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The Kennington Chartist Project was initiated in 
2018 by local residents, to celebrate the legacy of 
the 1848 Chartist rally on Kennington Common.
This first volume of Kennington 1848 is called 
Our Story. It is an introduction to what happened 
in Kennington in 1848, and an account of our 
project in 2018.
The next volume of Kennington 1848 is called 
Another Look. There, we explore in greater 
depth the people and place that contributed to 
this significant event.
The Kennington Chartist Project is supported 
by the Friends of Kennington Park, the National 
Lottery Heritage Fund, and the Lipman-Miliband 
Trust.

Dedicated to Tom Collins (1967 - 2019) 
the voice of Feargus O’Connor for the 

Kennington Chartist Project.

“Go on, conquering and to conquer,  
until the People’s Charter has gloriously 

become the law of the land!”
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	 n 2017 a few local residents began talking about the upcoming  
	 170th anniversary of the huge 1848 Chartist rally on Kennington  
	 Common. We formed a steering group, and sought the support of 
the Friends of Kennington Park, the Lipman-Miliband Trust and the 
National Lottery Heritage Fund. In early 2018, the Kennington Chartist 
Project was born, and so began an intensive year of research, organisation, 
education and celebration.   

The 170th Anniversary of the Great Chartist rally
On the 10th April 2018, the exact 170th anniversary of the great Chartist 
rally, the Kennington Chartist Project launched with a commemoration 
in the park. Four flag bearers symbolically recreated the 1848 march of 
the four divisions of London Chartists: from Russell Square, Clerkenwell 
Green, Stepney Green and Peckham Fields to Kennington Common. 
Our flag bearers carried banners emblazoned with Chartist slogans 
and declarations of solidarity with campaigns for under-represented 
people today. Local historian S I Martin spoke about William Cuffay’s 
involvement in London Chartism, and Tom Collins gave a rousing 
rendition of Feargus O’Connor’s famous 1848 speech which concluded 
“Go on, conquering and to conquer, until the People’s Charter has 
gloriously become the law of the land!”

Workshops, walks and talks
Our workshops team was made up of local artists, a historian, a musician, 
a poet, and a story-teller. In 2018 we worked with a total of 90 children 

The Kennington Chartist Project 

“... the latest chapter of the  
           Kennington 1848 story”

Students from Southside Young Leaders’ Academy with their screen-printed placards in Kennington Parks

I
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Church sang Chartist songs, and there was a chance to print your own 
poster of the famous engraving of the 1848 Rally. Young people from 
Southside Young Leaders’ Academy learned about black Chartist leader 
and orator William Cuffay, and delivered their own speeches. Event 
volunteers – 28 in total – worked hard on the day to make it all possible.

Researching local Chartists
Our volunteer research group has been delving into the Lambeth Archives, 
researching local people who paid into the Chartist Land Company, 
an 1840s lottery scheme to provide a plot of land and a cottage in the 
country for working people. Through the Land Plan we’ve discovered local 
Chartists and their jobs, mapped where they lived, found out about their 
politics, what jobs they did and where they worked, and what became 
of them. Some of this research is presented in the second volume of 
Kennington 1848: Another Look, in the chapter ‘Back to the Land.’

The Kennington 1848 Archive
Throughout the project, we have been building up an online archive of all 
things Kennington and Chartist, to give access to historic documents and 
show how the Chartist rally has been commemorated over the years. There 
are iconic historic images, audio recordings of the talks, and short films. 
Explore it online at: www.kenningtonchartistproject.org

The Kennington Chartist Project

Our 10th April launch event began with the arrival of the flags of the four divisions, with Chartist 
slogans and declarations of solidarity with campaigns today. Read on ...

from local primary schools, in intensive full-day workshops as part of 
their ‘Rights and Respect Agenda’ programme. Students from St Joseph’s, 
Ashmole, Wyvil, Vauxhall and Herbert Morrison used archival material 
to write their own charter of demands. Then they created banners and 
sang songs, using the slogans they had devised. A separate series of youth 
workshops with Southside Young Leaders’ Academy used spoken word 
and printmaking to explore historic fights for rights, and young people’s 
concerns today.  

