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                      The Riot in Broad Street Francis Wheatley 
 
�When tumult lately burst his prison door and set plebeian thousands in a roar, when he usurped 
authority�s just place and dared to look his master in the face; when the rude rabble�s watchword was 
destroy and blazing London seemed a second Troy.� William Cowper �Table Talk� 1781 
 
�I wander through each dirty street, near where the dirty Thames does flow, and in every face I meet 
marks of weakness marks of woe, in every cry of every man, in every child�s cry of fear, in every voice in 
every ban, the German forged links I hear, but most the chimney sweepers cry, blackens over the church 
walls, and the hapless soldiers sigh, runs in blood down palace walls.� William Blake �London� 1792 
 
�The Gordon riots made a profound impression on contemporaries. They took place at a time of acute 
political crisis, at the most dangerous moment of the American war, when the country, after numerous 
defeats and counter-alliances, found itself virtually isolated. At their height, on the night of June 7 1780, 
London appeared to onlookers to be a sea of flames. �I remember�, wrote Horace Walpole on the 8th, �the 
Excise and Gin Act and the rebels at Derby and Wilkes� interlude and the French at Plymouth, or I should 
have a very bad memory; but I never till last night saw London and Southwark in flames!� Sebastian 
Mercier, in his Tableau de Paris, wrote 9 years before the attack on the Bastille that such �terrors and 
alarms� as were spread by Lord George Gordon in London would be inconceivable in a city as well-policed 
as Paris.� George Rude �The Gordon Riots� 1955 Paris and London in the 18th Century 
 
1688 After the Protestant Duke of Monmouth rebellion was crushed by Judge Jeffreys� Bloody Assizes, 
James II�s attempted Catholic revival resulted in the �Glorious Revolution� and the Bill of Rights. In the 
Interregnum between James running away and the arrival of William of Orange and Mary, London erupted 
in �No Popery� riots in which Catholic chapels were pulled down. 1710 During the reign of Queen Anne, 
church and Tory mobs destroyed dissenting chapels. 1715 After the accession of George I, the arrest of 
the Tory leader Robert Harley for Jacobite intriguing occasioned further anti-Whig rioting. At the time of 
the Old Pretender Jacobite rebellion, with the Tories more in tune with popular culture, Robert Walpole�s 
Whigs introduced the Riot Act; making it a capital offence for a mob of more than 12 not to disperse within 
an hour of a magistrate reading the proclamation �in the king�s name�. 
 



1733 In the reign of George II, Walpole�s excise and gin acts were accompanied by another series of riots. 
The Excise Act was swiftly withdrawn after a siege of Parliament; then there were election and turnpike 
riots (with some cross-dressing) around the country. 1736 As Lord Hervey put it, �the people showed a 
licentious, riotous, seditious and almost ungovernable spirit.� After west country food riots there were anti-
Irish cheap labour riots in London. Irish inns and houses were pulled down in Shoreditch, Spitalfields and 
Whitechapel for �King George and No Popery�. Another factor was the passing of the Gin Act and Jacobite 
agents were said to exploit the situation in the �mobbish part of town�. The Gin Act met some resistance 
from �No Gin No King� mobs and caused an increase in gin consumption. Edinburgh had the Porteous 
riots over the hanging of a popular smuggler. Captain Porteous ordered his men to fire into the execution 
crowd, killing several, for which he became subject to lynch mob justice. 
 
1751 Lord George Gordon was born in London on Upper Grosvenor Street, the 6th off-spring of Cosmo 
George, the third Duke of Gordon. Clan Gordon were out in the 1745 Young Pretender Bonnie Prince 
Charlie rebellion and were involved in various Scots plots and feuds down through the centuries, usually 
on the Catholic church and king side. In the 14th century Lord Adam Gordon took the Declaration of 
Arbroath (�It is not for glory, riches or honour that we fight, it is for liberty alone�) to Rome, to get the pope 
to recognise Robert the Bruce.  
 
1761 At the beginning of the reign of the mad king George III, the king�s friend John Stuart, Earl of Bute, 
was at the helm as First Minister and Pitt the Elder was enthusiastically pursuing the 7 Years War with 
France. When the French formed a pact with Spain, Pitt urged Parliament to declare war on them too but 
was vetoed by Bute. �The first great commoner� Pitt resigned to mob acclaim and Bute was pelted with 
mud. In the City William Beckford (the slave trader father of the gothic novelist) called for a �more equal 
representation of the people in Parliament.� Thus the Tories revived 17th century popular protest 
movement ideas of �freeman�s suffrage� and the �common rights of man� first propagated by the Levellers, 
Diggers, Commonwealth and 5th Monarchy Men. 
 
