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La police est un service public et magistral qui, outre ses fonctions
particulieres, doit s efforcer par des mesures irrégulieres, mais justes et
utiles, d’augmenter la force et les ressources du gouvernement. La
publicité des procédés d’un tel pouvoir en arréte naturellement
Iefficacité; on [’emploie beaucoup dans les grands objets, les autres
sont perdus dans la foule, et y’échappent.

Dans [’ordre social, tout n’est pas extérieur, tout n’est pas visible.
Au milieu de ce monde public, il y a un secret; le pouvoir ordinaire du
gouvernement n’y pénétre point.

Joseph Fouché, Lettre au duc de Wellington (1817)

The Special Branch collects information on those who I think cause
problems for the State.

Merlyn Rees, Home Secretary 1976-79 (1978)
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Abstract

This thesis explores the manner in which interpersonal relationships and institutional
structures shaped the course and direction of early British political policing from the late
nineteenth to the early twentieth century. Conventional historiographical accounts of British
policing have overall either chosen to sideline the issue of political policing or have maintained
that it was largely a systemic adaptation to imperial malaise, an anti-liberal conspiracy by
authoritarian colonials, or merely the aimless improvisations of stumbling functionaries.

Based on the study of official and private correspondence, governmental and police
reports, trial proceedings, memoirs, and newspapers, this thesis proposes a more detailed and
precise account of the emergence and subsequent consolidation of the late-Victorian/Edwardian
British political police. It argues for a particularly British model of political policing, embodied
by what a high-ranking police chief at the time termed “straining the law,” namely extra-legal (or
quasi-legal) interventions by appointees of the state. It also argues that this system was heavily
influenced by factors such as personal bias, cooperation between allies and friction between
rivals — all of which favoured certain courses of action over others.

Finally, this thesis also seeks to illustrate how political policing impacted the relationship
between Britain and foreign (particularly European) powers during the period considered here, as
well as the British public’s views of their own government. As will be shown, Britain maintained
a fairly strict isolationist stance in matters of policing political crime though this was rarely in
order to assuage native public opinion (which was, overall, supportive of institutionalized

political policing).



Résumé

L’objet de cette thése est d’explorer la maniére dont la premicre police politique en
Grande-Bretagne, a la fin du dix-neuviéme siécle et le début du vingtieme, a été faconnée et
conditionnée par des relations interpersonnelles et des structures institutionnelles. Les histoires
conventionnelles de la police britannique ont choisi, en général, de marginaliser la question de
surveillance politique ou de la traiter comme une adaptation systémique au déclin impérial, une
conspiration antilibérale dirigée par des coloniaux autoritaires, ou simplement comme des
improvisations aléatoires de fonctionnaires chancelants.

En utilisant des correspondances privées et officielles, des rapports policiers et
gouvernementaux, des proces-verbaux, des mémoires et des journaux d’archives, cette thése
propose un récit plus précis et détaillé de I’émergence, de méme que de la consolidation de la
police politique britannique pendant les trois derniéres décennies qui ont précédé la Premiére
Guerre mondiale. Elle soutient I’existence d’un modele de police politique notamment
britannique, décrit par ce qu’un commissaire de haut rang a I’époque avait surnommeé « grever la
loi, » c’est-a-dire des interventions extra-1égales (ou quasi légales) par des agents de 1’Etat. Elle
maintient aussi que ce systeéme policier a €té¢ considérablement influencé par des facteurs comme
les préjugés personnels, ainsi que la coopération entre des alliés et la friction entre des rivaux, et
que tous ces facteurs ont favorisé certains plans d’action au détriment des autres.

Finalement, cette these cherche a établir comment les procédures de la police politique
britannique ont influencé les relations entre le gouvernement du Royaume-Uni et ceux de
I’étranger (particulierement en Europe), ainsi que les opinions du public britannique concernant
leur propre gouvernement. Comme on le verra au fur et a mesure, la Grande-Bretagne a

maintenu une politique isolationniste plutot stricte en ce qui concernait la police politique, mais
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ce fut rarement pour apaiser 1’opinion publique (qu’était surtout d’accord avec la présence d’une
police politique institutionnalisée).
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INTRODUCTION

The Title of this Work — Working Definitions

Although the title of this thesis is fairly explicit, certain clarifications need to be made.
“Political policing” can naturally be a somewhat confusing and ideologically charged term and it
is perhaps made all the more so in this instance by the fact that this work is not, strictly speaking,
a history of the British police. The focus here is rather on policing as a security-enforcing
practice, planned at and enacted by several different levels of the British government. In this
sense my understanding of political policing is indebted to Jean-Paul Brodeur’s notion of “high
policing” which stands in contrast with the “low” policing of ordinary, non-political, crimes and
which he took to mean “not only [...] a certain number of programs and operations undertaken by
specialized units inside a police force [but also] a definite pattern of relations between a set of
goals and the means to achieve them.”"

More concretely, Brodeur identified four main characteristics to high policing” which I
take to apply equally to political policing as understood in this work. High policing, Brodeur
argued, “is first of all absorbent policing,” in that it is focused on the acquiring and control of
intelligence. It is also “not uniquely bound to enforce the law and regulations as they are made
by an independent legislator.” This second feature is of particular import for my research given
that extra-legality (or “straining the law” — a phrase coined by Robert Anderson, head of the
Criminal Investigation Department, or Scotland Yard, for much of the period discussed here)
came to be one of the main features of the early political police in Britain. The third

characteristic is that “protecting the community from law violators is not an end in itself for high

! Jean-Paul Brodeur, “High Policing and Low Policing: Remarks about the Policing of Political Activities,” Social
Problems 30 (1983): 512.
*Ibid., 513-14.



policing [as] crime control may also serve as a tool to generate information which can be used to
maximize state coercion of any group or individual perceived as threatening the established
order.” This in effect means that a political police is not reducible to the policing of (subversive)
politics by a legally constituted government; it is also, as the German criminologist Hans von
Hentig put it, “a form of political activity [for that government] through the medium of the
police.” As my research will demonstrate, there are several examples in the British context
which illustrate the validity of this claim (e.g. the British government’s controversial actions
during the 1889-90 Special Commission into the political activities of Charles Stewart Parnell).
The fourth characteristic which Brodeur identifies is that “high policing not only makes
extensive use of undercover agents and paid informers, [...] it also acknowledges its willingness
to do so [striving] in this way both to maintain a low operational visibility and to amplify the fear
of denunciation.” Amplifying the “fear of denunciation” (which can be seen as a variant of the
divide-and-conquer approach) emerges as a particularly important strategy for the British
political police during the period discussed here given the limitations imposed on it by the
political establishment and the concerns of the public at large (the former playing a more
important role in this sense than the latter). To this list I would add a fifth characteristic which, if
not universally valid, applies nonetheless all too well to the British context. It is that political
policing, especially in its formative stages, relies to an extraordinary extent on the (often
conflicting) directive powers and visions of particular high-ranking bureaucrats and officials
more so than on any methodological blueprints or foreign influences. This feature is important to
stress given the recent histories of British policing which have tended to dismiss the emergence

of political policing — in what could be termed a “reverse-whiggish” manner — as a mere

’ Von Hentig, quoted in Leon Radzinowicz, 4 History of English Criminal Law and Its Administration from 1750,
Vol. 3: Cross-currents in the movement for the reform of the police (London: Stevens and Sons Ltd., 1948), 572.



governmental adjustment to worsening social, economic and international conditions (more on
this to follow in the section on historiography).

Finally, the timeframe adopted here reflects the period over which the British political
police first came into being through a series of government-mandated organizational efforts
(which taken together can be said to form a cohesive British model of policing political
radicalism) before drastically expanding its scope and mission in the years following 1914.
Before 1881 efforts by the British government to monitor (or even suppress) the activities of
native as well as foreign radicals active within its jurisdiction were of necessity quite limited
given the degree of political (and arguably popular) bias against the perceived “un-British”
nature of secret policing (and even detective work in general). Conversely, after the start of the
First World War, the political police became to a large extent part of the war effort and was re-
organized and incorporated into the government’s wider strategy for counter-espionage and
domestic security. For these reasons the period from 1881 to 1914 represents the formative
period of a classic British model of political policing — one less fettered by the stringencies of
domestic politics (although, as we shall see, criticism of the police, in government circles and in
the press, remained a constant feature throughout these decades) and untouched by those of total
war.

The Literature Dealing with Britain’s Early Political Police

The body of literature dealing with the earliest British attempts to institutionalize political
policing can be broadly divided into four categories: histories of the political police in Britain;
histories of the British police in general; histories of political movements (such as Fenianism or
anarchism) known for coming into conflict with British authorities; and works that deal with the

more theoretical aspects of police methodology (insofar as they include discussions of historical



developments). In what follows I will outline and evaluate the main arguments put forth by
works from all four categories.

For much of the 1970s and 1980s the historiography of the British “new police” (which
came into being with the 1829 Metropolitan Police Act) was largely dominated by the debate
between proponents of a whiggish/traditionalist interpretation (who have sought to explain the
emergence of policing as a rational societal response to rising crime and social disorder*) and
proponents of a Marxist, or quasi-Marxist, revisionism (who on the whole have portrayed the
police as a bourgeois mechanism for stabilizing capitalist society by disciplining the industrial
working classes’). More recently a new type of revisionist approach has emerged which seeks to
reconcile some of the less naive propositions of the traditionalists (such as that the functioning of
the “new police” benefited and was accepted by wide sections of society not just an authoritarian
elite) with the less abrasive and doctrinaire suggestions of the early revisionists — recognizing in
effect that as well as being “firmly [implanted] in national mythology,” policing is also
“embedded in a social order that is riven by structured bases of conflict, not fundamental

integration.”®

* See Charles Reith, British Police and the Democratic Ideal (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1943); Leon
Radzinowicz, 4 History of English Criminal Law and Its Administration from 1750, Vols. 1-5 (London: Stevens and
Sons Ltd., 1948-86); T. A. Critchley, 4 History of Police in England and Wales, Second revised edition (London:
Constable, 1978); David Ascoli, The Queen’s Peace: The Origins and Development of the Metropolitan Police,
1829-1979 (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1979).

> See Robert D. Storch, ““The plague of blue locusts:” police reform and popular resistance in Northern England,
1840-1857,” International Review of Social History 20 (1975): 61-90; ibid., “The policeman as domestic
missionary: urban discipline and popular culture in Northern England, 1850-1880,” Journal of Social History 9
(1976): 481-509; Douglas Hay and Francis Snyder, eds., Policing and Prosecution in Britain, 1750-1850 (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1989); V. A. C. Gatrell, “Crime, authority and the policeman-state,” in F. M. L. Thompson, ed.,
The Cambridge Social History of Britain 1750-1950, Vol. 3: Social Agencies and Institutions (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1990), 243-310.

8 Robert Reiner, The Politics of the Police, Fourth edition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 66. See also
Clive Emsley, The English Police: A Political and Social History, Second edition (London and New York:
Longman, 1996) and for an even earlier example Victor Bailey, ed., Policing and Punishment in Nineteenth Century
Britain (London: Croom Helm, 1981).



The intricacies and merits of this debate (which is ultimately concerned with “low
policing,” in Brodeur’s terminology) have already been exhaustively discussed elsewhere,” and
given the scope of the present research, it is not my purpose here to add anything to it. It is
nonetheless important to note that this debate has had an undeniable — and, I would argue, largely
negative — impact on the historiography of the British political police. There are two reasons for
this. The first is that whatever disagreements the traditionalists and the revisionists may have had
regarding the origins and goals of Britain’s “new police,” both camps were implicitly agreed on
the idea that the political police was not a special case which needed to be studied on its own
terms. The second reason is that the language and categories generated by this debate have
contaminated even those subsequent accounts which have sought to distance themselves from its
simplistic dichotomies.

To illustrate what I mean we only need look at the trajectory of the scholarship dealing
with the origins of the political police in Britain. Writing in the mid-1970s, Tony Bunyan first
attempted to describe the formation of the British political police with what was then a fairly
standard trope of Marxist historiography; the political arm of the Metropolitan Police, Bunyan
argued, was merely the set of practices employed by the bourgeois state during the Chartist
agitation of the 1830s and 40s “formalized and extended” as a response to Irish republican
terrorism.® Conversely, Philip Thurmond Smith in his quasi-traditionalist Policing Victorian
London: Political Policing, Public Order, and the London Metropolitan Police stopped short of
discussing the formation of the actual political police in the 1880s and lumped the authorities’
early efforts of containing Chartist and Fenian radicalism together with the public order and

immigration policies of the 1850s and 60s — thus implicitly reaffirming the idea that the later

7 See Reiner, 39-78.
¥ Tony Bunyan, The History and Practice of the Political Police in Britain (London: Julian Friedman Publishers,
1976), 102-4.



institutional political police was merely a curious excrescence of the mid-Victorian status quo.
As Smith explained towards the end of his book, “the shortcomings that the police had” before
the 1880s “were overshadowed by the enlightened vision of [its] Commissioners, implanted in
the public mind, that it was possible to maintain order by use of an essentially unarmed police,
acting without the authoritarian demeanor or paramilitary trappings of police forces in other
countries. Most Victorians,” therefore, “would [...] have regarded inefficiency as a small price to
pay to maintain what they saw as their liberties.”

The first real history of early British political policing came in 1987 with Bernard
Porter’s foundational monograph on the Special Branch (of the Scotland Yard) in which he
argued that the nascent political policing of fin-de-si¢cle Britain, far from being a monolithic
apparatus for counter-revolution, was in fact a tenuous negotiation between the liberal impulses
of successive administrations and the requirements imposed by the tactics of various
revolutionary groups. Although not lacking in descriptions of political actors and the ideological
and personal conflicts they were often embroiled in, Porter nonetheless chose to localize the
formative impulse for the creation of the Special Branch in the decline of an idealized, all-
pervasive mid-Victorian “age of liberal innocence.”'® Thus, in an echo of the earlier revisionism,
political policing is identified with a usurpation by the late-Victorian capitalist state; with, in
other words, “a revolution [...] against the distinctive and anti-European liberalism of Britain’s

mid-Victorian past” effected by men who, though significantly different in their respective

? Philip Thurmond Smith, Policing Victorian London: Political Policing, Public Order, and the London
Metropolitan Police (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1985), 199.

' Bernard Porter, The Origins of the Vigilant State: The London Metropolitan Police Special Branch before the
First World War (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 1987), 192



outlooks and beliefs, were supposedly estranged “from that [liberal] ethos” by their “Irish and
colonial backgrounds.”"'

Ironically, a healthy dose of traditionalist discourse is then added to this. Thus if for
Charles Reith the British police system was one devoted to “the vision of the true democratic
ideal of individual liberty,”'? for Porter the British political police — as embodied by the Special
Branch — was ultimately no match for “a society which still took great pride in its liberal
openness.” This in turn suggested to him “that there were still powerful external restraints on [the
Special Branch’s] development, which should consequently be regarded [...] as a reflection of
contemporary society.”"> For this reason, Porter argued, late-Victorian British socialists
completely escaped the stumpy arm of the political police,'* and if such an arm existed to begin
with, it was because certain British statesmen, like Sir William Harcourt (who, as Home
Secretary, was instrumental in setting up the precursor of the Special Branch) lacked the “liberal
courage” to stick to the “grand [liberal] theorem” of his mid-Victorian forebears.

In the next section of this introduction I will explain why my research tends to contradict
such conclusions, but this should not detract from the fact that Porter’s Origins of the Vigilant
State remains on the whole an evenhanded and impressively researched account of early political
policing in Britain. The standard it has set has in fact remained largely unsurpassed and it is
partly because of Porter’s impressive breadth of research and theoretical consistency, and partly
because of the difficulties attached to researching the origins of counter-extremism in Britain

(difficulties which spring from its particular nature), that most subsequent histories of late-

Victorian and Edwardian policing have marginalized the topic of political policing — choosing to

" bid., 193-4.
12 Reith, 6.

13 Porter, 192.
" Ibid., 93.

5 Ibid., 186.



give it only a cursory treatment and to accept (either wholesale or with slight modifications)
Porter’s thesis. Thus, for example, in his landmark The English Police: A Political and Social
History, Clive Emsley provides only a brief discussion of the trajectory of political policing from
the 1880s into the early twentieth century and concludes that its major developments during the
period “coincided not only with the threats from Fenian terrorists and international anarchists,
but also with a declining confidence in Britain’s international superiority which led to anxieties
about the future [and] fears that the British ‘race’ was somehow being undermined.”"®

The same declinist view (which I have previously termed “reverse-whiggish” given that it
exhibits all the teleology but none of the optimism of early police historians) has largely been
echoed by Richard Thurlow, who describes the emergence of a so-called “secret state” in late
nineteenth-century Britain as the product of tensions between liberal politicians and conservative
policemen on the one hand, and the “decline of Britain as a great power and increased national
rivalries” on the other.'” More recently, Haia Shpayer-Makov has argued that the formation of
the Special Branch “was impelled by the cumulative effects of events in the early 1880s that

18 \while Constance Bantman, in her

shattered the feelings of sanguinity of Victorian Britain,
study of French anarchists in fin-de-siecle London, suggested that “the British surveillance
system” of the period “represented a concession to continental countries and a [...] local

manifestation of a global trend towards border closure and controlled circulation.”"® Shane

Kenna has also argued in his 2014 study of the Fenian dynamite campaign of the mid-1880s that

the experience of Fenian violence “coerced British political elites to adopt an unconstitutional

'* Emsley, 101.

'" Richard Thurlow, The Secret State: British Internal Security in the Twentieth Century (Oxford: Blackwell
Publishers, 1994), 5 ff., 38.

'® Haia Shpayer-Makov, The Ascent of the Detective: Police Sleuths in Victorian and Edwardian England (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2011), 52-3.

' Constance Bantman, The French Anarchists in London, 1880-1914: Exile and Transnationalism in the First
Globalisation (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2013), 149.



and illiberal intelligence-led policing detested in Victorian Britain [and] recognised as distinctly
not British and underhand by [...] popular culture.”*® As my research will show, “political elites”
were not in fact “coerced” into adopting a system of intelligence-led policing, nor was this
system “illiberal” or “detested” by public opinion.

