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PROLOGUE:



The Hanged Man


The day of Colonel Edward Marcus Despard’s execution is one of the most dramatic, and strangely forgotten, in British history. In this, as in much else, his death mirrored his life.


He was to be publicly hanged, drawn and quartered for high treason, a punishment that had barely been carried out in London within living memory. Its most vivid associations were still with the Jacobite rebellions over fifty years before, the days when the British state’s greatest fear had been that a Catholic monarch might seize the throne. Those days were now long gone and, many thought, the old ceremony with them; Despard, as it turned out, would be the last person on whom the sentence would ever be passed. As specified by the Lord Chief Justice, the colonel and his six confederates were ‘to be drawn on a hurdle to the place of execution, there to be hanged by the neck, but not until you are quite dead, then to be cut down and your bowels taken out and cast into the fire before your faces; your heads to be taken off and your bodies quartered’.


Intimations of the drama had already begun to transform the city the day before, Sunday, 20 February 1803. At first light, carpenters had begun to assemble scaffold and gallows, large enough to accommodate the seven men, on the roof of Surrey County Jail in Horsemonger Lane, just south of the Thames in Southwark. The jail was a plain barracks-style building, recently constructed to replace the old prison which had been torn down during the Gordon Riots some twenty years before. The roof had been built flat for precisely this purpose, and this was the first occasion for its use. The main gates of the jail opened to admit seven plain wooden coffins.


According to contemporary witnesses, even as the preparations began ‘vast multitudes of people immediately began to assemble’. It was noted that the throng consisted ‘chiefly of the lowest of the vulgar’, but that, unusually for a public execution, ‘a considerable number of persons of genteel appearance were observable’. The forces of law and order, too, were out in unprecedented numbers. Every single member of the Bow Street police patrol, the other London patrols at Queen Street, Marlborough Street and Hatton Garden, and a ‘numerous tribe’ of petty constables from the outlying London boroughs, were placed on duty. The jail and its surrounds were thoroughly staked out, surrounded by a cordon two officers deep. All ‘the public houses and other places of resort for the disaffected’ bristled with police. A detachment of mounted Horse Guards cavalry clopped into Horsemonger Lane; all the infantry regiments in the city, at the Tower of London and at Knightsbridge Barracks, were placed on the highest alert. The head keeper of the jail was issued with six sky rockets, each containing a pound of explosives, ‘to be let off as a signal to the military, in case of any disturbance’. London’s entire martial forces were instructed not to leave their posts until the danger was past.


The impending execution had dominated the news all week. The Times had led its news pages with testy dismissals of the rumours that were spreading around the city: that Despard and his confederates were being cruelly chained together, that they were being tortured for their confessions, that a last-minute reprieve was in the air. It was beginning to dawn on the authorities that the graphic medieval ritual they had scheduled might be counterproductive, inflammatory and unpredictably dangerous. The Police Magistrate of Southwark had expressed grave concerns, pointing out that the question that had been on the common people’s lips during the week was, ‘When are these poor men to be murdered?’ It had been hard, apparently, even to find labourers prepared to erect the scaffold. When the warrant for the execution was issued on the morning of 20 February, it became clear that these anxieties had led to a change in the sentence. Exercising their statutory discretion, the magistrates announced, ‘we have thought fit to remit part of the sentence, viz. the taking out and burning their bowels before their faces, and dividing the body severally into four parts’. Despard would now be drawn – to the place of execution on a carriage without wheels – hanged until dead, and then beheaded. The Observer commented with relief that ‘the cutting out of the heart of the malefactor, quartering &c is very humanely and properly to be dispensed with’.


On the day of the execution, 21 February, the drama began well before dawn. ‘A vast number of police officers’ was soon outnumbered by the spectators streaming through the bitter cold and darkness. Southwark was a hard area to police at the best of times, a hinterland to the city of London proper characterised by unedifying activities that were prohibited across the Thames. A warren of timber shacks among the marshy waste ground and garbage landfills, it had long been a teeming red-light district; in recent times it had become dominated by malodorous and insanitary industries – distilleries, tanneries and vinegar mills – that had been forced south of the river by City of London edicts. It also had a long history of insurrection. In 1381, Wat Tyler had led the Peasants’ Revolt through the same streets; in 1450, Jack Cade had set up camp here with his Kentish rebel army. Despard’s sentence of high treason had more powerful resonances with this period than it did with the freshly minted nineteenth century. Most of the crowd had never seen a treason execution; now, jostling to witness one, they were passing shops selling roller-skates, umbrellas, toothbrushes, matches, alarm clocks, condoms, Twining’s tea and Pears soap. Part of the appeal of the spectacle must have been this lurid collision of ancient and modern; part, also, the uncertainty on all sides as to whether the crowd had really assembled only to stand and watch. It was widely rumoured that the execution would not take place as planned – or, if it did, that the main event would turn out to be an unscheduled one. The people of London had rioted countless times over much less, and, given the nature of Despard’s alleged crime, there was an unknown number among the crowd who might attempt to turn a riot into a full-scale revolution.