1763 The 7 Years War was brought to a close by the Treaty of Paris. Bute was forced to resign after being 
burnt in effigy, to be replaced by George Grenville. Jack Wilkes accused Bute (effectively the king) of lying 
that the peace was honourable and was duly sent to the Tower; then swiftly released because he was an 
MP. Wilkes�s Pittite paper the North Briton number 45 was condemned as seditious libel, to be burnt by 
the hangman in front of the Royal Exchange. Instead the �Wilkes and Liberty� mob burnt a Bute boot effigy, 
Wilkes won an action against the Secretary of State for unlawful arrest and did a bunk to France. In his 
absence there was further agitation for freedom of the press, and from press-gangs and general warrants, 
anti-Irish cheap labour riots in Covent Garden, Spitalfields weavers industrial disputes and nationwide 
food riots. When the Stamp Act was dropped after riots in Boston, Grenville noted �it�s clear that both 
England and America are governed by the mob.� 
 
1768 On Jack Wilkes�s return from France, he controversially sent a letter to the king and stood for 
election as Middlesex MP at Brentford Butts. His victory was celebrated by more extensive rioting; at the 
height of which his blue cockade wearing supporters took control of London, chalking doors with �Number 
45�, forcing houses to be illuminated and smashing the windows of the Mansion House. Then Wilkes 
committed himself to King�s Bench prison. In May 1768 troops fired on the Wilkite mob outside King�s 
Bench in the massacre of St George�s Fields. Wilkes duly replaced Pitt as the mob hero with pictures, 
busts and riots round the country for �Wilkes and Liberty�. As a result of these City versus government 
clashes, popular protest ideas spread out of the City to the �middling sort� and the �inferior set of people.� 
The �Junius� letters attacked the king directly and hinted at revolution. 
 
1771 Lord North�s new ministry suffered its first humiliating defeat over parliamentary report publishing, at 
the hands of Wilkes, the City and the printers mob; after which Wilkes was elected Sheriff of London. Lord 
George Gordon, as a midshipman, gained the contempt of other officers and the amused admiration of 
ordinary sailors. He was as enraged by �the bloody treatment of negroes� in Jamaica as he was impressed 
by America. The Admiralty considered him a �damned nuisance wholly unsuitable for promotion�, so he 
turned to politics. 1774 As the Catholic tolerating Quebec Act was passed, Wilkes became Lord Mayor 
and Lord George Gordon acquired the seat of Ludgershall in Wiltshire. Lord George soon established 
himself at Westminster dressing in Puritan black with tartan trousers and long lank hair. He supported 
Edmund Burke against war with America (as did Pitt and Wilkes) but was too independent to be relied on 
by the Whigs. He saw himself as neither Whig nor Tory but of �the party of the people�. 
 
1778 As Britain was about to lose the American War of Independence moves were made towards relaxing 
the 1699-1700 William III anti-Catholic act, in order to enlist Scottish Catholics into the army to fight in 
America. May 17 The Catholic Relief Bill was introduced to Parliament and duly received royal assent for 
its not very generous measures which only applied to Catholics taking the Oath of Allegiance. Catholics 



remained outcasts until the 1829 Emancipation Act repealed the William III act. At first nothing much 
happened but as the American war turned into world war, with France’s Catholic ally Spain coming in, they 
were seen as part of an international conspiracy to do away with the Protestant religion and English 
‘revolution principles’. Pamphlets were produced recalling the 1550s ‘Bloody Mary’ I persecution, 1572 St 
Bartholomew’s Day massacre in France, 1588 Spanish Armada, 1605 Gunpowder plot, 1641 Irish 
massacre, etc; reinforcing the myth of ‘the freeborn Englishman’ with his ‘birthright and traditional liberties’ 
not to have to put up with ‘popery and wooden shoes’ (absolute monarchy and arbitrary government). 
 
1779 The first anti-Catholic Relief riots broke out in Edinburgh and Glasgow. After Scottish Catholics 
begged Lord North not to grant them relief, the Ministry was forced to announce that the act would not 
apply north of the border. Lord George Gordon was greeted as a returning local hero in Edinburgh and 
became president of the London Protestant Association, trusting ‘the attention of Parliament to the 
petitions of Englishmen… not to raise the apprehensions of the lower classes of people… The Roman 
Catholics must know as well as we do that popery when encouraged by government has always been 
dangerous to the liberties of the people.’ Lord George wasn’t the anti-Catholic fanatic Dickens portrays 
him as in Barnaby Rudge, at worst he was an aristocratic political adventurer using the Protestant cause 
for his own more libertarian goals. Meanwhile London had the Keppel riots in which Charles James Fox 
led the mob in support of the persecuted Whig Admiral Keppel.  
 

 
                                                    Lord George Gordon 
 
1780 Lord George collected signatures for the ‘English appeal against the Popery Bill’ at 64 Welbeck 
Street off Oxford Street. Mad Lord George’s audiences with the mad king George III concluded when he 
reminded him that ‘the royal family of Stuart have been banished for not attending to the voice of the 
people.’ After Lord George turned down various bribes to desist, press notices appeared announcing: 
‘Whereas no hall in London can contain 40,000 men; resolved that this association do meet on Friday next 
June 2 in St George’s Fields… to consider of the most prudent and respectful manner of attending their 
petition, which will be presented the same day, to the House of Commons.’  
 
Day 1 Friday June 2 10am  A crowd began to gather at St George’s Fields (near the site of Waterloo 
station), most were sober ‘better sort of tradespeople’ and ‘honest mechanicks. The protesters were 
issued with blue cockade hat rosettes (of former Tory, Jacobite and Wilkite association) ‘to distinguish 
themselves from the Papists’, some with ‘No Popery’ blue stitched white labels. 11am Lord George arrived 
and made a short speech calling for ‘peaceable deportment and behaviour’, before proceeding to the 
House of Commons. Then the Scottish division led the other divisions around St George’s Fields as a 
warm up before the march began. The main route went through Borough, across London Bridge, down 
Cornhill past the Bank into Poultry and Cheapside, round St Paul’s, on down Fleet Street and the Strand. 


