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From Poor Relief to Politics: 

The Protest of the British Unemployed 
in the 187os and 188os 

MATTHIAS REISS 

On 8 February 1886 a demonstration of the unemployed in 
London's West End turned into a riot. The violence originated from 
a procession headed by members of the Social Democratic 
Federation (SDF), and the leaders of Britain's first Marxist political 
party were therefore widely blamed for the subsequent devastation 
in one of London's most fashionable areas. Ever since then, unem-
ployed politics in Britain has been closely associated with the far left. 

The West End riot of 1886 is often presented as the moment 
when the unemployed separated from the larger group of the 
poor and emerged as a distinct social group. As early as 1906 E. 
F. G. Hatch, MP, wrote that '"The Unemployed," as a phrase, 
used to designate a particular class, has not been in use for more 
than twenty years.' According to Hatch, it was because of the 
West End riot of 1886 'that the existence of an unemployed class 
in the modem acceptation of the term came to be prominently 
recognised. The serious disturbances in London in that year 
focused public attention upon the problem, and since then it has 
ever been to the front.' 1 Richard Flanagan, author of the most 
comprehensive historical study on the politics of the unemployed 
in Britain yet written, also regards the West End riot as a turning 
point. For the first time, Flanagan argues, the workless were 
organized and led by a political party which proposed a lasting 
political solution to the problem of unemployment. He acknowl-
edges the brief agitation of the Land and Labour League in 1870, 
but treats it as a mere prelude to the more concerted efforts of the 

1 Hatch incorrectly states that the riot took place in r885. E. F. G. Hatch, MP, Reproach 
to Civilization: A Treatise on the Problem ofthe Unemployed and some Suggestions for a Possible Solution 
(London, rgo6), 1, 23. Trades Union Congress Library Collection, London Metropolitan 
University, HD 5767/81/1. 
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Social Democrats in London which started in 1884.2 According 
to Flanagan, the West End riot of r886 fundamentally changed 
the relationship between the British state and the unemployed. 
He suggests that it instilled in the latter 'a belief in the necessity of 
their own activity to improve their lot, and illustrated to them the 
related worth of street politics and the importance of conflict as a 
motor of change'. 3 Other historians have assessed the political 
impact of the West End riot much more critically, but have gen-
erally accepted that the protest led by the SDF marks the begin-
ning of unemployed politics in Britain.4 

This essay will show that various individuals and groups tried to 
organize the unemployed in support of their own agenda well 
before the West End riot early in 1886. The SDF was not the first 
group to hold meetings and organize processions of the workless. 
However, those who preceded the Social Democrats have 
received very little attention so far, and even the events leading 
to the West End riot on 8 February 1886 have not yet been 
studied in great detail. 5 This essay will try to close this gap in the 
scholarship and highlight that the British unemployed of the 187os 
and 188os were not regarded as apathetic in the way Marie 
J ahoda and her colleagues described the unemployed in 
Marienthal five decades later.6 They attended meetings, elected 

2 Richard Flanagan, 'Parish-Fed Bastards': A History ofthe Politics ofthe Unemployed in Britain, 
I884-1939 (New York, 1991), 17. 

3 Ibid. 32.john Burnett also holds that the 'events of 1886-7 had profound effects for 
both government and governed'.John Burnett, Idle Hands: The Experience of theUnemployed, 
1790-1990(London, 1994), 146. 

4 e.g. Jose Harris argues that the events of1886/ had 'little direct influence on the for-
mation of social policies for the relief of the unemployed' and that the riot revealed 'not 
the strength but the weakness of unconstitutional pressures; and tactically they were self-
defeating'. For Clive Bloom, the violent protest was 'a serious failure', and Marc Brodie 
considers the events 'not in themselves of great consequence politically'. Jose Harris, 
Unemployment and Politics: A Study in English Social Policy I886-I9I4 (Oxford, 1972), s6; Clive 
Bloom, Violent London: 2ooo Years ofRiots, Rebels and Revolts (London, 2003), 230; Marc 
Brodie, The Politics ofthe Poor: The East End ofLondon 1885-1914(Oxford, 2004), 24. 

5 Harrison's book stops in 1881 and mentions neither the Working Men's Committee 
of the Unemployed nor the London United Working Men's Committee. Royden Harrison, 
Beforethe Socialists: Studies in Labourand Politics I86I-I88I (London, 1965). Flanagan starts his 
study in 1884, Brodie in 1885, and Harris in 1886. Brodie remains the best treatment of the 
West End riot, but he focuses on the social composition of the riotous crowd and pays 
little attention to the events before the riot. Marc Brodie, 'Artisans and Dossers: The 1886 
West End Riots and the East End Casual Poor', London Journal, 24/2 (1999), 34-50; 
reprinted almost verbatim in Brodie, Politics ofthe Poor, 16-43. 

6 Marie Jahoda, Paul Lazarsfeld, and Hans Zeisel, Die Arbeitslosen von Marienthal: Ein 
soziographischer V er such iiber die Wirkungen langandauernder Arbeitslosigkeit. M it einem Anhang zur 
Geschichte der Soziographie (Leipzig, 1933). 
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deputations, and passed resolutions, and there was also a sense 
that they would do even more if pushed too hard or led astray. 

The Land and Labour League 

Organizations for the unemployed existed well before the 'discov-
ery of unemployment' in the last third of the nineteenth century.7 
These organizations, such as the Poplar Working Men's 
Committee for the Relief of the Unemployed in the 186os, focused 
mainly on providing the impoverished workless and their families 
with the basic necessities of life. 8 Those who tried to find a more 
systematic and permanent solution for the problem mainly sug-
gested that the urban unemployed should start working the land, 
either in Britain or in the colonies abroad. Among the former was 
the republican Land and Labour League. Inspired by the Marxist 
First International, the Land and Labour League was founded in 
London in October 186g. Among its members were Charles 
Bradlaugh and George Odger, but the League's first President 
was Patrick Hennessey, an Irish tailor and trade unionist. The first 
and most important part of its platform was the demand that the 
British government should buy all waste and uncultivated land 
at market value to provide agricultural work for those without 
paid employment. 9 The Land and Labour League emphatically 
rejected emigration as a solution to an overcrowded labour 
market and claimed that the Royal Parks in Britain would alone 
maintain 1.7 million poor if properly cultivated. 10 

At first, the League followed established political practice by 
asking Prime Minister William Gladstone to receive a deputation. 
When Gladstone refused, it organized a procession from 
Clerkenwell Green to Trafalgar Square on 15 April 1870, Good 
Friday, to win public support. The procession and subsequent 
meeting in Trafalgar Square created a substantial echo in the 

7 On the discovery of unemployment see John A. Garraty, Unemployment in History: 
Economic Thought and Public Polity (New York, 1978), 103-28. 

8 'Finding Mouths for the Food!', Lloyd's Weekly Newspaper, 28 July 1867, 1. 
9 Other demands were home colonization; free and compulsory state education; a 

state monopoly on the issuing of paper money; the replacement of all taxes by a direct 
and progressive property tax; the liquidation of the national debt; the abolition of the 
standing army; a reduction in working hours; equal electoral rights; and payment for 
Members of Parliament. Harrison, Beforethe Socialists, 215-20. See also Henry Collins and 
Chimen Abramsky, Kart Marx and the British Labour Movement" Years of the First International 
(London, 1965). 10 Editorials, The Times, 18 Apr. 1870, p. 6. 
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press, although very few papers were impressed or supportive. 
The pattern of the procession was familiar. The Times described it 
as similar to 'the out-door gatherings of times preceding the new 
Reform Act' combined with a good dose of French revolutionary 
pageantry, while the Daily News was reminded 'of the worst of the 
Fenian gatherings of a year or two since'. 11 Several newspapers 
admitted that these kinds of public gatherings had already become 
a tradition in the capital. 12 

The event was certainly designed to attract attention. The pro-
cession was led by a brass band playing the 'Marseillaise'. Red 
flags and the banners of temperance societies or other organiza-
tions were displayed, 
the banner-bearers and others with them wearing broad scarlet sashes 
. . . round the waist, in the exact pattern current among the leaders of 
the sans culottes of the first French Revolution, and, in further imitation 
of that class, poles were borne aloft with the emblematical Caps of 
Liberty. There were lictors, too, bearing the favourite Republican 
emblems ofjasces, also surmounted with little red caps. 13 

For the Daily News, however, the Caps of Liberty were 'wretched 
two-penny-halfpenny [sic] red nightcaps' and the whole event was 
'one of the most lamentable exhibitions of wildness and weakness 
which ever sought an open-air embodiment'. 14 

As always on such occasions, the exact number of participants 
remains unclear. Newspaper estimates range from 100to Boo 
people in the procession and up to 2,ooo in Trafalgar Square. 15 

The nature of the participants was equally disputed. The organ-
izers of the meeting claimed that they were 'working men out of 
employ' and 'peaceably disposed, honest, and industrious working 
men'. 16 At the same time, they stressed the starvation that existed 
among the 'unemployed poor' .17 Hennessy, who presided over 
the meeting, claimed that its purpose 'was not to insist upon the 

11 '"Land and Labour" in Trafalgar Square', The Times, 16 Apr. 1870, 6; 'A Trafalgar 
Square Demonstration', Daily .News, 16 Apr. 1870, 5.