The character of execution crowds was, as with most crowds, largely in the eye of the beholder. For many, they were simply the scum of society: crude, vulgar, leering, gawping, sadistic. For others, though, they were the salt of the earth, good men and true come to witness and legitimise the exercise of state power. Despite the rough spectacle they presented, they were often visibly civic-minded: rescuing stranded children or crying ‘shame’ if one of their number insulted a woman. Attitudes to such crowds tended to reflect attitudes to public execution itself, the most graphic and visceral demonstration of the ultimate power of the state. There were many who were already campaigning for its abolition on the grounds, as one put it, that ‘the real effect of these scenes is to torture the compassionate and harden the obdurate’. There were many more, however, who thronged to such occasions in high spirits. Their hilarity and ribaldry – the proverbial ‘gallows humour’ – may have been heartless mockery, but it may also have been a response to the unspoken but unmissable tension between the pomp and solemnity of the occasion and the ghastly reality of the act.


This tension reached its high watermark with Despard’s execution. There had been a long-observed trend in Britain towards public disrespect at hangings: the victim cheered, the executioner and officials booed and mocked. But the crime of high treason placed an unprecedented focus on the legitimacy of the act, a focus sharpened by the fact that the majority of the onlookers believed Despard to be innocent of it. He had been accused and convicted of a shocking, cold-blooded plot to overthrow the state, an accusation he had consistently denied. Now, at the moment of the state’s retribution, he had a final chance to speak the case for his defence. Part of the unique appeal of executions was that the victims, in the moments before their death, might say anything; it was often the only time the unspeakable could be spoken in public. But if Despard chose to speak the unspeakable, it would be more than a howl of rage, a fruity obscenity or a cheeky quip. The danger he posed might yet be far from over.


The bell of St George’s Church began tolling at five, and continued for about an hour. By the time it had finished, every conceivable vantage point was packed solid. It was estimated that there were twenty thousand people jammed into the carriageway of Horsemonger Lane and spilling onto every nearby roof and patch of open ground ‘that afforded the least prospect’. It was evident, too, that this was no ordinary gallows crowd, just as it was no ordinary hanging. The packed observers were almost completely silent: ‘no tumult, no disorder appeared among the multitude . . . all was stillness and expectation of the approaching event’. For the massed guards and officers, this must have been considerably more unnerving than a rowdy mob. It might be an expression of uncertainty, of a crowd unsure of the tone of the event and too diffident to break the silence. But it could equally, and perhaps more plausibly, be read as a mute but chilling sign of prearranged intent.


Inside Surrey County Jail, as the prison bell struck seven, Despard was invited into the chapel for a service of last rites. He politely refused the invitation, and remained in his cell. At seven-thirty, his arms were bound with ropes and he was led out into the walled prison yard. He was still a colonel, and still entitled to wear the uniform of his rank, but he appeared instead in his favourite dark greatcoat and boots, bare-headed, without wig or powder. His solicitor was waiting for him outside his cell and, manoeuvring around his ropes, he shook hands with him ‘very cordially’.


Awaiting Despard in the prison yard was a very strange sight. Two horses were harnessed to a small cart that contained two trusses of clean straw, and whose floor rested directly on the ground. Behind the cart stood the Sheriff of Surrey, behind him a fully robed priest, and behind the priest the head keeper of the jail, Mr Ives, solemnly holding a white wand. Behind Ives stood a line of high constables, and behind them a line of duty policemen. Bringing up the rear was the executioner, holding up a drawn sword.


The quartering and dismembering had been waived, but there had never been an execution for high treason without the victim first being drawn through the streets to the scaffold. It was integral to the ceremony, but today it was out of the question. The ritual was intended to allow the people to vent their feelings towards the traitor, to abuse him and spit on him. But today no one was minded to test how the ominously silent crowd outside would react if Despard was paraded among them. Apart from anything else, the packed streets made it logistically impossible. It had hastily been decided to switch the ritual to the privacy of the enclosed prison yard.


Outside the yard, the traditional gallows humour might have been muted, but Despard himself was unable to keep a straight face at the furtive display of pomp that confronted him. ‘Ha! ha!’ he exclaimed with a laugh, ‘what nonsensical mummery is this?’ The solemn procession was not programmed to respond. Despard was ushered into the cart, seated backwards on the straw bales and, as the dawn spread grey over the prison walls, bumped around the cobbled yard until it was deemed that the drawing had been completed. There was to be no thwarting of justice, but neither would the ancient ritual of drawing a traitor survive that morning’s embarrassment and ridicule. Despard, though powerless against it, had nevertheless passed a sentence of death on the sentence itself.


As day broke, officials could be seen making the gallows ready on the prison roof. The seven wooden coffins were brought up; the drop was erected; bags of sawdust were arranged to catch the blood when the heads were severed. Still the crowd watched in oppressive silence. At eight-thirty, the prisoners began to file up to the scaffold.


First was John Macnamara, a stout, florid Irishman, who looked down at the packed streets and exclaimed loudly and devoutly, ‘Lord Jesus, have mercy upon me!’ Next came Arthur Graham, at fifty-three the oldest of the traitors, who looked shaken, ‘pale and ghastly’. Next, James Wratton, a thin, pinched-looking shoemaker, who ‘ascended the gallows with much firmness’. The carpenter Thomas Broughton followed, then the two tall, amiable-looking soldiers, John Wood, then John Francis. Finally, the colonel took the steps up to the drop. He was impassive; ‘his countenance underwent not the slightest change’ as the rope was fastened around his neck and the cap placed on his head. He assisted the executioner in adjusting the noose, taking care to tie the knot under his left ear; he had presumably witnessed enough hangings to be aware that this arrangement offered the best chance of a broken neck and a speedy death. John Macnamara is reported to have muttered to Despard, ‘I am afraid, Colonel, we have got ourselves into a bad situation.’ Despard replied, ‘There are many better, and some worse.’