We ran eight guided walks – several led by Marietta Crichton Stuart, 
historian and chair of the Friends, who through scrupulous research, has 
become an expert on the 1848 Rally. Walks by anarchist print project Past 
Tense and local artist/author Stefan Szczelkun brought radical perspectives. 
Gardener/activist Carole Wright led a Black History Month walk – her 
own reflections on radical local history, including the Rastafarian temple 
on St Agnes Place. 

Among the six illustrated talks throughout the year, the renowned 
Chartist historian Malcolm Chase gave an engaging introduction to 
Chartism hosted by St Mark’s Church, followed by S I Martin enthusing 
about William Cuffay; Katrina Navickas bringing London Chartism alive; 
and Dave Steele analysing the famous daguerreotype photo of the 1848 
Rally, comparing the size of the crowd to festival crowds today. The essays 
in the second volume of Kennington 1848: Another Look are a further 
exploration of these themes.

Take part! A day of workshops, participation and action  
in Kennington Park
On 7th July 2018, hundreds of people came to Kennington Park for a 
vibrant day with banners, poetry, printmaking, debate and local history. 
This day was a culmination of the outreach and youth workshops that 
we had been running in and around Kennington. Young poets from 
Poetic Unity treated us to a blistering ‘Personal Political’ set. There was a 
colourful display of handmade union banners by veteran banner-maker 
Ed Hall, and an engaging debate about the legacy of Chartism today with 
journalist Paul Mason, Gail Cartmail of Unite union and Dr Katrina 
Navickas of the University of Hertfordshire. The choir of St Mark’s 

The Kennington Chartist Project

http://www.kenningtonchartistproject.org/archive/
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The Kennington Chartist Project
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         I’m really pleased  
           that we are able 
to celebrate this. It’s 
important to keep in mind 
how hard we had to fight 
to have a democracy and 
how we should continue 
to value it. History 
from before has been 
celebrated here today ...”
Anonymous

‘‘

The Kennington Chartist Project
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            As a Black  
            woman born  
in Lambeth and  
raised in Kennington,  
the importance of 
Chartism is significant. 
My old primary school 
teacher, Mr Seaton, used 
to take my class to the 
park every week, and  
explain how its correct 
name is Kennington 
Common, and that 
it was the birthplace 
of democracy for the 
working class.
  William Cuffay,  
he was noted in  
the Times about  
the Chartists as  
‘the black man and  
his party.’ If there was 
a list in those days of 
the 100 most influential 
people, Cuffay would be 
right up there at number 
one ...”
Carole Wright
Local resident, artist and activist 

‘‘
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The Kennington Chartist Project

            Inspiring and  
            reassuring – the 
struggle for democracy, 
freedom and justice 
has a long history. This 
event has emphasised 
all its importance and 
continuing relevance ...
it makes me feel that 
protest for our rights has 
a long, proud history – as 
relevant today as in the 
past ...”
Anonymous

‘‘

The Kennington Chartist Project

            We found that    
            Kennington 1848 
is a story that people 
really connect with. A lot 
of people were amazed to 
hear that this happened 
in their local park. One of 
the most exciting things 
about the Kennington 
1848 story for me is the 
way that the park we have 
today is bound to this 
moment in history, and  
to the history of protest  
in public space. At a  
time of increasing 
pressure on public  
space in London,  
and cuts to funding  
of local parks, it’s vital 
that local histories  
help to shed some  
light on the situation  
today. 

Throughout the  
project we’ve been 
looking not just at  
the event here in 
Kennington in 1848,  
but how that event  
has resonated with 
people over the years. 
The Kennington Chartist 
Project is our version. 
It’s the latest chapter 
of the Kennington 1848 
story. But now, the story 
continues ...”
Richard Galpin
Kennington Chartist Project  
co-founder & Project Manager 

‘‘
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The Kennington Chartist ProjectThe Kennington Chartist Project

         For the children to 
           understand where 
voting comes from, why 
we have that right. To look  
back in history and under-
stand that it was right here  
in Kennington, near our 
school, that big day. All 
they were fighting for, 
the consequences some 
people faced and why 
they had to fight for it ...”
Teacher, Wyvil Primary

