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JOHN LUNT, a professional public informer, considered 
that his moral and profitable duty was to bring evidence 

against all who were hostile to the accession of William and 
Mary. He laid information against more than a hundred 
suspected Jacobites from all parts of the country, including the 
eight Lancashire gentlemen who were charged with treason at 
Manchester in October 1694.

The success of the Irish campaign of 1689-90 had encouraged 
James IPs supporters to prepare for his return to England. 
William Ill's government naturally suspected that many 
Roman Catholics in Lancashire were Jacobites at heart. In 
June 1689 the Lyon of Lancaster had been caught ferrying 
agents from Ireland. In October, Manchester quarter sessions 
had heard reports of Irish soldiers drilling in secret, and of 
Roman Catholic landowners in Lancashire collecting stocks of 
pistols, swords, scarlet cloaks, saddles, and even kettledrums. 
In February 1690 John Kelly had volunteered information 
before the mayor of Evesham that Thomas Tatlock of Simons- 
wood, William Molyneux of Mossborough, Henry Blundell 
of Ince Blundell and others were employing Irish soldiers and 
storing arms for them, and two or three months later Robert 
Dodsworth had told Robert Kirkby of Kirkby Lonsdale, and 
later the house of commons, that hs had evidence of Jacobite 
plotting in Lancashire. Shortly after giving evidence, Kelly and 
Dodsworth had disappeared. They were both presumed 
murdered. In March 1690, Edward Robinson had informed 
Richard Wright, a Lancashire justice of the peace, that Mr. 
Fazakerley of Spellow House, Walton-on-the-Hill, had shown 
him his commission from James II to raise troops, and that 
John Harrington of Aigburth had admitted that he too had 
such a commission. These testimonies supplemented the evid­ 
ence which the government had already gathered from Lunt 
himself after his arrest in 1689.

Against this background of suspected Jacobite intrigue in 
Lancashire, William Ill's government took Lunt seriously in
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1694 when he came forward with fresh evidence of a Lancashire 
plot. It ordered the arrest of Lord Molyneux, Sir Rowland 
Stanley, Sir Thomas Clifton, Philip Langton, William Blundell 
of Little Crosby, William Dicconson, Bartholomew Walmsley 
and Sir William Gerard, and charged them with plotting to 
raise troops to aid James II when he landed in England. But the 
Manchester jurymen rejected the evidence of Lunt and of his 
two associates, John Womball and George Wilson. They 
believed John Taffe, an ex-associate of the informers, that Lunt 
had fabricated the plot in order to win a reward after the 
accused had been condemned. Accordingly they found the 
eight gentlemen not guilty.

William Beamont edited the manuscript of these Manchester 
treason trials for the Chetham Society in 1853. He was convinced 
that the jury was justified in returning its verdict. There was, 
he maintained, no Lancashire plot, only Lunt's plot, which was 
born out of greed and connived at by such government agents 
as Aaron Smith, the solicitor to the treasury, and Captain 
Baker, master of the king's intelligence. William Beamont also 
published an account of arrangements made by the lords of the 
treasury by which Peter Stepkins, Peter Godard and Nicholas 
Hall were authorized to hold enquiries throughout the country 
to discover what lands had been conveyed to the use of the 
clergy or religious orders of the Roman Catholic Church. The 
three inquisitors were to finance the enquiries themselves, but 
as their reward were to take one third of any forfeited estates. 
In 1693 they held an inquisition in Warrington, and attempted 
to implicate the same eight gentlemen, who were later accused 
of treason at Manchester. Lunt gave evidence against the 
gentlemen.

Certainly greed was one of the main motives behind the 
prosecution in the treason trials, but there might easily have 
been some sort of Jacobite plot in Lancashire. The eight 
gentlemen were naturally interested in clearing themselves from 
all suspicion. Questions from Lancashire and Cheshire members 
of parliament provoked an enquiry into the Manchester trials 
before the speaker of the house of commons. The informers 
and other witnesses were questioned at the bar of the house. 
Lunt claimed that he had been silenced and had been unable to 
produce all his evidence at Manchester. Both houses of parlia­ 
ment passed resolutions that the government had had sufficient 
evidence to justify the prosecution of the eight, and that there 
was good reason to suspect a Lancashire plot. Meanwhile the 
three crown witnesses were in king's bench prison awaiting 
trial on charges of conspiracy. Before this trial took place they
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were removed to Lancaster, and charged with perjury at the 
assizes by the eight gentlemen. The jury found them guilty, 
but the verdict of this perjury trial was for some mysterious 
reason set aside. The three rogues were returned to London, 
but the court of king's bench delayed their trial until the 
attorney general stated that no witnesses could be found against 
them. They were discharged, and their costs were paid by the 
government. It is not clear whether the eight gentlemen were 
afraid to appear in London for fear of more evidence being 
produced, or whether the government itself was anxious to 
avoid too searching an enquiry into the characters of its servants. 
There was a great scandal in 1695 when the same solicitor to the 
treasury, Aaron Smith, was arrested for not accounting to the 
commissioners of the house of commons for £19,000.