Two priests arrived on the platform: a Roman Catholic who read the last rites to Macnamara, and the Anglican prison chaplain, Revd William Winckworth, who did the same to the other five associates. Despard himself declined any religious absolution. It had emerged during his imprisonment that ‘although he thought the institution of religion politic, he had no faith in its efficacy’. When pressed by Winckworth, he had admitted that, as far as he was concerned, ‘the opinions of churchmen, dissenters, Quakers, Methodists, Catholics, savages or even atheists were equally indifferent’.


By this time nearly a hundred officers, dignitaries and guards had joined the condemned on the roof. When all was ready, Despard turned to the Sheriff of Surrey, who was presiding over the event, and asked permission to address a few words to the people. The sheriff told him that he had no objection, ‘provided nothing inflammatory or improper was intended’; but if Despard were to speak a single word of that kind, the platform would be immediately dropped. Given Despard’s situation, this was a difficult tightrope to walk, but he was ready for the challenge. What followed was, even in the remarkable annals of gallows speeches, perhaps the most notorious and best remembered.


Despard stood up straight and, in clear tones, addressed the crowd, beginning with ‘Fellow Citizens’. It was a carefully judged phrase, with clear republican associations, yet in itself some way short of an incitement to revolution. Despard may have used it to gauge the crowd’s mood, or the sheriffs tolerance, but its reception is impossible to judge today. The accounts of Despard’s speech perfectly illustrate the paradox that the more witnesses present at an event, the harder it is to establish exactly what happened. Robert Southey, the future Poet Laureate who was among the packed crowd, recorded that ‘the mob applauded him while he spoke’. Others maintained that his speech was received ‘in the most perfect silence’. Still others squared the circle by reporting that the speech ‘was applauded by certain persons who appeared to have placed themselves near for the purpose’, presumably attempting to incite the crowd, but that the crowd refused to join in. Others doubtless suspected – not unreasonably – that the vocal front row were government agents provocateurs, trying to encourage Despard’s fellow traitors in the crowd to reveal themselves in the presence of the massed guard.


‘I come here, as you see,’ Despard continued, ‘after having served my country faithfully, honourably and usefully served it, for thirty years and upwards, to suffer death upon a scaffold for a crime of which I protest I am not guilty. I solemnly declare that I am no more guilty of it than any of you who may now be hearing me.’ Again, a judicious combination of plain speaking and hidden meaning. Despard’s not-guilty plea was a matter of public record, and he was perfectly entitled to repeat it. Yet, as everyone knew, much more depended on the statement than the colonel’s own innocence or guilt. If the government was prepared to use the ultimate penalty to silence him, and unjustly, then they were themselves condemned. For Robert Southey, this was Despard’s sly masterstroke. ‘This calm declaration of a dying man,’ he wrote later, ‘was so well calculated to do mischief.’ It was, for Southey at least, the perfect instrument of malice and revenge, far more plausible than a rabble-rousing denunciation. But the majority of the crowd would have taken it as a simple statement of record. So much of what was known of Despard’s views had been disputed, attributed, denied or fabricated that simply hearing him in his own words would have conveyed a forceful impression of truth.


But now Despard set his sights more broadly, and edged towards the unspeakable. ‘Though His Majesty’s ministers know as well as I do that I am not guilty, yet they avail themselves of a legal pretext to destroy a man, because he has been a friend to truth, to liberty and to justice, because he has been a friend to the poor and the oppressed.’ Here was an obvious cue for applause; the next day’s Times reported ‘a considerable huzzah’ from the front rows at this crescendo. But it was still the crowd’s forbearance rather than its clamour that struck most observers. The sheriff, too, kept silent, and Despard went on. ‘But, Citizens, I hope and trust, notwithstanding my fate, and the fate of those who no doubt will soon follow me, that the principles of freedom, of humanity, and of justice, will finally triumph over falsehood, tyranny and delusion, and every principle inimical to the interests of the human race.’ This was enough for the sheriff: he moved over to Despard and told him that any more in this vein and the platform would drop. Despard nodded his understanding and fell silent. Then he raised his head and spoke once more. ‘I have little more to add,’ he concluded, ‘except to wish you all health, happiness and freedom, which I have endeavoured, so far as was in my power, to procure for you, and for mankind in general.’


It was a gentlemanly sign-off, courteous both to the crowd and to the officials clustered around him, but it smuggled in another subtle barb. It was the references to tyranny and falsehood that had prompted the sheriff to put an end to Despard’s speech, casting aspersions as they did not just on the government of the day but on the monarchy and the entire political establishment. Yet ‘mankind in general’, added to his previous and precise use of the term ‘the human race’, made a larger point. To whom or what, precisely, was he referring? Many in the crowd would have assumed he was referring to them, the disenfranchised masses, and implying that his cause was theirs: liberty and justice for all, not merely for the few. Those of Irish background or sympathies, of whom there were undoubtedly many, might have construed it more pointedly in terms of their own struggle for self-government. In fact, if Despard had anyone particular in mind, it was likely to have been those for whom he had first taken it upon himself to seek justice: a small and scattered tribe of creoles, Irish convicts and freed black slaves in a remote part of the world of which most of the crowd had never heard.