Progress beyond the reverse-whiggish view has been only slowly forthcoming; mostly it
has come from historians of the political movements being policed in late-Victorian and
Edwardian Britain, who have tended to focus on the actions and agendas of individual
legislators, bureaucrats and police officials to a much greater degree than historians of the British
police (with the obvious exception of Porter). This is not as surprising as it might first appear.
After all, in order to understand why a certain group of political dissidents is being suppressed by
authorities, one has to first understand who is orchestrating the suppression, by what specific
means, and to what specific ends. An early example of this approach can be seen in Victor
Bailey's 1981 essay on the policing of “outcast London” during the 1886-7 “socialist” riots.
Reacting against an earlier revisionist discourse which posited “a unified state repression” of the
rioters, Bailey strove to reveal the “divisions and stresses within the [government's] policy of
public order,”*' pointing to the irreconcilable and consequential differences between
Commissioner Charles Warren and Home Secretary Henry Matthews (differences which will
also be discussed in some detail in the first part of this thesis).

The best represented field as far as this approach is concerned however is probably the
history of nineteenth-century Fenianism — which has been flourishing ever since the late 1960s.

Thanks to pioneering efforts by Tom Corfe, Leon O’Broin and K. R. M. Short we have come to

2% Shane Kenna, War in the Shadows: The Irish-American Fenians Who Bombed Victorian Britain (Sallins: Merrion,
2014), 331.

! Victor Bailey, “The Metropolitan Police, the Home Office and the Threat of Outcast London,” in Victor Bailey,
ed., Policing and Punishment in Nineteenth Century Britain (London: Croom Helm, 1981), 118.



10

possess a clearer picture not only of the goals and means of Irish republican insurrectionists, but
also of the controversial strategies employed by individual British administrators bent on
pacifying John Bull’s other island.”* Building on their work (as well as on the wealth of
governmental and police records that have since been declassified) more recent authors such as
Christy Campbell, Niall Whelehan, Shane Kenna and others have been able to further flesh out
the particular (and often conflicting) agendas of Britain’s early political policemen.”

We now know (better than Porter did thirty years ago) that the men in charge of setting
up a counter-Fenian strategy in 1880s Britain were not mere portents of imperial “anxiety” or
colonial (and anti-liberal) chickens come home to roost; they were individuals with personal
foibles and prejudices who purposefully and deliberately undertook to construct and reform
(even as they claimed to abhor reform) Britain’s political police in their own images. Yet for all
their merits, such accounts are only of limited value to the historian of the British political police.
The most obvious reason for this is their exclusive focus on Fenianism, which ceased to be a
determining factor in the British government’s domestic policies — if not ceased to be altogether
— after 1890. Another, less obvious, reason is that even as the scholarship they employ is often

refreshing, their theoretical conclusions are somewhat less so. Kenna, as noted above, fails to

challenge the aberrational view of early British political policing or take note of the importance

** See Tom Corfe, The Phoenix Park Murders: Conflict, Compromise and Tragedy in Ireland, 1879-1882 (London:
Hodder and Stoughton, 1968); Leon O’Broin, The Prime Informer: A Suppressed Scandal (London: Sidgwick &
Jackson, 1971); K. R. M. Short, The Dynamite War: Irish-American Bombers in Victorian Britain (Atlantic
Highlands, NJ: Humanities Press, 1979).

2 See Christy Campbell, Fenian Fire: The British Government Plot to Assassinate Queen Victoria (London:
HarperCollins, 2003); Niall Whelehan, The Dynamiters: Irish Nationalism and Political Violence in the Wider
World, 1867-1900 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012); John Gantt, Irish Terrorvism in the Atlantic
Community, 1865-1922 (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010); Sean McConville, Irish Political Prisoners,
1848-1922: Theatres of War (London and New York: Routledge, 2003); Joseph McKenna, The Irish-American
Dynamite Campaign: A History, 1881-1896 (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co., 2012).
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of extra-legality in its operations;** Christy Campbell’s Fenian Fire often falls into the trap of
conspiracy theorizing and sensationalizing the evidence; while Niall Whelehan argues
unconvincingly that it would be “misleading [...] to describe an established ‘system’ of political
policing in Britain during the [the 1880s and 90s],” and that “the authorities” simply “stumbled
through, improvising and testing different methods.”*

Histories of nineteenth-century anarchism have also occasionally produced valuable
insights into the workings of the late-Victorian political police, especially its relationship with
continental (particularly French, Italian and Russian) equivalents.”® As with histories of Irish
republicanism however, their usefulness is limited by their chronological focus as well as by a
decontextualized preoccupation with the venality and unaccountability of (some) British law
enforcers (in a way that ignores the heated debates and conflicting visions which characterized
the wider hierarchy of the British political police, especially in the 1880s and 90s).>” Conversely,
despite a recent resurgence of interest (popular and academic) in the Edwardian suffragettes,
there has been virtually no scholarship specifically on the subject of their policing — something
which I shall seek to redress in the third part of this thesis.

The scholarship dealing with the evolution of police methodology has equally contributed
to our understanding of early British political policing. Brodeur’s theories have already been
discussed above, and to this mentions of Robert Reiner’s and Clifford Shearing’s work must be

added (the latter being especially useful in its reframing of policing as a state-directed

#* “Despite this contravention of the rule of law [...] circumstances of [Special Irish Branch] illegality were more of
the exception rather than the rule” (Kenna, 330).

*> Whelehan, 133.

%6 See Constance Bantman, The French Anarchists in London, 1880-1914: Exile and Transnationalism in the First
Globalisation (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2013), 117-156 passim.; Paolo Di Paola, The Knights Errant
of Anarchy: London and the Italian Anarchist Diaspora, 1880-1917 (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2013),
83-85, 122-156 passim.; Alex Butterworth, The World That Never Was: A True Story of Dreamers, Schemers,
Anarchists and Secret Agents (New York: Pantheon Books, 2010), 297-99, 320-1, 329-38.

" Bantman, 124-5; 130, Di Paola, 153-5; Butterworth, 320, 330-6.
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“governance of security” not the activity of a singular institution).”® The only problem with these
accounts is that with very rare exceptions they do not include sustained discussions of the history
of British political policing. One such exception is Brodeur’s Policing Web (published shortly
before the author’s untimely death in 2010) in which he devoted several pages to the historical
development of the police in Britain and France before concluding, somewhat prematurely, that
the British model of policing politics avoided as much as possible extra-legal methods while
striving “to make the police accountable to the law.”*

Another, more remarkable, exception is Lindsay Clutterbuck’s 2002 often-cited (at least
in the sort of works mentioned above) doctoral thesis which deals specifically with the evolution
of counter-terrorism methodology within the London Metropolitan Police from 1829 to 1901.
Clutterbuck makes good use of archival documents (some little used before) and takes a very
systematic and methodical approach (tables and figures abound throughout the work) to his
topic. Despite the title he has very little to say on the 1890s and his research eschews “the

evolution of bureaucratic structures”>°

— even though such structures were very much integral to
the formation of the British political police. Nevertheless Clutterbuck correctly latches on to an
arguably obvious but crucial, and previously ignored fact, namely that the individuals involved

in setting up Britain’s early political police had personalities of their own and that these

personalities became “linked dynamically” with the very system they were actively working

¥ See Robert Reiner, The Politics of the Police, Fourth edition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010); Les
Johnston and Clifford Shearing, Governing Security: Explorations of Policing and Justice (London: Routledge,
2003).

% Jean-Paul Brodeur, The Policing Web (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 78.

3 Lindsay Clutterbuck, “An Accident of History? The Evolution of Counter Terrorism Methodology in the
Metropolitan Police from 1829 to 1901, with Particular Reference to the Influence of Extreme Irish Nationalist
Activity” (PhD diss., University of Portsmouth, 2002), 23.
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towards; as Clutterbuck explains, “not only did each [of these individuals] have a different
understanding of what the system was, their view also changed through time.””'

Finally, my understanding of late-Victorian liberalism and of the role and importance of
the Home Office bureaucracy also owes something to the work of Patrick Joyce, in particular his
State of Freedom: A Social History of the British State since 1800. As he convincingly argues in
that book,

Shared outlook, social background and education united [politician and civil servant].

Therefore, in using the term “governing classes” it is these people that we should have in

mind, for contrary to some understandings, and to the doctrine of separation of politics

and administration, it was in both figures that the real business of government took place.

The high bureaucrat, just as much as the politician, was involved in making state policy

[...] These men conceived of themselves as men of the state who had a particularly close

identification with and knowledge of not only the British state but British society, and

this further bolstered their power, as by convincing themselves of this they seem to have

been able to convince many others too, then and since.*>
While wary of notions which seek to artificially emphasize the supposed “mentality” of a group,
especially an elite group collectively invested with a significant degree of power, I believe this
analysis to be, in the main, correct. I also believe it has bearing on two of the issues that are at
the heart of the present research, namely the role played by “high bureaucrats” in planning and
implementing the British model of political policing, as well as the impact of liberalism on
governmental and popular attitudes to the political police.

The Arguments Advanced in this Work

31 1
Ibid., 201.

*2 Patrick Joyce, The State of Freedom: A Social History of the British State since 1800 (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 2013), 188.
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This thesis ultimately seeks to build on the recent scholarship dealing with the policing of
late-Victorian radical political movements (Irish republicanism and European anarchism in
particular) but, more importantly, it seeks to construct a cohesive account of early political
policing in Britain (which also includes the Edwardian period in its scope) that focuses not on the
movements being policed, or on a single institution of the political police (such as the Special
Branch of the Metropolitan Police) but on the network of state agents tasked with identifying and
policing subversion (real or perceived), their methods and the consequences of those methods.
To that end, there are several propositions which this thesis seeks to advance and over the space
of the following paragraphs I will delineate and expand on each under a separate header, roughly
in what I consider to be the order of their importance.

1. The Importance of Extra-Legality to the British Model of Political Policing

The main proposition which I seek to establish is that over the period considered here a
distinctly British model of policing political threats to the stability of the state emerged from the
discrete, and often conflicting, visions of several individual statesman, bureaucrats and police
officials — and that the principal feature of this model was extra-legality. Extra-legality does not
of course always imply outright illegality and it is precisely this aspect that the title of this work
alludes to. “Straining the law” is a phrase coined in 1898 by Robert Anderson (at the time
Assistant Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police and head of Scotland Yard) in a confidential
memorandum to Home Secretary Matthew White Ridley. Anderson wrote that memo in response
to the outcome of that year’s pan-European anti-anarchist conference in Rome, which had
sought, among other things, to bind all twenty-one participating nation-states to a united strategy
for dealing with anarchist-inspired terrorism. The British government had sent a delegation to the

conference but ultimately refused to adopt any of the measures proposed by the conference's two
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commissions due to a perception that such measures would prove intrusive and inimical to the
spirit of British law. As Sir Phillip Currie (one of the British delegates) explained during one of
the conference’s plenary meetings, British laws did not admit of the existence of a separate,
political category of crime, adding that “We do not prosecute opinions[;] the only question with

933 The British did however promise to expand and further define

us 1is, is there crime or not
existing legislation dealing with explosives and the extradition of foreign terrorists (a promise
which would nonetheless never be honoured). Prompted by this situation, Anderson pointed out
that,
[...] in recent years the [British] Police have succeeded only by straining the law, or, in
plain English, by doing utterly unlawful things, at intervals, to check this conspiracy, and
my serious fear is that if new legislation affecting it is passed, Police powers may thus be
defined and our practical powers seriously impaired. [If] the actual powers of Police in
this country [become public knowledge], then the methods which successive secretaries
of state have sanctioned, and which have been resorted to with such excellent results will
be shown to be without legal sanction, and must be abandoned.**
While the wording here would seem to suggest that straining the law is in fact always
synonymous with illegality, it should be pointed out that there is more than a hint of
exaggeration in this passage, and, as subsequent pages will demonstrate, Anderson was
throughout his career as spymaster and police official a fairly duplicitous and unreliable narrator
of the activities of the political police. Despite such exaggeration, straining the law is
nonetheless a highly useful concept when looking at the early history of the political police in

Britain. What, then, is it? Here I argue that it is first and foremost the judicious use of legal

*> Sir Phillip Currie to the Marquess of Salisbury, 3 December 1898, TNA HO 45/10254/X36450/79.
** Memoranda by Robert Anderson, 13 December 1898 and 14 January 1899, TNA HO 45/10254/X36450.
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loopholes by the political police in a way that arguably perverts the original meaning of (or
“strains”) existing legislation without necessarily veering into the egregiously illegal.

Although Anderson’s explicit identification of this practice as the established modus
operandi of the British political police is rare, it is not, as my research will show, singular (and
certainly implicit references to it are in fact quite common throughout the official
correspondence). More important than such references however are the actual examples of
straining the law ranging from dubious arrest practices — which James Monro, Chief
Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police between 1888 and 1890, thought put police in danger

of “acting in violation of the law”*’

— to collusion between the institutional political police
(namely the Special Branch of the Scotland Yard) and representatives of the ruling Conservative
government with the purpose of amassing incriminating evidence against a prominent member of
Her Majesty’s Opposition (in this case the Irish leader Charles Stewart Parnell).

Extra-legality remained a feature of the British model of political policing throughout the
period discussed here and arguably evolved into its central, defining tenet. The reason for this is
that even though several competing methodologies of political policing were at play within the
upper echelons of the late-Victorian state, they all accepted straining the law as fundamentally
necessary or at least inevitable. During the 1880s Edward Jenkinson — head of Britain's and
Ireland's anti-Fenian strategy from 1884 to 1886 — came to embody extra-legality with his
extensive (and often completely unaccountable) use of double agents and agents provocateurs
even as his superiors in Dublin Castle and Whitehall (especially the Home Secretary) wavered
between privately supporting his methods and publicly condemning them. At the same time,

Jenkinson’s professed rivals within the political police apparatus (principally James Monro and

Robert Anderson) also chose to make use of extra-legal methods in dealing with perceived

33 Unsigned Home Office memorandum, 28 March 1891, TNA MEPO 2/186.
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political threats to the state even as they claimed (particularly in the case of Monro) to abhor
such methods.

Thanks to the smoothing out of personal rivalries, straining the law came to play an even
more important role for the British political police during the 1890s. Much like Jenkinson before
him, Chief Inspector William Melville (superintendent of the Special Branch between 1893 and
1904) rapidly rose to be the unofficial — and, this time, virtually unchallenged — director of the
institutional political police (even as the Branch continued to be under the nominal stewardship
of the Home Secretary). Under Melville's leadership the political police engaged in practices
which ranged from mere shadowing and infiltration of seditious groups (sometimes at the behest
of foreign governments) to unwarranted house searches and the possible use of agents
provocateurs. Melville himself freely (albeit secretly) colluded with representatives of
continental (especially Russian) political police organizations in order to aid the latter in
silencing radicals who had taken refuge in Britain. Although such practices gradually became
more subdued in the first decade of the twentieth century, they did not disappear altogether and
the willingness of the authorities to continue using them was made especially clear after
suffragette militants began their campaign of intimidation and destruction of public and private
property.

Ultimately, I trust this research will establish that regardless of whether they believed in
traditional Victorian methods of policing (such as “picketing” suspected radicals in order to
dissuade them from engaging in actual crime) or, conversely, they favoured covert intelligence
gathering and dissimulation, the men involved in setting up Britain's early political police
regarded extra-legality as inextricable to their work and strived to use it to their best advantage.

In a situation in which the powers of the political police were constantly subject to review and
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revision by the Home Secretary according to the political priorities of the ruling party and in
which, at least initially, personal rivalries and disputes led to a significant amount of institutional
friction, straining the law provided a degree of constancy which ensured that the British state
would be able to meet subversive challenges as needed.

2. The Importance of Individual Actors

Although I have no interest in peddling vague and controversial phrases like “historical
constructionism” or “methodological individualism” here, it is my position that history-writing is
always reliant on incomplete and fragmented documents (broadly understood) and thus always in
the process of being assembled, rather than revealed, by historians. Individual historical actors
are of course often (if not always) nothing but collections of such incomplete and fragmented
documents, but the relationships between them as individuals are greater than their separate
archival afterlives; individuals after all, to paraphrase a famous if somewhat hackneyed adage,
make their own history, but not as they would wish. It is that space between the individual desire
and the historical event that is to me the most fascinating and the most worthy of careful
investigation.

To frame this issue in the context of early British political policing, one need only ask
why Britain did not evolve a more regimented and centralized — in other words more “European”
— system of policing political subversion over the three decades preceding the First World War.
One possible answer (and one which has proved quite popular with historians as we have already
seen) is that “liberal Britain“ successfully fended off the challenge of an insidious authoritarian
conspiracy thanks to the strength of its constitution and the devotion it inspired in the British
public. This is, however, wholly lopsided. Granted that the prevailing political orthodoxies of the

time had an overall retarding effect on the development of intelligence-based policing in Britain,
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the British political police system of the late-Victorian and Edwardian periods took the shape it
did, when it did, because of the impact specific individuals (and the interactions between them)
had on it.

Thus, for example, the Special Irish Branch of the Scotland Yard came into being in
March 1883 not as an inevitable uniform response to a terrorist threat or because of some
mysterious chink in the British government's liberal armour; it came into being because Sir
William Harcourt (then Home Secretary) made it his mission to create such an organization, as
part of a wider, personal strategy for aggressively tackling Fenian conspiracies in Britain. If in
1884 Edward Jenkinson (then Assistant Under-Secretary for Police and Crime in Ireland) was
put in charge of British anti-Fenian operations and given free hand to employ his “continental”
(as one of his critics put it) counter-subversive strategies, it is again because Harcourt willed it,
based on a certain set of assumptions, beliefs and negotiations. If, finally, in 1887 Jenkinson was
forced to resign (with highly significant consequences for the British political police), it is
because a different Home Secretary, Sir Henry Matthews, decided to side with Jenkinson's rivals
within the police hierarchy for personal and ideological reasons. These and many other similar
situations will be further described and dissected throughout this thesis; suffice it here to say that
individual factors proved of greater significance in the development of the methodology and
direction of the early British political police than any impersonal social and political processes.

3. The Structure of the Early British Political Police

As mentioned above, those authors who have focused on the political police apparatus in
late-Victorian Britain (Porter and Clutterbuck most notably) have tended to conflate it with a
specific police institution, namely the Special Branch of the Scotland Yard. This tends to distort

the particular nature of the British model of political policing because it fails to take into account
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the fluidity and ad-hocness imposed on it by extra-legality. In other words, the late-Victorian
British political police was not in fact just an institutional police force; besides Special Branch
detectives and the head of Scotland Yard, it effectively included the Home Secretary and several
high-ranking members of the Home Office bureaucracy, the Chief Commissioner of the
Metropolis, mercenary private informers, military men, and, at times, even the Prime Minister
himself (most notably Lord Salisbury). On the face of it, this may seem like an argument
concerned with mere semantics, but if we take into consideration the fact that some of the key
decisions regarding political threats to the state were made not by police detectives or officials
but by Whitehall administrators, its real importance becomes apparent. If the political police did
in fact extend beyond the confines of Scotland Yard (as I argue here), then its existence can no
longer be regarded as an aberration at odds with the liberal status quo.