The Reverend T. C. Porteaus believed that in the Standish 
Papers, which he transcribed and deciphered for the Lancashire 
and Cheshire Antiquarian Society in 1934, there was sufficient 
evidence to prove the existence of the Lancashire plot. The 
eight gentlemen and their friends, Colonel Richard Towneley, 
Charles Towneley, Thomas Tyldesley and Ralph Standish, 
were implicated, he believed, in a plot to kill King William. 
Standish Hall was the headquarters of the notorious Colonel 
Parker, who organised many plots during this period and after 
his arrest escaped from the Tower of London. The correspond­ 
ence between Standish Hall and the court of Saint Germain 
included not only protestations of loyalty to James II but 
commissions from James to raise troops. These commissions 
were blanks, but on one bundle was written to be filled in by 
Colonel Parker and William Standish. Incriminating papers 
were also found in the London chambers of Major Walter 
Crosby. The king's messengers had been led to these papers by a 
trail of feathers, for the papers had been hidden in a feather bed 
which Crosby's friend, Mary Jones, ripped open. She tried to 
destroy the papers by throwing them into the "house of office" 
with a pail of water after them. The papers testified to an 
assassination plot against William, and many well-known 
Jacobites were named in them.

The Crosby papers were printed as early as 1698 in A True 
History of the Several Designs and Conspiracies against His 
Majesties Sacred Person and Government, as they were 
continually carry''d on from 1688 till 1697, printed for the 
a uthor and sold by Abel Roper at the Black Boy against St. 
Dunstan's Church in Fleet Street. The author, R. K., was 
Richard Kingston an official government spokesman. He wrote 
his book with the triple aim of showing that the dangers of the
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time made necessary a standing army, of clearing the reputation 
of the government charged with inventing the Lancashire plot, 
and of giving an account of the many other plots of this period. 
Since he relied on Lunt's evidence, the book shows the same 
vagueness about dates as did Lunt's own information. Sur­ 
prisingly, Kingston never mentions the Warrington inquisitions, 
but presents Lunt as the conscience-stricken courier wishing to 
atone for his crimes against the government. On the other hand 
he makes Taffe the villanous perjurer in the pay of the 
Lancashire gentlemen.

A further source of information has now been found in the 
Kenyon Muniments in the Lancashire Record Office. 11 ' Roger 
Kenyon, clerk of the peace, made copies of every document 
relating to the supposed plot. These include the depositions of 
the sailors of the Lyon of Lancaster, Lunt's ferry from Ireland, 
the Warrington inquisitions, the Manchester treason trials, the 
preparations for the Lancaster perjury trials, and much private 
correspondence with witnesses sympathetic towards the Lanca­ 
shire gentlemen. Perhaps the most significant document is a 
list of twenty-six vital questions concerning Lunt's life and 
activities during the plot period. With the help of his private 
correspondents Kenyon was able to reconstruct Lunt's life at 
this time. This information would enable him to give public 
proof of the innocence of the Lancashire gentlemen. Kenyon 
himself had no doubt of their innocence, and worked hard to 
prove their innocence to others. Mrs. E. Legh wrote to him to 
express her gratitude, and to tell him of the surprise of Lady 
Molyneux who never expected Kenyon to be a friend of 
Roman Catholics.

LUNT'S OWN STORY .
It is possible to piece together from the inquisitions held at 

Warrington in 1693, from the Manchester trial, and from his 
examination before the speaker of the house of commons, 
Lunt's story of his life. For a long time, he said, he had been 
"a locker up of books and writings" for Father Jacob at the 
papal nuncio's house in Warwick Street, London. He claimed 
to have witnessed a meeting there in 1686 at which the Lanca­ 
shire gentlemen had conveyed part of their estates to the use of 
orders and clergy of the Roman Catholic Church. After the 
revolution of 1689 and the accession of William and Mary,

111 Some of the Kenyon papers, including some referring to the Plot, were 
published by the Historical Manuscripts Commission, 14th Report, Appendix IV, 
(1894).
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Plate 7. THE COAST AT COCKERHAM: LUNT'S PROBABLE 
LANDING POINT

Lunt joined King James in Ireland as a member of his guards.
At this time, Dr. Bromfield, one of the leading Jacobite agents 

to Britain, fell under suspicion and just narrowly avoided 
capture. George Wilson, probably of Rhuddlan, helped him 
escape, but when his association with Bromfield became 
known, Wilson and his family fled to Lancashire. According 
to Lunt, the Lancashire gentlemen gave the Wilsons shelter.