12 See e.g. 'Land and Labour League Demonstration in Trafalgar Square', Evening 
Standard, 16 Apr. 1870, 1. 

13 '"Land and Labour" in Trafalgar Square', The Times, 16 Apr. 1870, 6. 
14 'A Trafalgar Square Demonstration', Daily .News, 16 Apr. 1870, 5.
15 Ibid. 'The Land and Labour League', Morning Post, 16 Apr. 1870, 2. 
16 'Land and Labour League Demonstration in Trafalgar Square', Evening Standard, 16 

Apr. 1870, 3.
17 See e.g. 'The Land and Labour League', Daily Telegraph, 16 Apr. 1870, 2; "'Land and 

Labour" in Trafalgar Square', The Times, 16 Apr. 1870, 6. 
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Government carrying out the whole programme of the Land and 
Labour League, but merely to do something to help the unem-
ployed'.18 He also drew a direct connection between unemploy-
ment, poverty, and crime, and proclaimed that a 'great and 
material social revolution was imminent', and that it depended 
on the government whether 'that change should be peaceful and 
constitutional'. 19 Another speaker even declared that it was wrong 
to hold land as private property and asserted that landlords were 
'not only robbers, but murderers and thieves'. 20 

Many newspapers expressed doubts or disputed the claim that 
the demonstrators were indeed unemployed workmen. According 
to the Echo, 'a large number of idlers had assembled to watch the 
proceedings' in Trafalgar Square because of the good weather. 21 

The Daily News was more specific and reported that Trafalgar 
Square 'had for some time before the arrival [of the procession] 
been defiled by the St. Giles's gang'. The paper described the rep-
resentatives of the various Land and Labour League branches as 
'an ill-looking set offellows of the baser sort, some of whom might 
by a stretch of the imagination be regarded as specimens of the 
unemployed honest labourer'. It also expressed the hope that most 
people in the crowd 'were neither members nor supporters of the 
"League," for, although they were very quiet throughout the 
meeting, their general character could hardly be mistaken'.22 For 
1he Times, it was enough that the procession started 'from the sug-
gestive neighbourhood ofWhitecross-street', and it described the 
marchers 'as "casual" in more senses than one'. 23 The Record 
simply stated that 'the attendance was small and the working men 
were conspicuous by their absence'. 24 

No correspondent or journalist claimed that the procession and 
rally had been a success, and the Land and Labour League evi-
dently struggled to defray the costs of the event. 25 The League 

18 'A Trafalgar Square Demonstration', Daily News, 16 Apr. 1870, 5. 'The Land and 
Labour League', Daily Telegraph, 16 Apr. 1870, 1. 'Land and Labour League Demonstration 
in Trafalgar Square', Evening Standard, 16 Apr. 1870, 3.

19 'The Land and Labour League', Morning Post, 16 Apr. 1870, 2; 'Land and Labour 
League Demonstration in Trafalgar Square', Evening Standard, 16 Apr. 1870, 3.

20 'A Trafalgar Square Demonstration', Daily News, 16 Apr. 1870, 5.
21 'Demonstration in Trafalgar Square', Echo, 16 Apr. 1870, 2. 
22 'A Trafalgar Square Demonstration', Daily News, 16 Apr. 1870, 5.
23 '"Land and Labour" in Trafalgar Square', The Times, 16 Apr. 1870, 6. 
24 'Good Friday Communistic Demonstration', Record, 18 Apr. 1870, 2. 
25 'Reports of Meetings', National Reformer, 17 Apr. 1870, 254.
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continued to exist for a few more years, but it was eventually 
weakened by the creation of competing organizations and the fact 
that many of its leading members focused on other activities. 26 

Some of its ideas continued to find supporters, but an attempt by 
Hennessey to revive the Land and Labour League in r88r failed. 
However, the Scottish section of the SDF, which adopted the 
name Scottish Land and Labour League in October r884, kept 
the name alive. 27 Despite the scorn and ridicule of the press, the 
Land and Labour League's demonstration in Trafalgar Square 
represented a new departure. No other political organization had 
so far tried to find a political solution for the plight of the workless 
at the bottom of society-mainly because these people were 
usually regarded as work-shy and criminal. The speakers of the 
Land and Labour League offered them a new identity by calling 
them unemployed. 28 Others would pick up that term and con-
tinue to use it. 

The Land and Labour League never attempted to repeat its 
Good Friday demonstration. Even the one publication sympa-
thetic to the League argued that rallies in Trafalgar Square would 
not move the government. Instead, Bradlaugh's National Reformer
suggested leading the starving masses into the centre of political 
power: 'The sight of a few hundred men, standing calm and delib-
erate, one night, the second night a few thousands, the third night 
20,000, the fourth night 30,000, and so on, in the front of St. 
Stephen's, would probably induce the Ministry to think it was 
more dangerous to starve the poor than to offend their aristocratic 
friends.' 29 Others would eventually come to the same conclusion 
and lead the workless to Parliament Square and Downing Street. 

The shift from the already too familiar format of Trafalgar 
Square meetings to mass processions of the unemployed to (or 
through) the centres of power was an important one and loaded 
with symbolic significance. By showing their numbers in public, 
the workless refused to accept the stigma that unemployment was 
the result of individual failure or shortcomings. Marching to the 
seats of political power instead of the traditional protest venues 
carried the same message. 

26 Harrison, Before the Socialists, 238-g. 27 Ibid. 245-6. 28 Ibid. 245. 
29 'To Correspondents', National Reformer, 17 Apr. 1870, 249.
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Reuben May and the Working Men's Committee of the Unemployed 

The organization which eventually adopted such a tactic for the 
first time was led not by Socialists or Marxists, but by a Baptist 
pastor. Reuben May had started to visit and preach in the inaptly 
named area around Golden Lane in the City of London in I86o 
and eventually established a mission hall in Great Arthur Street. 30 

He started his work among the unemployed by soliciting 'sub-
scriptions for soup and left-off-clothes ... for the distressed' in 
London newspapers in late I867. 

The pastor repeatedly made negative headlines. Mter failing to 
send his daughter to school for over six months, May was sum-
moned by the London School Board in I877. He disobeyed the 
summons and was subsequently convicted.31Two years later, he 
again appeared in court after failing to fully pay for a special train 
he had hired to take around 2,ooo London poor for a trip to the 
countryside.32 By I879 Reuben May was also involved in organ-
izing meetings and processions of the unemployed. Several meet-
ings of unemployed workers were held in his Mission Hall, and 
May himselfled a deputation to the Radical MP Samuel Morley 
on I January I 88o. Morley was not only a philanthropist and suc-
cessful businessman, but also a major proprietor of the Daily News, 
which subsequently began to cover May's activities. 33 

Mter the deputation to Morley, the decision was made to organ-
ize an even larger meeting 'to which gentlemen of position might 
be invited' to discuss the widespread distress. 34 It took place at 
Lower Bemers Hall in Upper Street, Islington, on 6January and 
was attended by around 2,ooo people.35 The meeting was, 'as 
might be supposed, of an extremely rough and ready character', as 

30 Advertisement, Daily News, 3 Dec. 1867, 1; 'Distress in Golden-Lane', Daily News, 5 
Dec. 1867, 6; '"Missions" to the Poor and to the Rich', Reynolds's Newspaper, 19 Mar. 
1871, 4.

31 'A Missionary Convicted for not Sending his Children to School', Lloyd's Weekly
Newspaper, 22 Apr. 1877, 7.

32 'Summary of this Morning's News', Pall Mall Gazette, 19 Feb. 1879, 613. 
33 On Morley seeJonathan Parry, 'Morley, Samuel (I8o9-1886)', OxfordDictionary of

National Biography, Oxford University Press, online edn., Jan. 2008 <http:/ /o-www. 
oxforddnb.com.lib.exeter.ac.uk/view/article/ 41067> (OxfordDNB), accessed 14July 2oo8. 

34 'The Unemployed ofLondon', Lloyd's Weekly Newspaper, llJan. 188o, 7.
35 The chair, Benjamin Lucraft of the London School Board, argued that 'had the 

meeting been properly advertised, the whole Agricultural Hall would hardly have been 
large enough to have contained the unemployed men who would have attended.' 'The 
Unemployed of London', Daily News, 7 Jan. 188o, 7.
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even the sympathetic Daily News put it. 36 At the meeting, May gave 
an overview of previous meetings of the unemployed and 
expressed his belief that many more would have to be held. He 
admitted that he had no idea how to solve the problem of unem-
ployment, but stated that several unemployed had favoured emi-
gration as a solution. Also on the platform was the chaplain of the 
House of Correction in Clerkenwell, RevdJ. W. Horsley, 'whose 
connection with prisoners did not appear to be appreciated by his 
audience', as one observer put it. 37 Horsley told the audience that 
'he felt bound to attend the meeting' as lack of work pushed people 
into crime. 38 The unemployed and the criminal were still synony-
mous in 188o. 

When a resolution in favour of state-assisted emigration was 
moved, it was opposed by Patrick Kenny, the secretary of the 
Bricklayers' Labourers' Society. Kenny had been expelled from 
the London Trades Council in 1878 for attacking the secretary 
and for conduct which was 'a disgrace to the principles of trade 
unionism'. 39 However, the majority of the unemployed present 
sided with him on this occasion. Reuben May then moved a res-
olution asking for work projects to be started and relief to be pro-
vided to alleviate the immediate distress, which was carried 
unanimously. When the meeting ended, Kenny suggested organ-
izing a demonstration in Hyde Park which, given 'the temper of 
some of those present at Berners Hall', filled one middle-class 
observer with considerable alarm.40 However, the demonstration 
on 17 January 188o, which attracted over 3,000 people, remained 
peaceful. Its only immediate outcome was the appointment of a 
deputation to the Lord Mayor ofLondon.41 

Mter the meeting in Hyde Park, the Charity Organization 
Society (COS) issued warnings in the press against donating to the 
Great Arthur Street Mission. 42 As late as December 1go8, people 

36 Ibid. 
37 'Utopias for the Unemployed', Letter to the Editor, signed 'A.', Pall Mall Gazette, 7 Jan. 

188o, 4.
38 'The Unemployed of London', Lloyd's Weekly .Newspaper, 11 Jan.188o, 7.
39 Quoted in Benjamin H. Brown, The Tariff ReformMovement in Great Britain I88I-I895 

(New York, 1943), 31-2. 
40 'Utopias for the Unemployed', Letter to the Editor, signed 'A.', Pall Mall Gazette, 7 Jan. 