In addition, this thesis will also strive to show that while decision-making within the
political police apparatus often followed a hierarchical structure (extending downwards from the
Home Secretary to police constables posted on “special duty”), the clash of individual
personalities and agendas described above often led to situations in which perceived political
threats were dealt with surreptitiously, outside of the proper chain of command — once again
reinforcing the centrality of extra-legality and of individual agency.

4. Popular and Official Perceptions of Political Policing

One of the biggest, and least scrutinized, misconceptions to be found in the
historiography dealing (directly or indirectly) with the early British political police is that
political policing not only went against a supposed late-Victorian liberal status quo but that it
was positively un-British to begin with. The current formulation of this hypothesis arguably

originates in the work of Bernard Porter but an earlier version can be found in the work of
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traditionalist police historians like Charles Reith and this in turn can be traced to mid-Victorian
commentators such as Charles Dickens who in 1850 wrote that the “Detective Police system of
London [...] is solely employed in bringing crime to justice,” adding that in Britain “the most
rabid demagogue can say what he chooses [without] the terror of an organised spy system.”>°
Dickens was probably voicing a majority opinion at the time, and it certainly would not be a
stretch to conclude that the years between the demise of Chartism and the beginning of the
Fenian dynamite campaign were, with few exceptions, “essentially spyless.”’ By the early
1880s, however, popular (though not necessarily political) prejudices against political policing
were already softening quite rapidly.

As mentioned in the previous section of this introduction, the reverse-whiggish view of
the origins of Britain's political police is a two-pronged one. On the one hand, it is argued,
political policing was foreign and inimical to British liberalism and therefore detested by the
British public at large; on the other hand, insofar as it existed, political policing was largely the
work of a cabal of reactionary figures with decidedly un-British (i.e. Irish or otherwise colonial)
backgrounds who only managed to get as far as they did thanks to a declining national sense of
imperial self-confidence. Leaving aside the obvious internal contradiction of a Britain that is
both muscularly liberal and insecure, it is my intention here to argue against both of these
assertions.

What my research will demonstrate is that the early British system of political policing
was in fact mostly a liberal one, and, insofar as awareness of it gradually seeped into public
consciousness, that it enjoyed widespread support from most sections of British society. It was

not of course liberal by any modern definition of the word, but it was liberal by late-Victorian

3% Household Words, 21 September 1850.
*7 Bernard Porter, Plots and Paranoia: A History of Political Espionage in Britain, 1790-1988 (Boston: Unwin
Hyman. 1989), 81.
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standards in that it proved distrustful of overt government centralization and strove to use
existing bureaucracies rather than create new ones; in that it resisted attempts to make legislation
more authoritarian and punitive (which is what the right wing of the Conservative Party
overwhelmingly preferred); and lastly, in that far from being the work of reactionary colonials, it
was in fact a system designed mostly by individuals committed, at least to some extent, to the
principles of the British Liberal Party. This obviously does not mean that the early British
political police was invariably a liberal institution (it could not have been so given its fragmented
nature and subservience to the political priorities of the Conservative Party during the latter's
years in power), but it does mean that the notion that political policing was fundamentally
opposed to mainstream late-Victorian liberalism simply does not hold water.

Equally unconvincing is the notion that the majority of the British public had a hostile
view of political policing. Although sections of the political establishment remained seemingly
attached to the mid-Victorian discourse which frowned upon secret policing as inimical to the
spirit of the British constitution, the reasons for such an attitude varied according to political
necessity. Conservative critics tended to object to political policing because of a general
opposition to “big government;” Liberal critics mostly out of a declared attachment to freedom
of opinion and personal liberty; while Irish Nationalists (as a rule) saw in it merely the tool of
colonialist oppression. Whatever the declared nature of their respective oppositions, it must be
noted that political policing was never discontinued as a practice either by Liberal or
Conservative administrations, and it is telling that Lord Salisbury, one of the most prominent
Conservative critics of a stronger police force took a very active and committed interest in the

activities of the political police during his premierships. This suggests that the oppositional
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discourse was, by the late-nineteenth century, largely just that — a discourse to be used as needed
in political battles.

A further illustration of this duplicity comes from the way in which British authorities
chose to deal with native socialist militancy in the later 1880s. Although Bernard Porter has
argued that the British political police judiciously avoided infiltrating and even monitoring
British socialist organizations following a series of socialist-inspired disturbances in London
during 1886 and 1887, my research will show that this was not at all the case. Although initially
discouraged from interfering with an otherwise anaemic British socialist agitation, the political
police was nonetheless given carte blanche by the Home Secretary to shadow and infiltrate
groups like the Social Democratic Federation (SDF) after 1887. If using the political police
against native Britons constituted the ultimate sin against a fuzzily-defined liberalism, then it was
a sin the British government had no qualms about committing given the strength of public
opposition to socialism (manifested especially in the wake of the “Bloody Sunday” riot of 1887).

Outside of Whitehall, there was in fact little discernible opposition to the idea of a system
of secret police tasked with subverting unacceptable forms of political activity. The evidence for
this comes mostly from newspapers at the time, which were, with few and specific exceptions,
overwhelmingly (and regardless of political line) supportive of what was then termed “the
political department at Scotland Yard” even when the government appeared to be less so; it also
comes, however, from the many examples of regular, everyday people providing vital
information to authorities in cases of a political nature (indeed it can be argued that some of the
highest-profile cases of political conspiracy during the period discussed here came about thanks
to tip-offs from “concerned citizens™).

5. Britain’s Relationship with Foreign Powers in Matters of Political Policing
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Britain's foreign policy in Europe during the former's so-called age of “splendid
isolation” has been exhaustively documented and debated by historians but the relationship
between British and continental authorities in matters of political policing over the same period
has received comparatively little attention.*® What my research suggests in this respect is that if
Britain's isolation in diplomatic matters before 1914 is to some extent debatable, its commitment
to isolation in legal matters, especially matters concerning political crime, is beyond any doubt.
Examples of this policy will be discussed throughout this thesis, but here it must be noted that
the reasons for Britain's isolation in matters of political policing had little if anything to do with
“liberal values,” as some historians have recently suggested.”” Certainly there was a lot of heated
debate in Parliament on this issue throughout the period discussed here, with Liberal leaders
usually favouring a “pro-European” cooperationist stance, and Conservative leaders trumpeting
the virtues of an independent, uncompromisingly British legal system. In practice, however,
Liberal and Conservative administrations proved equally opposed to committing Britain to any
pan-European project for tackling organized sedition.

The biggest reason for this had to do with extra-legality and the need to protect it as the
defining feature of British political policing. As Robert Anderson keenly observed after the 1898
anti-anarchist conference in Rome, European proposals for continent-wide efforts at clamping
down on insurrectionary movements invariably involved a high degree of centralization (away
from London) and indiscriminate information-sharing — both of which were inimical to straining
the (British) law. Indeed, as we shall see, British authorities were quite happy to occasionally

supply foreign governments with intelligence on the movements of foreign radicals exiled in

3 For recent efforts in this direction see Richard Bach Jensen, The Battle against Anarchist Terrorism: An
International History, 1878—1934 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), passim. and Bantman, 127-30;
149-53.

% Jensen, 67, 118; Bantman, 148.
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Britain so long as Whitehall got to control how much would be communicated, to whom, and
especially to what benefit. When there was nothing to be gained from aiding a foreign
government in this manner, British officials routinely ignored requests for cooperation.

If there was any genuine cooperation between Britain and Europe in matters of political
policing it was usually at the level of practical police work. British detectives occasionally
helped in the investigations of their foreign counterparts, with sometimes spectacular results
(such as the 1892 and 1894 arrests in London of two infamous French anarchists implicated in a
Parisian dynamite conspiracy), but even here the limitations imposed by the Whitehall
bureaucracy could not be overridden. Because of the need to preserve extra-legality, formal
cooperation between British and foreign police had to be kept at a minimum which meant that in
sensitive cases that the British government had little to gain from (such as the 1897 prosecution
of the Russian exile Vladimir Burtsev for inciting the murder of the Czar) coordination between
British and continental detectives had to be done covertly, without the knowledge of the Home
Office. Such instances of covert cooperation were however arguably rare and worked towards
confirming the established British model of political policing rather than subverting it.

This does not mean that the British attitude towards cooperation with Europe was the
product of some monolithic “official mind,” and, as we shall see later on, the divergence of
opinion within the hierarchy of the British political police meant that some officials (especially at
the Home Office) regarded “the continental system [of policing politics] as [one] which
possesses very great and obvious advantages.”* Additionally, some of the more practical
counter-terrorist measures in use on the continent (such as specially fitted bomb-defusing
laboratories) were eventually at least partially adopted by British authorities. All the same, for

reasons that will be discussed throughout this thesis, such exceptions to the rule did not

* Memorandum by Godfrey Lushington, 7 June 1886, TNA HO 144/721/110757.
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ultimately lead to any concentrated attempts to bring the British model of political policing more
in line with its European equivalents. While Britain's diplomatic isolation may have finally come
to an end in the first few years of the twentieth century, in policing matters it continued all
throughout the pre-war years (and arguably until 1928, when Britain joined, if only nominally,
the Interpol organization).

6. The Efficiency of the Early British Model of Political Policing

Although my intention here is mainly to examine the workings and structure of the early
British model of political policing, a few things need to be said on the issue of its efficiency (or
lack thereof). It is of course an undeniable fact that the organized Fenianism of the late
nineteenth century did not collapse solely because of the pressure placed on it by British counter-
terrorist strategies. It is also an undeniable fact that after the collapse of Fenian terrorism in the
late 1880s the British government was never again confronted with any believable
insurrectionary threat until the Easter Rising of 1916 (and then only in Ireland). Political threats
to national security continued to exist — anarchism in the 1890s; revolutionary socialism, anti-
colonial nationalism and militant suffragism in the 1900s — but none proved to be existential
threats.

The issue then arises of how we can measure the efficiency of the British political police
given that after 1890 the forms of subversion it was tasked with monitoring and combating
lacked genuine revolutionary potential; arguably, if there had been no political police whatsoever
(as the government sometimes unconvincingly claimed), Britain's national security would not
have been much affected for the worse. This may be, but one can only argue this point with the
benefit of hindsight and by ignoring the weight of contemporary public opinion. As this research

will show, for most Britons the political threats of the 1890s and the 1900s were in fact highly
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significant ones. Although anarchist terrorists in Britain never succeeded in orchestrating the
kind of bloody outrages that became routine in Belle Epoque France, events like the 1892 trial of
six Walsall anarchists for conspiracy to manufacture explosives, the 1894 explosion in
Greenwich Park, as well as a string of other, less egregious incidents, convinced many Britons
that anarchism was a genuine domestic threat. Similarly, while the socialist and suffragist
militancy of the Edwardian years may seem quaint when compared to the revolutionary
movements that emerged after 1917, to people who had yet to even experience the ferocity of the
First World War it could easily appear to be “something very like revolution” (in the words of
one Special Branch detective at the time).

With this in mind, the British model of political policing emerges as a moderately
efficient one if only because (with a few exceptions) it was seen to be so by public opinion and
radical opinion alike. In spite of a problematic structure which promoted secrecy, resistance to
change, collusion with foreign agents and internal rivalries; despite several spectacular failures
of intelligence and a willingness to, in some instances, use violence or the threat of violence in
order to defuse perceived dangers to national safety, the political police managed to tackle
subversive activity in a way that, overall, appeared to most Britons to be unobtrusive and benign.
As a Sunday Times correspondent observed in 1897 while visiting the haunts of anarchist
revolutionaries in London, “the very significance of [...] police espionage [in Britain] is that it is
3541

not assertive — is, in fact, subterranean in its character.

The Methodology and Sources Used

Historical facts are imperfect but they nonetheless tend to have fairly long shelf lives;
historical theories, on the other hand, are very often perfectly constructed but, like the

“bourgeois” relations of Marxist theory, ultimately become antiquated before they can even

* Sunday Times, 15 August 1897.
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ossify. For this reason I have chosen to keep overt theorizing and thematic analysis down to a
minimum throughout the main body of this thesis and have focused instead on creating the sort
of narrative that might allow the reader to understand not only the evolution of political policing
in late-Victorian Britain but the internal ambitions and drives which formed the engine of this
evolution. Whatever historical and theoretical context I have chosen to include outside of the
main introduction and conclusion has been presented in the form of smaller introductions and
conclusions to each of the three main parts of this work, as well as in the form of footnotes.

Although footnotes are sometimes derided as “distracting” by academic and non-
academic audiences alike, here I have chosen to make extensive (although I trust not excessive)
use of them, mainly for two reasons. The first is to avoid breaking the chronological thread of the
narrative with tangential information (which would arguably prove the more distracting
practice); the second is that I don't believe footnotes need be a dead hedge of page numbers and
archival references — just as a body of text is not merely the dumping ground for information
deemed sufficiently relevant. Both can, and should, be carefully constructed to provide distinct
yet concurrent layers of meaning. A third, arguably less justifiable, reason is that I consider
explicative footnotes to be aesthetically pleasing and conducive to a less monotonous reading
experience.

The narrative proceeds in more or less chronological order and often pinpoints exact
dates and locations. To some extent this is an attempt to amplify its historicity; to convey, in
other words, the sense of uncertainty and confusion that historical actors would have experienced
and to avoid the trap of teleological thinking. More importantly, it is an attempt to present as
much of the historical evidence as possible outside of the confines of inherited academic

discourses. This is not out of a naive belief that facts can speak for themselves, but because given
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the limitations of the current scholarship, the early British political police needs a new chronicle
as much as it needs a new history.

The primary sources I have relied on for this research can broadly be divided into official
and unofficial. The former overwhelmingly come from the archives currently held at the British
National Archives at Kew and include Home Office and Foreign Office memoranda, police
reports and orders, official and private correspondence, short notes, witness depositions,
telegrams, trial proceedings, and annotated newspaper clippings. For relevant official
correspondence which I have not been able to consult first-hand, I have relied on the research of
some of the authors mentioned in the second section of this introduction (particularly Porter and
Campbell) and, where available, on published anthologies.

Unofficial sources are those which are not of governmental provenance and they consist
of newspaper accounts, memoirs, works of fiction and of independent journalism, and even the
odd archival video recording (in the form of a 1911 Pathé newsreel). Newspaper accounts in
particular have proved essential in the research of Britain's relationship with continental powers
in matters of policing and the British public's perception of the national political police, and it is
for this reason that I have tried to cast as wide a geographical net as possible. When discussing
continental (particularly French) attitudes to British politics and policing, I have tended to rely
on non-English rather than English-language accounts, not because the former are less biased but
because they reveal attitudes and prejudices which are absent from the latter. Similarly, when
discussing the reactions of the British press to the government's practices of political policing, |
have tried to avoid reproducing the London-centric, and often 7imes-centric, approach of
previous scholarship (although London is for historical reasons still very much the undisputed

centre of this narrative) by sampling a wide array of titles from across the United Kingdom of
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Great Britain and Ireland. To a significant extent this has only been possible thanks to my access
to technologies that even two decades ago were still not widely available to scholars, namely the
many online databases of digitized historical media. Such databases have also proved essential to
my use of minor secondary sources that are not part of the taxonomy described in the review of
literature.

The majority of official sources deployed here have to some extent been used or
referenced in previous scholarly works, but I have nonetheless managed to uncover several
previously overlooked documents, some of which shine new light on important aspects of early
British political policing. Thus, for example, an 1894 note by Home Office Under-Secretary H.
W. Primrose speaks to the then dysfunctional communication channels between the Home
Secretary and the Special Branch of the Scotland Yard by instructing the Assistant
Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police that “in future the [Home Secretary] desires that he
may have immediate official information on all matters relating to the Anarchist movement, and
not be left to obtain his news from the papers.”** Similarly, official correspondence on the
previously overlooked case of Alfred Oldland (a socialist sympathizer arrested in 1887 for
resisting arrest and attacking police officers) reveals that the political police were in fact actively
monitoring and even striving to infiltrate socialist organizations like the SDF during the late
1880s. A final example to be mentioned here is the governmental archive dealing with the South
Wales labour disturbances of 1910 which, although previously known to historians, has never
been (so far as I have been able to gather) adequately explored; as my research will show,
documents from this archive demonstrate not only the extent to which British authorities (in
London and in Wales) thought of the disturbances in the Rhondda Valley (epitomized by the

Tonypandy riot of November 1910) as the product of socialist sedition, but also the extent to

* Note by Charles Murdoch, 24 April 1894, TNA HO 144/545/A55176/26.
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which, even at this late date, extra-legality was still the dominating feature of British political
policing (a fact illustrated by the way in which General Nevil Macready handled the Home
Office-mandated mission of pacifying the region).

In the case of previously used archives, my research approach has been to explore the
available content more deeply, following the guiding principle that individual voices, differences
of opinion and unsteady compromises can all bring to light new and interesting aspects to the
topic at hand. Several short and nearly illegible (yet often meaningful) notes by Home Office
bureaucrats have been uncovered this way. I have also striven to avoid paraphrasing important
documents (such as personal and official correspondence) whenever possible, preferring instead
to render the original phrasing and authorial voice by means of (occasionally lengthy) direct
quotes. Above all I have endeavoured to write a lively and enjoyable account that might allow
the reader to — in the words of one of my favourite historians — “taste the flavor of the distant
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past.”" If I have succeeded, even partially, in this last objective then writing this thesis will not

have been a waste of time.

* Robert Darnton, Mesmerism and the End of the Enlightenment in France (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1968), viii.
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PART 1

‘Panic and indifference’

1881-1891
Introduction
The rapid development of political policing and government surveillance in late-
nineteenth-century Britain is not easily explained given its apparent contradiction of a centuries-
old belief which “an extraordinarily large number of Britons seem to have [subscribed to —
namely] that, under God, they were peculiarly free [and] richer in every sense than other peoples,

particularly Catholic peoples, and particularly the French.”'

This national myth of an
uncomplicated Protestant liberty, infused with a disdain for the “Jesuitical” methods of
continental governments permeated public life throughout the nineteenth century, from the halls
of Westminster to alehouses and working men’s clubs. Yet devotion to “British liberty” was
hardly the bedrock on which government policy was formed, especially where national security
was at stake.