Bromfield, who had previously succeeded in organising 
rebellion in Scotland, had been preparing the gentlemen of 
Lancashire for the rising which was timed to coincide with 
King James's invasion of England. Now that he was back again 
with James in Ireland, he required a courier to take further 
orders to Lancashire. Lord Thomas Howard and Lord George 
Howard persuaded Lunt to undertake this dangerous work, 
and Lunt held the post from 1689 to 1694. Lunt was always 
vague about dates, and he stated that he sailed in the Lyon of 
Lancaster to Lancashire, and landed "in June or July 1689". 
He was accompanied by Edmund Threlfall of Goosnargh who 
was the gentlemen's own agent to King James. They escaped 
arrest by customs officers who came to intercept the vessel, and
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hid on Thurnham Moss, but they left behind bags containing 
commissions and other documents from King James. These 
were seized. Later they arrived at Thomas Tyldesley's Lodge at 
Myerscough where they divided the few papers which they had 
managed to bring with them. Threlfall headed for Yorkshire, 
and Lunt went to Croxteth. There he delivered commissions to 
Lord Molyneux, Sir William Gerard, Sir Rowland Stanley, 
Sir Thomas Clifton, William Blundell, Thomas Tyldesley and 
several other prominent persons, who all drank a health to King 
James on their knees. Lunt continued to Towneley Hall and 
delivered commissions there.

After the sailors of the Lyon of Lancaster had made their 
depositions at Preston, the two passengers were hunted, Lunt 
was arrested at Coventry, but was eventually acquitted on a 
charge of treason. On his release, he said, he was employed by 
the Lancashire gentlemen to enlist men and buy weapons in 
London for the Jacobite cause. Orders for weapons were given 
him first by Sir Thomas Clifton, and later by Sir Rowland 
Stanley and William Dicconson.

He claimed that he made journeys to France to receive orders 
for the Lancashire gentlemen at the court of St. Germain. He 
was sent there after a meeting at Standish Hall in July or August 
1691. He was present at Bartholemew Walmsley's return from 
France in February 1692. His last trip to France was in July 
1693, and he returned in December of the same year. It was on 
this occasion, he said, that he was given instructions to take 
part in the plot to murder William III. He was offered a reward 
of £500 a year, but, said Lunt, he was deterred from accepting 
by a friar, who convinced him that the murder of William would 
be a damnable sin. So he became an informer against his 
former employers in order to ease his own newly-awakened 
conscience. He laid his information about Jacobite conspiracy 
from May 1689 till June 1694 before the secretary of state, Sir 
John Trenchard, and the duke of Shrewsbury, not to receive 
the money which they gave him, but to be of service to the 
government.

This was Lunt's story. His vague dates are important be­ 
cause, with the help of Kenyon's information it is possible not 
only to give the gentlemen alibis, but also to prove that Lunt 
could not have done what he claimed to have done.

LUNT'S CAREER AS DISCLOSED BY ROGER KENYON

In 1694 Lunt appeared in Manchester as a gentleman of 
means in a black coach with a footman, but before turning to the
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more lucrative position of public informer, although he was 
only twenty-eight at the time of the Manchester trials, he had 
long been an accomplished criminal. As can be expected, no 
details of his criminal records were given by Kingston. It was 
Roger Kenyon who instructed his friends Thomas Fleetwood, 
John Heyes and William Patten to investigate every detail of 
Lunt's past. Fleetwood learned of Lunt's early life from Lunt's 
father, who kept an ale-house in Nottingham.

Lunt was the product of a mixed marriage, a Protestant 
father and a Catholic mother. He was born in 1666 at Crooked 
Yard near Macclesfield, the son of a bookbinder who sold 
pamphlets and ballads. On the death of his mother he was 
brought up by a Roman Catholic priest. This education must 
have been a great help in his later career as an informer, since 
it would enable him to give convincing background detail. 
Until 1680 he worked for a Leicestershire gentleman, but lost 
his job for making love to one of his master's daughters. He 
became footboy and waiter to Captain Walter Hastings who 
lived near Nottingham, and then undergroom and postilion to 
Lord Oswaldston. In 1682 he stole and sold the rich lining of 
Lady Oswaldston's coach. For this he was imprisoned at 
Westminster. Luckily for him he was befriended by a laundress, 
Betty Langley, who brought him clothes and food since he was 
too poor to buy any himself. No doubt he made promises in 
return, for Betty claimed to be his wife.