‘‘



The Kennington Chartist ProjectThe Kennington Chartist Project

            First – I’m inspired  
            by this park 
as it is now, and the 
work of the Friends of 
Kennington Park. We 
can underestimate the 
fantastic resource that 
parks represent for 
people. And this is a 
brilliant example of how 
parks can be used for 
shared benefit. Thanks 
to all the volunteers who 
have made this possible. 
As an important working 
class slogan says, ‘Give 
us bread, but give us 
roses’ ...”
Anonymous 

‘‘



The Kennington Chartist Project

            Great to see such  
             an important move- 
ment in British history 
commemorated – and 
so many people learning 
about it for the first time.  
If we forget these aspects  
of our history, we endanger  
our present and future. 

And I was blown away 
by the screen-printing – 
such a strong association 
with protest movements 
in the 60s, 70s and 80s. 
A great range of ways of 
raising awareness ...”
Anonymous

‘‘
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         I was impressed  
            by the poets 
who delivered wonderful 
performances  – they 
touched and inspired the 
people who were there ...”
Anonymous

‘‘

         Listening to the  
            young poets 
express their concerns 
was particularly moving. 
The marquees with the 
banners and printmaking 
were especially visually 
powerful ...”
Anonymous

‘‘



	 ondon in 1848 was a dirty, smelly, polluted place. Its primitive 	
	 sewage system had long since been overwhelmed by its soaring  
	 population, while the sulphurous smoke of its coal fires turned 
buildings and lungs black with soot. 

But after overnight rain, the morning of 10th April 1848 dawned bright 
and sunny. At the Literary and Scientific Institution just off Tottenham 
Court Road, where the Chartist Convention was meeting, there was a  
palpable sense not just of spring, but of revolution in the air. By 9 o’clock 
that fine Monday morning, the delegates had assembled and a large crowd 
wearing the red, white and green colours of the Convention was milling 
around the entrance.

This was to be the Chartist movement’s greatest show of strength. The 
plan was to march from central London and assemble in huge numbers at 
Kennington Common. They would hear the movement’s great orators and 
march in force across the river to Parliament to present a massive petition 
demanding the right to vote for all men, not just those who owned land 
and property. 

The People’s Charter, with its six demands for democratic reform, had 
been at the centre of campaigns for a decade. Indeed, the ideas behind it 
had been at the core of radical politics for half a century by the time the 
London Working Men’s Association first launched the Charter in 1837.

The first petition in 1839 had 1,280,000 signatures; but it was dismissed 
out of hand by Parliament. This sparked an armed uprising in Newport,  
South Wales, ending in the death of more than twenty protestors and the 
transportation of its leaders to Australia. When a second still larger  

The Story of the 10th April 1848

“... a sight such as was never witnessed  
        in this vast metropolis before”

by Mark Crail

Chartist demonstration on Kennington Common. Detail from Cassell’s Illustrated History of England, 1884s

L
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The Story of the 10th April 1848

every house overlooking the Common were crowded with spectators. 
Waiting to welcome the Chartists were 5,000 Irish Confederates and 
Repealers, standing in military order beneath a green banner embroidered 
with a harp and the motto ‘Erin go bragh’ – Ireland for all eternity. They 
stood alongside the ranks of London trade unionists, each trade with its 
banners and emblems. 

The delegates’ carriage headed for the centre of the Common surrounded 
by a vast cheering crowd. The wagon carrying the petition drew up in 
front of the Horns Tavern, where the Jobcentre Plus now stands on 
Kennington Park Road. As the delegates got down, a man pushed his way 
through and asked O’Connor to go to the tavern where the Commissioner 
of the Metropolitan Police, Richard Mayne, was waiting. Mayne showed 
O’Connor the preparations the authorities had made to deal with trouble 
and warned in no uncertain terms that a march on Parliament would not 
be permitted.

This was no idle threat. The government was thoroughly prepared. It 
had mobilised 4,000 police officers to deal with the march, reinforced 
by no fewer than 85,000 special constables. The 80-year-old Duke of 
Wellington had drawn up the plans for the army to defend the capital. He 
had brought up 8,000 regular troops from barracks, armed infantrymen, 
cavalrymen with sabres, and artillery with cannons. Wellington had 
even evacuated the royal family to the Isle of Wight. He had reinforced 
the Bank of England, Buckingham Palace and the British Museum with 
booby-traps, sandbags and spikes, and a garrison to repel attacks. And 
crucially, as the great body of Chartists had crossed the Thames on its 
march towards Kennington, the bridges behind them had been sealed, 
creating defensive bottlenecks against even the most determined attacks.