When it was set up by Act of Parliament in 1829, the London Metropolitan Police was
supposed, in the wording of the act, to introduce “a new and more efficient system of police in
lieu of [the] ineffective [...] establishments of nightly watch and nightly police;” its intended
target was the supposed wave of “offences against property [which] have of late increased in and

near the metropolis.”> Nowhere was political crime or subversion of any sort mentioned despite

very recent memories of the Peterloo Massacre, the Cato Street conspiracy, and the various

' Linda Colley, Britons: Forging the Nation, 1707-1837 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1992), 32.
* Metropolitan Police Act 1829, 10 Geo. IV, c. 44.
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gagging acts passed in their aftermath. As Tony Bunyan has argued, this was likely a calculated
move on the part of Sir Robert Peel, one that was meant to convince the respectable classes that
“unlike the French police, whose arbitrary powers were feared, the London police did not
threaten their liberty.”

It did not, however, take long for political developments to begin changing the course of
institutionalized policing in Britain. The Chartist disturbances of the 1830s “provided the
government with the opportunity for legislation™ and the new London system of policing was
extended to the rest of the country, at first on a voluntary basis, through the Rural Constabulary
Act of 1839. The limits of this cautious embracing of increased policing were highlighted in
1833 when Sergeant William Popay of the Metropolitan Police was revealed to have infiltrated a
chapter of the Chartist National Political Union and to have egged on various members to
commit violent outrages against established authorities. Two select committees were set up to
investigate into the legality of Popay’s actions but the fact that the sergeant’s mission had been
secretly planned and sanctioned by the Home Secretary allowed the two Commissioners of the
Metropolis, Charles Rowan and Richard Mayne, to deny “the imputation that we could have
sanctioned or allowed any such practices.”” Popay was dismissed, the Commissioners were
exonerated and the select committees concluded that the use of plain-clothes police was perfectly
constitutional so long as it steered clear of “the Employment of Spies [...] as a practice most

abhorrent to the feelings of the People, and most alien to the spirit of the Constitution.”®

* Bunyan, 63.

* Clive Emsley, Crime and Society in England, 1750-1900, Fourth edition (Harow: Longman, 2010), 238.

> Richard Mayne, quoted in James Winter, London’s Teeming Streets, 1830-1914 (London: Routledge, 2013), 52.

8 Parliamentary Papers 1833 (627), XIII, Report from the Select Committee on the Petition of Frederick Young and
Others, p. 3, quoted in Haia Shpayer-Makov and Clive Emsley, eds., Police Detectives in History, 1750-1950
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2006), 7.



34

In 1842 the first unit of the London Metropolitan Police dedicated specifically to the
detection of crime came into being and with it the foundations for what would later become the
Criminal Investigation Department (CID). Although initially numbering only two inspectors and
six sergeants, the fledgling detective branch represented the British government’s first real effort
to set up an apparatus for “investigating crimes [...] gathering intelligence [and infiltrating] mass
gatherings” that threatened public order.’

Yet ironically by the mid 1840s Chartism no longer posed much of a threat to national
security.® Furthermore this decade also saw the birth of a new, invigorated, imperial Britain
which could now afford to flaunt its self-assertiveness in the face of a Europe torn between
nationalist fervour and unbending reaction. As Bernard Porter has suggested, nothing epitomized
this new image of Britannia triumphant better than “the tradition of [unconditional] asylum for ...
[the] hundreds of fugitives from failed revolutions on the Continent,” the more genteel of whom
found a “warm welcome in whiggish circles.”” Even characters not entirely fit for polite society,
such as Karl Marx, could at least count on toleration.

If British middle-class opinion had found covert policing distasteful before, due to its
association with Revolutionary and post-Revolutionary France, it was now adamant that the
values of “liberal England” were wholly at odds with the backhanded ways of spies and
infiltrators. Charles Dickens’ weekly Household Words described the “Detective Police system
of London” as one “solely [concerned with] bringing crime to justice” not with “the terror of an

organised spy system,”'’ while as late as 1875 The Times declared Britain still “happily free from

" Haia Shpayer-Makov, The Ascent of the Detective, 33.

¥ For an account of the decline of Chartism in the mid-1840s see Malcolm Chase, Chartism: A New History
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2007), 236 ff.

? Porter, Plots and Paranoia, 76.

' Household Words, 21 September 1850.
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the baleful institution of a Secret Police employed in the service of Order.”'" This had the effect
of putting government officials in a defensive and self-censorious stance, and although the Met’s
detective branch was kept in place and even expanded, its plain-clothes operations were by now
strictly regulated in accordance with Charles Rowan’s orders in 1845 that “no man shall disguise
himself [except in] very strong case[s] of necessity [and not] without particular orders [from his
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superiors].” © The mid-Victorian period thus ushered in what Bernard Porter has somewhat

»13 although underneath this apparent calm

dramatically termed a “vast [...] chasm of spylessness,
there was still an uneasy equilibrium between the demands of opinion-makers and those of the
British state.

Cracks began appearing as early as 1867, when a group of Irish-American members of
the revolutionary nationalist Fenian Brotherhood blew up Clerkenwell Prison in central London,
in an attempt to liberate one of their incarcerated comrades; seven people died, several dozens
were injured, and more than two hundred properties were damaged as a result.'* At the time the
Home Office still relied exclusively on its small, sub-institutional Secret Service bureau (set up
at the time of the French Revolution) for secret intelligence on matters of national security. The
intelligence however was based solely on the reports of a few scattered spies not on the
accountable operations of police detectives. The Criminal Investigation Department at Scotland
Yard (formed in 1878 out of the ashes of the old and terminally corrupt detective department'°)

did not yet have any means of assessing the strength of Fenian activity abroad or in Britain and

there were no plans to expand its functions in that direction. The Clerkwenwell bombing

" Times, 24 August 1875.

12 Rowan quoted in Shpayer-Makov, The Ascent of the Detective, 34.

13 Porter, Plots and Paranoia, 81.

' Brian Jenkins, The Fenian Problem: Insurgency and Terrorism in a Liberal State 1858-1874 (Montreal and
Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2008), 155.

' Shpayer-Makov, The Ascent of the Detective, 38-9.
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however proved to be merely the prelude to a far more destructive terroristic campaign, one that
would target both official buildings (including the Scotland Yard headquarters) but also railway
stations and public monuments. At last, the government could no longer afford to be seen to do

nothing.

¢

X/
*

14 January 1881, Salford, Manchester

On the afternoon of 14 January 1881 a seven-year-old boy named Richard Clark and his
nanny, Mary Ann Nadin, were walking along a fog-laden Tatton Street in Salford, heading
towards Oldfield Road where they were supposed to meet the boy’s father at his place of
business. Just as they were about to pass by the Infantry Barracks however, a sharp blaze
followed by an ear-splitting boom pierced through the sullen fog, sending off bits of debris in
every direction; after the dirt and snow had settled, an elderly man who had also been walking in
the vicinity of the Barracks prior to the explosion but had luckily escaped unscathed, could see
the injured Mrs. Nadin wailing over the motionless body of her young companion; Richard had
suffered a major head wound and despite the forthcoming medical efforts to save him, was about
to bleed to death. A woman later recalled before the inquest into the death of the boy that shortly
before the explosion “at 25 minutes past five [...] she saw two men [stopping] on the footpath
next the barrack wall, and one of them struck a match. They then stood for a few minutes with
their faces to the wall, and afterwards walked off [...] after [which] she saw a light against the
wall, and sparks falling from it.”'°

The two men were never found or even properly identified (although a local publican told

police he had encountered two suspicious “Yankee-Irishmen” carrying equally suspicious

' Manchester Courier and Lancashire General Advertiser, 27 January 1881.
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packages only hours before the explosion),'’ but in Salford and Westminster alike little doubt
remained as to who was responsible for the outrage. Only ten days prior the War Office had
issued orders to volunteer regiments in Liverpool and Manchester to deposit their armaments in
“a place of safety” as information deemed credible suggested “an organised attempt would be
made by some disaffected portion of the population to seize the arms stored [...] in the district.”"®
That “disaffected portion” was an equivoque for the sympathizers and agents of the umbrella
organization known as the Fenians, which at the time comprised the Ireland-based Irish
Republican Brotherhood, its American offshoots, viz. the Fenian Brotherhood and the Clan-na-
Gael, as well as satellite groupuscles like the United Irishmen of America.

As the recently instated Home Secretary William Vernon Harcourt explained on 22
February in the House of Commons in response to a suggestion by the Nationalist MP Timothy
Healy that “a groundless panic” had been created by the government around the “recent alleged”
outrage at Salford:

I desire entirely to contradict that, and to say there is ground [...] for believing that a

Fenian conspiracy exists — that it professes the same treasonable and unlawful objects,

and pursues them by the same detestable means, as Fenian conspiracies have done in the

past. [...] A paper was sent to me a few days ago, belonging to a man who is perfectly
well known — a man who was a Fenian convict, but who received the mercy of the Crown
by being released before the expiry of his sentence. He was subsequently elected Member
for an Irish constituency; but he was unable to take his seat, being a convict felon. I refer
to [Jeremiah] O'Donovan Rossa. He has a paper called The United Irishman, a copy of

which was sent to me the other day. That paper stated that the objects which were

' Times, 17 January 1881.
' Belfast News-Letter, 6 January 1881.
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pursued by the Party to which the editor belonged were to overthrow the English
Government by the sword, and by Constitutional agitation. Then there was a speech
reported in that paper by a man well known in this country, a man who certainly received
the grace of the Crown — John Devoy, who was a convict, and, unfortunately, allowed to
go at liberty before the expiry of his sentence'” [...] He says he will assassinate a single
Minister, and then he will assassinate the whole Cabinet. That is what they desire, and
then he says he and his friends intend to accomplish a conflagration of the whole of
London and other cities in England. Then he used a phrase which is very remarkable [...]
that he would "have recourse to modern science." I think we know what the resources of
modern science are connected with the conflagration of the towns [...] If Mr. O'Donovan
Rossa and Mr. Devoy, and the people whom they subsidize, collect money [for their]
“Skirmishing Fund”?’ [...] is [it not] the duty of [the] Government [...] to protect itself
against men whose principles are the principles of the Nihilists, and whoso practices are
the practices of the Petroleurs [21*

A decade earlier, Harcourt’s predecessor, Henry Austin Bruce, had been informed by Robert

Anderson, the Home Office’s resident expert on Fenian matters, that his (Anderson’s) “American

correspondent,” the (in)famous Thomas Beach a.k.a. Henri Le Caron, was reporting “Fenian

" In early 1871 several Fenians who had been imprisoned for treason in Ireland and Britain found their way to New
York after being amnestied by Gladstone. Five of the exiles in particular, including Devoy and O’Donovan Rossa,
were welcomed with great acclaim by the local Irish-American community, and were even received at the White
House by President Grant (much to the ire of British authorities).

2% Set up by O’Donovan Rossa in the mid 1870s as a means to sponsor attempts of breaking Fenian prisoners out of
jail in Britain and Ireland (and even Australia, as in the case of the notorious Catalpa expedition of 1876), the
Skirmishing Fund was quickly co-opted at the instigation of American Fenians like Patrick and Augustine Ford into
the cause of “scientific,” guerilla-style warfare. Following a period of internal dissent, the Fund was rechristened in
the late 1870s as the National Fund (reflecting the emergence of the New Departure) forcing O’Donovan Rosa to set
up a new organisation, the United Irishmen, with its own Skirmishing Fund devoted entirely to terrorist activities.
See Whelehan, The Dynamiters,76-84.

>l HC Deb, 22 February 1881, vol. 258, cols. 1553-55.
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»22 3 situation which largely remained unchanged throughout the

affairs [to be] dead at present,
1870s thanks to the internecine squabbles that plagued the Irish republican camp on the one
hand,* and the rise of the quasi-constitutionalist New Departure (embodied by the charismatic
and resolute Nationalist MP Charles Stewart Parnell) on the other. Harcourt, however,
understood that things were about to change, and it is not by accident that he chose to single out
O’Donovan Rossa and Devoy in his speech before the Commons; the former, whose
“particularly harsh” treatment at the hands of British jailers* had led him to advocate nothing
short of “terror in England — terror in the hearts of Englishmen,”* represented the flauntingly
terrorist wing of radical republicanism, while the latter, as one of the architects of the New
Departure, typified the duplicitous nature of Parnellism and the Land League.

23 January — 16 March 1881, Mansion House, London

Despite being aware of the imminence of renewed violence — a report received on 2
January 1881 warned that “ample subsidies have been received from America, arms &

ammunition have been imported & leaders are only awaiting the signal”*°

— Harcourt knew very
little about the specifics, and certainly did not suspect that O’Donovan Rossa, far from merely
breathing fire in the pages of his United Irishman, was actively organizing a campaign of terror
on British shores (of which the Salford explosion was to be only the first chapter).”” Writing to

his Director of Criminal Investigations, Sir Howard Vincent, on 23 January, Harcourt declared

himself “much disturbed at the absolute want of information in which we seem to be with regard

2 Memo by Robert Anderson, 14 December 1870, TNA HO 144/1538/6.

» Whelehan, 87.

**1bid., 75-6.

% Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa, Rossa’s Recollections, 1838 to 1898 (Marine’s Harbor, NY: O’Donovan Rossa,
1898), 62.

%6 Report by Howard Vincent re Fenian activities, 2 January 1881, TNA HO 144/72/A19. The report was, as per
Vincent’s description, based on information “from a very high & powerful element in the Irish agitation.”

?7 Despite O’Donovan Rossa’s reputation as a grandstanding braggart his claim of responsibility for the outrage in
Salford (and others that followed) is generally taken as genuine by historians. See Whelehan; 85; McKenna, The
Irish-American Dynamite Campaign, 15 ff; Campbell, Fenian Fire, 110-11.
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to Fenian organisation in London,”*

adding that same day in a subsequent letter to Sir Edmund
Henderson (the Chief Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police) that Vincent was to “devote his
exclusive attention to police supervision of suspected Fenian and Irish plots,” and that “an Irish
Inspector [was to] be sent on to England to act in cooperation with Mr. Vincent [...] in order that
the Police of both countries may be brought into direct communication and harmonious
action.””

Harcourt was not the only one in the newly minted Liberal cabinet favouring a more
proactive approach to the Irish question. Despite Gladstone’s personal preference for “giving
stringency to the existing law [...] not abolishing the right to be tried before being imprisoned,”>"
a new Coercion policy for Ireland was now all but inevitable following the intensification of the
Land League’s anti-rent agitation and the failure of the state trial against Parnell a year before,!
and Fenian bombs were unlikely to change that; as Hugh Childers, the Secretary for War, put it
in a letter to Harcourt, “what idiots these scoundrels are to think that their outrages will make us

. 2
slacker about Coercion.”

A day later, on 24 January, William Forster, Gladstone’s Chief
Secretary for Ireland, introduced the new Coercion Bill in Parliament, which, despite its liberal-
sounding name (the Protection of Person and Property Act) “practically enabled the viceroy to
lock up anybody he pleased, and to detain him as long as he pleased.” Nationalist MPs

mounted a vigorous filibuster, but after a few days, the Speaker of the House, having consulted

with Gladstone,* put an end to all further discussion, and let the bill pass. The stage was now set

*¥ Harcourt to Vincent, 23 January 1881, quoted in S. H. Jeyes, The Life of Sir Howard Vincent (London: George
Allen & Co. Ltd., 1912), 106.

% Harcourt to Henderson, 24 January 1881, TNA MEPO 3/3070.

3% William Gladstone, quoted in John Morley, The Life of Gladstone (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1927), 390.
3! Margaret O’ Callaghan, British High Politics and a Nationalist Ireland: Criminality, Land and the Law under
Forster and Balfour (New York, NY: St. Martin’s Press, 1994), 62 ff.

32 Childers to Harcourt, 23 January 1881, TNA HO 144/72/A19.

* Morley, 391.

* Ibid.
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not only for the oncoming Home Rule crisis, but also for a new Liberal approach to political
extremism, at once interventionist and prudently reluctant (depending on the nature of the
threat), which would, over the course of the next couple of decades, become the norm for
successive British governments.

While Gladstone’s team of rivals®® was busy coming to terms with Coercion and the
terms of the nascent Second Land Act, police authorities were trying to implement the Home
Secretary’s directive to check the growth of Fenianism in London. Thanks to Vincent’s new role
as head of this operation, Scotland Yard was now host to an embryonic Irish Bureau in charge of
monitoring “Fenian movements [and the] proceedings of the Irish population” in the
Metropolis.>® What this meant in practice was however far removed from any effective system of
surveillance and intelligence gathering as several police reports from February and early March
show. One, for example, detailed the patrolling of the area around Finsbury Barracks by four PCs
in uniform as well as “two PCs in plain clothes on the opposite side of the road [in order] to
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[better] follow any person who might commit any offence,””" another described how “a PS and a

PC [...] specially employed in plain clothes [...] for about 10 days to make enquiries re alleged
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Fenianism” failed to obtain any “information whatever on the subject,””” while yet another

concluded disappointedly that “having made quiet enquiry at Public Houses in the vicinity of St.
Dominic’s Priory, [I] have been unable to gain information as to who posted the Placard

[advertising a meeting on Ireland and the Land Question].”*

33 As Travis Crosby has noted, Gladstone’s second ministry was characterized by “conflicting aims in policy,
procedural differences of opinion, and contrasting personalities [all of which] contributed to the dysfunctional nature
of the government.” Travis Crosby, The Two Mr. Gladstones: A Study in Psychology and History (New Haven, CT:
Yale University Press, 1997), 168.

3 Memo by Edmund Henderson, 26 January 1881, TNA MEPO 3/3070.

37 Police Report, 1 February 1881, TNA MEPO 3/3070.

¥ Police Report, 2 March 1881, TNA MEPO 3/3070.

* Police Report, 4 March 1881, TNA MEPO 3/3070.
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Harcourt may have been bragging to Queen Victoria about his “spider’s web of Police
Communication [...] woven throughout the United Kingdom [...] the centre of which is in my
office,”*” but in early 1881 valuable information on Fenian activities was still only coming in
thanks to Robert Anderson’s man in America, and the news was not good. In a report dated 17
February, Henri Le Caron warned that “the whole current of opinion is that something is to be
done, that the L[and] L[eague] money will not be used for bread but lead,” and that O’Donovan
Rossa was actively seeking funds for “his affair of skirmishing,” boasting that with five thousand
dollars he would “have England down on her knees;” Le Caron thought that “no one but a very
few believe in him,”*' but as the Salford explosion had already indicated, those who did believe
in Rossa’s message were fanatically devoted and eager to prove themselves.