188o, 4; 'The Unemployed of London', Lloyd's Weekly .Newspaper, 11 Jan. 188o, 7. 
41 Annual Register: A Review ofPublic Events at Home and Abroad (London, 188o), 6. 
42 'A Caution: Derby Charity Organisation Society', Derby Mercury, 8 Dec. 188o, 8. 

Reuben May is not included in the 1882 Charities Register and Digest published by the Charity 
Organization Society. 'The Charity Search', Daily .News, 19 Oct. 1882, 2. However, his 
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were advised in The Times not to respond to May's appeals for 
donations until his accounts had been audited by a public account-
ant nominated by the COS.43 Despite such opposition, Reuben 
May continued to provide meals for the poor for many more 
years.44 At the same time, he remained involved in unemployed 
politics. By 1882 May chaired the Working Men's Committee of 
the Unemployed, which had its headquarters at his Great Arthur 
Street Mission. The Committee held numerous public meetings, 
during which it now openly advocated state-assisted emigration to 
ease the pressure on the domestic labour market. At the same time, 
May showed concern about who would lead the emerging unem-
ployed movement. At a 'largely attended' meeting at Hyde Park on 
31 March 1882, a resolution was passed in which the 
unemployed working men from all parts of the metropolis, respectfully 
and earnestly call upon the clergy and ministers of all denominations 
(they in virtue of their position being able to sympathize and judge of 
our case) to assist us in truthfully representing our cause; and that the 
unemployed themselves at once ask the above gentlemen in their respec-
tive districts to convene meetings of the unemployed; or lend their halls 
and schools for the purpose. 45 

Again a deputation was sent to the Lord Mayor of London, and 
a Manifesto of the London Unemployed was adopted at two sub-
sequent meetings on Clerkenwell Green and Trafalgar Square in 
April 1882. The document was essentially a petition addressed to 
the authorities and the unemployed's social superiors.46 Written in 

Great Arthur Street Mission continued to receive charitable contributions. See e.g. 1898 
(389) Return ofReports to Charity Corns. (Parishes ofHolbom, Bloomsbury, St. Luke and St. Saviour), 
172. 

43 W. H. Winterbotham, 'Pastor Reuben May', Letter to the Editor, The Times, 25 Dec. 
1908, 11. 

44 A reporter posing as an unemployed workman to visit a Salvation Army shelter in 
1895 was warned by the veterans there 'against wasting any of my money in breakfast at 
the shelter; I was informed that the proper thing to do was to breakfast with Reuben May, 
dine with the Sisters at Kilburn, and return to tea with Reuben May.' 'In a Salvation 
Shelter', Pall Mall Gazette, 28 Sept. 1895, 3.

45 'Labour and Wages', Reynold's Newspaper, 2 Apr. 1882, 5.
46 'Manifesto of the London Unemployed. By whose request it is circulated, and who 

as therein expressed, pray for it a considerate perusal by Her Majesty's Ministers, the Right 
Hon. the Lord Mayor, Members of Parliament, Ministers of the Gospel, Philanthropists, 
Guardians of the Poor, Commissioners of Police, &c., &c.' The document lists Reuben 
May as Chairman of the Working Men's Committee of the Unemployed and over twenty-
one years Missionary in Mission Hall, Great Arthur Street, Golden Lane, London. The 
National Archives / Public Record Office (hereafter TNA/PRO), HO 45/g62o/ A15967. 
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a deferential manner and made respectable by a list of 'gendemen' 
who had attended the various meetings organized by the 
Committee, the Manifesto advocated emigration as a solution to 
unemployment, underemployment, and poverty. Reuben May 
knew that there was opposition to this proposal. The Manifesto 
urged the 'friends of the poor . . . to cease to oppose the 
Emigration Movement by advising starving men to "stay and fight 
it out," as we seek not lawlessness, but labour-not blood, but 
bread'. 47 Although the document stressed that 'the presence of 
vast numbers of unemployed persons ... is an element of danger 
in any community', it was very concerned with the public image 
of the unemployed. It asserted that the 'unemployed or insuffi-
ciendy employed working-men of London ... are neither idlers, 
drunkards, nor beggars, but hard-handed labourers' and 
demanded that the leading members of the charitable societies 
'advise their officials to cease to slander the unemployed working-
men of London by representing them as loafing beggars and by 
declaring that there is no lack of employment in London at the 
present time'.48 The Manifesto finally invited philanthropists to 
come forward to lead the unemployed: 'We have no organization, 
and no leaders. The few kind men who have assisted us thus far 
have neither ability nor desire to carry forward and direct the 
enterprise, but simply wish the movement success, and will be 
glad to step aside and make way for the direction of more com-
petent and influential men. '49 

The Manifesto of the London Unemployed betrays May's 
anxiety that the leadership of the unemployed could fall into the 
wrong hands. However, he was able to report some progress at a 
subsequent meeting in the Pavilion Theatre in Whitechapel on 18 
April 1882. May informed the meeting that the Lord Mayor now 
accepted that a large number of respectable working men in 
London were unemployed and anxious to emigrate. The Lord 
Mayor had therefore promised to raise a fund at the Mansion 
House, his official residence, to support 200 unemployed and their 
families willing to go to Canada. If that scheme proved a success, 
it could be expanded. 50 In response to this news, a resolution was 
passed which reaffirmed that 

47 Ibid. 48 Ibid. 49 Ibid. 
50 The project was a failure, as only enough money for about three families was raised. 

'The Immigration of the Unemployed', The Times, 26 Apr. 1882, 12. 
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the Right Hon. the Lord Mayor, the Lord Mayor and the Mansion 
House Fund being from time immemorial the source looked to for assis-
tance in exceptional case of need-the movement has so far been kept 
clear of all political, commercial, trade, religious, and other party ques-
tions, and we feel that the immediate and pressing need of the case will 
be best obtained by strictly adhering to the same rule, especially as the 
movement has hitherto obtained the respectful notice of all parties 
alike.51 

When 'a young man' rose to suggest 'that they should appeal to 
the Government instead of the Lord Mayor', no one seconded his 
motion. 52 

This refusal to frame unemployment as a problem of national 
politics rather than local relief was short lived. The Committee 
continued to hold meetings, but it also organized a 'Procession of 
the London Unemployed ... to ask for Work, Bread, and Homes 
for yourselves and families for life' on 25 April 1882.53 Two days 
before the procession Reuben May informed the Home Secretary 
that they would march to the Houses of Parliament. This violated 
the law as Parliament was in session, but the Home Office only 
received the letter on the day of the procession. 54 Despite heavy 
rain, 3,000 to 4,ooo unemployed started from Clerkenwell Green 
in the early afternoon, led by the Working Men's Committee of 
the Unemployed. The men marched via Farringdon Road, 
Embankment, and the Strand to Trafalgar Square and then down 
Pall Mall, Stjames's Street, and Piccadilly to Hyde Park Corner. 
When the police denied them access to Hyde Park, they made 
their way via Grosvenor Square and Victoria Street to Parliament 
Square, where another body of police waited. The marchers 
stopped for a few minutes opposite Palace Yard Gates until they 
were asked to move on. They proceeded up Parliament Street and 
tried to enter Downing Street, but the entrance was blocked by a 
row of policemen. The unemployed marched on to Whitehall and 
stopped briefly at the Admiralty, where they gave a few cheers, 
before returning via Charing Cross and the Strand to Golden 

51 'The London Unemployed', Lloyd's Weekly Newspaper, 23 Apr. 1882, 4.
52 Ibid. 
53 'Procession of the London Unemployed on Tuesday, April 25'h, 1882', Handbill, 

Working Men's Committee of Unemployed, TNA/PRO, HO 45/g62o/ A15967. 
54 Letter, Reuben May to William Vemon Harcourt, Home Secretary, 23 Apr. 1882. 

Memo, unsigned, Home Office, 25 Apr. 1882. Both in TNA/PRO, HO 45/g62o/ A15967. 
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Lane, where they dispersed peacefully.55 Contrary to what 
Richard Flanagan asserts, it was not the 'Clerkenwell unemployed 
who, on 31 January r886, beneath a black banner and behind 
George Bateman, inaugurated the tactic of the West End unem-
ployed march', but the unemployed from Golden Lane, led by 
Reuben May's Working Men's Committee of the Unemployed in 
April 1882.56 

Like the Land and Labour League, the Working Men's 
Committee of the Unemployed did not seem to have organized 
another procession or rally after its initial effort, in this case the 
march to Whitehall in 1882. Reuben May continued his charitable 
work in Great Arthur Street, but the Working Men's Committee 
of the Unemployed disappeared from the scene. One explanation 
is that a non-partisan organization of the unemployed, led by a 
reluctant Baptist pastor, was somewhat at odds with the spirit of 
the time. In addition, unemployment steadily declined from its 
record high in 1879 to its lowest rate in years in 1882, which prob-
ably also contributed to the Committee's disappearance. 57 

Unemployed protest in other British cities was often even more 
short-lived and sporadic. In Dublin, for example, the first unem-
ployed meeting took place on 15 January 188o. Led by the 
labourer John Murphy and others, the unemployed adopted res-
olutions and sent deputations to the authorities, but the agitation 
ended in February. Murphy and his friends tried to revive the 
movement in the following two summers, but he and his 
Committee of the Unemployed Labourers ofDublin disappeared 
from the records in October 1882. When the unemployed demon-
strations in Dublin started again in 1886, they were organized by 
the socialists and inspired by the unemployed protest in London. 58 

55 'The Unemployed of London', Reynolds'sNewspaper, 30 Apr. 1882, 1. The police report 
states that just 300 people participated in the procession. Metropolitan Police, A Division, 
Special Report, 26 Apr. 1882, TNA/PRO, HO 45/962o/ A15967. 