After his release from prison, Lunt worked for a shoemaker, 
but at Whitsuntide 1684 he entered the service of Colonel 
Staples of the Iron Balcony, St. Alban's Street, St. James's, 
London. His employment here as footman and groom only 
lasted until August, when he went to Sutton Lodge, Warwick­ 
shire, to serve Lord Carrington. By June 1685 he was back with 
Colonel Staples, with whom he continued for two years, 
except for a period of three months spent with a Captain 
Talbot. In January 1686 at the Iron Balcony, he was working 
as personal servant to the son-in-law of Colonel Staples. On 
3 June 1686 at Knightsbridge Church, he married a widow, 
Ann Tatham, a relation of Colonel Staples, and the two of them 
continued to work for Colonel Staples until on 10 June 1688, 
they began to keep a public house at the Sign of the Golden 
Square, Golden Square, St. James's.

This was the period when, according to his own sworn 
statement at Warrington, Lunt was working in the papal 
nuncio's house in Warwick Street and witnessed the meeting of 
the Lancashire gentlemen when they conveyed lands to the 
Roman Catholic Church.
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Lunt was trying to find in innkeeping an easier way of 
making a living. He was ambitious for a better social position, 
and no doubt wanted to attain the same respect as the military 
gentlemen whom he had served. He became an associate of 
three notorious highwaymen, Pour, Neland and Fetherston, 
who were later hanged at Tyburn for housebreaking. Lunt 
must have been implicated in their crimes and wanted an 
opportunity to flee both London and the country. The troubles 
of the time helped him. He enlisted under Captain Guy in 
King James's horse grenadiers and went with the army to 
Salisbury in order to fight William Prince of Orange, who had 
just landed at Torbay. However no battle took place, and it was 
King James who eventually fled the country. In December 1688 
Lunt found a way of sailing to France by attaching himself to 
the retinue of Lord George Howard.

In March 1689 Lunt landed in Ireland and promoted himself 
from horse grenadier to member of the lifeguards, the preserve 
of the landed gentry. His membership of that select body was 
soon challenged by King James himself. Lunt maintained that 
he had been a lifeguard in London, but examination of the 
muster proved his lie and he was publicly cashiered. This was a 
real disgrace, not a pretended one to serve as a cloak for his 
entry into espionage. But Lunt's luck held again, for he managed 
to secure a passage to England in the Lyon of Lancaster. This 
vessel was usually employed in the service of the earl of Derby 
to bring cattle to Lancashire from the Isle of Man. On this 
voyage Edmund Threlfall bribed the master, Charles Cawson, 
to sail to Dublin instead. Threlfall, the courier of the Lancashire 
gentlemen, arrived in Dublin from the Lune on 18 May 1689, 
and the Lyon waited to take him back.

In their depositions given at Preston in 1690, the members of 
the crew claimed that they began the voyage from Dublin on 
10 June 1689 and arrived in Cockerham on Thursday, 13 June. 
Lunt stated vaguely that he arrived in Lancashire "at the 
beginning of June". The crew also related how Lunt was a 
stranger to all including Threlfall, but how he won Threlfall's 
confidence and became conversant with his business. When 
they reached the estuary of the Lune, customs officers were 
seen approaching the boat. Lunt and Threlfall escaped ashore, 
but left their bags containing papers on board. The customs 
officers discovered these to be declarations and commissions 
from King James. The fugitives later abandoned the hair 
portmanteau which they took with them from the ship. When 
the portmanteau was found, it contained six pistols marked 
J.R. and some dirty underwear. Immediately search began
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for the two men. Lunt and Threlfall hid under a hedge in 
Thurnham Moss. They did not go to the nearest Catholic 
house, Thurnham Hall, the home of the Daltons, but separated 
after Threlfall had arranged for Lunt to be guided to the 
Tyldesley Lodge at Myerscough where Mrs. Tyldesley arranged 
for John Nickson to take Lunt to Lady Tyldesley at Ince 
Blundell. Lunt's fellow informer, George Wilson, had stated 
that he had been the lookout for the gentlemen and had acted 
as guide here, but in fact only Lunt and Nickson were seen. 
Lunt arrived at Ince on 14 June and stayed there two nights. He 
was forced to lie low since troopers and militia under Lord 
Brandon were arresting all who might sympathise with King 
James in view of the danger of invasion from Ireland. They had 
begun at Towneley on 9 June 1689 before Lunt even set sail from 
Ireland and had arrested Richard and Charles Towneley. Lunt 
could not have had the time to deliver commissions to the 
Towneleys as he claimed to have done. By 15 June Lord 
Molyneux was under house arrest at his home at Croxteth. 
He was allowed to remain there until 30 June because he was 
too ill with gout to travel. It would have been impossible for 
him, as Lunt claimed he did, to hold a meeting of Jacobites 
with troopers in his house and it would have been equally 
impossible for him to attempt to drink any health on his knees 
because of his crippling gout. On 16 June Sir Thomas Clifton 
was arrested at Wrea Green, and Sir William Gerard at Gars- 
wood. All the other gentlemen supposed to have been present 
at the Croxteth meeting were under arrest in Manchester. 
They were held until the following January either lodged in 
public houses or private homes.