Some among the crowd would have caught this drift. Pamphlets and memoirs telling the rollicking tale of Despard’s life had been circulating widely in recent weeks. Many would have known, for example, that his wife, Catherine, was a black woman with whom he had returned from his years of military service in the Caribbean and the Spanish Main. Despard’s conviction for high treason had been secured, contentiously, on allegations of a plot against the British Crown; but his final exhortation expanded the frame to a panorama beyond Britain’s shores. It might have been the struggle for British liberties that finally claimed him, but he had been forged in a wider world of which most in the crowd were yet unaware. The British might celebrate that they never would be slaves, but what right had they to celebrate if their liberty was founded on the slavery of another portion of mankind? Few among the crowd could have conceived that within twenty years, sovereignty over two hundred million people – a quarter of the world’s population – would be claimed in their name. Yet this was a future Despard had already seen. His life had unfolded there, and its front line was perhaps still the closest he had to a home.


John Francis, next to Despard, looked straight ahead. ‘What an amazing crowd,’ he observed.


Despard looked up, and spoke his final words: ‘’Tis very cold; I think we shall have some rain.’


The moment around which all the activity of the last two days had centred could be put off no longer. At seven minutes to nine the signal was given to drop the platforms, beginning with Despard’s. In the first unambiguous expression of their feelings since they had assembled, the crowd removed their hats. The rope was jerked, the platform gave way; Despard uttered no sound and betrayed no struggle. He clenched his hands in spasm twice, and then hung perfectly still as he was, in the words of one eyewitness chronicle, ‘launched into eternity’.


Yet as Despard hung in the massive silence, everyone was well aware there was more to come. In the days before measured ropes and weighted drops, death by hanging was an uncertain business. It was thirty-seven minutes before the executioner finally cut him down and wrestled his corpse over the block. Despard’s dark coat flapped back to reveal a blue undercoat with gilt buttons, a cream waistcoat trimmed with gold lace, and a strip of scarlet flannel turned over the waist of his grey breeches. The executioner stepped back to make way for the surgeon with the dissecting knife.


This was the part of the ritual that had barely been seen within living memory and, as soon became clear, had never previously been attempted by anyone present. The surgeon aimed at a joint in the neck vertebrae but missed it, and was soon reduced to nervous hacking. The executioner barged him out of the way and began twisting Despard’s neck this way and that, a spectacle that ‘filled everyone present with horror’. (Again, other sources – whether from restricted view or self-censorship – recorded that the head was ‘severed in an instant’.) When Despard’s head was eventually separated, the executioner picked it up by the hair, carried it to the edge of the parapet in his right hand and held it before the crowd. As he did so, he spoke the words that had for centuries marked the climax of the ceremony, but which were now ringing out for the first time over the modern world: ‘This is the head of a traitor: Edward Marcus Despard.’


Robert Southey recorded that the crowd broke their silence at this point to hiss the executioner. Others claim that they remained mute to the end, when the freezing rain began to bucket down.





PART ONE:




The Spanish Main






CHAPTER 1



Patriot


The hanged man card in the Tarot deck is often read as a character suspended between two worlds. There is no more graphic illustration of its appropriateness to Edward Marcus Despard than the images of him that were published around the time of his death. The National Portrait Gallery holds three engravings, all drawn or copied in 1803 and 1804. They are more or less mutually unrecognisable: surrounded by a random line-up of his contemporaries, it would be hard to identify them all as the same man. They reflect a striking lack of consensus about who Despard actually was, and what his dramatic death signified.


The image of Despard delivering his gallows speech was the last to be published, and bears the least resemblance to the other two: a thickset, jowly man, stiffly posed and rendered somehow anonymous by his execution cap. Without the crowd in frame to illustrate the public nature of his hanging, this image seems to project Despard into the future, suggesting a twentieth-century war traitor hanged behind closed prison doors. With the cut of his coat slightly altered, he might almost be mistaken for his fellow Irish gentleman-traitor Sir Roger Casement, or even William Joyce, Lord Haw-Haw. But the two other images show a very different man – or, perhaps, two different men.


The other likeness from 1804 shows Despard in wig, silk frock-coat and cravat, unmistakably an officer and a gentleman. It may have been modelled on earlier likenesses, and it certainly harks back to his distinguished military career. It is reminiscent of no one so much as the great patriotic hero of the age, Admiral Horatio Nelson, and the similarity is more than coincidental. Nelson and Despard went back a long way. They had fought together as young men, with heroic bravery and against impossible odds; they faced death in action for the first time together, and both survived by a whisker. Their mutual admiration lasted a lifetime. The most publicised event of Despard’s trial had been the appearance of Nelson as the star character witness for the defence; he had publicly stated that he had the ‘highest respect’ for Despard, and that ‘no man could have shown more zealous attachment to his sovereign and his country’. Each man would die in the service of his cause, and both their ends were public sensations. The London crowd at Despard’s execution would not be surpassed until the extraordinary scenes at Nelson’s funeral after Trafalgar two years later. History would record them as opposites, the epitomes of hero and villain; but in each other’s eyes, they were closer to brothers.


This Nelsonian image of Despard is the one recalled in the epithet that attached itself so firmly to the hanged man at the time: ‘the unfortunate Colonel Despard’. It was originally coined by his supporters to denote a man of principle and a loyal servant of his country, whose silencing on trumped-up charges was a national disgrace. But the epithet stuck because of its multiplicity of possible meanings. As well as its literal sense of ‘unlucky’, the word ‘unfortunate’ also had a second, colder and more ironic usage, one which is preserved today in phrases such as ‘an unfortunate turn of phrase’ – unfortunate not just for the protagonist but for everyone concerned. This is the sense in which Despard was unfortunate for most of the British establishment: regrettable, even pathetic, someone to be glossed over quickly and dignified with as little comment as possible. In this sense, however, Despard’s death was unfortunate not just for the man himself but for those who executed him. They had their day of pomp and ceremony, their unarguable show of strength, yet they were left to explain why it had become necessary to execute a loyal and heroic army officer whose dignity in the face of his punishment had not cracked and who had left a far more positive impression on the crowd than those who had sentenced him to death.