56 Flanagan, 'Parish-Fed Bastards', 28. 
57 Unemployment figures for that period are based on trade union data and therefore 

very unreliable. However, they can be used to illustrate the general trend. Unemployment 
peaked at 11.4 per cent in 1879 and declined to 2.3 per cent in 1882 before rising again to 
the next peak of 10.2 per cent in 1886. For a general discussion of the problem of unem-
ployment statistics see William R. Garside, The Measure of Unemployment: Methods and Sources 
in Great Britain IBjo--1979 (Oxford, 1980). For a discussion of unemployment figures during 
this period see George R. Boyer and Timothy J. Hatton, 'New Estimates of British 
Unemployment, I8]o-I9I3',Jouma/ ofEconomic History, 62/3 (Sept. 2002), 643-75.

58 Fergus A. D'Arcy, 'Unemployment Demonstrations in Dublin, I8]g-1882', Saotharl 
Journal of the Irish Labour History Society, 17 (1992), 15-25. 
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The Social Democratic Federation 

The Social Democratic Federation was founded as the 
Democratic Federation in 1881, but renamed in August 1884. Its 
central figure was Henry Mayers Hyndman, a wealthy Tory who 
had converted to socialism after reading a French translation of 
Karl Marx's Capital in 188o. Other leading members at that time 
were Jack Williams, Henry Hyde Champion, George Bateman, 
John Burns, and Harry Quelch. 59 

A tiny and insignificant party, the SDF eventually turned to the 
growing number of unemployed in London in an effort to gain a 
mass following. It started its agitation among the workless in 
September 1884 and the campaign climaxed on 17 February 1885, 
when the SDF led up to s,ooo unemployed in procession from the 
Embankment to Whitehall. A small deputation was received by 
the Parliamentary Secretary of the Local Government Board, Sir 
Charles Dilke.60 The members ofthe deputation demanded that 
the government find work for those who needed it, but received 
only a statement of sympathy for the suffering unemployed in 
return. At the same time, the objects ofDilke's sympathies repeat-
edly tried to storm the Local Government Building but were 
pushed back by the police. Those SDF leaders who had remained 
with the marchers outside again and again appealed to the crowd 
to preserve order. Ironically, one of them was briefly able to dis-
tract the impatient unemployed with a speech 'of a somewhat 
inflammatory character', as The Times described it, but the unrest 
quickly resumed after he had finished. 

When the deputation returned, the unemployed marched back 
in procession to the Embankment for another meeting. One 
speaker called Dilke's reply 'a direct incitement to violence', while 
Hyndman told the cheering crowd that if they wanted 'the 
Government to do anything for them they must follow the course 
which the Irish had adopted. "A life for a life" must be their motto.' 
The meeting ended with cheers for the 'Social Revolution'.61 Lord 

59 Paul Thompson, Socialists, Liberals and Labour: Struggle for London 1885-1914 (London, 
1967), 112-35; Flanagan, 'Parish-Fed Bastards', 21-5; H. M. Hyndman, The Record of an 
Adventurous Life (London, 1911),246-50. 

60 They were informed that the President of the Local Government Board was at a 
Cabinet meeting and therefore unable to see them. 'Demonstration of the Unemployed', 
The Times, 17 Feb. !885, 6. 61 Ibid. 
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Brabazon, President and Chairman of the National Association for 
Promoting State-Directed Colonization, later commented that it 
was hardly surprising in the face of government indifference that 
the unemployed 'should turn a ready ear to the only men who can 
apparently show them a way of escaping from the miseries which 
surround them, even though that way may be slippery with 
blood.'62 

Birmingham 

Other British cities also experienced protests of the workless, but 
these events were not organized by the SDF. In Birmingham, for 
example, an unemployed movement started in January 1885, 
when the first open-air meetings and processions were held. 63 

Birmingham also suffered from the prolonged economic crisis 
between 1873 and 1896 which has become known as the Great 
Depression. In response to the distress, the mayor opened a 
special relief fund for the growing number of unemployed 
workers. As always, the authorities and the Charity Organization 
Society were concerned that only deserving cases should get relief, 
which was given in the form oflabour tickets for work in a stone 
yard. In return for hard labour, the unemployed received food, 
not money, to deter those who were not genuinely distressed. The 
authorities had no doubts that such measures were necessary. 
Revd Gardiner, a member of the mayor's Special Relief 
Committee, told the unemployed at a meeting that 'they must 
remember that there were always a great number of men mixing 
up with the unemployed who were undeserving of charity' and 
that the Committee therefore had to be 'very stringent'. 64 

From the very start, agents of the conservative National Fair 
Trade League tried to use the emerging unemployed movement 
in Birmingham for their purposes. The anti-Free Trade forces had 

62 Lord Brabazon, 'The Unemployed of London', Letter to the Editor, The Tunes, 2 
Mar. 1885, 10. Brabazon was even invited by the SDF to speak at one of its meetings on 
7 Jan. 1887. The hostile audience frequendy interrupted him and when one man shouted 
'I should like to cut off your head', Brabazon replied: 'If they could prove to him that 
cutting off his head would save the starving poor, he was quite willing that it should be 
cut off.' John Springhall, 'Brabazon, Reginald, twelfth Earl of Meath (1841-1929)', Oxford
DNB, accessed gJuly 2008. 

63 'The Unemployed in Birmingham', Birmingham Daily Post, 16 Jan. 1885, 5.
64 'The Unemployed in Birmingham', ibid. 22 Jan. 1885, 6. 'The Distress in 

Birmingham', Daily News, 23]an. 1885, 3.
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started to organize themselves into a single movement in r879 and 
consciously decided to start the campaign against Free Trade 
from the provinces. In r88r, the National Fair Trade League was 
founded by half a dozen wealthy conservative businessmen and 
political backbenchers amidst great publicity and press coverage. 
Its aim was to press for retaliatory tariffs against foreign countries 
practising protectionism and a system of imperial preference. 65 

Fair traders presented their programme as a solution to Britain's 
economic problems, but they struggled to gain influence among 
the workers. This was partly because Free Trade was strongly 
associated with cheap food, but also because leading Fair Traders 
were on record demanding lower wages and a longer working 
week.66 

To increase their influence and spread their ideas, the National 
Fair Trade League paid agitators and lecturers to promote its 
cause. Some of them actively tried to win over the unemployed. 
In Birmingham, W. F. Hyde, a professional speaker for the Fair 
Trade League, declared himself secretary of an unemployed com-
mittee after the first meetings of the workless in January r885. 
However, when he tried to address a procession of the unem-
ployed in Birmingham, he barely escaped being thrown into a 
nearby fountain by his audience. 67 

Instead, John Bolland, a local shoemaker and former candidate 
for the town council, emerged as the most prominent and influen-
tial member of the unemployed movement in Birmingham. While 
Gardiner told the unemployed that 'holding those meetings would 
do them no good', Bolland asserted that they were 'their only 
means of making themselves heard'.68 The Special Relief Com-
mittee began to offer the unemployed work other than stone-break-
ing, but the protest meetings continued. The involvement of the 
COS in the administration of the relief fund was especially resented 
by the workless, but speakers also protested against press reports 
that those who attended these meetings were mainly 'youths and 
roughs'. Bolland clearly had political ambitions, although he 

65 E. H. H. Green, The Crisis of Conservatism: The Politics, Economics and Ideology of the British 
Conservative Party, I88o-I9I4 (London, 1995), 30-5; Sydney H. Zebel, 'JosephChamberlain 
and the Genesis ofTariffReform',Joumal of British Studies, 7h (Nov. 1967), 131-57, at 135-
6; Brown, Tariff Reform; 'National Fair Trade League', The Times, 31 Aug. 1881, 12. 

66 Brown, Tariff Reform 29-31. 
67 'The Unemployed in Birmingham', Birmingham Daily Post, 16jan. 1885, 5.
68 'The Unemployed in Birmingham', ibid. 22jan. 1885, 6. 
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claimed that 'he was not a Radical of the old type; he hated 
humbugs of any party'. At a meeting of the unemployed on 22 
January r885 he suggested 'that they should form a league amongst 
themselves to protect themselves. They would not then be paupers . 
. . . They had better be hungry lions than poor little lambs led to the 
slaughter.'69 Bolland also admitted that he was inspired by the 
events in London: 'The London men who were unemployed could 
speak out, and they were ready for hotter work if necessary. In 
London there would be something heard of. '70 

Despite such talk, the 'hungry lions' of Birmingham did not 
fight. The agitation in the city petered out, but started again in 
September 1885. At an unemployed meeting chaired by Bolland, 
criticism was voiced of the way in which the COS had distributed 
relief the preceding winter. At Bolland's suggestion, a Working 
Men's Committee was formed and he became its chairman. The 
Committee publicly appealed for subscriptions and donations and 
began to distribute food, clothing, coal, and other items to the 
workless.71 It probably also had links to the Fair Trade League, as 
one leading Committee member distributed Fair Trade literature 
at a rival unemployed meeting in October r885. 72 

This rival movement was started by a man called Evans, who 
was expelled from Bolland's Committee and in return accused it 
of mishandling funds.7 3 An audit of the Working Men's 
Committee's accounts indeed showed that more than one-quarter 
of the donations it had received were paid to its members and 
their staff as wages. 74 This was not illegal, but highly unusual and 
triggered strong condemnation from the Birmingham Trades 
Council, the local authorities, and sections of the unemployed 
who decided to form yet another organization. 75 

Evans also led between 400 and 500 unemployed to Joseph 
Chamberlain's private home, four miles from the city centre, on 
20 October 1885. They had already gone there the week before, 

69 'Meeting on Gosta Green', ibid. 23]an. 1885, 5. 70 Ibid. 
71 'Birmingham', Daily News, 18 Sept. 1885, 6; 'The Unemployed of Birmingham', 

Birmingham Daily Post, 9 Oct. 1885, 3. 'The Unemployed in Birmingham', Birmingham Daily
News, 4 Nov. 1885, 7.

