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The March of the Blanketeers: 

Tragic Failure or Pioneer of 
Unemployed Protest? 

MARGRIT SCHULTE BEERBDHL 

Unemployed protest marches are generally associated with the 
1920s and 1930s. The unemployed marches of the inter-war years 
were certainly unprecedented in terms of scale, frequency, and 
level of organization, but they were not a new phenomenon. The 
British unemployed began to march to London with increasing 
frequency in the early twentieth century, and some very early 
forerunners date back to the early nineteenth century. The best 
documented of these early nineteenth-century marches is that of 
the Blanketeers in March 1817. 

At a time when political protests, machine-breaking, and wide-
spread unrest were shaking the country, several thousand mosdy 
unemployed or underemployed weavers decided to march to 
London to petition the Prince Regent for relief. The march was 
to start simultaneously for London from a number of places in the 
textile areas of the north and the Midlands. As the participants 
were seen carrying blankets, rugs, or large coats with them, they 
came to be known as the Blanketeers. 

Although the march is one ofthe 'three famous events' ofr8r7, 
not many labour historians have dealt with it in detail. Most either 
just mention it briefly, or refer to its early and unsuccessful 
ending. 1 The most detailed investigation into this event has been 
provided by the Hammonds and E. P. Thompson. The reasons 
for its neglect are twofold. First, the labour historiography of the 
early nineteenth century has largely focused on the question of 
whether Britain was on the verge of a revolution or not. 
According to the Whig interpretation of the events of r8r6-r7, no 

1 Stanley H. Palmer, Police and Protest in England and Ireland 1780-1850(Cambridge, 1988), 
!84. 
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plans for a general insurrection can be found, apart from the evi-
dence of spies. 2 In Stevenson's view, the radicals of the post-war 
years took up an essentially constitutional stance and the majority 
of disturbances in 1816 and 1817 were entirely apolitical. He 
doubted that there was much behind the talk of insurrection in 
the spring of 1817.3 Left-wing historians such as Thompson, on 
the other hand, believe that there were, in fact, some preparations 
for a 'general insurrection'.4 

Secondly, the documentary evidence is thin, of questionable 
veracity, and leaves room for diverging interpretations. The avail-
able records were to a large extent written by government spies 
who instigated or even invented some of the insurrectionary 
events of that year. Other reports were written either by the police 
or the local authorities. A balanced view of the working-class 
movements of those years is therefore hardly possible. Spies were 
probably not actively involved in the march, but they had a hand 
in the preparation of the other famous events of 1817: the 
Huddersfield and Pentridge risings, which aimed to overthrow the 
government. It is not the intention of this essay to discuss whether 
there was a threat of general insurrection in 1817. It is, however, 
important to point out that the authorities to some extent believed 
that there was. 

In contrast to historical evaluations of the Huddersfield and 
Pentridge risings, the march of the Blanketeers was viewed as 'a 
tragic comedy' and 'a tragic fiasco'.5 It was not the outcome of 
the march that caused the Hammonds and Thompson to pass this 
judgement. The other two events were equally unsuccessful. 
Contemporaries such as the two radicals Samuel Bamford and 
Archibald Prentice had already called the march 'a bad scheme', 
'a chimera', and a 'folly' in their reminiscences. 6 In the context 
of the reform and insurrectionary movement, the march seems 
oddly out of place. In order to understand why the march of the 

2 G. D. H. Cole and R. Postgate, The Common People (1st edn. 1938; London, 1961}, 217. 
3 John Stevenson, Popular Disturbances in England 1700-1870(London, 1979}, 206, 209-11.
4 E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (ISt edn. 1963; 

Harmondsworth, 1968), 713-14. 
5 Ibid. 209; John Lawrence Hammond and Barbara Hammond, The Skilled Labourer 

1760-1832(1st edn. 1919; New York, 1967), 349.
6 William Henry Chaloner (ed.), The Autobiography ofSamuel Bam.ford, 2 vols. (London, 

1967), ii. 3o-1; Archibald Prentice, Historical Sketches and Personal &collections ofManchester. 
Intended to Illustrate the Progress ofPublic Opinion from 1792 to 1832 (1stedn. 1851; London, 1979}, 
93.
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Blanketeers has been judged so negatively, this essay will start with 
a historical reconstruction of the event based on Home Office 
papers, contemporary newspapers, and the autobiography of 
Samuel Bamford before reassessing it within the framework of the 
contemporaneous pattern of social and political protests. 

