
When was Britain closest to revolution in 1815-1832? 

 

 

 

 

 

In 1789, there was a violent revolution in France. The people took over the 

government, and the king, queen and thousands of nobles lost their heads 

under the heavy blade of a new and deadly machine – the guillotine. To rich 

and powerful people, the guillotine became a symbol of all that they hated 

about revolutions: it stood for death, blood and chaos.  

By 1815, the revolution in France was over. But there was still the possibility of 

revolutions in other countries. This cartoon appeared in England in 1819. On 

the left is a fierce monster that looks like a guillotine! The men on the right are 

the rulers of Britain – they look scared… 

 

Today I will practise…  

 Putting dates of when Industrial protest happened  into chronological order 

 Explaining the extent of historical change that took place in 1815-1832 
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Having studied many different revolutions, here is a helpful list of some of the 

things that could happen (a country is VERY close to revolution if ALL the things 

happen at once!) 

• The working classes are poor and have no power 
• The middle classes are rich but have no power 
• The rulers and upper classes are rich and refuse to share power 
• The middle and working classes join forces 
• The government starts to make changes – raises expectations – then stops 
• The poor are even more hungry than usual 
• The army disobeys its rulers 

 
 

 

 

1. Underlying problems of 1750-1800 

1: New ways of working 

In the new industrial towns, men, women and 
children worked long hours in bad conditions for low 
wages. These workers wanted change – but the 
government did little to help them. 
2: New wealth 

Factory owners and other traders were getting richer. They were confident and 
proud – but they felt that the government was ignoring them. They couldn’t 
even vote! 
3: New ideas 

The French Revolution of 1789 helped to spread new ideas. Some writers dared 
to say that people should have equal rights. 
4: An old system of government 
By 1800, Britain had been ruled in the same way for hundreds of years. Some 
people wanted to see changes or reforms to the system of government. These 
people were called radicals.  

 

2. The Spa Field Riots, 1816 

A war between Britain and France started in 1793. It lasted almost non-stop 
until 1815 when the French leader, Napoleon, was beaten by Lord Nelson at 

TASK:  Complete the chart, justifying where you have placed each event (close or far 
from revolution) by writing a sentence in the justification boxes.  
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the Battle of Waterloo. During this war, traders in Britain 
had been making ships, guns, ammunition and uniforms. 
But now these were not needed and trade slumped: 

• Businesses closed down 
• Many workers lost their jobs 
• Wages were very low 
• Bread prices were very high. 

 
All over the country radicals planned demonstrations to demand reforms. 
They felt that the government would have to treat everyone more fairly if the 
poor had the right to vote. The government at that time was run by the Tory 
Party, who didn’t want any changes in the voting system. They refused to pass 
any reform. 

In December 1816, radical leaders in London organised a meeting to be held 
in Spa Fields, just outside the city. Many middle-class radicals did not attend. 
They thought some of the organisers were too extreme. 

At the meeting, the crowds got out of control. A mob broke into a gunsmith’s 
shop. They armed themselves and marched off towards the city. Some were 
carrying the French Revolutionary flag. Before they got far they were stopped 
by the Lord Mayor and some soldiers. Three hundred people from the crowd 
were arrested and the riot broke up. 

 

 

3. The Pentrich Rising, 1817 

In 1817, taxes and bread prices were still high and there 
was still a lot of unemployment. There were riots all 
around Britain. The government sent spies to discover 
what the radicals were planning now.  

One of the spies had the code name, Oliver. He travelled around the north of 
England and won the confidence of many radical groups. He told them that 
masses of people were all set to revolt in every district and encouraged them 
to join in. He then told the government in London that a revolution was being 
planned. 

In Derbyshire, some poor, unemployed textile workers believed Oliver. Under 
their leader, Jeremiah Brandreth, they armed themselves with pikes and guns 
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and set out to capture Nottingham. Oliver had told them that thousands more 
would join them – but no one did. A troop of soldiers from Nottingham 
marched out to stop the rebels, who dropped their weapons and fled. 
Brandreth and three other leaders were executed.  

 

4. The Peterloo Massacre, 1819 

In 1819, unemployment and poverty were still 
serious problems. On 16 August, there was a 
meeting of more than 60,000 people in St. Peter’s 
Fields, Manchester. Henry Hunt, a famous radical, 
spoke to the crowds. Most were unemployed or 
poor workers. They were peaceful although some 
carried banners saying ‘Reform or Death’.  

As Henry Hunt was speaking, the magistrates ordered some soldiers to arrest 
him. One of the crowd, a weaver called Samuel Bamford, later claimed that: 
‘the troops waved their sabres over their heads and then dashed forwards and 
began cutting the people. Chopped hands and wound-gaping skulls were seen. 
Women, maids, and tender youths were sabred or trampled’.  

In ten minutes, 400 people were wounded and eleven were killed by the 
government troops, including two women and a child. Hunt was arrested and 
imprisoned. People were deeply shocked. Some called this event ‘the Peterloo 
Massacre’. The name mocked the ‘brave’ soldiers who rode into the crowds, as 
if they were beating the French at the Battle of Waterloo in 1815. 

 

5. The Cato Street Conspiracy, 1820 

Hunger, unemployment and high taxes continued 
into 1820. It was too much for some extreme 
radicals. In January, a small group met in secret at 
Cato Street, London. They planned a daring 
conspiracy (plot).  

Their leader was a working-class radical called Arthur Thistlewood. One of the 
men – a man with the surname of Edwards – encouraged Thistlewood to blow 
up all the leading government ministers. Thistlewood agreed. He and his 
friends were working alone, but they believed they could take over the whole 
country.  
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On 23 February 1820, a band of government agents burst into the house. They 
arrested all the plotters – except Edwards. Edwards was a government spy. He 
had led Thistlewood and the others into a trap. Thistlewood stabbed and killed 
one of the agents attempting to arrest him. He and the other leaders were 
executed. Thistlewood was the last person in England to have his head cut off 
– but only after he had been hanged! 

 

6. The Reform Riots, 1831-2 

Between 1820 and 1830, conditions improved. The 
government faced far less violence. It made a few 
reforms. This pleased the radicals – but it still did 
not change the voting system. The working and 
middle classes still couldn’t vote – they needed a Reform Act. 

In 1830, a new king, William IV, came to the throne. Soon afterwards, there 
was a general election. The Whig party formed a new government. They had 
promised to reform the voting system and most voters now seemed to think 
this was a good idea.  

Whig MPs in the House of Commons put forward a Reform Act. But the House 
of Lords rejected it. Most lords were strong Tories and they refused to pass 
reforms, no matter what the MPs or voters wanted. Since these rich 
landowners were blocking reform, people’s anger turned to violence, 
especially as there was another time of bad harvests and hunger in 1831. 
There were serious riots all over Britain. In Nottingham, the castle was burnt 
down. In Bristol, a mob burnt the bishop’s palace.  

In December 1831, the Whigs tried again to get a Reform Act passed again – 
but, again, the Lords blocked it. People were furious. A middle class banker 
called Attwood who came from Birmingham organised a massive march to 
London, which attracted 200,000 people from the middle and working 
classes. There were rumours that Attwood’s supporters were persuading 
soldiers to join their side. 

William IV and the lords were scared, and saw that the law had to be passed. 
This was called the ‘Great Reform Act’ – where most middle class men got the 
vote – but the working classes were left out completely. They were left 
wondering what to do next… 
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