O’Connor emerged from his meeting with Mayne to huge cheers. 
Superficially, the scene remained one of hope and excitement. Banners  
and flags flew, declaring ‘The Charter. No surrender,’ ‘Liberty is worth 
living for and worth dying for’ and ‘The voice of the people is the  
voice of God.’ Mounting the main carriage, now the speakers’ platform, 
Christopher Doyle, who chaired the meeting, declared it “one of the  
most glorious sights I have ever had the pleasure of witnessing,” adding 
that it was “a sight such as was never witnessed in this metropolis before.” 

The Story of the 10th April 1848

petition, more than six miles in length, was similarly rejected in 1842,  
the ensuing unrest and strikes led to further repression and arrests. 

So, by 1848, few Chartists had any illusions that this third great 
petition, claimed by their leader Feargus O’Connor to have nearly  
6 million signatures, would win parliamentary support. What divided 
them was how to proceed after it was rejected. Some even argued that the 
Chartist Convention should establish itself as an alternative parliament –  
a move which would inevitably lead to confrontation. 

That Monday morning, as they prepared, O’Connor was already 
warning that confrontation was doomed to fail and would only strengthen 
the government’s hand. The procession should go ahead and he would lead 
it, he promised, but it could not be followed by a march on Parliament by 
the crowd. 

As he was speaking, two specially built carriages arrived. The first, drawn 
by four farm horses decked out in red, white and green tricolours, was to 
carry the petition. A second, twenty feet long, with six horses, festooned 
with Chartist slogans, and with banners flying, was for the delegates.

Shortly after 10 o’clock O’Connor took his seat at the front of the 
carriage beside George Julian Harney, the editor of the Northern Star 
newspaper and Ernest Jones, the best known of the radical leaders. They 
set off amid much excitement, along Goodge Street and Tottenham Court 
Road, supporters marching behind eight abreast while others cheered from 
the pavement.

Reaching Holborn, the procession halted at the Chartist National Land 
Company, where the petition – five bundles of paper each nine or ten feet 
in circumference – was lashed to the wagon. Then they headed down to 
Blackfriars Bridge, the crowd increasing at every step. 

By 11 o’clock the procession had reached Elephant and Castle and 
as they marched down what is now Kennington Park Road, a huge 
contingent from Stepney Green joined them. Then the West Division 
from Russell Square, and the City and Finsbury Division, walking from 
Clerkenwell Green, joined the procession. Still the crowd was “peaceable 
and well conducted,” as the Illustrated London News reported.

By 11.30, the carriages arrived at an already crowded Kennington 
Common. A reporter for the Northern Star noted that the windows of 
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bridge, but broke up in the face of a horse patrol with sabres drawn. 
Mounted police dispersed a smaller crowd at Westminster Bridge, so 

that all was peaceful by the time the cabs arrived and O’Connor delivered 
the petition to Parliament.

Three days later, a committee of the House of Commons reported the  
petition contained fewer than 2 million signatures – just a third of 
the number claimed by O’Connor. Moreover, they alleged, numerous 
consecutive signatures had been written in the same hand, and by such 
unlikely Chartists as Wellington, and even Queen Victoria. Whatever the 
true number – and O’Connor was almost certainly exaggerating – MPs 
had no more intention of acting on this petition than on either of its 
predecessors.

Throughout that summer, however, the Chartist threat remained very 
real. More special constables were sworn in. All over the country, Chartists 
were drilling in military manoeuvres and in Bradford there were serious 
disturbances. Violent protests took place in London, notably at Bishop 
Bonner Fields in Bethnal Green. On 10th August, at the Orange Tree 
pub in Holborn, police broke into a Chartist meeting and arrested those 
present for plotting an armed uprising. Among those jailed and later 
transported was the militant workers’ rights activist, William Cuffay; aged 
61, he would spend the rest of his life in Tasmania.