72 'The Unemployed in Birmingham', Birmingham Daily Post, 30 Oct. 1885, 3.
73 'The Unemployed in Birmingham', ibid. 9 Oct. 1885, 3; 'The Unemployed in 

Birmingham', ibid. 21 Oct. 1885, 7.
74 'News of the Day', Birmingham Daily Post and]oumal, 6 Nov. 1885, 4.
75 'Trades Unionists and Commercial Depression', Birmingham Daily Post, 9 Nov. 1885, 

7; 'Deputation of the Unemployed to the Guardians', ibid. 28 Nov. 1885, 6. 
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when the Radical leader was still in London. Birmingham police 
were 'alive to the fact that such a procession might easily lead to 
riot, and accompanied it in force', as The Times put it. 76 

Chamberlain received a small deputation, but was hardly pleased 
and told them to 'avoid demonstrations of this kind, for they will 
do a great deal of harm and will prejudice your cause in the eyes 
of all reasonable people'. 77 The Times commented with ill-dis-
guised glee that he found 'himself in the peculiar and unpleasant 
position of having to rebuke the very clients in whose name he 
has been speaking'. 78 

The London United Working Men's Committee 

In London, the Fair Trade League paid a number of individuals, 
who became known as the Kelly-Peters group, to gain the ear of 
the unemployed. Thomas Kelly and Samuel Peters were both 
from Bristol where they had run into trouble with the local Trades 
Council. Kelly was expelled from the Council for misappropriat-
ing funds, while Peters was censored for introducing a resolution 
condemning trade unions for alienating 'the affection that ought 
to exist between employers and their employees'.79 In r88r, the 
two were condemned for falsely passing themselves off as repre-
sentatives of the Bristol Trades Council and attacking the char-
acter of the Labour candidate for Stafford. 80 They moved to 
London where they teamed up with Patrick Kenny, who had 
opposed Reuben May at the meeting on 6January r88o. Kenny 
was now secretary of the General Labourers Amalgamated 
Union. 81 A further member of this group was William Patterson 
Lind. According to John Saville, the Kelly-Peters group special-
ized in creating or controlling a large number of fictitious or 
defunct working-class organizations which represented 'only the 

76 Editorial, The Times, 21 Oct. 1885, g. 
77 A member of Bolland's Committee had already called upon Chamberlain and 

briefed him on Evans and his colleagues. 'The Unemployed in Birmingham', Birmingham 
Daily Post, 21 Oct. 1885, 7.

78 The Times, 21 Oct. 1885, g. Another deputation was sent to, and received by, 
Randolph Churchill. 'The Unemployed in Birmingham', Birmingham Daily Post, 30 Oct. 
1885, 3. 79 Brown, Tariff Reform 31. 80 Ibid. 

81 Despite its new name, it remained a builders' union. Eric]. Hobsbawm, 'General 
Labour Unions in Britain, 188g-1914', Economic History Review, 1/2-3 (1949), 123-42, at 126. 
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scum of the East End'. 82 Acting as head of their bogus organiza-
tions, the group hired out their services for a wide range of differ-
ent activities and causes. 83 

The relationship between the Kelly-Peters group and the Fair 
Traders started in 1879 and eventually became a matter of 
common knowledge.84 Peters, claiming to represent the Bristol 
Operatives, and Lind of the Seamen's Protection Society were 
both expelled from the Trades Union Congress in September 
1881 for accepting money from the Fair Trade League, together 
with three other delegates. 85 The following day, Peters and Lind 
forced their way back into the meeting hall, and the latter had to 
be removed by force after refusing to leave voluntarily.86 Kelly 
and Kenny also went to the 1881 Congress but their credentials 
were accepted. Kelly, Kenny, and Peters already had a reputation 
for conducting slander campaigns against various well-known 
trade unionists who opposed them. Mter the 1881 Congress, they 
stepped up their campaign against the secretary of the TUC's 
Parliamentary Committee, Henry Broadhurst, MP, whom they 
publicly accused of mismanaging funds and betraying striking 
workers. The accused exposed what he labelled 'a system of con-
spiracy' in a speech at the Trade Union Congress in Manchester 
in 1882, and the delegates passed a unanimous resolution con-
demning the actions of Peters, Kenny, and Kelly as 'cowardly, 
false, and slanderous'.87 Kenny's and Kelly's credentials had been 
revoked shortly before, and the two were informed that they 
would not be allowed to sit in Congress as they 'had brought dis-
credit on the labour cause'.88 Both replied through the press that 
they would 'sever themselves from the Trades Union Congress'.89 

82 John Saville, 'Trade Unions and Free Labour: The Background to the Taff Vale 
Decision', in Asa Briggs and John Saville (eds.), Essays in Labour History (London, 1967), 
317-so, at 331-5. 

83 This included the breaking up of meetings, the hiring of audiences, or the organiza-
tion of strike-breaking; ibid. 334-5. 84 Brown, Tariff Reform, 32. 

85 Two days earlier, the Bristol Operatives had already unanimously disavowed any 
connection with Peters for attending a Fair Trade Conference in London immediately 
before the TUC Conference. The Fair Trade League had paid the expenses of the 
working-class delegates to this conference. The sponsored delegates then stayed on to 
attend the TUC meeting and to promote the cause of Fair Trade there. 'The Proceedings 
at the Trades Union Congress', The Times, 16 Sept. 1881, 7; Brown, Tariff Reform, 34-7.

86 TUC reports on these events are reprinted in House of Commons Papers, 1884 (345) 
Correspondence between Foreign Office, Board of Trade and Foreign Governments on 
Export Bounties on Sugar, 104-12. 

87 Report of the 1882 TUC, 1-5. 88 Ibid. 6. 89 Ibid. 8. 
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Ostracized by the TUC they founded their own organization. 
The London United Working Men's Committee was an umbrella 
organization for fifteen trade unions controlled by the Kelly-
Peters group. 90 Kenny had been involved in unemployed politics 
since the days of Reuben May's organization, and he continued 
down that path with his new associates. This brought the 
Committee into conflict with the SDF, which had carried on its 
own agitation among the unemployed after the march to the 
Local Government Board on I7 February r885. As Hyndman per-
ceived it, 'the whole movement was used by the capitalists against 
us'. For Burns, the members of the Kelly-Peters group were just 
some 'of the most infamous scoundrels that ever wore boot-leather 
in the streets ofLondon'.91 The conflict between the two groups 
climaxed in February r886. 

The Conflict between the SDF and the 
London United Working Men's Committee 

Through deputations and mass meetings, the London United 
Working Men's Committee created the impression in the press 
that it was speaking for the rising number of unemployed workers 
in the capital. On 3 February r886 the Mayor of London received 
eleven delegates from the Committee, including Kelly, Peters, and 
Kenny.92 Kelly stressed that the members of the deputation rep-
resented 'every class oflabour peculiar to the metropolis'. Kenny 
emphasized the extent of the economic crisis in the capital and 
that the unemployed 'abhorred charity; they wanted work and 
wages'. Nevertheless, the deputation's sole request was for the 
opening of a relief fund for the unemployed at the Mansion 
House, to which the Lord Mayor agreed. Captain Thomas S. 
Lemon, speaking for the British Seamen's Society, hinted that the 

90 Kelly gave this number to the Lord Mayor on 3 Feb. 1886. 'The Unemployed', The
Times, 4 Feb. 1886, 7. Kelly and Peters were also involved in a number of other organiza-
tions, such as the Workmen's Association for the Abolition of Foreign Sugar Bounties, but 
most of these were connected to the Fair Trade cause and short-lived. 

91 Hyndman, Adventurous Life, 4oo;]ohn Burns, The Man with the Red Flag: Being the Speech 
delivered at the Old Bailey when tried for Seditious Conspiracy on April 9th, 1886 (London, 1903), 7.
London, LSE Archives, ILP 13/1903/3.

92 Kelly was now listed in The Times as representing the dock and riverside labourers, 
while Peters claimed to represent the sugar operatives in the capital. 'The Unemployed', 
The Times, 4 Feb. 1886, 7.
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economic crisis might spark an uprising, but the Lord Mayor 
emphatically rejected the idea 'that the working men might be 
driven to desperation and to violence by a continuance of the 
want of employment'.93 The Lord Mayor 'confessed he had too 
good an opinion of the working men of this country to think that 
they would ever resort to such devices', and reminded the depu-
tation that the other classes were suffering 'to as great, or even 
greater, an extent than they, for their mode oflife and their habits 
and training rendered a deprivation of means keener to be borne 
than it would be by others who had never known what compar-
ative prosperity was'.94 In other words, the working classes should 
count themselves lucky that they had never experienced affiuence. 

The SDF reacted to the deputation with a large meeting in 
Holborn town hall later that day, which was attended by more 
than a thousand people.95 A show of hands at the start of the 
meeting revealed that nearly all of those present were without 
work; many of them had been workless for more than a month. 
H. H. Champion in the chair criticized the deputation to the Lord 
Mayor, as 'the people wanted work, not charity'. In contrast to the 
London United Working Men's Committee, the SDF demanded 
that the government provide work for the unemployed, for 
example, by initiating building projects or introducing the eight-
hour working day for all government employees. George Bateman, 
the main speaker, warned that 'if the measures advocated were not 
granted ... then the people would have to put into the governing 
classes the "fear of man"'.96 

On the same evening the London United Working Men's 
Committee also held a meeting chaired by Kenny. He praised the 
Lord Mayor for opening a relieffund, but stressed that 'the exist-
ing state of things involved a social problem with which some 
Prime Minister, Liberal, Radical, or Tory, must grapple and 
solve.'97 Two days later, the London United Working Men's 
Committee had a chance to state its case to a former and soon-to-
be Prime Minister. On 5 February, Lord Salisbury received a dep-
utation consisting of Kelly, Peters, and Lemon for a private 

93 It is not clear whether the British Seamen's Society is identical with Lind's Seamen's 
Protection Society, although it seems probable. 