On the night of 16 March, Simon Cowell, a City constable on the beat, discovered a
partially flaming package resting in a wall recess on the left side of the Lord Mayor’s house, and
having carefully smothered the flames, took what remained of it to the nearby Bow Street police
station for inspection. What transpired proved quite unsettling; the package, a wooden box that
had been wrapped in several layers of newspaper, contained roughly forty pounds of blasting
gunpowder as well as “an old carpet bag, some brown paper, two American, one Glasgow, and
one Irish newspaper of recent date, and a linen bag in which the powder had evidently been first

»*2 The fuse had barely avoided ignition, and had it not been for PC Cowell’s timely

kept.
intervention the resulting explosion would have likely proved disastrous not only to himself but

also to the surrounding residences, none of which benefitted from the same considerable

“* Harcourt to Queen Victoria, 24 February 1881, quoted in Porter, Origins of the Vigilant State, 41.
*! Report by Henri Le Caron, 17 February 1881, TNA HO 144/1538/6.
*2 Daily News, 18 March 1881.
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reinforcements as those in place at Mansion House (where walls were “in some places as much
as 10 feet thick™*).

The identity of the perpetrators became once again a matter of speculation, but the intent
of the outrage appeared to be clearly political. The Lord Mayor William McArthur, although
himself an Irishman of humble origins, was a loyal Liberal who had voted for Coercion (much to
the displeasure of his mostly Irish constituents in Lambeth), but more significant perhaps was the
fact that Mansion House — as the symbolic heart of the City of London — stood as an ideal
representation of the financial and political power of the Government; the fact that an opulent
banquet had been scheduled to take place that same night (which had only been hastily cancelled
at the last moment) would have only increased its appeal as a target. As several newspapers
observed at the time, even the exact spot where the bomb had been placed seemed pregnant with
political significance, viz. “beneath the east window [of the Egyptian Hall] which curiously
enough depicts the incident of William Walworth quelling a mob of insurgents by stabbing their
leader Wat Tyler.”**

The subsequent investigation into the attempted bombing did not last long; surprisingly,
City police received an important lead very early on when it became apparent that three
American Fenians — Thomas Mooney, Edward O’Donnell and Patrick Coleman — were very
likely implicated in the plot. Catching them was however another matter. By the time the press
got wind of the new developments, the three men had already successfully fled Britain —

O’Donnell and Coleman back to America, and Mooney to Paris (where a secret rapprochement

between IRBers and Parnellites had just taken place).*> A group of City detectives was sent after

“ bid.
* Ibid.; Birmingham Daily Post, 18 March 1881.
45 Whelehan, 164; McKenna, 16.
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them in the hopes that “friendly authorities will not place legal difficulties in their way,”*® but to
no avail; the sense of failure was only compounded when it transpired, as The Standard pointed
out on 28 March, that Coleman had managed to abscond on a steamer bound for New York just
in the nick of time, leaving behind him a trail of tugboats filled with frustrated City policemen.*’
Meanwhile, Harcourt’s men were conspicuously absent from the investigation, and did not even
seem to be aware of the City Commissioner’s (unsuccessful) efforts of having Coleman
extradited to Britain on a charge of arson,*® as a Home Office memo from late March reveals.*’
After being told by Vincent that Mooney (who was arguably the most important of the three
bombers) had escaped, the choleric Harcourt exploded in an angry tirade, exclaiming that “The
police are no use at all” and that he would “dismiss the whole of them to-morrow morning.”*
The new Irish Bureau was off to a decidedly rocky start.

19 March — 25 May 1881, St. Petersburg, Berlin and London

The reason the Lord Mayor’s banquet had been cancelled a day before the Mansion
House incident was as a mark of respect for the bereaved Imperial House of Russia, which was
mourning the death of Czar Alexander II, assassinated on 13 March in St. Petersburg by Nihilist
bombs. The Czar’s death was in fact very much on the minds of Londoners from all walks of life
in the early spring of 1881, especially those with strong views on Russia’s autocratic
government, and few people at the time had stronger views (on Russia and everything else) than
the young German socialist Johann Most, who had been exiled in London since 1878 (following
the introduction of repressive anti-socialist legislation in Germany). Out of his makeshift printing

shop at 101 Great Titchfield Street, Most published and edited the weekly Freiheit, a publication

4 Standard, 28 March 1881.

47 Ibid.

* Times, 1 April 1881; Morning Post, 31 March 1881.

* Unsigned Home Office memo, 31 March 1881, TNA MEPO 3/3070.
 Jeyes, 116.
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which despite a tendency toward pure invective and over-the-top verbal aggression that would
have impressed even O’Donovan Rossa, remained virtually unknown to everyone in Britain who
was not a German émigré of decidedly left-wing sympathies.

That comfortable anonymity came to a sudden end on 19 March when Most submitted to
his readers a personal interpretation of the assassination in St. Petersburg stuffed with the most
inflammatory bile he seemed capable of. It began thus:

At last! [...] Triumph! Triumph! [...] One of the most abominable tyrants of Europe, to

whom downfall has long since been sworn, and who therefore, in wild revenge-

breathings caused innumerable heroes and heroines of the Russian people to be destroyed
or imprisoned — the Emperor of Russia is no more. On Sunday last, at noon, just as the

Monster was returning from one of those diversions which are wont to consist of eye-

feastings on well-drilled herds of stupid blood-and-iron slaves, and which one calls

Military Reviews, the Executioner of the people, who long since pronounced his death

sentence, overtook and with vigorous hand settled the brute. [News of the event]

penetrated into princely palaces where dwell those crime-beladen abortions of every

profligacy who long since have earned a similar fate a thousandfold [and who now]

tremble [...] from Constantinople to Washington, for their long since forfeited heads.
Most then went on to praise the recent failed attempts on Kaiser William — “the new Protestant
Pope and soldier Emperor of Germany” — as well as the Nihilist policy of assassination (what
was already termed propagande par le fait in France), decrying only the “rarity of so-called
tyrannicide.” If only, he concluded, “a single crowned wretch were disposed of every month, in a

short time it should afford no one gratification henceforward still to play the monarch.””'

I Reg. v. Most, May 1881, p. 13, TNA HO 144/77/A3385.
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Although subtlety was arguably the only victim of Most’s “empty shrieking,”** his hearty
encouragement to would-be tyrannicides proved embarrassing and unnerving to the government:
embarrassing because of the criticism routinely levelled at Britain in continental cabinets and
journals for its supposed indiscriminate embracing of dangerous revolutionaries,”® and because
of Britain’s own criticism of the US’s refusal to clamp down on the activities of American
Fenians; unnerving because in an age of dynamite bombs (which the new decade promised to
become), seditious talk that praised the assassination of ruling sovereigns was no longer a trivial
matter, and because Most, if held to account, could easily become another Simon Bernard,>*
providing an impetus to a new wave of populist outrage (and potentially endangering all of
Harcourt’s plans for a new system of political policing in Britain).

How exactly the authorities were made aware of Most’s incendiary article is a matter of
speculation (almost as it was coming off the press, British newspapers were announcing that the
“social democratic organ Freiheit [...] appears to-day, with a red border, and contains articles
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exulting in the Czar’s murder”") but within a day of its publication Queen Victoria herself was

asking Gladstone (through her personal secretary Henry Ponsonby) whether a paper like Freiheit

>2 Friedrich Engels to J. P. Becker, 1 April 1880, in Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, Correspondence 1846-1895
(London: Martin Lawrence Ltd., 1934), 380. Marx himself described Most as “of most childish vanity. Every
change of the wind blows him first in one direction and then in another like a weathercock.” Quoted in Franklin
Folsom, America Before Welfare (New York: New York University Press, 1996), 141.

> Bernard Porter, The Refugee Question in Mid-Victorian Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979),
46 ff.

>* Tried in 1858 for his involvement in the Orsini affair, Bernard was acquitted by an all-English jury which along
with an overwhelming majority of the public had been ably persuaded by the defence counsel to regard the accused
as an innocent freedom fighter hounded out by a morally bankrupt Liberal government beholden to French
despotism. The effect of the trial was nothing short of monumental. It neutralized Lord Palmerston’s Conspiracy-to-
Murder Bill, put the fear of populist backlash back in the hearts of government ministers, and re-affirmed the
sacrosanctity of political refuge on one hand, as well as the public’s contempt for continental-style methods of
policing dissent on the other. See Caroline Shaw, Britannia's Embrace: Modern Humanitarianism and the Imperial
Origins of Refugee Relief (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 69-70.

% Daily Gazette, 19 March 1881. Although the British press’ sudden interest in this obscure German-language
periodical may seem strange, it is worth noting that ever since its inception in 1879 Freiheit had occasionally
featured in the “Foreign Intelligence” column of several British newspapers due mainly to the fact that its illegal
smuggling into Germany and Austria-Hungary routinely got socialists in those countries in trouble with the law.
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“should be tolerated in the United Kingdom.”® A couple of days after, the German ambassador,
Count Miinster, met in private with Foreign Secretary Lord Granville to formally register his
government’s displeasure (Bismarck’s own personal protestation was already in the mail) and,
problematically for Her Majesty’s Government, to ask that proceedings should be taken against
Most and his paper.’’

The Bernard case would have certainly been on Harcourt’s mind as he contemplated the
least compromising course of action (at the time he had been one of those young Radicals who

%) ‘but all things considered, the

were most “energetic [in upholding Bernard’s] right of asylum
incentive for prosecution was proving hard to resist. On 25 March the authorities tasked one
Charles Edward Marr, a German-language teacher from South Kensington who by his own
admission had “lived a long time in Russia [and] Germany,” with acquiring four copies of the
incriminating issue of Freiheit from Most’s printing shop in West London. This he promptly did,
and as Marr later declared in court, “on reading the article [on tyrannicide]” he was “very much
disgusted both with the tenor of it and the tendency,” and felt morally compelled to make it
known to his local MP, Lord George Hamilton.”® This somewhat tenuous ploy — Marr admitted
he had had no previous knowledge of Freiheit and insisted he acquired the four copies merely to
satisfy his own curiosity after discussions with an unnamed friend — served a very important
purpose for the government: it concealed both any connection to foreign powers like Germany,

as well as the existence of any endemic political police (which despite the looming Fenian threat

remained a hugely contentious issue in public discourse).

36 Ponsonby to Gladstone, 20 March 1881, quoted in Bernard Porter, “The Freiheit Prosecutions, 1881-1882,” The
Historical Journal 23 (1980): 842.

> Tbid.

> A. G. Gardiner, The Life of Sir William Harcourt (London: Constable & Co. Ltd., 1923), 404.

 Reg. v. Most, p. 16, TNA HO 144/77/A3385.
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A day after Marr’s “discovery,” Harcourt wrote a short letter to his Permanent Secretary,
Adolphus Liddell, in which he outlined not only his intentions regarding Most but also his future
plans for dealing with the likes of Most:

Dear Liddell,

The Cabinet has decided that the Article in the Freiheit shall be prosecuted.60 I have

written to the A[ttorney] G[eneral] accordingly. Will you give directions that the copies

of the Freiheit of this week published I believe yesterday should be obtained. H.

Ponsonby has written to me on the subject of a Communistic Meeting printed in the

Telegraph where most atrocious doctrines were proclaimed. I have said we can do

nothing as we have no authentic record but these meetings should be looked after for the

future. Tell the Police to look after them. There will probably be advertisements of them
in the Freiheit and other papers of the kind.

WVH."!

Its brevity notwithstanding, this letter constitutes, if any one document can be regarded as such, a
foundational document of sorts for Britain’s political police. By having Liddell “tell the Police to
look after [the revolutionary socialists]” — who were incidentally about to become more visible
than usual in the metropolis owing to the International Revolutionary Socialist Conference which
was scheduled to take place there in July — Harcourt was effectively giving official expression to
the as yet unexplored possibility that the operations of the inchoate Irish Bureau might be

expanded to cover subversive activities of all types, not just Fenianism.

5 Ever the politician, Harcourt conveniently brushed over the fact that having already decided in favour of
prosecuting Most the day before (as he confessed to Granville), he then “induced the Cabinet to agree with him.”
Gardiner, 404.

%' Harcourt to Liddell, 26 March 1881, TNA HO 144/77/A3385.
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The government did not succeed in obscuring the international dimension of the Most
case for long. A few days after the cabinet’s decision to go ahead with the prosecution, London
newspapers were already reporting (based on intelligence from the continent) that “strong
representations have already been made in London to the Queen’s Ministers, impressing upon
them the necessity of [undertaking] the prosecution of the Freiheit, and in Paris at least [...] it is
thought impossible that the demand should be refused.”® For his part, Most was becoming
increasingly suspicious (at his trial he would claim that he foresaw his arrest after reading The
Standard) and must have known something was up when on 29 March a strange young man
came into his shop asking for copies of the “red border” issue of Freiheit in accented German.
There were none left in stock but Most, anticipating a swelling in demand, had had a special
batch of copies made just of the tyrannicide article, of which his client — a plain-clothes
Metropolitan constable — received two.®

The following afternoon Most’s suspicions were confirmed beyond all doubt when a
group of uniformed Scotland Yard detectives headed by Inspector Charles Hagan (a native
German) walked through the door at 101 Great Titchfield Street, and promptly announced to
Most (in English and German) that he was being placed under arrest on account of his article on
the Russian Emperor. Although the warrant issued to Hagan did not authorize him to seize any of
Most’s property, the inspector was under direct orders from Howard Vincent to do just that. Of
particular import were Most’s personal pocket books (which contained encryption codes, the

names and addresses of many associates, and even photographs), the “enormous quantity” of

62 Standard, 29 March 1881.
% Reg. v. Most, pp. 18-19, TNA HO 144/77/A3385.
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documents and literature present on the shop premises, and the printing type — all of which were
taken immediately to Scotland Yard and “sealed up.”®*

The purpose of the raid was arguably to add to the government’s own files on London’s
budding anarchist scene (which had been rapidly increasing in recent years as a consequence of
the French anti-Communard and the German anti-Socialist laws), but as Vincent explained in a
letter to Harcourt, the quality of the intelligence gleaned from Most’s documents made the
collection a highly valuable asset to “the several countries interested” (mainly Germany and
Austria).®> That the raid was illegal was not in doubt even by the Director of Public

Prosecutions, A. K. Stephenson, who on 1 April observed in a memo to the Home Office how

“the police often necessarily in the proper discharge of their duties commit acts which are said to

be illegal, inasmuch as there may be no statutable authority for such acts.”®® Despite some frail
opposition from unlikely quarters — Lord Randolph Churchill for example demanded to know
“under what Law or Statue [Most had been] arrested, deprived of his watch, money, bank book,

and letters”®’

— the controversial aspects of the Freiheit case (most of which were widely
publicized)®® failed however to elicit anything resembling the populist furore that the Bernard
trial had inspired a generation before.

The national press was predictably divided over the need for prosecution with most
Liberal and Radical newspapers (as well as the Conservative Times and Globe) being opposed to
it, not so much on libertarian as on practical and patriotic grounds. A trial, The Times argued,

would only afford a life-giving notoriety to the Freiheit’s “miserable trash,” and further taint

Harcourt’s protestations in the House of Commons that the government was not acting at the

 Ibid., pp. 22-23.

% Vincent to Harcourt, 21 March 1881, TNA HO 144/77/A3385.

% Memo by A. K. Stephenson, 1 April 1881, TNA HO 144/77/A3385.
" HC Deb, 1 April 1881, vol. 260, col. 464.

% Daily News, 1 April 1881.
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behest of foreign powers with the stink of qui s excuse s ’accuse.”’ Such arguments aside, there
was virtually no sympathy for the accused himself outside of socialist and anarchist circles, and
occasionally there was even open hostility, as in the case of the meeting held in Southwark on 10
April by a group of Most’s comrades, all of whom had to be rescued by local police from an
angry mob threatening to lynch them.”

A month and a half later, on 25 May, Most finally stood trial at the Old Bailey on fifteen
counts of libel and “encouraging [and] endeavouring to persuade [...] persons unknown [...] to
murder the Sovereigns and Rulers of Europe” (with special reference to the Russian and German
emperors).”' His defence counsel (and Nationalist MP for County Meath), Alexander M.
Sullivan, was eloquent but inexperienced (having been called to the English bar only five years
before) and plagued by ill health. His cross-examination of key witnesses (especially Charles
Marr and the detectives involved in Most’s arrest) proved timid and did nothing to underline the
controversial (never mind illegal) aspects of the case, while his address to the jury, though pithy
in its appeal to “English principles,” ultimately fell on deaf ears.

Most was found guilty on all counts and given sixteen months with hard labour. His name
had barely impacted British public opinion and was thereafter all but forgotten; his arrest and
prosecution however did set an important precedent, and, as we shall see later on, provided the
government with a template of sorts for dealing with similar cases of politically-motivated libel.
More importantly perhaps, the aftermath of the Most case marked arguably the first stage of the
government’s program of surveillance of non-Fenian radicals (a program that in six years’ time
would evolve into a separate branch of the Metropolitan Police) and entrenched Britain’s

approach to foreign pressure on the issue of subversion. As official correspondence from the

% Times, 1 April 1881.
0 Belfast News-Letter, 11 April 1881.
"' Reg. v. Most, pp. 6-8, TNA HO 144/77/A3385.
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Home Office file on Most reveals, Freiheit continued to remain under close observation until
1883 (when Most took it with him to America) even as “very little allusion [...] concerning
England” appeared in its pages.’* At the same time, Harcourt was eager to use the intelligence
extracted from Most to assuage critics of Britain’s lax immigration and free speech laws — in
October of that year Viennese authorities, acting on information received from Britain, arrested
fifteen people suspected of distributing Freiheit*— and as a means of eschewing recent
continental plans for international co-operation against Nihilists and other revolutionaries. As the
Home Secretary explained in a letter to the Queen, “The most effective way to avert the pressure
of Foreign Govmnts [sic] to alter our laws is to demonstrate that those laws are adequate to give

274

the protection which all Govmnts have the right to demand of their friends and neighbours.”"™ In

this context, Most’s conviction was “equal to joining the Nihilist Conference.””