On 16 June Lunt secured a horse from James Williamson 
at Great Crosby, and was guided by Edward Parker, one of 
Lady Tyldesley's servants, to the Runcorn Ferry where he was 
put on his way through Cheshire to London. He did not make 
any more calls on the way. It is possible that Lunt had been 
put on a Jacobite escape route rather like those of the under­ 
ground in Europe in the Second World War. He had used his 
powers of persuasion on the Tyldesley ladies to enlist their 
help. Throughout his life Lunt always found some woman to 
rescue him from tight corners.

Since Lunt only landed in Lancashire on 13 June he would 
not have been able to deliver commissions at Croxteth before 
15 June when Lord Molyneux's house arrest began. It 
can be proved that by the end of June, Lunt was in fact at 
the Cock and Dolphin in London where he made himself 
conspicuous and was remembered by one Hopkins, a servant
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at that inn, because he stole some pistols belonging to a fellow 
guest.

Ann Lunt did not instantly recognise her husband when he 
returned to her since he had disguised himself by blacking his 
eyebrows. She had continued to run her public house in Golden 
Square. Lunt decided to return to his former career and joined 
Thomas Stafford, one of his old acquaintances and a highway­ 
man. Stafford was later hanged at Reading. The two rogues 
went north from London probably following some plan of 
Lunt's, but they were both arrested as suspected papists at 
Coventry on 5 July 1689. Kingston claimed that Lunt's com­ 
panion was Abbot, Lord Molyneux's steward, but the names 
of both John Lunt and Thomas Stafford were written on the 
committal at Coventry and on the warrant sent by the earl of 
Shrewsbury for their removal to Newgate in August. The 
Jacobite leaders of the north would never have been so fool­ 
hardy as to send immediately to Lancashire a hunted man 
whom they had just rushed out of the county. There had been a 
general search for Lunt since the seizure of the Lyon of Lancaster, 
and no doubt his arrest at Coventry brought him to the notice 
of the government. On 28 August he appeared at the Old Bailey 
but was released on recognisance to appear before the judges 
of the king's bench the following Hilary term. He was then 
bound over to appear at the Lancaster assizes by the same 
Aaron Smith who was later to play such a prominent part in the 
Manchester treason trials. The mystery of these proceedings is 
that although he was charged with high treason, Lunt was 
allowed bail.

Lunt's movements are also mysterious. On his release he 
went to Goosnargh, perhaps hoping to gain information from 
Threlfall which he could use to bargain with the government. 
He had this information before he returned for his hearing 
before Aaron Smith. Then he made his own way to the Lancaster 
assizes and stayed with John Wilson at Chipping before he 
surrendered his bail on 31 March 1690. He was imprisoned at 
Lancaster until August and, according to Kingston, he was the 
prime favourite of the Lancashire gentlemen who could not do 
enough for him. In August 1690 Lunt was discharged upon bail. 
He pledged £500 himself and Peter Bradshaw of Scale and 
Robert Mercer of Lancaster pledged £250 each that he would 
appear at the next assizes and in the meantime be of good 
behaviour.

In Lancaster prison Lunt learned that Edmund Threlfall 
had been shot in his own garden at "The Ashes" in Goosnargh 
while trying to escape from a party of soldiers who had come to



JOHN LUNT 101

arrest him. Kingston states that Threlfall had hidden in a stack 
of turf, but had been run through with a sword in a fight with 
the corporal of the militia. It is possible that Lunt informed the 
government about the hiding place of Threlfall, an undoubted 
Jacobite agent, and in return was rewarded with his own dis­ 
charge at the Lent assizes at Lancaster in 1691. Kingston claims 
that Lunt's release was because the government had not enough 
witnesses against him, and that even the papers found in the 
Lyon of Lancaster could not be used as evidence, because the 
customs officers had forgotten to mark them. This meant that the 
papers produced in court could not be legally identified as the 
papers that were seized.