The March 

The preparations for the march were in the hands of the radicals 
William Benbow, a shoemaker from Manchester,Joseph Mitchell, 
a draper from Liverpool, and Samuel Drummond and John 
Bagguley, both of Stockport. Mitchell's and Benbow's contribu-
tion to the event is, however, not quite clear. In the final stages of 
preparing the march, the leadership had passed to Bagguley and 
Drummond. 7 In Manchester itself, the workers looked to 
Bagguley as their leader.8 In all probability, either Bagguley or 
Mitchell first developed the idea for a great march. The historiog-
raphy is contradictory on this matter. Prentice attributed the idea 
to Joseph Mitchell, while the Hammonds ascribed the idea to 
Bagguley.9 In their view, Bagguley had come up with the plan 
after he had found an old Act from the time of Charles 11 which 
suggested that it was legal for ten out of twenty people to petition 
the Prince Regent. 10 Bamford mentioned that the plan was first 
developed in London. Benbow andJoseph Mitchell were sup-
posed to have discussed the idea with Cobbett and Major 
Cartwright, who both agreed with it. 11 

The preparations for the march were carefully laid. There 
would be a leader for every hundred marchers and a subordinate 
for every ten, and provisioners who had to supply the marchers 
with what they needed for the march were to be chosen. The 
organizers calculated that they would reach London in six days. 
During their journey they would sleep either on the ground or in 

7 The National Archives (hereafter TNA}, Home Office Papers (hereafter HO) 40/5,
fos. 41-55; HO 3312, fos. 18-26. 8 Ibid. 45-6. 

9 Prentice, Historical Sketches, 92; see Hammond and Hammond, Skilled Labourer, 344-5. 
10 HO 42/161, fos. 24-5; Chaloner (ed.), The Autobiography of Samuel Bam.ford, 3o-4; each 

petition carried by the marchers was to be signed by no more than twenty people in con-
formity with Charles Il's Act against tumultuous petitioning; ten out of each twenty signa-
tories could join the march. See also Donald Read, Peterloo: The 'Massacre' and its Background 
(1st edn. 1958; Clifton, NJ, 1973), 99 n. 2. 11 Prentice, Historical Sketches, 92-3.
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churches. Support for the marchers was to come from various 
sources. They hoped that the marchers would find many friends 
on the road, farmers and others, to assist them with food, money, 
and shelter. 12 

The planning was already far advanced when Benbow invited 
Bamford to what Bamford called a 'Blanket meeting' at 
Middleton. At this meeting he not only declined to participate in 
the march but also strongly discouraged his audience from taking 
part. Nevertheless, on the next day, 10 March, a meeting of thou-
sands of operatives took place at St Peter's Field in Manchester. 
They carried rolled-up blankets and knapsacks on their backs. 
Some used walking sticks, and they had their petitions wrapped in 
brown paper. Estimates of the number assembled varied consid-
erably, ranging from r2,ooo to 30,ooo. 13 Drummond and 
Bagguley were the main orators. They had already collected 
money for the support of the marchers and advised them to form 
themselves into groups of ten on the road at the very moment 
when the cavalry appeared. 14 

The next part of the story is well documented. Before the 
marchers could leave St Peter's Field, a detachment of dragoons 
under General John Byng appeared with the magistrates of 
Manchester and surrounded the orators. The magistrates read the 
Riot Act, the orators who were standing on a cart were arrested, 
and the meeting was dispersed by the military. Two hundred 
and sixty-seven people were arrested, but several hundred had 
already embarked on their journey to London. 15 A large number 
of these marchers were stopped by the yeomanry and the dra-
goons near Stockport, several were imprisoned, and many were 
sent back home. A group of several hundred nevertheless reached 
Macclesfield. Others were stopped at Leek, or at the Hanging 
Bridges over the river Dove near Ashborne, which divides the 
counties of Lancashire and Derbyshire. At this last location the 
yeomanry blocked their progress. Several more were seized; the 
majority was turned back. In all, several hundred were taken into 
custody, and so the march came to an early end. Those who were 
taken into custody remained in prison for either a few weeks or as 

12 Those who stayed behind and earned 10s. a week were to give 5s. of their wages to 
support the families of the marchers (HO 40/5, fo. 53, 11 Mar. 1817); see also Hammond 
and Hammond, Skilled Labourer, 344-5; TNA, HO 40/5, fos. 49-50. 