10 June 1881 — 2 May 1882, Liverpool, London, Chicago, Dublin

Harcourt may have had good reason to feel jubilant over the outcome of the Most trial (as
well as the recent passing of his Irish Arms Bill, which outlawed the possession of firearms and
explosives and gave Irish authorities unrestricted powers of search and seizure),”® but for the
Scotland Yard detectives working to implement the Home Secretary’s anti-Fenian strategy, the
summer of 1881 proved a difficult and frustrating period. In the words of one CID inspector,

“[to] state that every possible resource at the disposal of the Criminal Investigation Department

was taxed to its very utmost, [would be to put], even then, the matter very mildly indeed,”77 an

2 Reports on recent issues of Freiheit by Inspector Charles von Tornow, 28 November 1882-24 January 1883, TNA
HO 144/77/A3385.

3 George Strachey to Lord Granville, 22 October 1881, TNA HO 144/77/A3385; Porter, “The Freiheit
Prosecutions,” 849.

™ Harcourt to Queen Victoria, 9 April 1881, quoted in Porter, 848.

7 Ponsonby to Harcourt, 30 May 1881, quoted in Porter, 848.

® Gardiner, 426.

77 Maurice Moser and C. F. Rideal, Stories from Scotland Yard (London: George Routledge and Sons, 1890), 20.
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impression which was confirmed by Vincent himself who later recalled the “almost daily crop of
false alarms and more or less circumstantial report of plots, all of which had to be sifted.””®

Not all alarms proved false however. On 10 April Robert Anderson received a missive
from the American consul at Philadelphia, Captain Robert Clipperton, warning of intelligence
received from “different secret sources” which strongly suggested that bombings of “public
buildings” in Merseyside would be attempted shortly.” Security at the Port of Liverpool was
increased as a consequence but to little avail; in early May a gunpowder bomb rocked the Militia
Barracks in Chester, and in less than a fortnight, a similar device went off in the outer doorway
of a police section house in Liverpool’s Hatton Garden Street.*” Although neither explosion
succeeded in inflicting injuries or serious damage to property, they did manage to spread fear
amongst the general public and cemented the notion that Rossa’s skirmishers were out to do as
much damage as possible on the British mainland.

On 10 June, less than a month after the Hatton Garden St. explosion, the peace of the
Prime Minister’s hometown was disturbed yet again by a bomb attack, this time aimed at the
City Hall building. It too failed to do any real harm if only because of the audaciousness of three
local constables (one of whom dragged the bag holding the “infernal machine” — a dynamite-
charged, pipe-shaped device — into the middle of an adjacent street, where it exploded) and the
incompetence of the bombers themselves, who, though armed, were easily apprehended and
taken into custody following a short foot chase.®’ That the latter were connected with the Fenian
conspiracy was made abundantly clear when one of them, James McGrath, was found to be “the

direct agent for the sale of an incendiary publication belonging to [...] O’Donovan Rossa [...]

8 Jeyes, 118.

" Quoted in McKenna, 16.

% Glasgow Herald, 7 May 1881; Daily News, 18 May 1881.
81 Lloyd's Weekly Newspaper, 12 June 1881.
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bundles [of which] had been left at his [i.e. McGrath’s] lodgings.”** Both McGrath and his
accomplice (a young Ulsterman by the name of James McKevitt) were ultimately found guilty
and given harsh sentences of penal servitude for life and fifteen years respectively.

Despite the failure of this initial wave of attacks to achieve anything in the way of
“bringing England to her knees,” it was becoming increasingly obvious to authorities that
Rossa’s skirmishers were not about to let up in their efforts. Days after the failed attack on
Liverpool City Hall, Harcourt was informed that Inspector Maurice Moser, the Scotland Yard
man who had been sent on Fenian duty to the port-city earlier that spring, had recently made a
startling discovery: several cement barrels that had been shipped from Boston, Massachusetts
were found to each contain “a fully-charged infernal machine, fitted with the usual clockwork
apparatus, provided with an eleven ounce cartridge of dynamite, quite sufficient to play very
considerable havoc wherever it was destined.”® They had been consigned to a fictitious
establishment in Hackins Hey St. and were only spotted after Moser noticed that “the word
‘Boston’ [...] roughly painted on each cask in black” was spelled with a telltale crossed “t” on
eight of them.® Harcourt was dismayed, but also intrigued. Moser received instructions to bring
the bombs down to London where they were privately shown to the Home Secretary and “to
many members of the House of Peers,” and subsequently used by “Government experts” under
the direction of Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Explosives, Colonel Vivian Majendie, in
“several experiments [which] undoubtedly demonstrated that each of the machines was of the
latest and most improved construction.”® More intriguing than the bombs themselves, however,

was the possibility that they might be used as political leverage against the American

82 Northampton Mercury, 6 August 1881.
8 Moser et al, 25.

 Ibid., 24.

5 Ibid., 26.
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government, especially in the context of the recent assassination of President James Garfield, an
event which Harcourt believed would “considerably modify the views of Lowell® and Blaine®’
on the subject of political murder and O’Donovan Rossa’s proceedings [...] confirm[ing] those
who think us right and confound[ing] those who have been disposed to ridicule our alarms.”*®
Lowell and Blaine did not hesitate to promise that the US Government would investigate
the source of the Boston barrels® and “make every possible exertion to [...] bring to justice”
those responsible.90 In reality, American officials (including Lowell himself) tended to blame the
excesses of the Irish agitation on Britain’s authoritarian measures in Ireland, while Congress
(under the sway of a substantial Irish-American electorate) proved openly contemptuous of
Britain’s Irish policy.”’ Meanwhile, the Home Office was once again receiving news from
Captain Clipperton that ten more bomb-carrying barrels had already been shipped to Britain and
that “fifteen others [are] to be delivered to conspirators next week.””* Clipperton’s informer (a

double agent working for O’Donovan Rossa as an explosives expert, and, as it later turned out,

an expert con man)’> was even able to confirm the identity of the man responsible for shipping

% James R. Lowell (1819-1891), American poet and US ambassador to the Court of St. James from 1880 to 1885.
%7 James G. Blaine (1830-1893), Republican statesman and US Secretary of State from March to December 1881,
and again from March 1889 to June 1892.
zz Harcourt to Lord Granville, 3 July 1881, quoted in Gardiner, 430.

Ibid.
% Lowell to Blaine, 30 July 1881, quoted in Jonathan Gantt, Irish Terrorism in the Atlantic Community, 1865-1922
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 143-4.
7! Gantt, 145.
2 «“Decypher from Consul Clipperton, Philadelphia,” 7 July 1881, TNA HO 144/72/A19.
% The informer, rarely named in official correspondence but known as James McClintock (possibly an assumed
identity) approached Captain Clipperton in October 1880 offering to keep the British up-to-date with the doings of
Rossa’s group in return for a not unsubstantial fee (between February and July 1881 he managed to extract at least
one thousand dollars from the consul, as one of the latter’s telegrams attests). The arrangement proved short-lived
however and shortly after disclosing the identity of the Boston bomb shipper and the existence of the coal torpedoes
(of which he supplied Clipperton with samples, albeit fake ones), McClintock disappeared, betraying both his
British and Fenian masters (the latter never actually receiving any of the promised “infernal machines™). See Mike
Dash, “The Amazing (If True) Story of the Submarine Mechanic Who Blew Himself Up Then Surfaced as a Secret
Agent for Queen Victoria,” Smithsonian.com, 30 June 2014, accessed 15 June 2015,
http://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/amazing-if-true-story-submarine-mechanic-who-blew-himself-then-
surfaced-secret-agent-queen-victoria-180951905/
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the bombs,”* and warned that the Fenians were now planning to use “coal torpedoes” (i.e. iron
castings filled with dynamite and made to look like common lumps of coal) to sabotage British

ships (information which was seemingly confirmed separately by other informers).””

9996

Harcourt thought the story of dynamite hidden in coal “nonsense”” — “[it] is a very old

one,” a Home Office under-secretary noted, “well known to all the authorities [and it] never yet

997

[...] has come to anything”" — but the duplicity of the American Government on the issue of

Fenian agitation coupled with the Fenians’ own zeal for developing what Johann Most would

198

have termed a “scientific” arsenal” (which by now included a semi-functional submarine dubbed

9599

the “Fenian Ram™””) only further inflamed the Home Secretary’s characteristic nervousness. For

the rest of the summer he would remain in “unceasing correspondence with Vincent and

1 .
100 ven as no new incidents

Scotland Yard as to the various outrages and threatened outrages,
were being reported.

Rossa’s skirmishing campaign may have suffered a temporary setback with the arrest of
the Liverpool bombers and the interception of explosives coming in from America, but on the
whole the mainstream of the American Fenian movement, as represented by the Clan-na-Gael,
was only now just beginning to seriously entertain the notion of unleashing a concerted

campaign of terror in Britain. Frustrated with the stagnancy of the New Departure and mindful of

Rossa’s newfound notoriety, the movement’s leading figures came together in early August in

* “Decypher from Consul Clipperton, Philadelphia,” 9 July 1881, TNA HO 144/72/A19.

%, Stoney, JP to Harcourt, 27 July 1881, TNA HO 144/84/A7266; “Translation of a letter received at HM’s
Consulate at Leghorn, containing revelations [on] the fabrication of Infernal Machines in certain Ports of the U.S.,”
17 October 1881, TNA HO 144/84/A7266.

% Note by Harcourt, 6 November 1881, TNA HO 144/84/A7266.

7 Note by Godfrey Lushington, 4 November 1881, TNA HO 144/84/A7266.

% Most’s ideas on the subject were published in his 1885 pamphlet Revolutiondre Kriegswisenschaft [lit.
Revolutionary War Science] which shortly became the unofficial user’s manual for scores of politically-motivated
dynamite enthusiasts.

% Richard Compton-Hall, The Submarine Pioneers: The Beginnings of Underwater Warfare (Penzance: Periscope
Publishing, 2004), 55 ff.
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Chicago to discuss change. Also in attendance was Major Le Caron whose vivid reports to
Anderson described the proceedings of this “Great Dynamite Convention” (as the master spy
dubbed it) in fascinating detail; the most notable developments were on the one hand the
unanimous decision to devote all future efforts to “the work of revolution,” and on the other the
initiation of a new “regime” within the Clan-na-Gael, one dominated by fiery insurrectionists

like Alexander Sullivan (the Clan’s new leader)'”'

and dynamite enthusiasts like Dr. Thomas
Gallagher, who proved “so carried away by his subject that he expressed his willingness to
personally undertake the carriage of dynamite to England and to superintend its use there” (a
plan which Gallagher would indeed see through to fruition only a couple of years later).'*

Le Caron was also able to confirm the absolute failure of Coercion in deterring militant
nationalists from joining the ranks of the Fenian conspiracy. As he candidly told his handler at
the Home Office, “I fail to see any good resulting from action of late on your side; it has not
tended to stamp out the movement [but] has increased it one hundred fold. [ Timothy] Healy to
me has confirmed everything | have heard and [seen] as to the ultimate object in view. He says
before two years E[ngland] will be down on her knees.”'”* Healy, a pro-Fenian Parnellite, was
widely known for his acerbic and bombastic manner even in the House of Commons (where he
stood as the member for Wexford), but he was far from an isolated voice in his inexorable
opposition to the British government. Parnell himself was now at daggers drawn with Gladstone

after the passage of the latter’s Second Land Act, which promised to finally grant Irish tenants

the so-called Three Fs: fixity of tenure, fair rents and free sale. Although the reasons for Parnell’s

' This Alexander Sullivan (who bore no relation to Johann Most’s Irish counsel) was a forty-four-year-old Chicago

lawyer and Republican machine politician with a violent past who had only joined the Clan-na-Gael in 1877. His
election as leader of the so-called VC (a codename for the Clan’s supreme council) was as much a testament to his
political talents as to the general sense of impatience dominating the American Fenian movement at the time.

12 Henri Le Caron, Twenty-Five Years in The Secret Service: The Recollections of a Spy (London: William
Heinemann, 1892), 187-192.

1% e Caron to Robert Anderson, 12 December 1881, TNA HO 144/1538/6.
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hostility had less to do with the Act itself and more with his desire to keep the nationalist

.. . . . . . 104
agitation aflame and maintain his own revolutionary credentials, '’

the logic of Coercion dictated
that his provocations could not go unpunished. On 12 October Gladstone met with his ministers
and after five hours of discussions it was decided that Parnell would be arrested.'® The
following day the Irish leader was apprehended at Morrison’s Hotel in Dublin and taken to the
nearby Kilmainham gaol. A week afterwards the Land League was declared illegal.

Coercion however was beginning to come apart at the seams as agrarian crime in Ireland
(including murder) continued to increase steadily over the winter months, ' and by early spring
1882, Gladstone had turned against the policy with the same sudden zeal that he would later
show towards Home Rule. After negotiating a truce with Parnell in late April which would insure
that “the conspiracy which has been used to get up boycotting and outrages will now be used to

»197 the Premier had his

put them down and that there will be a union with the Liberal Party,
erstwhile nemesis released from gaol, much to the chagrin of Forster and Earl Cowper (the Lord
Lieutenant of Ireland) both of whom promptly resigned. They would be replaced by Lord
Frederick Cavendish and John Poyntz Spencer, the fifth Earl Spencer, respectively.

6 May — 3 August 1882, Dublin, London

Lord Cavendish, who had no special knowledge of Irish matters but was supremely well-
born — being the Duke of Devonshire’s youngest son as well as Gladstone’s own nephew-in-law
— unenthusiastically accepted his uncle’s nomination and made his way over to Dublin where on

the morning of 6 May he was received to some acclaim by local loyalists and sworn in as the

new Chief Secretary. Later that day Cavendish decided that he would walk from Dublin Castle

1% paul Bew, Ireland: The Politics of Enmity, 1789-2006 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 328-9.

19 Morley, 394.

' Bew, 332.

197 Captain William O’Shea (at the time Parnell’s lieutenant) in an interview with William Forster, quoted in Bew,
333.
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to the Viceregal Lodge in Phoenix Park in the company of his new permanent secretary, Thomas
Burke (who had survived a number of Chief Secretaries, as well as many assassination plots, in
his thirteen years of holding that office). As several accounts would later suggest, the two men
were leisurely walking through the park on what was a pleasant, warm spring evening,
conversing on affairs of state (in particular Forster’s Coercion policy), when all of a sudden they
were ambushed by a group of seven men armed with long surgical knives; Burke, whom the
assassins easily recognized, fell almost immediately under a series of deadly knife blows which
left him collapsed on the side of the roadway in a pool of his own blood. The horrified
Cavendish (who may or may not have been known to the attackers) made a pitiable attempt at
self-defense but was also soon struck down with a ferocity that nearly amputated his left arm. In
a final act of murderous rage one of the killers decided to “finish off” the likely already dead
Burke by slitting his throat before joining his confreres in the getaway carriage waiting nearby.
Cavendish was still breathing but would die within the hour.'*®

The impact the Phoenix Park tragedy had on Irish politics and Anglo-Irish relations is
difficult to exaggerate. Almost overnight the promises of the Kilmainham Treaty were nullified
and the stage for a new wave of coercive measures was set anew. Despite outspoken and
unequivocal condemnations of the murders from virtually all quarters of Nationalist opinion
(including Fenians on both sides of the Atlantic, with the predictable exception of O’Donovan
Rossa), the palpable sense of outrage rapidly gripping British politicians and opinion-makers was
not about to be so easily dispelled. “Mr. Gladstone’s latest message of peace has met a prompt
and terrible response,” declared the Morning Advertiser; “the challenge of rebellion should be

taken up and there must be no more faltering and paltering” warned the Post. Even the pro-

'% Deposition by James Carey, 21 February 1883, TNA HO 144/98/A16380C; Tom Corfe, The Phoenix Park
Murders: Conflict, Compromise and Tragedy in Ireland, 1879-1882 (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1968), 186-
188.
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government Daily News refused to pull any punches in calling for the extermination of “the
secret assassins, the pests of society, the enemies of the human race.”'®”

Gladstone’s opposition to Coercion did not waver, but his grip over the Party and the
Cabinet was significantly loosened by the events in Dublin, and even though Forster did not
return to his former duties (Cavendish being replaced by Sir George Trevelyan as Chief
Secretary), coercive policies for Ireland found an ardent and unrelenting champion in none other
than Sir William Harcourt, who, after his early experiments with policing Fenianism in England,
was more convinced than ever that “nothing helps so much to break up gangs of conspirators as
the terror of being known to meet together to plot.”''° On 11 May the Home Secretary
introduced a new Coercion Bill — officially the Prevention of Crime (Ireland) Bill — which, its
nominal toleration of habeas corpus notwithstanding, proved in some ways just as draconic as
the old legislation (suspending trial by jury for a host of crimes, granting police powers of arrest
without warrant or probable cause, and outlawing all, liberally defined, “unlawful associations™).
Despite some frail opposition from progressive Liberals and sections of the press, the House
carried the Bill by three hundred and twenty-seven votes (of which twenty-seven came from Irish
members) to twenty-two.

The next day, Harcourt’s resolve was further strengthened by a new attempt to blow up
the Lord Mayor’s House. By all accounts the effort had been an unusually poor one consisting as
it did of a canister of gunpowder mixed in with some dynamite and carelessly placed in the most
visible, “the least vulnerable and the most massive part of the building.” The fact that the fuse
consisted of a simple piece of rag and that the canister was inscribed with insults addressed to the

Lord Mayor and the Irish landlordry only served to “render very doubtful the whole story,” as

19 Pall Mall Gazette, 8 May 1882.
"% Harcourt to Earl Spencer, 8 June 1882, quoted in Gardiner, 445.
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the Daily News observed.''! No one was ultimately able to deduce whether this had been one of
Rossa’s skirmishers rushing things through again, an ill-advised anonymous copycat, or merely a
tasteless prank, but there is little doubt Harcourt and Vincent took this incident, along with the
host of incoming fresh rumours “of an exceedingly grave and suspicious character,”''? as
powerful omens. The former confessed to Earl Spencer that he believed “the attempted explosion
at the Mansion House [to be] a Fenian scare of the old clumsy kind,” noting however that real
terrorism “may be imported any day either from America or Ireland.”'"® Two days later, London
itself seemed to be getting a taste of Coercion after scores of Scotland Yard detectives were seen
“on the look-out for suspected persons,” going so far as to break up a crowd of about three
hundred men, “mostly of the labouring classes,” who had assembled near the Charing Cross
Underground Station to arrange a foot-race.''*

Meanwhile in Ireland, the apparent failure of Superintendent Mallon’s “army of

113t identify the Phoenix Park assassins,''® coupled with what Spencer regarded as

informers
the general incompetence and venality of the Irish police spelled out a case for reform that

London could no longer afford to ignore. In late May Colonel Henry Brackenbury, a

Flashmanesque figure known to his superiors for his fickle egotism as much as for his

" Daily News, 15 May 1882.
"2 Tbid.
Ei Harcourt to Spencer, 14 May 1882, quoted in Gardiner, 442.