Over the years, perhaps as an alternative explanation, ‘unfortunate’ came to acquire a third sense as an epithet for Despard: a pointed euphemism for mentally unbalanced. In the ever more cursory tellings of his tale, Despard became ‘crack-brained’ or ‘deluded’, his conspiracy a ‘crazed scheme’ or a ‘mad plot’. Over the next hundred and fifty years, the standard explanation for Despard’s actions came to include this sense that he was, to a greater or lesser degree, insane. Even some of his apologists joined in with the insanity plea, suggesting that he had been ‘touched’ by the sun during his time in the tropics, or ‘made mad by official persecution’. This was not so much a serious clinical diagnosis as a shorthand for the way in which Despard’s motivations became ever more incomprehensible to history. There is no contemporary evidence that he was mentally unbalanced: on the contrary, from his trial through his final imprisonment right up to his carefully measured gallows speech, observers on all sides were struck, even haunted, by his eerie dignity and unbreakable commitment to an exacting code of honour.


The final portrait, sketched at Despard’s trial in 1803 and published before his death, shows the artist playing up to his viewers’ expectations of rough-hewn villainy, but is perhaps as close to life as the previous one. Here is another man entirely: no wig or finery, wild hair and a craggy face, unmistakably a man of action with a life of weather-beaten experience behind him. This is a portrait that suggests not so much the future as the past: nothing so much as a buccaneer or privateer from the golden age of piracy, Henry Morgan perhaps, or Captain Kidd. This image fits with a different aspect of Despard’s story. His career unfolded in the wild and disputed territories of the Caribbean, as part of a British colonial presence that had evolved slowly, and less than completely, from the days of state-sanctioned piracy against the Spanish. The accusation of piracy in these parts was still a potent one, and one which was levelled against Despard: it was instrumental in setting him on his trajectory towards the gallows. He hung on the cusp between the age of piracy and the age of revolution.


All these images of Despard – traitor, pirate, freedom-fighter, noble scapegoat – are still hanging in the air. No consensus was forged after his death. The cloud of treason obscured the man, and then evaporated as other news took its place. For many, the case was closed, an ugly episode put to rest. For others, it was deeply regrettable, gone but not forgotten. For a minority it was a festering sore that would not be healed until it was avenged with the same brutality with which Despard had been executed.


This lack of consensus manifested itself not in continued controversy but, as the crowd had witnessed it, mostly in silence. Histories during the nineteenth century mentioned Despard less and less; chronicles dropped the day of his execution from their lists. He became a footnote, and gradually even less than a footnote. Throughout most of the twentieth century, he receded further from memory. His period of history took on a character imbued with triumphal hindsight, dominated by Nelson and Wellington, Trafalgar and Waterloo, the era that birthed a new national anthem and a new Great Britain, and dispelled the eighteenth-century bogeys of violent mobs and insurrections with a golden age of trade, prosperity and empire. By the 1920s, the historian H. W. C. Davis could assert in passing, and without fear of contradiction, in his Oxford lectures that the ‘hare-brained and desperate plot’ that preceded Despard’s execution was ‘hardly possible to explain except on the supposition that his mind was disordered’.


This assertion would be repeated unchallenged for a further generation. Within this confident imperial narrative Despard, who had been the harbinger of a quite different story, sank without trace. It was only in the 1960s that his world began to be revisited by scholars seeking the roots of another grand story: the origins of democracy, political reform, the labour movement, the revolutionary working class and racial equality. In the landmark work of this movement, The Making of the English Working Class, E. P. Thompson reversed the consensus of over a century by arguing that Despard’s treason had been ‘an incident of real importance in British political history’.


Assembling this story has awoken Despard from the sleep of history. His causes are now the rights and liberties we take for granted in modern democracies. It is no longer possible to ignore the match between his gallows speech and, for example, the UN Charter of Human Rights, which enshrines the ‘democratic principles of the dignity, equality and mutual respect for men’, or UNESCO’s rejection of the ‘ignorance and prejudice of the doctrine of the inequality of men and races’. The Times denounced Despard’s gallows speech as the most ‘flagrant high treason’ ever spoken in public; today, it is opposition to Despard’s sentiments that is a crime. There is no longer any difficulty in understanding Despard’s political views. The difficulty lies in understanding what it meant to hold such views two hundred years ago.


Yet the attempt to shoehorn Despard into this progressive story is also problematic. All too often within its scheme he becomes a satellite: a postscript to the radicalism of the French Revolution, or a precursor to the next generation’s struggle for democracy and political reform. Such schemes, by their nature, risk turning him into an abstraction, a figurehead for broader social currents and political forces. But Despard was a practical man, not a political theorist; he played his cards as they lay, and his contested death was the outcome of a life like that of no one else.