94 'The Unemployed', The Times, 4 Feb. 1886, 7.
95 Burns claimed that 3,ooo people attended. Burns, The Man with the Red Flag, 21. 
96 Ibid. Flanagan, Parish-Fed Bastards', 28. 
97 'The Unemployed', The Times, 4 Feb. 1886, 7.
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interview at his residence in London. 98 Salisbury and Kelly had 
known each other for a number of years, and the Conservative 
leader was one of the individuals who financed Kelly's and 
Peters's endeavours.99 During the meeting, Salisbury said that he 
considered the present economic distress 'a very grave subject 
... much graver than the Irish question' which was at that time 
dominating the political agenda and reshaping the political land-
scape. He advocated emigration as one solution for reducing 
unemployment, but also public work projects and other measures. 
At that time, many people still publicly doubted that there was, 
indeed, exceptionally high unemployment in Britain. That a 
person of Salisbury's standing and influence went on record 
saying that it was more serious than the Irish question was there-
fore a significant success for Kelly and his colleagues. Overall, the 
Committee must have been pleased by the positive publicity the 
meeting created. 100 

In contrast, a very large unemployed meeting convened by the 
Marylebone and St Pancras branch of the SDF on the same day 
attracted litde public attention. 101 More unemployed meetings 
were held in the capital on 7 February. The East London Labour 
Union organized a meeting of several thousand unemployed on 
Hackney Downs, where delegates from various trade societies and 
labour organizations demanded that the government should start 
work projects. 102 The SDF held an unemployed meeting at 
Battersea, while the various organizations of the London United 

98 'Lord Salisbury and the Unemployed', Freeman's Journal and Daily Commercial 
Advertiser, 6 Feb. 1886, 6. Robert Cecil, third Marquess of Salisbury and leader of the 
Conservative Party, resigned as PM on 2gjan. and returned to 10 Downing Street on 25 
July 1886. 

99 Peters sued Bradlaugh in 1888 for claiming that Salisbury and other leading 
Conservatives had paid him to promote unemployed meetings. He won his libel case, 
mainly because of Bradlaugh's incompetent defence. Saville, 'Trade Unions and Free 
Labour', 334-5; Harris, Unemployment and Politics, 55 n. 2; 'Occasional Notes', Pall Mall 
Gazette, 4 Oct. 1887, 4.

100 'The Distress in the Metropolis', The Times, 6 Feb. 1886,8. One of those questioning 
whether exceptional distress really existed was e.g. the Pall Mall Gazette. The journal chal-
lenged both the SDF and the Fair Traders to prove their point. Hyndman accepted the 
challenge and the Pall Mall Gazette later had to admit that the situation was indeed 
extremely serious. 'Occasional Notes', Pall Mall Gazette, 6 Feb. 1886, 3. 'The Truth about 
the Distress', ibid. 24 Feb. 1886, 1-2. 

101 According to a Belfast newspaper, some 7,000 people attended the meeting. 'Our 
London Letter', Be!fastNews-Letter, 6 Feb. 1886, 5. 'The Unemployed in London', Pall Mall 
Gazette, 6 Feb. 1886, 7.

102 'The Unemployed in London', The Times, 8 Feb. 1886, 7.
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Working Men's Committee held meetings in different parts of the 
capital. 103 The General Labourers Amalgamated Union rallied the 
unemployed on Clerkenwell Green, where the local SDF branch 
was led by Bateman and Champion. 104 When the union's General 
Secretary Kenny moved a resolution thanking the Lord Mayor 
and protesting against 'the revolutionary advice given to the unem-
ployed by members of the Social Democratic Federation', an 
amendment was proposed by a John Murray demanding the intro-
duction of the compulsory eight-hour working day to reduce 
unemployment. Kenny ruled the amendment out of order, which 
triggered a sharp exchange of words between the Social Democrats 
and members of the General Labourers Amalgamated Union, and 
the resolution was passed without the amendment. 105 

On the following day, the London United Working Men's 
Committee held a mass rally at Trafalgar Square to promote the 
Fair Trade League's agenda and 'demand from the Government 
some means to relieve the now existing distress and starvation 
amongst multitudes of the wage-earners of London'. 106 Lemon 
presided over the meeting, which was attended by between 
2o,ooo and 50,000 people. How many of them actually sup-
ported the Fair Trade cause is still a question of debate. Without 
doubt, there were also many curiosity seekers in Trafalgar Square, 
and the SDF had mobilized its own supporters for a counter-
demonstration. Given the relatively small size of previous SDF 
demonstrations, however, it is fair to assume that its followers 
were in the minority.107 

Bums, Williams, Hyndman, and other leaders of the SDF 
actually arrived before the London United Working Men's 
Committee in Trafalgar Square and began to address the crowd 
which had already assembled there. 108 Mter Lemon and his col-

103 Lemon presided over a meeting on wasteland at Mile-End; R. D. Butler, who had 
also been a member of the deputation to the Lord Mayor, chaired a meeting at St Pancras; 
a Mr Hill presided over a meeting at the Bricklayers' Arms, Old Kent Road; and Kelly 
chaired a meeting in Deptford. 'The Unemployed in London', The Times, 8 Feb. 1886, 7.

104 Flanagan, 'Parish-Fed Bastards', 27-8. 
105 'The Unemployed in London', The Times, 8 Feb. 1886, 7.
106 'The Distress in the Metropolis', Lloyd's Weekly Newspaper, 7 Feb. 1886, 3.
107 Crick incorrectly states that the SDF called for the meeting in Trafalgar Square and 

was heckled by members of the Fair Trade League on that day. Martin Crick, The History 
ofthe Social-Democratic Federation (Keele, 1994), 45.

108 Report of a Committee to Inquire and Report as to the Origin and Character of the 
Disturbances which took place in the Metropolis on Monday, the 8'h of February (London, 
1886), iii. 93. Statement by William Edwin Barling, Daily Telegraph, 1, TNA/PRO, HO 
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leagues arrived, the Social Democrats continued to address the 
crowd from the raised part of Trafalgar Square in front of the 
National Gallery. Friedrich Engels, relying on Karl Kautsky who 
had attended the meeting, claimed that 'the mass of the real 
workers had been around the "fair traders," whilst Hyndman and 
Co. had a mixed audience of people looking for a lark, some of 
them already merry' (i.e. drunk). 109 A 'red flag' was displayed by 
the SDF, which was actually a red handkerchief tied to a stick, 
and tensions developed between the competing factions. 
According to Hyndman, the police reacted by suggesting that the 
SDF should take its followers to Hyde Park. John Burns led the 
way carrying the red flag, and some 3,000 to 5,ooo people fol-
lowed him, including, as Hyndman put it, 'many of the other 
side'. 110 

The crowd walked through Pall Mall and StJames's Street, 
where the situation got out of hand after speeches were given in 
front of the gentlemen's clubs. According to some reports, the pro-
testors started to smash the club windows after being heckled by 
people inside. 111 Jack Williams, however, told a reporter during 
the riot that it started after John Burns pointed to the Carlton 
Club, saying that its members lived in luxury while the unem-
ployed were starving. 112 

Because of a misunderstanding, the police reserve was deployed 
to the Mall instead of Pall Mall, so that the rioters had free rein 
for over an hour. Carriages and pedestrians were attacked and 
I44/ I65/ A42380. Burns, The Man with the Red Flag, 7-9; Hyndman, Adventurous Life,400; 
'The Unemployed in London', The Times, 11 Feb. I886, 8; Brodie, Politics of thePoor, I6-I7. 

109 Letter, Friedrich Engels to August Bebel, '5 Feb. I886, in Marx-Engels Correspondence 
1886, <http:/ /www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/ I886/letters/86 _ 02_15.htm>, 
accessed 9 Aug. 2008. 

110 Report of aa Committee, vi; Hyndman, Adventurous Life, 401; Burns simply states that sug-
gestions for a procession to Hyde Park were made to him 'from many quarters', but also 
claims that the SDF 'completely stole the audience of the Fair Traders'. Burns, The Man 
with the Red Flag, g. Brodie confirms the people who rioted were a 'socially mixed cross-
section'. Brodie, 'Artisans and Dossers', 38. 

111 According to Flanagan, some members of the Conservative Carlton Club threw 
'crusts of bread at the unemployed', while Hyndman recalls that the Reform Club's ser-
vants threw missiles at the crowd. Burns blames the members of the Carlton Club and 
Thatched House Club, while the official inquiry states that a shop window was broken 
first before the crowd attacked the Carlton Club. Flanagan, 'Parish-Fed Bastards', 29; 
Hyndman, Adventurous Life, 401; Burns, The Man with the Red Flag, 10-11I; Report of aa Committee, 
vi. 