13 TNA, HO 33/2, fo. 2o; HO 40/5, fos. 41-2; HO 33/161, fo. 11.
14 TNA, HO 40/5, fo. 45. 15 Ibid. 
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much as several months before they were discharged without 
trial. 16 The march's apparent failure must be qualified. One 
marcher, Abel Couldwell from Stalybridge, did indeed reach 
London and presented his petition to Lord Sidmouth for the 
Prince Regent on r8 March.17 This last part of the Blanketeers' 
story, however, is often left out in labour histories of the early 
nineteenth century. 

Those who went on the march were generally badly equipped 
and had to rely on public support for food, shelter, and accommo-
dation. According to Bamford, their appearance was 'calculated 
to excite pity'. Some of them were covered in rags already soaked 
by the rain; others were 'decently clothed and well appointed for 
the journey'. The majority of the marchers were young men and 
weavers. Sympathy with the weavers was widespread. Some of 
those who came from as far as Macclesfield in r8r7 found friends 
who lodged and entertained them. Some paid for their quarters, 
while others had to spend all night outside. 18 

The principal aim of the Blanketeers was to seek redress for 
their grievances. According to the evidence, the weavers were 
petitioning the Prince Regent in the hope of getting some sort of 
relief. In the petitions, several of which are among Home Office 
papers, they complained of increasing rents and taxation, the cost 
of the recent war, the Corn Laws, and the suspension of Habeas 
Corpus. They blamed the unreformed House of Commons for 
the deplorable state of their affairs. 19 

The majority of the Blanketeers were probably handloom 
weavers, although Duncan Bythell in his history of the handloom 
weavers disputed this. He believes that other groups, especially the 
comparatively well-paid spinners, took part in it. 20 The sources 
convey a slightly equivocal message about the occupational back-
ground of participants. The spinners took part in the preparations 
for the march insofar as they provided, among other things, finan-
cial support.21 Unemployment among the weavers was high after 
r8r5 and even those who still had work often received wages close 

16 TNA, HO 42/172, fo. 173. 
17 Hammond and Hammond, SkilledLabourer, 346-7.
18 Chaloner (ed.), The Autobiography ofSamuel Bamford, 33-4. 
19 TNA, HO 42/162, fos. 395-7;Arthur Aspinall, The Early English Trade Unions: 

Documents from the Home Office Papers in the Public Record Office (London, 1949), 142. 
20 Duncan Bythell, The Handloom Weavers (London, 1969), 211-12. 
21 Thompson, Making of theEnglish Working Class, 709 n. 1. 
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to, or even below, subsistence level. Like all the later unemployed 
marchers, the organizers needed support from beyond the ranks 
of the unemployed. In 1817 financial help came from various 
sources, from the spinners' union and their sick clubs, from 
weavers and other working men who had work, from a public col-
lection at the meeting at Petersfield, and also during the march 
itself. There were a few spinners among the marchers. However, 
those we have some information about had litde or no work. 
According to Thompson, the overwhelming majority were hand-
loom weavers. 22 Some of them were demobilized soldiers who had 
turned to weaving or other related occupations. 23 

An Untimely Event? 

Given that the authorities and the military intercepted the 
Pentridge and Huddersfield risings at a very early stage without 
these events being described as tragedies, it is unreasonable to 
characterize the Blanketeers' march in this way on the grounds 
of its abortive, pre-empted nature. For a better understanding of 
the Blanketeers, three aspects have to be taken into account. First, 
we must note that the premisses of labour historians are predi-
cated on models of movements for political reform or revolution, 
on the trade union movements, or on the pre-industrial food riot. 
Although the march of the Blanketeers is generally subsumed 
under the reform or insurrectionary movements, it does not pre-
cisely fit into this category. Secondly, it is necessary to see the 
march within specific contemporary repertoires of social protest 
and to take into account the economic condition of the poverty-
stricken weavers. And thirdly, we must consider to what extent 
the march fitted into the leaders' plans. 