To locate Despard in his place in history, we might propose that he was indeed an important figure, but to a history that never quite took place. In the first great age of revolutions, from 1776 to 1848, Britain was a conspicuous island in the tide that swept most of Europe and America. Why did a British revolution never happen? Many reasons have been cited. Britain was indeed an island, partially sheltered from such tides by its geography. Its people were less intensively armed and militarised than many of their neighbours. Its state apparatus of law and order was highly developed. It was constantly unified by real or imagined threats from beyond its shores. But there are two reasons that are pressed into service most frequently. The first is that, unlike most of Europe with its despotic monarchies, Britain already had a constitution and a parliamentary democracy, established by its own Glorious Revolution of 1688. The second is that, with one major exception, it won every war it fought throughout the eighteenth century. It was a winning formula, and its people had neither the need nor the desire to overthrow it.


These may well have turned out to be determining factors, but such analysis was not possible from Despard’s vantage point in 1803. Then, an entirely different view was possible, and at least as plausible. Britain had spent much of the previous century at war against the absolutist monarchies of France and Spain, fighting proudly and righteously in defence of a state that enshrined a far greater degree of liberty and justice for the common people. But it had then lost, catastrophically, a war against its American colonies for their right to set up an independent and constitutional republic based far more explicitly on the consent and freedom of its citizens. In 1803 Britain had once again been at war with the ideologically driven republic of France, and had just been forced to sue for an ignominious peace after years of near bankruptcy, mutiny among its troops and the imposition of draconian state powers to suppress its own dissenting population. The conclusion was easily drawn at the time that, when Britain had been fighting with justice on her side, she had always won; but that the beacon of liberty that had inspired her was now dimmed, perhaps even tarnished beyond repair. With hindsight, Britain might have been on her way to a manifest destiny of global empire, but at the time the writing seemed to many to be on the wall, and its message unambiguously clear.


Despard’s execution prompted Robert Southey to take stock of which way the tide of history seemed to be flowing. ‘Do I then,’ he asked, ‘think that England is in danger of revolution?’ His answer was grim: ‘I believe that revolution inevitably must come, and in its most fearful shape.’ This was no isolated or partisan view. Southey, like his fellow Romantics Wordsworth and Coleridge, had long since retreated from the zealous republicanism he championed loudly after the fall of the Bastille; he had, though, maintained throughout his hatred for Prime Minister William Pitt, whom he still thought of as a vain, power-obsessed warmonger. ‘What a blessing that it did not happen under Pitt,’ he observed of Despard’s execution; no one at all would have believed the charges, and revolution would surely have come sooner rather than later. But Pitt had resigned in 1801, and had been replaced by his childhood friend Henry Addington. Although there was little to choose between their political orientation and vested interests, Southey found himself able to approve of the new man. Addington’s evident weaknesses – lack of colour, will and conviction – were for Southey good points: they made him less belligerent than Pitt, more disinterested, more likely to preserve the peace with France and loosen the state’s grip on British liberties at home. There was a sense, though, of Southey’s relief at finding himself back in the mainstream of politics, able finally to distance himself with dignity from his youthful ardour. His assessment of the threat of revolution might have been tinged with an alarmism that became more theatrical as he got older, but it was essentially offered from the cautious centre ground by a man who was soon to be honoured as the nation’s poet. Whether or not Britain came close to revolution around 1800, the threat of revolution was a major driving force in its politics, one that would be underestimated by many future historians.


Yet to patch Despard into a history that never happened is still, perhaps, to bend him out of shape. He was, by his own account at least, no violent revolutionary. This was precisely the charge he had denied at his trial, and continued to deny to the end, even in front of a partisan crowd and with a rope around his neck. He was much judged at his death, but little observed during his lifetime. Such judgements tended to reflect the prejudices of those who held them, and the bitterly contested political debate of the time, more than the man himself. Even today, the greatest challenge to understanding his life is to avoid the rush to judgement. Despard’s story cuts to the quick of our instinctive modern certainties about the politics of left and right, and challenges them by refusing to sit neatly within them.


The lack of consensus about Despard represented, and still represents, far more than the disputed facts of his fatal crime. There was no one who had shared all or even most of his life with him; it had unfolded in distant colonies and in the shadows of London’s underworld, among Miskito Indians and army officers, freed slaves and colonial dignitaries, peers of the realm and outlawed freedom-fighters. Its most striking feature was the breadth of experience it had taken in, its vertiginous heights and depths: from heroic soldier to political dissident, from Irish gentleman to colonial governor to pirate. In every telling, its hallmark was its contrasts: it was irresistibly read as a morality tale of pride and fall, hubris and nemesis. Yet when his story is assembled without moral or political intent, it is not Despard’s contrasts but his constancy that is most striking. It was not the man who changed, so much as the world around him.


* * *


When Despard was executed in London, it was still in many respects a foreign country to him. There were two countries that had a better claim to being his home: Ireland, where he grew up, and Jamaica, where he came of age and served out his career. These two cultures were not as remote from each other as might be imagined. Both were colonies of Britain; both were ruled by a class of people who regarded themselves as British first, and Irish or Jamaican an often distant second. His own family were Anglo-Irish, British Protestant landowners who would have felt more kinship with their fellows in Yorkshire, Canada or Barbados than with the indigenous Gaelic and Catholic culture that surrounded them.