112 This is also the conclusion of the official inquiry. Statement Barling, I3. Report ofa 
Committee, vi. 81. 
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shops looted. Only a small group of around 500 people followed 
the SDF leaders to the statue of Achilles at Hyde Park. From the 
plinth of the statue, Bums, Champion, Williams, and Hyndman 
admonished their audience for the looting and for attacking 
women and urged them to go home.113 Champion, a former 
army officer, warned them that 'this crowd can't stand against sol-
diers or even against Police' and Bums also told them that 'we 
are not strong enough at the present moment to cope with armed 
force'. Clearly the SDF leaders felt that the revolutionary moment 
had not yet come, and all that Bums could do was to ask: 'When 
we give you the signal will you rise?' This was answered with loud 
cries of 'yes', but the crowd then returned to the streets to do 
more damage, despite the best efforts of the SDF leadership, who 
openly disapproved of the unorganized violence.114 

The Consequences of the West End Riot 

The events on 8 February 1886 had a number of consequences. 
First, they created widespread fear in the capital, including among 
the SDF's own inner circle. The unemployed reassembled in 
Trafalgar Square the following day, but this time the police was 
on guard and no incidents occurred.115 On 10 February, however, 
a cloud of black fog lay over London, which caused the SDF to 
cancel a scheduled unemployed meeting at Cumberland Market. 
Two organizers from the SDF told the police that they were 
'afraid there would be some disturbances as a number of men had 
congregated and some of them seemed inclined for mischief, and 
that 'the affairs of Monday [8 February] had put fear into every-
one'.116 They were right. Businessmen in the area had already 
expressed their concerns to the police, and the Royal Horse 
Guards were confined to their barracks, prepared for the worst. 117 

When the assembled crowd of 5,ooo people learned that the 
meeting was cancelled, some indeed became violent and threw 
113 Flanagan seems to imply that the SDF leaders left the scene after the riot started, 

which is not correct. Flanagan, 'Parish-Fed 30. 
114 Statement Barling, 1-14. 
115 Annual Register: A Review of Public Events at Home and Abroad (London, 1886), 7.
116 Report, Superintendent W. M. Nuis, Metropolitan Police, S Division, 11 Feb. 1886, 

TNA/PRO, HO 144/165/A42380.
117 Letter, R. Moon, Insp., Metropolitan Police, 10 Feb. 1886. Letter, Chaslvlong & 

Son to SuperintendentS Division, g Feb. 1886. Both in TNA/PRO, HO 144/165/A42380. 
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stones under cover of the dense fog. 118 The weather conditions 
also caused considerable concern in other parts of the capital. 119 

Another effect of the West End riot was that the authorities 
tried to improve the material situation of the unemployed. The 
day after the riot,Joseph Chamberlain announced a relaxation of 
the rules governing the provision of outdoor relief. 120 On 10
February the committee administering the Lord Mayor's Mansion 
House fund 'for the relief of the deserving unemployed in the 
Metropolis' met for the first time. The fund had been opened on 
the suggestion of the deputation to the Lord Mayor on 3 
February. Patrick Kenny, Thomas Lemon, and Thomas Kelly 
were on the committee as representatives of the working class. 121 

Kenny and Lemon expressed 'utter abhorrence and shame' about 
the riot and assured the committee that the unemployed had not 
participated in it. Despite, or perhaps because of, the riot, contri-
butions to the Mansion House fund quickly came in. At the time 
of the first committee meeting, the fund stood at over £3,300. 
Within just six days it rose to £45,700, and by I9 February, 
£s6,ooo had been given by wealthy individuals, including the 
Queen, and various companies and organizations. 122 

The pattern was repeated in other British cities. In Glasgow, 
the magistrates provided work for 895 unemployed on I I 
February and handed out food, clothing, and boots. At the same 
time, they made preparations to suppress possible uprisings. 123 

On the same day, I,soo unemployed held a meeting in Norwich. 
The authorities mobilized the full strength of the police, but also 
started a relief fund for the unemployed. 124 In Windsor, a relief 
fund was organized by Princess Christian of Schleswig-Holstein, 

118 Report, Superintendent W. M. Nuis, Metropolitan Police, S Division, I I Feb. I886, 
TNA/PRO, HO 144/165/A42380. JackWilliams told the crowd that 'in consequence of 
the dense fog he was unable to discern the unemployed from the roughs' and that the 
meeting therefore had to be postponed. Report, W. Martin, Acting Inspector, 
Metropolitan Police, S Division, 11 Feb. I886, TNA/PRO, HO 144/165/A42380. 
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8; without title, Birmingham Daily Gazette, 17 Feb. I886, 5; 'The Unemployed', The Tzmes, 2o 
Feb. I886, 12. 123 'The Unemployed', ibid. 12 Feb. 1886, 6. 124 Ibid. 
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fifth child of Queen Victoria and Prince Albert, who devoted 
much of her time to charitable causes. 125 In Leicester, unem-
ployed and striking hosiery workers rioted for several days. 126 In 
Bradford, the chief constable was able to convince the organizers 
of an unemployed meeting scheduled for 14 February to cancel 
the event. 127 On the following day, an unemployed meeting was 
held in Gateshead, and unrest broke out among the unemployed 
in Yarmouth. 128 On 16 February, the unemployed in Nottingham 
tried to attack Nottingham University College. The next day, a 
big rally of the unemployed was held in Sheffield. 129 On 28 
February, the SDF held a public meeting in Manchester, which 
was followed by clashes between 'large numbers of men of the 
lower orders' and the police. 130 One of the speakers at the 
meeting was J oseph Waddington, who had already played a 
leading role in the unemployed demonstrations in Manchester 
two years before. 131 In Wolverhampton, the mayor initially 
refused to issue an appeal on behalf of the unemployed, but 
changed his mind after a large protest meeting on 1 March. 132 

The West End riot also boosted the fortunes of the struggling 
SDF and its leaders. Hyndman, Burn, Champion, and Williams 
appeared before Bow Street police court and were charged with 
sedition. Although they were acquitted in April 1886, the riot and 
subsequent trial made them famous-or notorious, depending on 
one's point ofview.133 

In Birmingham, the leaders of the local unemployed movement 
tried to benefit from the SDF's new-found fame. The Birmingham 
SDF branch had followed William Morris into the Socialist 
League when the party split in 1884 and confined its activities to 
spreading socialist propaganda. 134 As a result, it was left to other 

125 Ibid. John Van der Kiste, 'Helena, Princess [Princess Christian of Schleswig-
Holstein] (I846-I923)', Oxford DNB, accessed 5 Feb. 2010. 

126 'Rioting at Leicester', The Times, I3 Feb. I886, 8; 'The Riots at Leicester', ibid. I5 
Feb. I886, 8. 

127 'The Unemployed in the Provinces', Birmingham Daily Gazette, I5 Feb. I886, 5.
128 'The Unemployed in the Provinces', ibid. I6 Feb. I886, 5.
129 'The Unemployed', Birmingham Daily Mail, I6 Feb. I886, 3.
130 'Socialist Demonstration in Manchester', Manchester Examiner and Times, I Mar. I886, 6. 
131 'Disturbances at Manchester', The Times, I Mar. I886, 7.
132 'Wolverhampton', Manchester Guardian, 2 Mar. I886, 6. 
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134 'The Unemployed', Birmingham Daily Mail, I5 Feb. I886, 2; 'Birmingham Socialists 
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groups to exploit the political opportunities created by the events 
in London. The Birmingham Daily Mail reported that the 'slumber-
ing activity of the Birmingham unemployed had been ... stimu-
lated by the great riot in London' and a mass meeting was called 
for 15 February r886. 135 The handbill advertising the meeting 
announced that 'Mr. Hyndman and others, from London, are 
expected to attend' and concluded with the words: 'Come in your 
thousands and do your duty to yourselves and families, and see 
that the Town Council and the Board of Guardians do theirs. 
Why should you starve in the midst of plenty? Justice! Justice!! 
Justice!!! to the starving poor.' 136 For the organizers of this 
meeting, the unemployed and the poor were still interchangeable. 

The leaders of the SDF in London were indeed invited to attend 
the meeting in Birmingham, but Hunter Watts, the SDF's hon-
orary treasurer, replied that they were too occupied with the events 
in the capital. The organizing committee in Birmingham had ini-
tially considered holding three simultaneous meetings, or marching 
to Chamberlain's private residence again, but eventually settled for 
one big meeting at Gosta Green. The authorities allowed the 
meeting to take place, but prohibited any procession before or 
afterwards. According to a local newspaper, 'considerable numbers 
of men were seen hurrying' towards the meeting place shortly 
before it was due to begin, 'some evidently belonging to the rough 
element and some to the unemployed. A large proportion, 
however, appeared to be artisans keeping St. Monday, and 
attracted to the meeting out of curiosity.' 137 A group of youths 
briefly kidnapped the wagon which was to be used as a platform, 
but it was brought back and the meeting started as scheduled. 

Five people were on the platform. The first resolution was 
moved by J. J. Whelan, who stressed 'that they did not appear on 
that platform in the character of Socialists, and they did not agree 
with all that was said and done at the Trafalgar meeting'. 
However, Whelan added that 'if Socialism meant giving food to 
the starving poor, then he and others on the platform were Social 
Democrats', and went on to praise Hyndman as 'a great agent' 
and 'an eminent writer'. This was greeted with applause, as was 
his strong denial that the unemployed were lazy or drunkards. 

135 'The Unemployed', Birmingham Daily Mail, 15 Feb. 1886, 2. See also 'The Unemployed', 
7he Times, 12 Feb. 1886,6. 

136 'The Unemployed', Birmingham Daily Mail, 15 Feb. 1886, 2. 137 Ibid. 
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John Bolland seconded the resolution which demanded work or 
outdoor relief for the unemployed. The next speaker, W. Medcalf, 
triggered a hostile reaction from the crowd when he said that he 
had agreed 'to take part in that "said-to-be-unemployed" meeting' 
on the condition that there would be no inciting language or brute 
force. He was unable to finish his speech because of the heckling 
from the crowd. Kossuth Hopkins got a much more positive reac-
tion when he called upon the crowd to stand together and fight 
for bread. He even suggested that they might be able to defeat 
the military in a riot. The chairman tried in vain to stop him, and 
Hopkins went on to tell the crowd that 'they were entitled to 
march through town and show their distress'. In contrast, the final 
speaker, Revd Gardiner, strongly advised them against issuing 
threats, as they could gain nothing from it. 138 In response, some 
of the 'roughs' charged the platform and nearly overturned it. 
They again took control of the wagon, forcing the people on the 
platform to jump off as they wheeled it through the streets until it 
was confiscated by the police. As was now common on these occa-
sions, the authorities had taken elaborate precautions and mobi-
lized a large force which was able to prevent any serious 
disorder. 139 More importantly, however, the mob lacked purpose 
and leadership: 'the crowd was composed merely of individuals 
without the resolution to do anything themselves and waiting for 
some beginning to be made by others. They stood like an army 
without a general, and without an enemy.' 140 

In London, the struggle between the SDF and its opponents for 
the leadership of the unemployed continued. Patrick Kenny and his 
General Labourers Amalgamated Union issued a handbill which 
called a meeting for the purpose of 'protesting against the wealthy 
leaders of the Social Democratic Federation' on Clerken-well Green 
for 14 February. The handbill did not mention the London United 
Working Men's Committee. Although Kenny had been involved in 
the organization of the unemployed meeting at Trafalgar Square 
on 8 February, he now distanced himself from the National Fair 
Trade League and other political movements. The handbill 
announced that the 'Unemployed Workmen have nothing what-
ever, in any shape or form, to do with either Political Party, Fair 

138 'The Unemployed', Birmingham Daily Mail, 15 Feb. 1886, 2-3. 
139 'The Unemployed Demonstration in Birmingham', Birmingham Daily Gazette, 15 Feb. 
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Trade League, Free Trader or Foul Trader. Their's [sic] is purely a 
Labour Movement.' 141 As Kenny remained involved in the activi-
ties of Kelly and Lemon, this was probably just a manoeuvre to 
strengthen the group's claim that it represented the working class. 