First, the march was a very peaceful matter, as contemporaries 
confirmed and historians underlined. 24 It formed part of the peti-
tioning tradition in Britain dating back to at least the sixteenth 
century. Mass petitioning was a well-established and legal instru-
ment to bring political pressure to bear on Parliament.25 Nor was 

22 See ibid. 712 n. 1. 23 TNA, HO 44/3, fos. 188r-w. 
24 John E. Archer, Social Unrest and Popular Protest in England 1780-1840(Cambridge, 

2000), 66; Malcolm Chase, Early Trade Unionism: Fraternity, Skill and the Politics of Labour 
(Aldershot, 2000 ), 104. 

25 For the petitioning tradition see Colin Leys, 'Petitioning in the Nineteenth and 
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this form of political activity new to the working classes. The 
working people of London had frequently used it since at least the 
early eighteenth century and the northern handloom weavers' peti-
tioning campaigns for a minimum wage of J8o8-g clearly reveal 
that these had become an established pattern of protest in that trade. 

Although the Blanketeers demanded a reformed House of 
Commons, their main objective was to seek redress for their eco-
nomic grievances. In his speech at St Peter's Field, Drummond 
was believed to have said: 'It is not riot and disturbance we want, 
it is bread we want and we will apply to our Noble Prince as a 
child would to its Father for bread.'26 Reform was not at the fore-
front of their aims, but just one means among others to get 
redress. The idea of a march developed after other demands for 
an economic remedy had failed. 27 The objective of the Pentridge 
and the Huddersfield risings, in contrast, was a revolutionary one. 
Operatives from all parts of England were to rise and march to 
London to overthrow the government. 

Secondly, it has to be stressed that collective action by the lower 
classes largely operated within a sphere of illegality at that time. 
Trade unions were illegal until 1825 and collective action of what-
ever kind organized by the lower classes was seen as a threat to 
society, and therefore regarded as a matter of law and order by 
the ruling classes. Organized industrial and other peaceful collec-
tive action by the working classes was also still in its infancy. To 
make their demands heard, working people experimented with 
a variety of new collective methods of protest, such as collective 
bargaining, turnouts, riots, machine-breaking, and petitioning. 
The type of collective protest which the workers chose depended 
on the structure of the trade, the existence of a trade club or 
union, the economic and social condition of the workers, the 
social composition of the protesters, their relationship with the 
employers, and the region. Even within the same trade, workers 
changed their tactics according to circumstances. 28 

Twentieth Centuries', Political Studies, 3 (1955), 45-64; Peter Fraser, 'Public Petitioning and 
Parliament before 1832', History, 46 (1961), 195-211; for earlier forms of petitioning see 
Richard W. Hoyle, 'Petitioning as Popular Politics in Early Sixteenth-Century England', 
Historical Research, 75 (2002), 365-89. 

26 TNA, HO 40/5, fo. 43, 10 Mar. 1817. 27 TNA, HO 42/161, fos. 24-5. 
28 For the various forms of collective protest by organized workers see Margrit Schulte 

Beerbuhl, Vom Gesellenverein zur Gewerkschafl: Entwicklung, Struktur und Politik der Londoner 
Gesellenorganisationen 155o-1825 (Gi:ittingen, 1991), 237-99. 
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The years after the end of the Napoleonic Wars were a period 
when conflict between the working classes and the ruling classes 
reached a first peak. Social, political, and industrial demands 
overlapped. Since the outbreak of the French Revolution, radical 
and democratic ideas had begun to spread rapidly among the 
working classes. The first reform club, the Hampden Club, was 
founded in r8r2. By r8r6 these clubs had spread through the man-
ufacturing districts and impressive public meetings were held in 
autumn and the following spring. There were also intermittent 
disorders throughout the Midlands, including a final outbreak of 
Luddism. Political unrest in the post-war years coincided with 
severe economic distress and high unemployment in the textile 
and mining areas. 

During the first five years of the nineteenth century, the 
weavers had already experienced a sharp fall in their wages. 
Despite some short-term recoveries, for example, in r8o8 after the 
strike, or in r8ro-II, weavers were unable to halt a long-term fall 
in their wages. Even those who still had work in the post-war 
depression probably worked for wages at or below subsistence 
level. The weavers' real wages are difficult to assess because they 
were paid piece rates. As Bythell has established, piece rates 
varied considerably from place to place and were also subject to 
violent short-term fluctuations. The Hammonds estimated that in 
r8r4 weavers could earn on an average r6s. 6d. per week. By r8r8, 
this figure had fallen togs. per week and below.29 

Weaving was, moreover, often only a part-time job, both in the 
countryside and the towns. Urban workers turned to weaving 
when their own trade was depressed. Women and children also 
took to handloom weaving in order to supplement male earnings 
within the household. Power-looms were first attacked in 
Lancashire during the Luddite disturbances in r8r2-r3, despite 
the fact that this new technology only seriously threatened the 
weavers from the early r82os. 30 The principal causes for the dis-
tress of the weavers before the coming of the power-looms was a 
saturated labour market and declining wages. 

