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In this article I will describe how a project, which has benefited from funding from the
Friends of The National Archives, is allowing research into the activities of the Home
Office in the period 1790-1820, specifically referring to the question of law and order.

Just how could these fifteen individuals be expected to keep control of law and order
without centralised government or a nationwide police force?

The project in question concerns the main series of incoming domestic correspondence
to the Home Office in the record series HO 42. This correspondence constitutes key data
from the transition from amateur to professional local government in the reign of King
George III. The documents which make up this series reveal the main concerns of local
government with the activities of a rising, urbanising and often suffering population. They
describe in some detail various local issues regarding crime, law and order, riots and
disturbances, poverty and poor laws.

The Friends of The National Archives gave us financial assistance in order to digitise
and then catalogue this correspondence. The assistance will also enable us to link the
digital images directly to the descriptions in the catalogue giving free access to the images
to researchers all over the world. 

I have been using this newly catalogued and searchable material to research a political
group called the London Corresponding Society who, following on from the lead of the
French Revolution, began to discuss the possibility of a change in the way Parliament was
run in this country with a view to universal suffrage, annually elected parliaments and the
reallocation of seats to areas which had no representation. This society was not an anomaly
and similar groups appeared at Norwich, Manchester and Sheffield, amongst others. 

This increased involvement in politics from the masses was beginning to make the
government nervous. Before the Home Office there had been quite a lot of emphasis put
on the population policing itself. Local magistrates, knowing their population and its
moods, would deal with situations in their area and simply inform the Home Office as to
the action they had taken. A consequence of this is that you could argue that the Home
Office simply didn’t know what was happening in the far corners of the country.

What provides a great deal of interest is that HO 42 is not only where we find these
situational reports from around the UK but also where we find evidence of the Home Office’s
use of spies. As there was no Metropolitan Police until 1829 the government was forced to
rely on a system of human intelligence to discover what was happening in the pubs and
taverns of London. Spies and agent provocateurs were therefore sent directly to perform
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HO 42/27 f.182 (1793): An example of a seditious handbill.

A system of spies and informants

HO 42/33 f.45 (1794): Covering letter for the handbill. 
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surveillance on, and provide reports of, groups such as the London Corresponding Society. 
Two pieces of legislation helped the government to spy on these groups, although the

legislation was not designed with this function in mind. The first was the Middlesex
Justices Act 1792 which created twenty-one new magistrates for London. These
magistrates were based in seven new offices across the capital, each with its own team of
constables. 

They were responsible for law and order across London, one of their main remits was to
keep an eye on potential trouble makers, which included suspected French émigrés. After
all it would be very easy for somebody to say they were a simple émigré when they were
really spying for the enemy. 

The second piece of legislation was the Alien Registration Act 1793 which meant that
all foreign nationals had to register with the authorities at their port of entry. The newly
created Alien Office also had in their remit the go-ahead to begin surveillance on suspected
individuals. 

What the legislation also did was make societies such as the London Corresponding
Society legitimate targets. The Government supposed that as they were allowed to spy on
the French why not those in London who seemed to support the French? A letter from one
of the newly created magistrates, Nathanial Conant, indicates that he had already placed an
informant into one of the divisions of the London Corresponding Society ‘that it might be
better to know what was going forward than to aim at ineffectual supposition’.1

The Home Office chose men of a legal background to be their spies. These men were
often sent to investigate suspicious activity around London such as Sir Sampson Wright,
Magistrate, asking for ‘Walsh’ or ‘Grove’ to investigate a suspicious Hatter on Piccadilly.2
We know that John Groves was a solicitor at the Old Bailey and can surmise similar for
James Walsh as he was, on occasion, sent out into the country in an official capacity to
conduct investigations on behalf of the Home Secretary.3

William Metcalfe was another example of an often used agent who was sent to
investigate incidents at Liverpool and Worcester, amongst others, between 1792-4. Having
proved his usefulness, he was then sent to infiltrate and spy on the London Corresponding
Society. Being a ‘local’ Londoner meant that he could blend in more easily. He attended
their meetings for about a year before compiling the evidence he had gathered which was
used when the leaders of the London Corresponding Society were put on trial for treason.
Interestingly Metcalfe, Groves and Walsh were all sent to spy on the London
Corresponding Society more than once, and all three were called to give evidence at the
trial of Thomas Hardy, which was the first of these treason trials. 

You would assume that as the Home Office was such a small operation and that these
three men were employed in a similar role that they would know each other. Groves’
testimony at the trial is very revealing. He is described as ‘Gentleman, was present at the
late meetings of the Constitutional Society’.4 He claims that he was instructed to attend a
mass meeting of the London Corresponding Society at Chalk Farm by ‘a person high in
office under his Majesty’ but whom he would not name. This is probably William Wickham
(magistrate and later under-secretary to the Home Office). He also says that he saw James
Walsh at the same meeting, who he knew to be a spy, but claimed not to know personally. 

Wickham even sent a fourth person to this Chalk Farm meeting, his secretary, Edward
Gosling. In his written pre-trial evidence Gosling indicates that Wickham asked him
directly to go and gather evidence about the dealings of the society.5 He notes that the
crowd at this meeting knew there to be government spies in attendance. However, they
preferred to try to win round doubters with their arguments rather than resort to violence
so the spies were allowed to stay. 

An odd example of a spy is George Lynam. He is unusual in the fact that he wasn’t
appointed by the Home Secretary but was already involved with the London
Corresponding Society and volunteered his services as a spy. His comprehensive report of
the activities of the London Corresponding Society written up for the benefit of the
Treasury Solicitor can be found in document TS 11/954.

A consequence of using these men as spies is that they were single use. The government
had not come round to the idea yet of going incognito therefore Lynam’s identity, once he
had appeared at the treason trials, was compromised. He was not a legal man, therefore he
could not be sent on investigations around the country, and it would have been impossible
for him to infiltrate another seditious group in London therefore he was discarded.
Evidence of Lynam’s fall from grace can be found in a letter written by Evan Nepean
(under-secretary to the Home Office) dated 15 February 1795 saying that as a result of his
unveiling as a spy, Lynam’s business has failed and he was, therefore, requesting charity
from the government as a result of his previous good service. 

Ultimately, having no central government control and no nationwide police force meant
that the small bureaucracy had no other option but to use covert means to gather the
intelligence necessary to maintain law and order. 

The evidence produced certainly helped to convince Parliament that a real danger
existed in the country. The regular and trusted intelligence of government spies and
authorities around the UK forced Government to act culminating in 
the suppression of the major seditious societies and the imprisonment and trial of their
leaders.  

If the actions taken by government seem a little disproportionate, not acting on the
guidance given by their informants and being caught sleeping in the event of any anti-
governmental action would have been a far worse course of action.

HO 42/33 f.95 (1794): Example of a seditious handbill 
enclosed with letter HO 42/33 f.45.