At the meeting in Clerkenwell, Kenny denounced the SDF and 
the West End riot in the strongest terms. He denied that 
Hyndman and his colleagues represented the working classes and 
that the latter had participated in the riot. Instead, Kenny claimed 
that the SDF leaders had incited 'the idle and dangerous rabble' 
of the capital to loot the West End shops. 142 Champion, Bums, 
and Williams were in the audience, along with a large number of 
their supporters. They announced the start of a counter-meeting 
at the fountain on Clerkenwell Green, and a large number of 
people followed them there. The police were present in great 
numbers, but the two meetings ended peacefully. 143 Kenny's 
meeting adopted a resolution which was forwarded to Prime 
Minister Gladstone, who received it 'with pleasure'. 144 

Two days later, on 16 February, the SDF branch in Bermondsey 
held a meeting in the town hall. Between 2,ooo and 3,ooo listened 
to speeches by Quelch, Bums, Hyndman, Champion, and 
Williams. Quelch, who chaired the meeting, asked those who were 
without work to raise their hands. Everybody in the audience did. 
Having established that this was indeed a meeting of the unem-
ployed, Champion stressed that 
It was important that the workers on the south side of the Thames 
should declare in an unmistakable manner whether the speakers on that 
platform ... were their chosen champions, or whether Messrs. Kelly 
and Lemon were-the latter being the individuals who had gone to the 
Mansion House and asked the Lord Mayor for the charity of the rich, 
in order to relieve the misery which had been brought about by the mis-
management of the rich themselves. 145 

141 'To the Unemployed Workmen of London', handbill, 12 Feb. 1886, TNA/PRO, 
HO 144/165/ A42380.

142 'The London Riot', Birmingham Daily Gazette, 15 Feb. 1886, 5.
143 'The Late Riots in London', The Times, 15 Feb. 1886, 7; 'The London Riot', 
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Conclusion 

Champion did not need to worry. The momentum was clearly 
with the SDF after the West End riot. Even Friedrich Engels, who 
was usually very critical of the SDF and especially of Hyndman, 
conceded reluctantly in November r886 that the Social Democrats 
were 'beginning to become a power'. 146 The SD F told those who 
were out of work and starving that they were not paupers, but 
unemployed workmen. They argued that the political and eco-
nomic system was to blame for their fate and that their situation 
could be improved by political action. The Social Democrats 
offered the workless not only an explanation for why they were 
unemployed, but also a coherent programme of economic, social, 
and political demands to fight the problem and its effects. 147 In 
addition, the SDF also expanded its repertoire of protest and 
launched a number of attention-grabbing protest actions which 
cemented its credentials as a party of action. 148 When it came to 
organizing a spectacle, the SDF was hard to beat, and street 
protest at that time was always also about providing entertainment. 
The SDF leader urged their audiences to remain peaceful, but they 
spoke of violence and revolution. The fact that authorities all over 
Britain felt the need to mobilize overwhelming forces every time 
the unemployed met after the West End riot must have given the 
latter a rare sense of importance and empowerment. 

In contrast, the leaders of the London United Working Men's 
Committee cooperated with the political and economic elite, and 
remained deferential towards their social betters. Like Reuben 
May and John Bolland, they became involved in the collection 
and distribution of charity. Kelly, Lemon, and Kenny sat on the 
Mansion House Fund Committee, and The Times reassured its 
readers that they were 'not likely to advise the granting of help in 
any except true cases of exceptional distress, and they have sent 
out papers in which applicants are requested to answer some 

146 Letter, Friedrich Engels to Laura Lafargue, 24 Nov. 1886, quoted in Henry Collins, 
'The Marxism of the Social Democratic Federation', in Asa Briggs andJohn Saville (eds.), 
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simple and necessary questions, so that there will be inquiry in 
each case before reliefis given'. 149 Such character testing could 
hardly have endeared Kelly and his colleagues to the unemployed 
workers who were desperate to stress their own respectability. 

In addition, many of the individuals who preceded the SDF or 
competed with it for influence among the unemployed were 
accused of the mismanagement of funds, personal enrichment, or 
other vices. Reuben May appeared twice in court, and the 
Charity Organization Society was so suspicious of the way he 
handled donations that it published warnings in newspapers. John 
Murphy, the driving force behind the unemployed protest in 
Dublin, was described by the police as 'an idle drunken fellow' 
who was 'living by his wits and is taking advantage of the want of 
employment to impose on idle labourers'. 150 In Birmingham, 
John Bolland was accused of misusing donations for the unem-
ployed. In February 1886 he and one of his deputies were picked 
up by the police in an inn after an unemployed meeting. Both 
were allegedly drunk, as the Birmingham Daily Post gleefully 
reported, and the paper added that 'it will doubtless interest the 
genuine unemployed working men of the town to know that 
another of the leading promoters of the ... meeting is a person 
who has several times been in custody on charges of fraud and 
felony'. 151 Kelly and Peters generated a substantial personal 
income from their various endeavours. 152 Lemon, their close asso-
ciate, was accused by the TUC of siphoning off most of the 
income of his trade union. 153 In contrast, Burns was able to say 
with some credibility that the members of the SDF had not 
profited financially from their work among the unemployed: 'on 
the contrary, we have lost what material well-being we had.' 154 

Hyndman's acceptance of'Tory money' in 1885 had damaged the 
SDF, but this money was used to finance the party's-admittedly 
disastrous-general election campaign of that year and not 
diverted into private pockets. 155 

Kelly and Peters did not disappear from the scene, but contin-
ued to work for the Fair Trade cause. On 3 October 1887 they 

149 'The Late Riots in London', The Times, 15 Feb. 1886, 7. See also 'The Unemployed', 
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organized a protest of 'out-of-work' people against foreign sugar 
bounties. According to The Times which was openly hostile, some 
3,000 to 4,000 people marched in procession from the Embank-
ment to Hyde Park, where a rally was held. This was a substantial 
turnout, even though The T imes denounced those who participated 
as 'the very picture of men whose lives were passed between the 
prison, the casual wards, and the streets, and are, as occasion suits, 
thieves or beggars'. 156 In 18g2, the year the Fair Trade League 
disbanded, Kelly appeared at one of the regular meetings of the 
unemployed at Tower Hill. These meetings were organized by 
the SDF, and Kelly had to be protected by the police during his 
speech. When he announced that 'he was in receipt of a commu-
nication from a gentleman well known in the City, who promised 
to give £1,ooo to benefit the unemployed provided that there was 
no anarchism or socialism imported into the movement', he got 
only 'derisive laughter' in return. 157 A few months later, Kelly 
used the London United Working Men's Committee as a front to 
organize a demonstration against the Direct Veto Bill in Trafalgar 
Square. 158 In contrast to the other organizations run by Kelly and 
Peters, the London United Working Men's Committee enjoyed a 
remarkably long career. It made its last appearance in 1905, when 
Kelly testified in court against a former member who had col-
lected, without authorization, donations on behalf of the 
Committee from people such as Steel-Maitland, Lord Newport, 
and the Duke ofNorfo1k.I59 

Lemon and Kenny's organizations had less successful careers. 
The Seamen's Protection Society made its last return to the Chief 
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Registrar in 1882, although it continued to exist and remained 
available for hire. Kenny's trade union also survived, but only, as 
Eric Hobsbawm has put it, 'in a shadowy way' .160 In contrast, the 
SDF was briefly able to leave its hitherto shadowy existence 
because it successfully associated itself with what a contemporary 
called the 'large if not menacing army' of the workless. 161 As this 
essay has shown, the Social Democratic Federation was not the 
first organization to do so. Nor were the Social Democrats the 
first to warn that economic misery could spark riots. The poor 
had used rioting as a means to bargain with the authorities for 
centuries. 

But these had been localized and relatively spontaneous events. 
The SDF's claim to be the champion of the unemployed gave the 
West End riot a new meaning, even though the leaders of the 
Social Democrats openly disapproved of the violence, and their 
influence over the unemployed, even in London, was clearly 
limited. As agitators in other British cities tried to exploit the pub-
licity and fear created by the West End riot, the SDF's influence 
suddenly seemed to extend far beyond its strongholds in London. 
Socialist ideas and rhetoric now seemed to link the formerly local-
ized protests and connect them to an international revolutionary 
movement. This also infused the protest of the unemployed with 
a new stability, as it was no longer attached to prominent local 
leaders who could fall from grace or be tamed by co-aptation into 
charity committees. Instead, it became attached to an alternative 
model of society in which unemployment would be abolished. 
When the influence of the SDF declined, other groups on the 
political left took over and continued to promote this promise. 162 

In response, the government was increasingly forced to turn its 
attention to the problem of unemployment and find political solu-
tions for it. Gradually, unemployment became transformed from 
a problem of poor relief into a problem of politics. 
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