Despite their sufferings, the number of weavers was actually 
29 For the estimates see Hammond and Hammond, Skilled Labourer, 88 and 1 10; Bythell, 

Handloom Weavers, eh. 5.
30 For the first instances of the destruction of power-looms in West Houghton in 1812, 

see Hammond and Hammond, Skilled Labourer, eh. 10. They were burnt down after other 
peaceful attempts by the weavers had failed. 
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increasing. Large numbers of demobilized soldiers and sailors 
were thrown on to the labour market at the end of the Napoleonic 
Wars. Many turned to handloom weaving, which was easily 
learned. They entered into competition with the old-established 
weavers at a time when government orders were drastically 
reduced and a general post-war slump was setting in. The depres-
sion did not drive surplus labour out of the trade, for there was a 
lack of alternatives. Moreover, handloom weaving was generally 
carried on at home and many weavers were reluctant to enter fac-
tories and submit to their discipline. 

To understand the march of the Blanketeers, the chronological 
pattern of the various forms of collection actions has to be con-
sidered. This reveals that the march was a desperate resort after 
a sequence offailed alternative forms of protest (see Table 3.1). 

TABLE 3.1. Chronology ofevents, I8o8-I8Ig 

Date 
r8o8 
r8o8 
1811-12
r8r2 
r8r2 

r8r6,July 
r8r6 
r8r6, Dec. 
r8r6 
r8r7, 8 Mar. 
r8r7, 27 Mar. 
r8r7, 8June 

Event 
petitioning/minimum wage 
weavers' strike 
petitioning/minimum wage 
weavers' strike 
Luddism 

march of the unemployed miners 
petitioning/minimum wage 
weavers' strike 
Luddism 
march of the Blanketeers 
Ardwick conspiracy 
Huddersfield rising 

r8r7, 8June Pentrich rising 
r8r8, Aug./Sept. weavers' strike 
r8r8, Aug./Sept Philanthropic Society 

Place 
Lancashire 
Lancashire 
Lancashire 
Lancashire 
Lancashire, Nottinghamshire 
Midlands 
Staffordshire 
Preston a 

Preston/Manchesterb 
Lancashire 
Manchester /Lancashire 
Manchester 
Huddersfield 

Lancashire 

(General Union of All Trades) Manchester/London 
r8rg, r6 Aug. Peterloo Manchester 

a Read, Peterloo, 20. 

b Bythell, Handloom Weavers, 185, 193. 
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Since the late 1790s, the weavers had been pursuing the aim of 
a minimum wage. In 18oo, Parliament passed the Cotton 
Arbitration Act instead of a legal minimum wage.31 The working 
of the Act caused general dissatisfaction and an amendment in 
1804 did not gain the consent of the parties concerned. A sharp 
decline in wages between 1805 and 1808 as well as high unem-
ployment caused a new demand for a legal minimum wage, which 
was turned down by Parliament in 1808. A big strike followed. 
'With no hope of legal protection', to quote Thompson, 'the 
weavers turned more directly towards the channels of political 
Radicalism. '32 

From 1808 onwards an intermittent sequence of protests fol-
lowed. Periodically, a new form of protest was added without the 
old ones being deserted. Between 18II and 1812 another attempt 
to obtain a minimum wage failed and a strike was followed by an 
outbreak of Luddism. The next stage came in 1816-17, when the 
failure of these three forms of protest led to the march of the 
Blanketeers and the Huddersfield and Pentridge risings. 
According to Mitchell, the weavers resorted to the march because 
the 'government had rejected every legal means which they had 
hitherto acted upon. When you have asked for bread they have 
given you a stone.'33 As can be seen from Table 3.1, the weavers 
continued to strive not only for a change in the political frame-
work, either by peaceful reform or violent insurrection, but also 
for changes in their economic condition by strikes or Luddism. 