Despard was twenty-one when he arrived in Jamaica as an army officer in 1772 and he served the British Crown in the Caribbean and Central America, with only two brief visits home, until he was forty. In one sense, Jamaica was a backwater: a remote island colony, six weeks’ journey across the Atlantic from Britain, its few thousand plantation farmers dwarfed by their slave labour force, presided over by a small military presence and riddled with tropical disease. But in another sense, it was a pioneering, if largely unwitting, experiment in the next phase of human history. Many of the revolutions that were to transform the following century – imperial, industrial and political – were incubating in the Caribbean colonies more intensely than anywhere else on the globe. The relations between trade and war, rulers and ruled, capital and labour, productivity and profit, were all being crucially reworked on the coastlines, plantations and mountain plateaux of Despard’s adopted home. When his life came to its notorious conclusion, his time in this melting pot would be the basis for his quiet conviction that he had seen the future more clearly and accurately than most.


There had never been a time when Despard had not been destined for the army. He was the youngest of seven brothers, six of whom survived infancy; the eldest inherited the substantial family estate, and the rest entered the armed forces as soon as their childhoods came to an end. Two of them, John and Andrew, would serve with distinction in the American War of Independence and reach the ranks of general and major. Edward’s rise through the ranks would be faster than both of them, though its trajectory would be cut short.


The family estate centred on a tall, rather forbidding manor house near Mountrath in the centre of Ireland, whose ruined and ivy-covered gables still stand. The family were Protestants, descended from Huguenots named D’Espard who had fled France two hundred years before, and who regarded England as their cultural and religious motherland. Although subsequent generations of Despards would campaign for Irish home rule, Edward’s later and passionate identification with the Irish political struggle was not inherited. His childhood was a cloistered one, where casual mixing with the local culture was not indulged. The tenor of home was set by religious observance, correct manners and the prospect of a life of military discipline.


Although reckoned to be the most talented of the family, with precocious abilities in drawing, mathematics and engineering, Edward was steered into army service exactly as his brothers had been. Before school he was placed as a page in the family of Lord Hertford, the Lord Lieutenant of Ireland, a notoriously strict and unsentimental education during which any chafing against authority was suppressed (or perhaps, in Edward’s case, postponed). School itself was the military academy in Dublin Castle, from which he graduated at the age of fifteen. His father immediately bought him a commission as an ensign in the 50th Infantry Regiment, and he passed through to his coming of age as a footsoldier. When the 50th was posted to Jamaica in 1772, he was promoted to lieutenant.


Despard’s arrival in Jamaica was part of an extended wave of military reinforcement against the Spanish, the first time that the island had hosted a substantial British army presence. This militarisation had begun during the Seven Years War with Spain, which had ended with British victory in 1763, and was a marker of the ways in which the island was becoming a crucial focus of British economic strategy and a coveted prize in the conflict between European powers that was soon to transform the New World.


The first transatlantic visitor to Jamaica had been Christopher Columbus, who landed on its north coast on his second voyage in 1494. Like so many subsequent visitors, he was staggered by its natural beauty: white-sand beaches and coves leading up to lush savannah and, unlike many of its low-lying neighbours in the archipelago, towering mountains covered in dense mahogany forests, their peaks vanishing into columns of mist. It was immediately apparent that the island was well settled. The Taino, an Arawakspeaking Indian people, had been crossing over from the mainland in canoes for centuries, setting up communities around the freshwater sources and gradually evolving a loose political system of provinces controlled by tribal chiefs, or caciques. Despite a brief, suspicious stand-off – the explorers’ reputation had preceded them – relations settled into functional coexistence. The Taino respected the new arrivals’ property, and Columbus was delighted to report that ‘we lost not the value of a pin’. In fact, it was the new arrivals who borrowed from the locals: they became converts to the Taino habit of smoking. The local name for the roll of leaves they inhaled was tabaco.


Columbus had little interest in Jamaica, his sights still fixed on navigating his way through to China; but he had, naturally, claimed the island in the name of the Spanish Crown, and a period of sporadic settlement followed. A base named Spanish Town was set up near the south coast as a staging post, and handfuls of Spanish colonists moved in to make a living from the lush interior. But the colony was slow to prosper. Gold and silver were what the Spanish merchants were after, and hopes had been raised by the discovery that the Taino possessed some items of gold jewellery, but these turned out to have been brought from the mainland. The island itself seemed to offer little but unprofitable subsistence crops such as maize and cassava, and some vicious and previously unknown tropical fevers.


The early Spanish settlers had a far more dramatic effect on the people than on the landscape. The Columbian exchange of diseases was, as everywhere, fatally loaded in the Europeans’ favour. Smallpox in particular swept through the indigenous population; the weakened tribes were sent into a terminal decline by Spanish territorial raids. Captives were corralled into forced labour on largely unsuccessful plantations, where thousands were worked to death. The Spanish administration eventually proposed reservations for the dwindling population; the Taino themselves were in favour, but the planters objected that such a measure would compromise their workforce. Spiralling towards extinction, Taino tribes committed mass suicide by drinking poison extracted from cassava roots. By the seventeenth century, the original settlers were virtually extinct.


Thus Jamaica at the dawn of the mercantile era was, from the colonists’ perspective, more or less virgin territory. What made it most attractive to visitors over the next hundred years was not its physical assets but its location. Its many hidden coves and bays were easy sailing distance from the transatlantic routes plied by merchant ships returning from the coast of Panama, where the prodigious treasures being plundered from Peru and Mexico were transported and stockpiled in remote and vulnerable shanty ports to await shipping to Europe. Jamaica, during the course of the seventeenth century, became synonymous with piracy.