Lunt stayed with Wilson again, and afterwards with Isabel 
Burton at Chipping, with John Sharpies at Leagram and at 
other houses in Chipping. He borrowed horses to visit places 
such as Burnley, Brockside and Wyresdale. Chipping was indeed 
his base not for the enlisting of men to fight King James, but 
for his highway robberies. Lunt did in fact visit Towneley Hall 
but not to take part in any Jacobite plot. He claimed to be 
engaged to a cook-maid there, although he had one wife in 
London and was living with another woman at Chipping. 
He tried to persuade Cuthbert Wilson of Chipping to join him 
on the highway, but Wilson refused. Another of his exploits 
was to try to sell the same horse to three different people in 
Manchester, and then to steal a horse which he had hired to 
take him from Manchester to Burnley. This plan was foiled by a 
lad who had been engaged to take the horse back from Burnley 
to Manchester.

This was the period when Lunt had given evidence that he 
had visited Lytham Hall in February, and had gone to London 
to buy arms for Clifton. In August 1691, the very time, when 
according to his own statement that he was making his first 
journey to France after the meeting at Standish Hall, he was in 
fact travelling to London to stay with his wife at the White 
Hart. On this visit he made contact with the gullible Whitfield, 
a cardmaker, whose name he must have remembered from 
Threlfall's conversation. Lunt became a confidence trickster 
posing as a Jacobite sympathiser. He obtained hospitality and 
money from Whitfield by telling him the pleasing news that 
French men-of-war had seized seven ships in Hull where he had 
just spent the year. By October 1691 Lunt was back in Chipping, 
and he stayed there until the end of February 1692. He paid 
visits to the White Bull at Bilsborrow, and spent eleven days at 
Thomas Plant's house in Myerscough from 5 February. This 
was the time when, according to his own story, he was at
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Dunkenhalgh witnessing Walmsley delivering commissions 
from King James. Cuthbert Wilson was with him when he 
boasted that he had in the past fortnight gained £200 on the 
highway. On 17 February Lunt became ill at John Anderton's 
Inn at Walton. He was so frightened that he sent for a priest. 
He recovered by 19 February and then he set out again for 
London. On his way he stayed with Richard Wood at Ormskirk 
for a few days. There a. Lancashire gentlewoman, Ann Reynolds, 
the widow of Richard Reynolds an Irish excise official in the 
service of King James, promised to marry him. Ann had useful 
relations. Her sister had married John Taffe, a government 
agent employed by Captain Baker, master of the king's intelli­ 
gence. Lunt took Ann to London determined to make the most 
of his opportunity. He stayed with his friend Whitfield, whom 
he told about his intended marriage, and while in Whitfield's 
home tried to encourage two of the servants, Peter Rogers and 
Matthew Turner, to join him on the highway. He showed them 
the basket containing his kit of gags, cords and a wax candle. 
He could not understand why strong men such as they were 
should have such drab work when it was much easier to make a 
living on the highway. He boasted that he would much rather 
be shot in a highway robbery than spend his life hard at work.

Lunt "married" Ann Reynolds on Easter Monday, 28 
March 1692, although his wife, the former Ann Tatham, and 
their three children were living in the same parish. His 
"marriage" to Ann Reynolds was celebrated by the Spanish 
ambassador's priest. The new Mrs. Lunt went to live with 
Taffe's sister at Taffe's house in St. James Street, Westminster. 
There Lunt joined his new "wife" a few days after the marriage, 
and introduced himself to Taffe as Captain Widrington, a 
name well known in Jacobite circles. Kingston's statement that 
Taffe became a too familiar acquaintance of Mrs. Lunt and so 
discovered her husband's business is most misleading. The Mrs. 
Lunt known to Taffe was his own sister-in-law.

Lunt's attempt to establish his social position as a gentleman 
failed, because on 4 May 1692 he was arrested and flung in the 
Gatehouse prison. He was charged with leaving his other wife 
and three children on the parish. While in prison his three 
companions, Pour, Neland and Fetherston the highwaymen, 
were executed. Pour left Lunt a blue cloak and half a crown.