In the years after 1848, the Chartist cause declined as economic and 
political circumstances changed; it would not again be able to mobilise a 
monster meeting on the scale of that held at Kennington. But more than 
170 years later, Kennington’s place in the long fight for the right to vote 
remains supremely iconic.

Mark Crail runs the Chartist Ancestors website (www.chartistancestors.co.uk) 
and is the author of Tracing Your Labour Movement Ancestors (Pen & Sword, 
2009)

But it fell to O’Connor to talk the crowd down.
He began by reminding them of his 25 years’ service to the cause and of 

the warnings that, in leading this procession, he would be shot and killed. 
He urged them not to put their cause at risk by giving the authorities 
the excuse for violence – “You know that I have all my life been a man 
of courage, of firmness, of resolution; but how should I rest in my bed 
this night if I were conscious that there were widows awake mourning for 
husbands slain?” he asked. “How should I feel if I thought that by any act 
of mine I had jeopardised the lives of thousands, and thus paralysed our 
cause? How, I ask, would you feel if you were conscious that you had been 
parties to my death?”

The Chartist executive, O’Connor told them, had agreed that the crowd 
should not march into collision with an armed force. Rather, a delegation, 
that he would lead, would take the petition to Parliament. He declared:  
“I will present your petition, and I will make your voice heard throughout 
the length and breadth of the land.” 

As word of the decision to abandon the march on Parliament spread, 
some in the crowd made clear their disagreement. The black Chartist 
William Cuffay and others demanded the crowd should march behind the 
petition until confronted by the military before withdrawing the petition 
altogether. But these activists were swiftly shouted down and the crowd 
formally adopted the petition by a show of hands.

At 1.15pm, the meeting was declared over, and the petition bundles 
loaded into hackney cabs to take them to Parliament. The crowd dispersed 
as it began to rain. The Illustrated London News reported: “at two o’clock, 
not more than 100 persons were to be seen upon the Common” and, 
“by a quarter past two, a stranger to the day’s proceedings would never 
have guessed, from the appearance of the neighbourhood, that anything 
extraordinary had taken place.”

But the day was not yet over. 
As the crowd arrived back at Blackfriars Bridge on their way home, 

they were met by a wall of mounted police who refused to allow them to 
pass. They pressed on, pushed forward by the growing numbers behind 
them, only to be driven back. Eventually, amid arrests and much shouting, 
at about 3.30pm, the police line gave way. The crowd surged across the 

The Story of the 10th April 1848

http://www.chartistancestors.co.uk
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Charter for a Kennington 1848 Commemoration 

Kennington Chartist Project and the Friends of Kennington 
Park are making plans for the next commemoration as we 
look towards the 175th anniversary of Kennington 1848,  
in 2023.
Through our 2018 ‘Open Call’ we asked people to 
contribute ideas for a memorial or commemoration to 
the 1848 Chartist rally. Ideas included a statue of William 
Cuffay, a monument to the ‘birthplace of democracy’, a 
virtual memorial, a spoken word app, and events such  
as tree planting, a picnic and a festival.
What we learned is that the story of Kennington 1848 
resonates with people in a way that cannot be easily 
reduced to a single monument. What interests many people 
is not just the 1848 rally alone, but the wider traditions of 
assembly, activism and democracy linked to the place.
Using what we have learned, we have drawn up this draft 
charter. We think of it as a set of collective values in the 
spirit of the movements which shaped this story. It sets  
out the ambition which our commemoration should aspire 
to meet, and sets the agenda for developing a more 
detailed brief.
We would love to hear from anyone who would like to get 
involved in taking this ambition forward.
We welcome your response to help shape the conversation. 
We think this is the right approach – do you?
Let us know at: charter@kenningtonchartistproject.org 

mailto:charter%40kenningtonchartistproject.org?subject=Charter%20for%20Kennington%201848%20Commemoration
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Want to find out more? 
Do you want to know more about the London 
Chartists and what happened on Kennington 
Common in 1848?

The next volume of Kennington 1848 is called  
Another Look and is available in print at Friends  
of Kennington Park events. Or you can download  
a pdf at www.kenningtonchartistproject.org
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