The extent to which the weavers turned to radicalism is dis-
puted among historians and differs according to their political 
leanings. Bythell, Stevenson, and others believe that there was no 
massive following for reform ideas in the Manchester area in 
1816-17, and that the interest of the weavers in it was 'at best luke-
warm and short-lived'. They attribute the weavers' turn to radi-
calism to the failure of the strike of 1818.34 Thompson, on the 
other hand, dates the shift in attitude back to 1816-17.35 He inter-
preted the rapid spread of the reform clubs and frequent mass 

31 The Act provided that when a dispute arose between an employer and his weavers 
about piece rates, the parties could name an arbitrator. The decision of the arbitrator was 
binding and if the parties could not agree, the case was to be referred to a magistrate 
(Bythell, Hand/oom Weavers, 150). 

32 Thompson, Making of the English Working Class, 307. 
33 TNA, HO 42/161, fos. 24-5. 34 Bythell, Handloom Weavers, 2II-I2. 
35 Thompson, Making of theEnglish Working Class, 307. 
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meetings in the industrial villages of the Midlands and the north 
as clear signs of the weavers' politicization. This was, however, 
only one amongst a number of means by which weavers expressed 
their discontent, even in r8r6-r7. In these two years, they burnt 
down several power-loom factories, for example, in Middleton 
and West Houghton, and also went on strike.36 Although the 
march was a novelty, Mitchell wished to keep it as much as pos-
sible within the bounds oflegality. A few years later, when he pub-
lished 7he Blanketeer and People's Guardian, a short-lived journal, he 
emphasized the 'honesty and legality of the plans of the 
Blanketeers'. 37 Even if the question of the extent to which they 
turned to political radicalism cannot be definitively settled, it is 
clear that the march of the Blanketeers was the outcome of 
various unsuccessful collective attempts to obtain relief. Although 
the march represented a new form of protest, it should not be 
regarded as a climax of social protest. It was just one of several 
peaks which culminated with the foundation of the Philanthropic 
Society, the first attempt at a national trade union, and the 
Peterloo massacre in r8r8-rg. 

While workers in London could easily put pressure on the gov-
ernment, the working people of the Midlands and the north lived 
too far away. A march to the capital was, in that light, an effective 
means of creating publicity and bringing pressure to bear on 
Parliament. Even in the twentieth century the unemployed, who 
could at least count on the support of some sympathetic Members 
of Parliament, were convinced that their personal presence in the 
capital would give more force to their demands. 

The march of the Blanketeers was planned to have a star-
shaped pattern, with contingents starting simultaneously from 
various places and converging on Parliament at the same time. 
This was not a new feature in r8r7. Since the early eighteenth 
century, mass petitioning either of Parliament or the King by 
London's working people had often been accompanied by mass 
processions. 38 The London silk weavers, coalheavers, and tailors, 
in particular, organized such petitioning processions. They some-
times took the traditional form of a funeral or a festive procession, 
but they could also take the more modem shape of a march that 

36 Read, Peterloo, 96. 
37 The Blanketeer, and People's Guardian, no. 2, 30 Oct. 1919, 18-19. 
38 Schulte Beerbiihl, Vom Gesellerwerein zur Gewerkschaft 255-60. 
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converged upon a single location from different directions. These 
petitioning processions were well organized and mostly peaceful. 
In the case of the London silk weavers, marches peaked in the 
176os and early 1770s before the passing of the Spitalfields Act 
(1773). The convergent marches were part of a strike tactic, not a 
hunger protest. 

The march of 1817 marked a further stage in the development 
of new protest patterns by the working classes after the end of the 
Napoleonic Wars.39 The Blanketeers were probably not the first 
unemployed marchers. The unemployed colliers of the Midlands 
were also severely hit by the post-war depression and according to 
Thompson the unemployed Staffordshire miners were the first to 
attempt what he calls a 'hunger march' inJuly 1816.40 However, 
it is not clear whether the miners' march was actually a march of 
the unemployed. Bagguley perceived the idea of a march from 
Lancashire to London as entirely novel.41 Certainly the geograph-
ical dimension of the planned march was new. For the first time 
it was no longer a local or metropolitan affair but a regional one. 
Also new was the fact that it was a march to alleviate the plight of 
those without work. 