On his release Lunt needed money, especially as his new 
"wife", Ann Reynolds, was pregnant. He tricked Whitfield 
into paying him 10s. Od. a week until May 1693, but when 
Whitfield discovered his deception and ceased to pay, Lunt 
was reduced to selling his wife's clothes. Yet at this time,
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according to his own statement, Lunt was buying arms and 
enlisting men. Some of the arms, he claimed, were sent in 
boxes with the carrier Womball, and included expensive items 
such as kettle drums and as many saddles and jack boots as 
would equip a thousand horsemen. The truth of this is most 
doubtful considering how hard pressed for money Lunt was 
at the time. If the Lancashire gentlemen had given him any 
money, he would have used it for his own benefit and not for 
buying equipment. From July to September 1693 Lunt found 
work: he wheeled gravel and sand for Mr. Bridges who was 
making a reservoir at Highgate. Yet July 1693 was the month 
when he claimed to be visiting the court of St. Germain to 
obtain new orders for the Lancashire gentlemen.

Trying to piece together the details of this period of Lunt's 
life is very confusing. The Warrington inquisitions were held in 
May 1693, and the account of them was published the following 
year on 22 June 1694. Taffe, Lunt and Womball all gave 
information about the Lancashire gentlemen conveying land 
to the Roman Catholic Church at a meeting at the papal 
nuncio's house in Warwick Street in the spring of 1686, but 
since the gentlemen proved that they were nowhere near 
London at that time, they were able to refute the charges.

In September 1693, Lunt, pursued by his real wife, had to 
leave his work in Highgate. He tried to persuade his bigamous 
wife to stain her skin black so that they could both pretend to 
be gypsies and earn a living by telling fortunes. Lunt's own 
swarthy colouring would help him here, but Ann refused to co­ 
operate. Lunt's next scheme was to persuade Whitfield to lend 
him money to go to France in order to recover the money 
which King James owed to his wife. In spite of having been 
cheated once, Whitfield lent Lunt his fare, and on 19 September 
1693 Lunt and his new family sailed to Flanders. Mrs. Lunt 
stayed with her sister in a Flemish convent while Lunt went on 
to France. He returned without any money, claiming that King 
James had given him £30 and that he had been robbed. On 
21 December 1693 the family returned to Dover, and because 
he failed to pay the bill at the inn, Lunt was arrested in 
Canterbury. His fellow travellers contributed three or four 
shillings each to save Lunt from gaol, and he repaid this kind­ 
ness by including the names of these travellers in the list of 
plotters, who, he claimed, were coming to England to kill 
King William. Lunt swore that he returned from his last mission 
to France in December 1693 with instructions to kill King 
William, and that on this journey from Dover to London he 
met the friar who awakened his conscience. It is hard to believe
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that even Lunt would have saddled himself with his wife and 
baby, if he had been on a dangerous mission to France.

By January 1694 the Lunt family was installed again in 
Taffe's house. Lunt took work at the George Inn in Holborn, 
but was dismissed because he insisted on dressing as a gentleman 
with sword and peruke. He got other work at various inns during 
the spring of 1694, and became acquainted with George Wilson 
of the Bear and Ragged Staff at Smithfield. He persuaded 
Wilson to join him and Womball in his plan to make their 
fortunes. When he was ready, Lunt used Taffe to bring him to 
the notice of Lord Belmont. He was then introduced to Captain 
Baker and Aaron Smith, and his information was so pleasing 
that Baker gave him ample gifts of money which he used to buy 
himself fine clothes. On 27 June 1694 Lunt laid his information 
before the duke of Shrewsbury and the secretary, Trenchard.

Taffe, Womball, Wilson and Lunt accompanied Captain 
Baker, some king's messengers and a force of Dutch troopers 
to Lancashire. Lunt assumed the name of Captain Smith, and 
Wilson that of Brown. On 16 July 1694 final orders were given 
for the arrest of the eight gentlemen. Lunt and the other 
informers had every opportunity to find incriminating evidence; 
if by chance horses and war materials had been found, they 
would have been claimed as undeniable evidence of the plot. 
Both Lunt and Womball disgraced the party, for Lunt stole a 
fine horse at Lyme, and at Crosby a servant found Womball 
with 31s. Od. in his boots and in the knees of his breeches. The 
reason for Taffe giving evidence for the gentlemen was supposed 
to be that Smith and Baker had reprimanded him for stealing. 
Along with the eight gentlemen, two Protestants, Peter Legh 
of Lyme and Sir Thomas Stanley, were also arrested. When the 
eight were acquitted in Manchester the informers were arrested, 
and Legh and Stanley were released because no evidence had 
been offered against them.