Ibid.
"% Frederick M. Bussy, Irish Conspiracies: Recollections of John Mallon (The Great Irish Detective) and Other
Reminiscences (London: Everett & Co., 1910), 60. Mallon, who had led the Metropolitan Police’s G (Detective)
Division since 1874, was in charge of the city’s anti-Nationalist operations (he was the one who had arrested Parnell
in October 1881) and was a widely respected figure by everyone at Dublin Castle. Despite his misgivings about the
Irish police, Earl Spencer thought that “were [Mallon] to die or be killed we have no one worth a row of beans.”
Short, The Dynamite War, 88.
16 A5 Mallon later recalled in his ghostwritten memoirs, a good number of the group responsible for the murders
had in fact been arrested as early as May 9; they would remain in custody until September when, due to the lack of
incriminating evidence against them and the lapsing of Forster’s Suspects Act, they had to be released. Bussy, 80.
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administrative talents,''” was sent over to Dublin to act as the new Under-Secretary for Police
and Crime; in effect, Brackenbury would serve as Earl Spencer’s Irish Vincent, and would have
free rein to do all the things that Vincent could not afford to do in Liberal England.''® As The
Standard’s Dublin correspondent explained, this Irish CID was to fulfill two missions: the first
was to assume charge of Ireland’s entire police forces, making all magistrates and commissioners
report to Brackenbury’s Dublin Castle office on the one hand, while on the other giving Dublin
detectives the power to follow “the investigation of cases into any part of Ireland” and arrest
people “outside the metropolitan district without being compelled to get the permission of [local]
constabulary authorities.” The second mission would be to employ “men of superior education,”
unspoiled by the barracks mentality, who would be able to “disguise the fact that [they were] in
any way connected with the police.”'"

Brackenbury, whose previous assignment had been to reorganize the colonial police in
Cyprus, appeared to embrace his new duties with good grace, proposing a massive increase in
funding of over £20,000. London grumbled, but Spencer was adamant that anything less than
£5,000 would be self-defeating. As the Lord Lieutenant explained to Gladstone, if the

Government was going to win the war against the forces of disorder it would have to face up to

the fact that “the forces to which we are opposed are very powerful and supplied with large sums

" Tan F. W. Beckett, “Brackenbury, Sir Henry (1837-1914),” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography,
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), online edition [henceforth ODNB], accessed 29 June 2015,
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/32021.

" When asked on May 12 by the Assistant Chief Constable of the Lancashire Constabulary whether local police
might be given across-the-board powers to open the mail of suspected local Fenians, Harcourt replied that while a
one-off might be acceptable, provided “the Post Office could arrange to have this skillfully done,” it would simply
be impossible to “issue a warrant giving general permission [...] to open all letters directed to these men” (Minute by
Harcourt, 13 May 1882, TNA HO 144/98/A16380). The ghost of James Graham (the Home Secretary who had been
politically destroyed after tampering with Mazzini’s correspondence) evidently still haunted the halls of the Home
Office.

" Standard, 22 May 1882.
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d.”'?° Harcourt

of money. If he succeeds the cost will be nothing compared to the work performe
too was eager to give Spencer’s new head detective in Ireland all the support he required, going
so far as to inquire into the possibility of having “the Pinkerton detective agency in the United
States send over to Ireland one of their best confidential agents to communicate with

[Brackenbury] on their methods of proceeding.”'?'

122 allowed them a certain degree of

The Pinkertons, whose habit of “never sleeping
foresight, did not wait for any requests from London to make their views known. In early July
Gladstone received a letter from Allan Pinkerton himself, in which the veteran spymaster
described in fascinating detail his own theories on intelligence gathering, outlining at the same
time the differences between the British and the American systems. The British detective force,
Pinkerton thought, was over all made up of “first class, intelligent men;” the problem was the
network of informers they relied on. As he went on to explain:

My opinion is that [informers] should be as honest as their employers, and this, I

understand, is not generally the case [in Britain]. [...] Great caution should [therefore] be

exercised [...] in selecting the men and women — and women are very necessary [...] — for
this branch of service. In my own Agencies I employ both sexes and of almost every age

[and] and it is astonishing what undeveloped talents will sometimes rise to the surface

when the opportunities occur [...] As [...] the criminal may be a political malcontent or a

gentlemanly assassin all grades of society must have their representatives. [Once

acquired, this] well drilled force [should] scatter [...] through the larger cities of the

120 Spencer to Gladstone, 7 June 1882, in Peter Gordon, ed., The Red Earl: The Papers of the Fifth Earl Spencer
1835-1910 (Northampton: Northamptonshire Record Society, 1981), 205.

12! Harcourt to Spencer, 12 June 1882, quoted in Gardiner, 446.

122 The Pinkerton Agency’s logo, a realistic, disembodied eye ominously staring out into the distance accompanied
by the legend “We Never Sleep,” was already famous on both sides of the Atlantic at the time (due in part to Allan
Pinkerton’s prolific writing on his exploits) and would eventually become synonymous with the very notion of
detective work (being the origin of the term “private eye”).
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United States [...] [and] gain admittance to [the various American Fenian societies — the

source of Britain’s Irish troubles], and by that means the hidden mysteries of these

unlawful conclaves will be fully divulged.'*
Such a bold scheme — which eerily presaged twentieth-century political policing with its wide-
reaching scope and emphasis on specialism — received a predictably unenthusiastic response
from the Home Office’s experienced Fenian hunters (Anderson and Archibald'** both thought it
would be a waste of time and, more importantly, money),'* and it seems Harcourt himself (for
all his love of well-schooled and obedient informers) was not exactly brimming with enthusiasm
either.'?® In any case, the government now had more pressing matters to consider than a new
philosophy of snooping. A little over a month after assuming his post Brackenbury had now
rashly decided to abandon it (hoping for a return to military glories), much to the chagrin of
anyone who had placed any degree of trust in him.'?” Dublin Castle’s plans for reform now
appeared to be faltering, police were nowhere closer to learning the identities of the Phoenix
Park gang, and to make matters worse, London Fenians appeared to be once again on the move,

if the recent seizure of a sizeable arms cache in Clerkenwell — “a fortunate capture [which] will

make a great stir”'>® — was anything to go by.'*’

12 Pinkerton to Gladstone, 8 July 1882, TNA HO 144/1538/4.

124 Edward Mortimer Archibald (1810-1884), Britain’s long-serving consul in New York, was a man well-
accustomed to detectives, informers and purveyors of mischief having used throughout the 1860s and early 1870s,
his “close relationship with senior figures in the [US] federal, state and municipal administrations” to keep London
up-to-date with the plans of Fenian raiders (Whelehan, 121). More recently, in 1876, he had employed some of
Pinkerton’s detectives to monitor a group of San Francisco “skirmishers” who were (mistakenly) thought to be
planning a campaign in Britain.

2> Anderson to Harcourt, 1 August 1882; Archibald to Anderson, 31 July 1882, TNA HO 144/1538/4.

126 Harcourt to Spencer, 25 August 1882, TNA HO 144/1538/4.

1" Henry Brackenbury, Some Memories of My Spare Time (Edinburgh and London: William Blackwood & Sons,
1909), 312.

128 Harcourt to Gladstone, 18 June 1882, quoted in Gardiner, 448.

12/ On June 17 a number of detectives uncovered and seized what was then “the largest consignment of explosives
[and guns] which has ever been received at the Home Office Magazine” in a storage house in Clerkenwell. The man
who was renting the premises, a thirty-year-old Irishman named Thomas Walsh thought to have “some connection
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To avoid getting stuck with another mercurial soldier of fortune, Spencer decided to give

Brackenbury’s job to one of the most “loyal, earnest and trustworthy”'*°

people he could think
of: his own private secretary at Dublin Castle, Edward George Jenkinson. Jenkinson, a slender,
soft-featured mandarin who had spent twenty-six, mostly uneventful, years in the Indian Civil
Service, had not been in Spencer’s employ for more than a couple of months but his vast
administrative experience, keen interest in Irish politics, and unimpeachable pedigree (he was the
nephew of Sir George Grey, the Whig Home Secretary) recommended him above all other
candidates. Furthermore, despite Spencer’s uneasiness with Jenkinson’s low public profile, the
latter proved in fact ideally obscure given the more controversial aspects of his office. Some Irish
MPs grumbled that “an official who had been trained in the despotic school of Indian officialism
was 1o proper person to be employed in a post of responsibility in a country like Ireland,”"' but
Irish papers were less certain what to make of him: the Nationalist Freeman’s Journal thought
that “he is just one more Englishman added to the powers that be [and it] makes little or no

matter.” !>

As subsequent events would show, Jenkinson was in fact far from a brutish sahib and
even further from a typical Dublin Castle stick-in-the-mud.

11 November 1882 — 17 March 1883, Dublin, Glasgow, London

Although he had accepted his nomination with a sort of docile eagerness — “he is strongly
in favour of working with what we have got,” Spencer told Trevelyan'> — Ireland’s new chief

law enforcer did not wait long to make his reforming zeal known. Spurred on by the slow

progress of Superintendent Mallon’s investigations and the evidence that new conspiracies were

with the United States,” was known to police as an “extreme Nationalist” and had been “more or less watched for
some months.” Belfast News-Letter, 19 June 1882.

139 Spencer to G. O. Trevelyan, 1 August 1882, in Gordon, The Red Earl, 217.

BUHC Deb, 3 August 1882, vol. 273, col. 685.

2 Freeman's Journal and Daily Commercial Advertiser, 3 August 1882.

133 Spencer to Trevelyan, 1 August 1882, in Gordon, The Red Earl, 217.
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in the making,'** Jenkinson prepared a memorandum for Spencer in late autumn 1882 in which
he straightforwardly asked his boss “Are we to wait for the commission of another murder before
we proceed against any of these assassins? [...] Knowing what is going on,” he went on, “are we
to content ourselves with collecting information? [...] I think we are bound to take some vigorous
action and if the present law fails us, we ought to apply to Parliament for powers which will
enable us to destroy these assassination societies.”'*

The law did in fact already provide for “vigorous action” as Jenkinson realized shortly
after writing that memorandum. His proposal was now that Dublin Castle should make good use
of Section 16 of the new Crimes Bill which granted Irish magistrates the power to question under
oath anyone who might be in possession of evidence pertaining to a criminal investigation.'*
The measure was adopted and shortly thereafter the conspiracy of the so-called National
Invincibles (as the members of the Dublin groupuscule responsible for the Phoenix Park murders
styled themselves) began to unravel. On 13 January sixteen of them were arrested in a major
police raid and placed behind bars in Kilmainham Gaol. Within less than a month eight of them
would be formally charged with having “feloniously, willfully, and of malice aforethought
kill[ed] and murder[ed] Lord Frederick Cavendish and Thomas Henry Burke.”"*’

The situation looked less encouraging in Britain where Fenian bombs were about to make
a spectacular return to national headlines. The first strike came on the night of 20 January when
shortly after ten o’clock at night one of the gas holders of Glasgow’s Tradeston Gasworks

exploded like a Roman candle, sending off a vicious fiery cyclone through the streets of the

city’s Pollockshields neighborhood and “forcing open doors, breaking windows, smashing the

13 On 11 November Justice James Lawson, who had presided over a number of political trials during the worst
phase of the agrarian agitation, narrowly escaped an attempt on his life.

135 Quoted in Corfe, 235.

136 Corfe, 236.

57 1bid., 244.
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crockery, and scorching the inmates” (there were no fatalities). Three hours after, with much of
south Glasgow now in total darkness, another explosion rocked the town’s northern side. The
target proved inexplicably, but fortuitously, innocuous — a disused railway depot close to
Buchanan Street Station that had already been condemned — and material damage amounted to
only “a few pounds” with no injuries being reported.'*® A few minutes after, a third and final
explosion occurred further up north when a group of young men discovered a “large travelling
tin box close to the water’s edge” while crossing a bridge over the Forth and Clyde Canal.'*
Upon close inspection it exploded with a loud bang, blowing everyone to the ground and
seriously cutting one of the unlucky finders (who nevertheless recovered from his wounds). All
three explosions were subsequently identified as the result of dynamite bombs.

The Home Office had likely expected an outrage in the North for some time judging by
the report Le Caron had sent Anderson shortly after the Phoenix Park murders in which the
veteran spy had warned of a “large haul of arms in or near Glasgow,”'*" but as in the case of the
Liverpool bombings, local authorities had found that they could do little to predict where the
dynamitards would strike next. There was also somewhat less interest in the skirmishing
campaign, leading Harcourt to quip that “O’Donovan Rossa has so long sworn to take my life

99141

that [ have almost ceased to believe in him. This was partly because the government’s

“attitude [...] to political crime” remained to a large extent, as Anderson later noted, one which

: . . 142
“alternated between panic and indifference,”

and partly because of the engrossing revelations
coming out of Dublin which seemed to suggest what the proponents of Coercion had believed all

along, namely that the Phoenix Park assassins had more than probably been in communication (if

1% Glasgow Herald, 22 January 1883.

139 Standard, 22 January 1883.

O Le Caron to Anderson, 17 June 1882, TNA HO 144/1538/6.

! Harcourt to Spencer, 31 January 1883, quoted in Gardiner, 473.

142 Robert Anderson, Sidelights on the Home Rule Movement (New York: E. P. Dutton and Company, 1906), 91.
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not in cahoots) with the Land League (which had since reconstituted itself as the Irish National
League).'* Thanks to the wealth of new information supplied by conspirator-turned-Queen’s-
Evidence James Carey, authorities now possessed the names of two individuals that could
reliably be connected to the leadership of the Invincibles. The first was Frank Byrne, Secretary
of the Land League’s London chapter, who had funded much of the conspiracy and whose wife
had smuggled the actual murder weapons into Dublin by hiding them in her petticoats; the
second man was initially described only as an anonymous stranger known to the Invincibles as
“No. 1” but subsequently identified by Carey, thanks to a police photograph, as Patrick J.

14 . . ..
»145 With ties to London Fenianism.

Tynan,'** a “needy and seedy commercial traveller
By mid-February however, when this knowledge came to light, the two supposed
ringleaders had already managed to escape to France from where they would prove frustratingly

difficult to extract. Given the slight evidence of their complicity in the Phoenix Park murders
(which was all contingent on Carey’s confession), British pleas to have the two Irishmen
extradited were unceremoniously cold-shouldered by French authorities,'*® while an attempted
kidnapping in Cannes, headed by Inspector Moser of the Yard (posing as a spendthrift Polish
count), failed miserably after one of Byrne’s friends recognized the detective’s disguise.'*’
Having successfully fled France, the two Invincibles immediately took refuge in America where
they would continue to evade the noose of the British law for the remainder of their lives (though

Tynan would briefly return to public attention in Britain in the mid 1890s, as we shall see later

on).

' Even the Queen noted how “Mr. Gladstone [will] be dreadfully shaken by all these disclosures, as he never
would believe in any connection between this Land League and the Fenians.” Ponsonby to Harcourt, 20 February
1883, quoted in Gardiner, 474.

1% Deposition by James Carey, 21 February 1883, p.4, TNA HO 144/98/A16380C; Corfe, 246 ff.

5 Bussy, 110.

%6 Order for Frank Byrne's release from police custody in Paris, 8 March 1883, Archives de la Préfecture de Police
de Paris, Carton BA 924.

7 Bussy, 115.
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Despite this embarrassing setback, Harcourt soon found that there was little time to be
spent on the Phoenix Park conspiracy when the imperial capital itself was under attack. On 15
March shortly after nine o’clock in the evening members of Parliament heard a powerful noise,
“followed by a very perceptible shaking of the building,” come from the vicinity of the Square.
As several MPs and peers who quickly went to investigate found out, the Local Government
Board building had just been the target of a bomb attack and was now quite visibly scathed with
much of the adjoining Charles Street “literally paved with plate-glass about a quarter of an inch
thick.”'*® Only a few minutes after, amid the confusion of gaping crowds, drawn-up fire engines
and nervous policemen, the news came in that a similar attempt had just been made on the Times
building in Printing House Square. No injuries or structural damage were reported (the Times
bomb had only partially detonated) but the message was clear: the Terror had come to London
and this time it appeared to be serious. As Colonel Majendie confirmed in his report on the
explosions a few days later, the devices used (tin boxes filled with sawdust and nitroglycerine)
were identical to those used in Glasgow only a month earlier. Even more worrisome, the charge
of the Times bomb contained almost twice the amount of nitroglycerine — which, as Majendie
didn’t fail to highlight, was “not licensed for importation into or manufacture or storage in the
United Kingdom” — as the ones in Glasgow.'*’

Londoners were understandably alarmed. The press seized on what it saw as the
indiscriminate and genuinely terroristic aspect of the attacks — “the Clerkenwell conspirators had
at least an intelligible object”— and argued that “for the murder-clubs [only] intelligent police and

incessant vigilance” would do,"*" a sentiment which was echoed by ordinary people, if only more

'8 Glasgow Herald, 16 March 1883.

' Vivian Majendie, “Preliminary Report on the Explosions of March 15,” 19 March 1883, TNA HO
144/114/A25908.

0 pall Mall Gazette, 16 March 1883.
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forcefully. In a letter to the Home Secretary one London “Liberal and workingman,” for
example, wondered if “home rule (except on matters imperial)” would not be worth giving “the
blackguards [...] rather than subject ourselves to these continual scares,” adding that “if truth be
told there is too much soft soap business with these scoundrels. Hang a few of the pirates [...] and
you will find that is the best kind of education.”""