Unemployed protest marches to the capital as a general tactic 
have several structural weaknesses: dependence on public support 
and sympathy, and on the goodwill of the authorities not to dis-
perse them. The latter condition was not fulfilled in 1817. 
Thoroughly alarmed by the Spa Fields riots in London in 
December 1816 and the attack on the Prince Regent, Parliament 
suspended the Habeas Corpus Act and passed the Six Gagging 
Acts shortly before the Blanketeers set out on their march. 

The local authorities had been informed by spies about the 
intention of the Blanketeers from their very first meetings in 
February 1816. In addition to remarks on the insurrectionary ideas 
of the participants at the preparatory meetings, the informers also 

39 Prentice spoke of the march as an 'invention of a rather unusual mode of exercising 
the constitutional right of petition'. Prentice, Historical Sketches, 92. 

40 Not much is known about the organization of their march. Those colliers who 
reached the outskirts of London in July 1816 were given money and food to return home. 
Thompson, Making qfthe English Working Class, 712; H. W. C. Davis, 'Lancashire Reformers, 
1816-17',Bulletin of the John Rylands Library, 10 (1926), 47-79, at 50; Stevenson, Popular 
Disturbances, 207. 

41 '[T] here never was such a thing done before if you look through all the annals of 
History'. Bagguley, 10 Mar. 1817, TNA, HO 40/5, fos. 43-4. 
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reported on the peaceful intentions of the march. 42 What alarmed 
the authorities was the possible size and character of the march, 
and the unpredictable outcome of mass movements. Moreover, 
the dominant classes were either unable or unwilling to distinguish 
between various forms of protest. Even those who regarded the 
Blanketeers as misled rather than revolutionaries thought it nec-
essary to intercept the march at the very beginning, given the 
general unrest and discontent in the country. Among the latter 
was William Hulton, the chairman of the Manchester magistrates. 
He referred to the marchers as 'wandering petitioners' or 'knap-
sack travellers'. 43 

Thirdly, to understand the failure of the Blanketeers it is also 
important to scrutinize the march leaders. The hunger marchers 
of the 1920s and 1930s had staunch leaders in people such as Wal 
Hannington and Harry MacShane. Working-class radicalism of 
the years after the Napoleonic Wars did not have a strong national 
leadership, and this was certainly true of the Blanketeers.44 The 
radicals were divided between constitutionalists and revolutionar-
ies. William Cobbett and Major Cartwright were the leading rep-
resentatives of the reform movement of those years. They rejected 
physical force and believed that machine-breaking and riots would 
only provoke government repression. Cobbett had urged the 
working people to abandon violence and see the political system as 
the primary cause of their distress. The more radical section, the 
Spenceans, on the other hand, adhered to more violent methods. 
The members of the Society of Spencean Philanthropists had for-
mulated a wild plan to seize the Tower and the Bank of England 
and to overthrow the government. 45 

Cobbett did not turn towards the working classes before the 
end of the wars, but since the publication of Two Penny Trash and 
the Address to the Journeymen and Labourers his influence on the 
working people had been growing rapidly. He was, however, not 
inclined to take up the role of a nationalleader,46 and his flight to 
America in 1817 demoralized popular radicalism. Cobbett is also 
believed to have had a hand in the early preparations of the 
march, but had left England before the Blanketeers set off on their 

42 TNA, HO 42/172, fos. 58-6o. 43 TNA, HO 40/10, fos. 104-5.
44 Thompson, Making ofthe English Working Class, 6g1, 833. 
45 Aspinall, Early English Trade Unions, 129-30. 
46 Thompson, Making ofthe English Working Class, 665-7.
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journey. Samuel Bamford had similarly declined to participate in 
it.47 Thus the leadership was left to the more radical wing of the 
reformers, among them Joseph Mitchell, William Benbow, 
Drummond, and Bagguley. This group had come under the 
influence of the more radical Spenceans. 48 The latter also did not 
support the march wholeheartedly, for the hunger protest did not 
fit precisely into their plans. Some of the radicals, such as J oseph 
Johnston,John Saxton, andjohn Knight even discouraged their 
followers from being drawn in.49 Samuel Benbow, who had been 
actively involved in the preparations at Middleton, did not ap-
pear at the meeting at St Peter's Field, where Drummond and 
Bagguley, two young radicals, were the principal orators. They 
were arrested before the weavers had set out on their march. 
There is no evidence ofJoseph Mitchell's presence at the march. 
The marchers were therefore left more or less without leadership, 
which caused confusion and led to their early dispersal. The 
absence of leadership made repression easy for the authorities, 
and the cavalry under General Byng dispersed the marchers with 
a minimum of violence. 50 