According to Kingston, more than thirty war saddles were 
found at Standish Hall, together with breast plates, cruppers, 
girths, curb bridles, horsemens' swords and swivels for carbines. 
These were obviously not for hunting, and it is possible that 
the Standish family was involved in some sort of plot. In the 
Tyldesley Lodge the king's troops found concealed behind a 
wall a hoard of money, plate, jewels and rich housings with 
silver and scarlet embroidery. But nothing was found to 
incriminate the eight who were put on trial at Manchester. 
Lunt stole horses from the Catterall, Tyldesley and Dalton 
families it was a wonderful opportunity for the horse thief  
but his plans were nearly wrecked by Simon Arrowsmith, the
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under-gaoler at Lancaster. Arrowsmith recognised Lunt in 
Manchester, and Lunt had to avoid him. In Wigan on 20 June 
1694, Lunt explained to Arrowsmith that he had avoided him 
because he did not wish his real identity to be known.

The success of Lunt's plan was endangered by lack of 
evidence. Both he and Womball tried to persuade people in 
Wigan, Blackburn and Manchester to support their statements. 
Womball asked a Mr. Ashton to say that he had carried arms 
to Legh of Lyme and had been promised £50 a year or 27s. Od. 
a week if he would do so. Laurence Parsons of Shevington in 
the parish of Standish gave evidence that Lunt offered him 
£150 and 20s. Od. a week if he would swear that he delivered 
commissions to the gentlemen in Ormskirk. James Parkinson 
of Carr Hall told the court how one of Baker's servants, Ellis, 
seized two of his horses, and how Lunt asked him to give 
evidence against Lord Molyneux although he knew nothing. 
Taffe, who was asked to plant commissions in the gentlemen's 
houses, disliked the methods of his companions, and found 
that both Baker and Smith were deeply involved in 
manufacturing evidence. He claimed that he had once been a 
priest of the Roman Catholic church, and said he could not just 
leave the eight gentlemen to die. He found two relations of the 
Lancashire gentlemen willing to help. Under false names 
Legh Banks and Hugh Dicconson met Lunt and pretended they 
would join him. Lunt offered them bribes and showed them 
the way in which he forged commissions which he pretended 
were from King James. He promised that this informing work 
would expand rapidly once the Manchester trial was successful.

Lunt's scheme was endangered from another quarter, for on 
27 August he was indicted for his bigamous marriage with 
Ann Reynolds. He was arrested in September, but Smith, much 
concerned about the loss of his chief witness, used his influence 
and gained his release on bail. The prosecution knew that 
Lunt's evidence was essential if the treasury were to gain the 
estates of the Lancashire gentlemen and afterwards of many 
others. It was in fact a test case. But Taffe's evidence ruined the 
prosecution's case. In spite of attempts to make certain that the 
jury did not include anyone likely to favour the accused, the 
prisoners were acquitted. Kingston believed that the Man­ 
chester mob was ready to stone to death the crown solicitors 
and the three witnesses.

Lunt and his associates were charged with conspiracy and 
imprisoned in the king's bench prison. They also had to face a 
perjury trial at Lancaster assizes for which Roger Kenyon 
collected evidence. As we have seen the verdict of this perjury
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trial was set aside and the three were released after the crown 
had refused to bring evidence against them in London. The 
question remains was it really for want of witnesses, or was the 
government too deeply involved and afraid that the stock­ 
jobbing methods of the lords of the treasuiy might be made 
public? It was rumoured then even Godolphin was involved 
in the unsavoury business.

There has been much debate about the verdict of the Man­ 
chester trial and much doubt as to whether the Lancashire plot 
did really exist. Lunt explained to the speaker of the house of 
commons that he had other witnesses, and named two, Dandy 
and Cooper. King William's apologist, Dr. Abbadie, in his 
account referred to forty mysterious men in buckram who 
could support Lunt. Yet the whole force of the government 
could not secure a verdict of guilty against the eight accused. 
In spite of the judges, Sir Giles Eyre, Sir Samuel Eyre, Sir 
John Turton and Sir John Powell baron of the exchequer, in 
spite of the inhuman proceedings of the seventeenth-century 
treason trial, and in spite of the refusal of Lord Molyneux's 
request for counsel because of his great age and infirmities, the 
evidence of John Lunt "gentleman" was insufficient to convince 
the jury that the eight were guilty.

Lunt had probably stumbled on a plot when he sailed to 
Lancashire from Ireland with Threlfall in 1689, but since it was 
improbable that James would have employed someone with so 
little knowledge of Lancashire on so delicate a mission, it is 
difficult to accept Lunt's version of his role at that time. 
William's government had good reason to be suspicious of the 
political loyalty of many Lancashire families, but the particular 
plot of which the eight gentlemen were accused at Manchester 
was probably born in Lunt's mind at the Warrington inquisition 
in May 1693. Encouraged by such unscrupulous papist members 
as Baker and Smith, the theoretical plot developed rapidly 
during the next twelve months. But, unluckily for Lunt, he 
chose to pin it on the wrong eight gentlemen.
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