Harcourt himself was furious, and though Home Rule could not have been further from
his mind in those days, he certainly agreed that drastic measures were needed; measures which
required plenty of time. The Cabinet was induced to agree to transfer some of the Home
Secretary’s duties over to Charles Dilke, the recently appointed President of the besieged Local
Government Board, who although not thrilled by the prospect — he thought Harcourt a Fouché
wannabe who wanted “the whole police work of the country, and nothing but police”'>* —
eventually relented. With his more menial responsibilities out of the way, Harcourt could now
concentrate on the next and most ambitious step yet: assembling a special unit of police officers
wholly devoted to monitoring Irish republican activity in the capital. Although no government
documents record it, 17 March is widely accepted as the most likely'*>* foundational date for
what shortly became known as the Special Irish Branch of the Metropolitan Police (technically
Section B of the CID). It was to be comprised of twelve officers, hastily (but not haphazardly)
recruited from that section of the London constabulary and the CID most familiar with Irish
issues (usually by virtue of being Irish and Catholic), and take its orders from Frederick

Adolphus “Dolly” Williamson, the Scotland Yard’s veteran Chief Superintendent. On 19 March

an internal Police Orders circular made everything official by announcing that

11 H. Codger to Harcourt, 16 March 1883, TNA HO 144/114/A25908.

132 Dilke, quoted in Gardiner, 479.

133 Porter, 45; Andrew Cook, M: MI5’s First Spymaster (Stroud: Tempus Publishing, 2006), 39; Paul Begg and
Keith Skinner, The Scotland Yard Files (London: Headline, 1992), 89.
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The following are authorized to be employed in plain clothes at the Central Office with

departmental allowance, from 20™. To report themselves to Chief Supt. Williamson, at

10am on the date named:-

C [Division]. Inspector Pope

M [Division]. PC 332 Foy

D [Division]. PC 49 O’Sullivan

R [Division]. Inspector Ahern

E [Division]. PC 50 Walsh

V [Division]. PS 3 Jenkins

L [Division]. PC 224 McIntyre

Y [Division]. PC 492 Thorp

The following are also temporarily attached to the Central Office, and are to report

themselves to Chief Superintendent at the same time:-

H [Division]. PC CID Enright

W [Division]. PS CID Melville

K [Division]. PC CID Enright

TA [Division]. PS CID Regan."*
The “political department” (as its members often referred to it'>>) was born.

20-28 March 1883, London, Liverpool and Cork

Besides the seemingly imminent danger posed to the population and infrastructure of
British cities by dynamite bombs, there was another reason for the Irish Branch coming into

being when it did. It was information, or rather the acquiring and sharing of it, provisions for

'%* Quoted in Begg and Skinner, 90.

1% patrick Mclntyre, “Scotland Yard: Its Mysteries and Memoirs (Introduction),” in Reynolds’ Newspaper, 3
February 1895; John Sweeney, At Scotland Yard (London: Grant Richards, 1904), 19.
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which, under the pre-17 March status quo, appeared to be dangerously out-of-date. Just how out-
of-date is illustrated by the fact that British authorities, despite being well aware since the
summer of 1882 that O’Donovan Rossa was running a bona fide “dynamite college” out of
Brooklyn, NY — “all men receiving instruction [there] are known” noted Captain Clipperton —
had in fact no idea that two of the school’s “graduates” (one of whom was Thomas Mooney, the
original Mansion House bomber) were behind the recent attacks in Glasgow and London. '

In order to finally address the shortcomings of his “spider’s web” (which in early 1883
was made up of the CID’s experimental Fenian unit, Anderson’s network of informers, and

sixteen RIC detectives stationed throughout Britain'®’

) Harcourt decided to call a meeting of all
his chief counter-subversives — Anderson, Vincent, and Williamson — the very next day after
announcing the creation of the Irish Branch. Also in attendance was Spencer’s rising new
assistant, whose reforms had already produced such stellar results in the Phoenix Park case and
Ireland in general.'™®

The meeting was likely an awkward one. Anderson jealously guarded his sway over the
Home Office secret service and had no intention of sharing his contacts;'”’ Vincent, now
independently wealthy, was growing altogether tired of police work and planning to resign;'®

Williamson, although the most senior and experienced detective in the land, abhorred disguises,

informers and anything smacking of secret policing,'®' and didn’t think the new Fenians were as

156 Whelehan 159-63; John McEnnis, The Clan-na-Gael and the Murder of Dr. Cronin (San Francisco: G. P.
Woodward, 1889), 57.

157 Porter, Origins of the Vigilant State, 45.

158 Porter, Plots and Paranoia, 103.

" Ibid., 104.

190 Jeyes, 144.

' Martin Fido and Keith Skinner, “Williamson, Chief Constable Frederick Adolphus (1830-1889),” in Fido et al,
The Official Encyclopedia of Scotland Yard (London: Virgin Books, 1999), 287-88; Mclntyre, “Scotland Yard,” in
Reynolds’ Newspaper, 10 February 1895.



73

serious a threat as the old ones.'®?

For his part, Jenkinson found the CID shambolic and
amateurish, writing to Spencer that “Anderson [...] at the Home Office is a poor fellow (a second
class detective Sir W. [Harcourt] calls him!) and except Williamson there is not a man in
Scotland Yard worth anything.”'®® Far from marking a mere professional disagreement,
Jenkinson’s comment gives us a preview of the endemic internecine squabbles that would come
to plague the British Aaute police throughout the rest of the 1880s (with often drastic
consequences, as we shall see).

More importantly, it gives us an insight into Jenkinson’s personality in light of what had
just transpired, for without Harcourt’s knowledge (but with Spencer’s support), Ireland’s new
chief policeman had already begun reorganizing Britain’s counter-subversive operations in his
own image well before the meeting on 20 March. As early as late 1882, Jenkinson had seized on
an opportunity provided by one of his established agents in New York to recruit one James
McDermott (better known as “Red Jim” on account of his ginger moustache), an old comrade of
Rossa and an occasional “peddler of secrets” to Edward Archibald.'® It was evident that the new
spymaster of Dublin Castle wanted to have his own correspondent in America and was quite
willing to pay a pretty price for him; McDermott shortly received £100 (the first of several
payments), money that was partially to go into buying off the trust of the gullible Rossa.'® The
possibility that it might also be used to manufacture dynamite in Britain was very likely on
Jenkinson’s mind, but the opportunity of securing a line of communication that reached into the

very heart of the most committed section of the dynamite camp (which even Le Caron could not

claim to provide) was obviously too alluring to be trumped by any ethical concerns. Less than a

'2 John Littlechild, The Reminiscences of Chief-Inspector Littlechild, Second edition (London: The Leadenhall
Press, 1894), 10.

1% Quoted in Campbell, 125.

1% patrick Mclntyre, “Scotland Yard,” in Reynolds’ Newspaper, 10 March 1895.

19 Campbell 131; Mclntyre, “Scotland Yard,” Reynolds’ Newspaper, 10 March 1895.
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month afterwards, in late January 1883, Red Jim was going over the details of his new post with
Jenkinson in a room at the Birkenhead Railway Hotel in Liverpool.'®® Emboldened by this latest
success, it is little wonder that the latter found his counterparts in London rather moth-eaten and
bureaucratic (his personal enmity towards Anderson notwithstanding).

For the moment however, peace in Whitehall was secure thanks to the heightened sense
of emergency, and as news coming in from Liverpool suggested, the “force party” were already
well on their way to unleashing a new spate of dynamite attacks. It was in that city — which had
of late seen its fair share of Fenian conspiracies — that several arrests were made in late March in
connection with a dynamite factory set up in Cork by Timothy Featherstone (Edmund O’Brien
Kennedy by his real name), a veteran of the 1860s Fenian campaigns and an associate of
O’Donovan Rossa. Featherstone had temporarily set up shop in Glasgow over the summer and
autumn of 1882, but after manufacturing the “tin boxes” used in the Tradeston Gasworks and
London outrages, he had decided to return to Ireland.'®” There he managed to recruit a
likeminded old-school Fenian and a Rossa man to boot.

Unfortunately for Featherstone, that man was Red Jim, and it was not long after that the
authorities became aware not only of the dynamite factory but also of Featherstone’s plan to
smuggle the end product back into Britain (via Liverpool) through his young accomplice Denis

Deasy (a plan which Red Jim likely suggested).'®®

Deasy was summarily apprehended on 28
March shortly after disembarking and found to be in possession of a box which he claimed

contained cattle food; in reality it contained ligno-dynamite, acids, chlorate of potash and

16 Campbell, 131-2.
17 Whelehan, 269.
18 Tbid., 124.
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“several pieces of mechanism.”'® Also on his person were papers bearing the name of Patrick
Flanagan (Deasy’s contact in Liverpool), who was subsequently also arrested and searched.
Flanagan possessed a veritable arsenal of terroristic paraphernalia (including loaded guns,
assorted chemicals and fake beards). More importantly however, he provided the local CID
detectives with the missing link that led back to Ireland in the form of a letter addressed to
Featherstone. News of the find was quickly telegraphed to the Cork RIC and the dynamite
factory was raided; Featherstone and his men were then sent to Liverpool to await trial
(presumably because a jury would prove less pliable in staunchly Nationalist Cork).

The arrest of the Featherstone gang provided Jenkinson with yet another triumph —
“Jenks has done splendidly” Harcourt noted in a letter to Spencer'’ — confirming the
indispensability of well-funded, personally loyal informers who were brave, stupid or greedy
enough to push things into agent-provocateur territory (although McDermott would shortly turn

71 As the case concurrently unfurling in Birmingham would prove,

out to be a bad investment).
however, genuine dynamite conspiracies could easily thrive outside the reach of the paid
infiltrator.

26 March — 7 April 1883, Birmingham and London

In mid-March, Dr. Thomas Gallagher (the Clan-na-Gael’s new firebrand) had landed in

Britain with the intent of finally implementing the plan he had put forth at the Dynamite

1% William John Nott-Bower (Chief Constable of Liverpool City Police) to Harcourt, 29 March 1883, TNA HO
144/115/A26302; Report by J. Campbell-Brown, D. Sc. on items found in possession of Deasey, 29 March 1883,
TNA HO 144/115/A26302; Liverpool Mercury, 30 March 1883.

' Quoted in Campbell, 127.

' Shortly after his recruitment, McDemortt was outed by Matthew O’Brien (the same man who had recruited him)
to Michael Davitt who then published the revelations in his Labour World journal (Campbell, 130). That coupled
with Red Jim’s over-the-top dynamitard persona and fondness for the bottle, soon made the would-be secret agent a
walking target in Fenian circles. After attempting, and failing, to stir up dynamite plots in Paris and Montreal in
mid-1883, and surviving an assassination attempt in New York, McDermott went into permanent hiding with the
help of Jenkinson (resurfacing only briefly around the time of the Parnell Commission in the hopes of blackmailing
the government). See Campbell, 132-5.
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Convention in Philadelphia two years earlier. Just what that plan actually entailed he soon made
clear to his associate William Norman (real name William Lynch), while the two were visiting
the scene of the recent Local Government Board explosion. Asked by Norman if that was the
sort of thing they would be aiming for, Gallagher supposedly replied “Yes, but it won’t be
child’s play,” observing as they passed the House of Commons that “this will make a great crash
when it comes down,” and further along, at Scotland Yard, that “this will come down too.”!7?

Both Gallagher and Lynch were part of a team that had been assembled in America over
the closing months of 1882 with the blessing of Alexander Sullivan, the Clan-na-Gael’s chief,
but it was far from a Clan operation given that several of Gallagher’s men had been schooled in
Brooklyn and that Rossa was bankrolling much of the expedition through his skirmishing
subscription fund.'” The centre of the operation was to be in Birmingham, where one of the
conspirators, Albert Whitehead (real name John C. Murphy) had already established himself
since February 1883 in an unobtrusive little shop in Leasham Street. There, under the guise of a
painting-and-decorations establishment, Whitehead was patiently and meticulously applying
himself to the creation of nitroglycerine.

On 28 March, just as Deasy and Flanagan were being taken into custody in Liverpool,
Gallagher and Whitehead were going over the final touches of their deadly plan in Birmingham.
The operation was doomed before it even started, however. Only the previous day Whitehead’s
local chemist had casually let slip to his friend Richard Price, a sergeant in the Birmingham
Police, that the new painter-decorator in Leasham Street seemed to him a highly suspicious
character. Not only did Whitehead speak with an unmistakable Irish-American accent, he kept

demanding large quantities of the purest grade glycerine available (something which no

172 Report by Chief Inspector Littlechild on the case against Dr. Thomas Gallagher, 17 May 1887, TNA HO
144/116/A26493.
' William Lane Booker to Earl Granville, 24 April 1883, TNA HO 144/116/A26493.
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legitimate painter required) and displayed a raggedness which suggested he was constantly
handling dangerous acids. Sergeant Price decided to report the lead to his superiors and was
given permission to investigate.

By 4 April, the day that two of Gallagher’s helpers arrived in Birmingham to fetch the
stuff that was to bring down the Houses of Parliament, local police were certain beyond all doubt
that dynamite-making was now one of the city’s “thousand trades.” As the two Fenians, now in
possession of substantial batches of nitroglycerine, made their way over from Whitehead’s shop
to the train station, they were kept under close surveillance by Birmingham and RIC detectives.
One of the dynamite runners, a twenty-three-year-old native of the Isle of Wight going by the
name of Henry Wilson, managed to board a train unobserved, but the other man, William
Norman, was surreptitiously followed all the way to London by three detectives (one of them
RIC) who sat in the carriage next to the luggage van.

In London, detectives of the Irish Branch were engaged in tracking down new leads in
connection with the 15 March explosions, and keeping watch on a certain Henry Dalton (real
name John Henry O’Connor), whom Dublin Castle had identified as a member of the
Featherstone gang.'”* On the afternoon of 4 April PCs McIntyre and Enright together with
Sergeants Melville and Regan reported that

[Dalton has] left Pond Place and proceeded by Piccadilly to Brewer Street, Soho, but did

not call at any house there; then to the American Reading Rooms, 14 Strand, where he

left at 4.15 p.m. and then proceeded to the [...] Albert Embankment by St. Thomas’

Hospital [where] he leant on the parapet of the embankment, took out a paper and

7% “Information from Consul General at New York as to Gallagher, Norman, O’Connor & Lynch,” 22 April 1883,

TNA HO 144/116/A26493.



78

appeared to be surveying the Houses of Parliament at the same time making notes onto

the paper.'”

The suspicion that Dalton was now involved in some new plot was only strengthened by the
telegram received that evening from Birmingham, which warned that two young Fenians would
be arriving at Euston Station that night with trunkfuls of nitroglycerine. The officer on duty at
the Yard, Inspector John Langrish, immediately sent word to the Irish Branch’s two most senior
figures, Chief Superintendent Williamson and the recently promoted Chief Inspector John
Littlechild. At Euston they were joined by the three detectives from Birmingham and together
they tailed Norman out of the station. The Irish-American got in a hansom cab which remained
stationary outside the station; after a few minutes, Norman got off and boarded a four-wheeled
growler. One of the detectives managed to jot down the hansom’s registration number but the
vehicle soon disappeared “in the confusion [...] caused by the number of trains that were arriving
about the same time.”'’® The chase for Norman continued.

The growler pulled in front of De La Motts Hotel in the Strand where Gallagher had
reserved Norman — his “friend who was going to study medicine” — a room.'”” Not wanting to
inadvertently tip off anyone else who might be watching the premises, Williamson decided to
wait a while before finally giving his men the go-ahead in the early hours of the morning. Up in
Norman’s room they found only Norman, asleep with a 200 Ib rubber bag of nitroglycerine under
his bed. He refused to cooperate, but the items found in his pockets — a £5 note stamped
“Colgate, New York, March 10, 1883 and correspondence bearing Gallagher’s nom de guerre

(Fletcher) — proved telling. He was arrested and, together with his lethal luggage, taken to

'3 Report by William Melville, 4 April 1883, quoted in Cook, 40.
'7® McIntyre, “Scotland Yard,” Reynolds’ Newspaper, 24 February 1895.
77 Report by John Littlechild, 17 May 1887, TNA HO 144/116/A26493.
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Scotland Yard where the recent developments (especially the knowledge that at least one of
Norman’s London confreres remained at large) had thrown everything into “a state of chaos.”'"

Thanks to a bit of old-fashioned detective work, however, Williamson, Littlechild and
Chief Constable O’Shea of the RIC managed to quickly track down the passenger of the
mysterious hansom cab to a house in Nelson Square, Blackfriars Road. There they found Wilson
and Gallagher along with two rubber waders containing nearly 80 Ibs of nitroglycerine, and an
impressive sum of money (nearly £1,200 and $2,400). Thereafter the rest of the gang was
quickly swept up in a wave of arrests, and by 7 April eight men stood accused of unlawful
possession of explosives and treason-felony. Realizing that a martyr’s fate was not for him after
all, William Norman decided to turn Queen’s Evidence and gave a soundly incriminating
testimony. Gallagher’s brother, Bernard, who had been picked up in Glasgow after his name
turned up in confiscated correspondence, also offered to cooperate but in the end he found he did
not need to; the evidence against him was scarce. He was acquitted along with one William
Ansburgh whose only ostensible link to the plot had been a calling card found in his possession.
Dalton was also released, then immediately re-arrested in connection with the Cork dynamite
ring and sent to Liverpool to stand trial with the rest of the Featherstone gang. Dr. Gallagher,
Albert Whitehead, Henry Wilson, and John Curtin would all be sentenced to penal servitude for
life.

10 April — 31 October 1883, London, Liverpool and Glasgow

The outcome of the Gallagher case marked an unmitigated and widely celebrated success
for the British police and the Irish Branch in particular (although the latter did not yet officially

exist as far as the British public was aware), and the special rewards granted to the officers

'8 McIntyre, “Scotland Yard,” Reynolds’ Newspaper, 24 February 1895.
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179
7 However, the

involved in cracking it were commensurate (inspectors all received £100 each).
scale of the conspiracy, its serendipitous discovery, and the fact that without Norman’s
confession Gallagher’s men would have likely walked away with only minor sentences (such as
were given for illicit possession of explosives under the 1875 Explosives Act) did not sit well
with Harcourt. “There can be no doubt,” he wrote to Gladstone the day after the arrests, “that we
are in the midst of a large and well-organized and fully equipped band who are prepared to
commit outrages all other the country on an immense scale.”'*

Three days later, on 9 April, the Home Secretary introduced another bold new piece of
legislation in the House of Commons which this time aimed at strengthening the criminalization
of explosives and the police’s ability to stop dynamitards in their tracks before an actual outrage
was committed. Thus, under the terms of the new Explosives Act, anyone found responsible for
causing an illegal explosion would be virtually guaranteed life in prison, while mere ownership
of explosives, “under such circumstances as to give rise to a reasonable suspicion” that an
unlawful object was being entertained, would now prove sufficient grounds for sentences of up
to fourteen years with hard labour.'®' Despite some faint rumblings from opposition MPs,
Harcourt’s bill was quickly passed (making its way through both houses in roughly two hours)
and would have likely received royal assent that same day if not for the failure of the Crown
Office to promptly d