Piracy took hold in a political and military vacuum. Although the island was technically Spanish, the colonists lacked the manpower to secure it, and it rapidly evolved into a no man’s land in the shadow war between rival European nation states. Pirates offered themselves as paramilitary forces for their native lands in exchange for legal immunity; commissioned state vessels presented themselves as pirates so that they could raid during peacetime without diplomatic consequences. In times of delicate negotiation between Britain, France and Spain, acts of piracy could be plausibly denied; in times of diplomatic sabre-rattling they could be claimed as famous national victories. Someone such as Francis Drake could be – as he remains to this day – a patriotic hero to the British and an infamous villain to the Spanish. Drake’s methods were, from his victims’ perspective, indistinguishable from piracy: he disguised himself as a Spaniard to case out the Panama ports, anchored in hidden coves, and ambushed mule trains and treasure stores in the middle of the night with a motley crew armed to the teeth. The only difference – that he sailed his haul of gold and silver ingots back to Britain and presented it to the monarch – was irrelevant from the vantage point of the sacked and torched ports he left behind. Piracy, like treason, was and would remain a slippery concept, contingent on the larger picture.


Jamaica’s transition from pirate haven to legitimate British colony was similarly opportunistic and piecemeal. In 1655 Oliver Cromwell despatched a fleet to take the island from Spain. He had asked the Spanish ambassador for the right to trade from Jamaica, but had been refused; he had several naval detachments he suspected of royalist sympathies, and which he wanted to utilise as far away from England as possible; he also wished to carve out some Protestant territory in the overwhelmingly Catholic Americas. The original target had been the far more profitable and well-settled Spanish colony of Santo Domingo – present-day Haiti and the Dominican Republic – but the fleet was fought off easily and headed for Jamaica instead. The Spanish settlers here had dwindled to fewer than two thousand, mostly in Spanish Town, and they sued for peace as soon as the English arrived. Over the next few years the resistance from outlying Spanish enclaves was rooted out, a small Spanish fleet was seen off, and several thousand planters and traders arrived from New England and the British Isles. A new capital was established on the archipelago of tiny coral islands, or cays, flung like an arm across the huge natural harbour on the south coast, and in 1660, on the restoration of Charles II, it was named Port Royal.


Jamaica’s change in colonial status led not to an extension of the rule of law but to a massive resurgence of piracy. Port Royal looked like an English port, complete with brick and half-timber houses arrayed along Queen Street and Thames Street, but functioned as an enclave where privateers – pirates operating under letters of marque from the English Crown – could refit their ships, buy provisions and sell goods looted from the Spanish ports in Panama. Their numbers were sufficient to scare off the Spanish, and they operated free of charge to the English government, on a commission basis of ‘no prey, no pay’. Port Royal swiftly gained a reputation as a sinkhole of depravity where freebooters, filibusters, buccaneers and privateers squandered vast sums on drinking, gambling and prostitution. The Spanish government protested vigorously and persistently to the English court, and the two nations signed a treaty whereby the Spanish recognised English rule in Jamaica in exchange for the appointment of a state-sanctioned governor accountable for reining in the pirates. The governor, Sir Thomas Modyford, followed the by-now-standard diplomatic practice of deploring piracy but pleading his powerlessness to act against it.


The piratical heyday of Port Royal came to an abrupt end on 7 June 1692 when a massive earthquake ripped the cays of Port Royal from the seabed and plunged virtually the entire town into the ocean. In a biblical apocalypse widely seen as divine retribution for the city of sin, the churchyards opened up to disgorge decades’ worth of putrefied corpses into the harbour; buccaneers paddled through the wreckage in canoes, stripping the cadavers of their jewellery. The town was abandoned, and trade and the government administration relocated across the harbour to the small settlement on the more sheltered mainland known as Kingston.


The destruction of Port Royal turned out to be the cue for another reinvention of Jamaica. While the settlement of the Caribbean was beginning to squeeze old-time piracy out of range of the larger islands, the influx of planters was beginning to make the interior of the island profitable for the first time. Tropical crops such as tobacco, indigo and cocoa were being successfully cultivated, and a better-policed maritime trade was making their export to Europe more economically attractive. But the new enterprise that really transformed the Caribbean islands was the growing and refining of sugar. By the time Despard arrived, the sugar trade had become far more valuable than the gold and silver that had motivated the original colonists. Despard was witness to a powerful tide of change that was not only economic but social and political, the consequences of which were transforming the destiny not only of the Caribbean but of the entire developed world.


The individual most emblematic of the early stages of this transformation was Henry Morgan. A Welshman from a distinguished military family, Morgan was born around 1635, entered the army as a youngster, arrived in Jamaica with Cromwell’s fleet and participated in the island’s capture. Installed in Port Royal, he took his pick of the most hardened pirates and buccaneers and launched a series of daring raids on the Spanish ports along the Panama coast, locating the best-concealed treasure stores by torturing the inhabitants and extracting huge ransoms from the Spanish government under the threat of burning their harbours to the ground. He returned to Jamaica several times with enormous cargoes of loot, and led the most prodigious orgies of drinking, whoring and gambling in Port Royal’s history. When the diplomatic heat became too great for him to continue, he was arrested with much fanfare by the English navy and hauled back to London. There, though, he was not imprisoned but consulted in detail by the government about how to manage their affairs in Jamaica, then sent back as a poacher-turned-gamekeeper with the title of lieutenant-general. He used his position and salary to buy a thousand acres of sugar plantation and grew fat on his new trade. He became a folk hero back in England, where he was knighted, and he successfully sued the author of a chronicle that referred to him as a pirate. When he died in 1688 he received a state funeral, complete with twenty-one-gun salute.
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