, and the Two Acts of 1795 were a sample
of what Malcolm Thomis and Peter Holt identified as ‘a formidable array of
repressive legislation’.121 Trials for libel increased dramatically during the
1790s as the authorities tried suppressing the spread of cheap political litera-
ture;122 and the treason trials of 1794, at which Hardy, Horne Tooke and
Thelwall were acquitted, amount to the most deliberate and perhaps most
elaborate attempts by the government to purge the radical movement of its
leading figures.123
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The 1794 treason trials in fact mark a decisive point in the history of the
LCS. Although the arrested radicals were either released without trial or
acquitted, the events had already had an effect on the metropolitan reform
movement. The SCI became defunct and former leaders within the LCS, like
Hardy and Thelwall, withdrew from the frontline after the trials. Still others
distanced themselves from the LCS through fear or disillusionment as mem-
bership numbers fell to their lowest point in the latter half of 1794.124 The
Society recovered by late 1795, but the passing of the Two Acts in December
of that year effectively pushed the LCS into a state of retrogression from
which it would never recover. Internal schisms, which had manifested them-
selves throughout 1795 with the formation of three splinter groups,125 were
now widened as members of the Corresponding Society disputed the most
appropriate means of tackling the government’s repressive legislation. The
Society’s finances also fell into disarray in 1796 through a combination of
declining membership revenue; legal expenses associated with the defence of
Binns and Jones who had been arrested in March during their political tour in
Birmingham; and the increasingly unprofitable publication of The Moral and
Political Magazine. While the Society managed to struggle on through its
internal problems for a further two years, the government once more made
concerted and, this time, definitive steps to quash the LCS. In April 1798,
mass arrests of LCS and United leaders in London crippled the Corresponding
Society with some of their leading activists detained until 1801 under the sus-
pension of Habeas Corpus. The Society was in a failing and degenerative
position, but it was only with the passing of one final piece of repressive legis-
lation on 12 July 1799, which proscribed the LCS and United societies by
name, that the Corresponding Society was forced to cease operating.126

In the end, the LCS had failed to achieve its objective of parliamentary
reform. For over seven years its members laboured for that one goal that
proved so elusive. Yet, while the Society itself may have disappeared its impact
on the working class was enduring and substantial. As Francis Place
explained: ‘The moral effects of the Society were considerable. It induced men
to read books, instead of wasting their time in public houses .… It gave new
stimulus to an immense number of men who had been but in many instances
incapable of any but the grossest pursuits.’127 The working classes were now
well versed in their political rights and the lessons learnt from the 1790s con-
tinued to inform the reform movement of the early nineteenth century which
built upon the foundations laid by the London Corresponding Society. It was
indeed a justice of time that Thomas Hardy himself lived just long enough to
see political reform once more take hold in England. As he reflected in April
1831, with the pride of a founding father, on the ‘grand and beneficial change
which has taken place in this country’ he could not resist referring to it as a
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‘revolution’. Probably to his astonishment, history had come full circle in his
lifetime and in the end ‘The King, and his Ministers … turned Parliamentary
Reformers’.128
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