Miscalculation of public support and marchers' hardships con-
tributed to this early debacle. The hunger marchers of the inter-
war period could rely on a national network oflocal committees of 
the NUWM, trade unions, and other self-help organizations for 
support on their way to London. In 1816 trade clubs and friendly 
societies were spread all over the country, but there was not yet a 
national federation. Communication between them was irregular 
and accidental, and the leaders of the Blanketeers had not con-
tacted the local clubs and societies on the route to London for 
support. The speeches of Bagguley and others reveal that they 
were not blind to the difficulties. They did, indeed, warn the par-
ticipants that the journey would not be easy and that they would 
have to cope with difficulties. They advised them to take some 
money with them if they had any to spare, and to take a blanket 
because 'your numbers will exceed any accommodation on the 

47 Chaloner (ed.), The Autobiography of Samuel Bamford, 30-1. He feared that a march of 
this sort might do the working people's cause more harm than good. For Cobbett's and 
Cartwright's involvement see Prentice, Historical Sketches, 93-4. 

48 Chaloner (ed.), The Autobiography of Samuel Bamford, 31. 
49 See Prentice's conviction that the march 'was the least likely to convince the middle 

and the aristocratic classes that the multitudes were fitted for the enjoyment of the electoral 
franchise'. Prentice, Historical Sketches, 94. 50 Read, Peterloo, 100-1.
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road'. Bagguley also suggested that they take provisions for three 
days. 5 1 Nevertheless they underestimated the difficulties and over-
estimated the volume of public support. They were convinced that 
when the marchers showed themselves 'you will not want friends 
to support you and I haven't doubt you will meet many friends on 
the road, farmers and others who will assist you'. 52 Interrogations 
of imprisoned marchers reveal that they were prepared to sleep 
under hedges and bridges. Some had small sums of money with 
them, and others found friends who lodged them, but in general 
they underestimated the hardships and the inclemency of the 
weather.53 

Conclusion 

Several factors contributed to the failure of the Blanketeers' march 
of 1817. Early nineteenth-century society had not yet accepted the 
legitimacy of popular protests and consequently had not 
developed adequate democratic means for accepting and dealing 
with them. The Blanketeers lived at a time when trade unions 
were still illegal and any social and economic protest by the lower 
classes was regarded as a threat to society, irrespective of the 
legality of means they employed. In 1816-17 Britain had just won 
a war against revolutionary France. While abroad the threat of 
revolution was banished, the country itself seemed to have 
become more inflamed. Whether Britain was on the verge of a 
revolution or not, leading politicians in Britain believed that there 
was a threat and tried to suppress the protest of working people. 54 

Workers' organizations were still in their infancy. Many were 
short-lived, of a local or regional character, and mainly restricted 
to the skilled workers. British working people still had a long way 
to go, not only in organizing unskilled workers but also in taking 
the unemployed into account. The march of the unemployed was 

51 TNA, HO 40/10, fo. 101. 52 TNA, HO 4o/s/7, fos. 49, 53.
53 TNA, HO 33/4, fos. 188r-w.
54 At the forefront of them was Viscount Sidmouth, the Home Secretary, who became 

the famous victim of the infamous Oliver the Spy. Sidmouth took action against the alleged 
revolutionaries on the strength of Oliver's reports. In the days before an efficient police 
force, the government made extensive use of spies to discover revolutionary plots. Oliver 
the Spy was directly employed by Lord Sidmouth. These spies or agents provocateurs 
often hatched rather than revealed plots, and Oliver the Spy was the most notorious of 
those who were exposed. 
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a new instrument for bringing pressure to bear on the ruling 
classes, and recourse was taken to it only after other methods of 
obtaining relief had failed. 

The general prospects for a successful march were evidently 
poor in the early spring of1817. The decision was taken at a time 
when the authorities were thoroughly alarmed and feared insur-
rection. Unlike their twentieth-century successors, the Blanketeers 
lacked an effective leadership. The leaders had either deserted or 
were arrested before the weavers had actually started on their 
journey. On the whole, the march of the Blanketeers was a pre-
mature event which took place at an unfavourable moment. 




