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ABSTRACT

‘Violently Democratic and Anti-Conservative’? An Analysis of Presbyterian
‘Radicalism’ in Ulster, ¢.1800-1852

Julie L. Nelson

Durham University

This thesis sets out to challenge the belief that Presbyterianism in the north of
Ulster was transformed from a radical into a conservative political force in the period
from 1800 to 1852, as so much historiography has suggested. Moving away from the
traditional focus on the influence of the evangelical revival, the significance of the
Rev. Henry Cooke, and the internal theological schism within the largest of the
Presbyterian synods, this thesis endeavours to highlight the significant continuity
with the later eighteenth century, when significant numbers of the north’s
Presbyterians had rebelled against British rule. It analyses the Presbyterian
community, with particular emphasis on County Down and Belfast, and on the
Presbyterian clergy. Chapters One to Three examine Presbyterian relations with, and
attitudes towards, the British Government, the Irish established church and Irish
landlords. These chapters argue that Presbyterians in the north of Ireland continued
to demonstrate suspicion and hostility towards these institutions long after the failed
rebellion of 1798. Chapter Four deals with their relations with their Roman Catholic
countrymen and the impact of the repeal of the Union campaign. Chapter Five
analyses Presbyterian parliamentary and electoral politics emphasising the
continuities with the late eighteenth century in the belief of many Presbyterians in the
panacea of radical political reform. Throughout the thesis there is particular
emphasis on the Presbyterian campaign for tenant right, and the subsequent
involvement of many of the community’s ministers in the Dublin-based Tenant
League. The thesis concludes that Presbyterianism in Ulster — whilst as typically
internally divided in 1852 as in 1798 — retained its radical and anti-establishment
complexion long into the nineteenth century, in attitudes to both clerical and political
establishments. Although alive and well, this radicalism was, however, increasingly
circumscribed by a firm belief that Union with Britain offered the only security for
civil and religious liberty.
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INTRODUCTION

‘Violently democratic and anti-conservative’ was used to describe mainstream
Presbyterianism, not as might be imagined, in the aftermath of the 1798 rebellion, but
rather in 1852 at the height of the tenant right campaign in the north. The conservative
Belfast Newsletter used it to denounce the stance of the Banner of Ulster — a paper
established in 1842 as the organ of orthodox Presbyterianism and Ireland’s largest
Presbyterian synod. In his 1956 thesis, A.T.Q. Stewart argued that after 1798, indeed even
before, Presbyterianism became an essentially conservative force in Ulster. Subsequent
historiography has similarly labelled the period in this way, with much emphasis placed on
the influence of the conservative Rev. Henry Cooke, regarded essentially as both the
pioneer and the symbol of that shift. Whilst more recent research — notably that of Finlay
Holmes and Ian McBride — has developed beyond the idea of a simple ‘transformation’ to
conservatism, there remains much to say on the nature of Presbyterian ‘radicalism’ after
1798. It is the aim of this thesis to examine to what extent that ‘radicalism’ survived in the
Presbyterian community, and to highlight the continuities between the years preceding the
rebellion and the first half of the nineteenth century, arguing that many Presbyterians
maintained their independent and radical stance on a variety of political and social issues.

Chapters One to Three examine the survival of Presbyterian ‘anti-establishment’
radicalism, analysing attitudes to, and relations with, the British Government, the Irish
established church, and Irish landlords respectively. These three institutions had been the
source and focus of Irish Presbyterian grievances before and during the United Irish
campaign for radical reform of parliament, and ultimately, separation from England.
Chapters Four and Five examine the ways in which they attempted to remedy those
grievances — some seeking alliances with their Roman Catholic countrymen, but primarily
through significant political reforms. The attacks on the exclusively landlord representation
of Presbyterian constituencies was accompanied, from the 1840s, by a growing movement
for proper Presbyterian parliamentary representation. Whilst Catholics continued to
provide the focus of religious antipathy they nevertheless remained potential allies in
challenging Ireland’s ‘Protestant Establishment’. This is seen most clearly in the tenant
right campaign and the Tenant League, the collapse of which forms a useful closing point

for the span of this research. Within each of these thematic chapters, there is a largely
4



2
chronological approach, for the period encompassed is a relatively long one, in which the
evolution and development of factors over time is significant.

The theological divisions within Irish Presbyterianism — and the often hostile stance
of certain Presbyterian sects towards each other — add an additional layer to any
examination of Presbyterianism at this time. As the largest and generally most influential
grouping, there is particular focus on the Synod of Ulster (after 1840, the General
Assembly), as most ‘representative’ of mainstream Presbyterian opinion. However, where
possible I have also considered the significance of the smaller Covenanting and Seceding
synods, and in particular the Remonstrant Synod, composed of the ‘Arians’ who were
officially isolated in 1830 from the Synod of Ulster. From within these groupings of
course, divisions continued based around both theological and broader political issues.
Under Cooke’s influence, the Presbyterian church underwent significant upheaval, with the
imposition of religious orthodoxy amongst the members of its largest synod. But, as this
research demonstrates Cooke’s increasing isolation and unpopularity among many of his
own brethren, emphasize his failure to create a more submissive, politically conservative
and acquiescent ministry and church, more closely allied with the ‘Protestant
establishment’.

As well as internal theological division, external factors did of course impact on the
Presbyterian community after 1798, most notably the development of a broad-based
Catholic political movement under the leadership of Daniel O’Connell. In many ways,
O’Connell personified the worst fears of Presbyterians for whom, as McBride has
emphasized, ‘No Popery’ had been, and remained, an intrinsic element of even the most
enlightened Presbyterian psyche. Chastened by spectacular defeat at the hands of British
military might in 1798, and with the potential of a more aggressive and independent
Catholicism (ruling Ireland in the event of its independence), most Presbyterians came to
regard the union with Britain as an essential element of their religious and political
freedom. Yet ‘radicalism’ was far from incompatible with this stance. Although a very
significant factor in re-shaping the Presbyterian sense of identity, the threat of political
Catholicism and repeal of the Union did not prevent co-operation between priest and
minister on distinctly ‘anti-establishment’ issues, focusing on social and economic

grievances which were ultimately linked to the political dominance of Irish landlords.
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Much of this research has focused on the Presbyterian ministers, both collectively as
part of their respective synods, and also individually. The nature of the source material
available has led to an inevitable concentration on the behaviour and attitudes of the
Presbyterian ministry, with their plethora of written material in the form of sermons,
pamphlets, printed speeches, and records of the proceedings of the various Synods. Sadly,
such written material does not exist to a similar extent for the individual Presbyterian tenant
farmer. The voice of the laity is, however, heard in the frequent correspondence to various
newspapers, particularly the Northern Whig, the Banner of Ulster and the Belfast
Newsletter, and in parliamentary petitions. The preoccupation with the Presbyterian
ministers is not without justification, as these men frequently played a central role in
Presbyterian society: in 1852 some of the most radical of these men were more than merely
religious and spiritual leaders, but also the political and moral voices of their flocks — the
very situation which had caused so much concern in the late eighteenth century. Men such
as the Rev. John Rogers and the Rev. Julius McCullough became — indeed actively sought
the role of — Presbyterian ‘representatives’ in contrast to the land-owning elite formally
‘representing’ Ulster’s Presbyterian population in parliament.

In particular, the prominent role of Presbyterian ministers in the tenant right
campaign and its resultant anti-landlord and political agitation around the years 1848 to
1852, is a central element of this work. That approximately two thirds of Presbyterian
ministers came from ‘farming-backgrounds’ in the period 1840-70" certainly helps to
explain why land and tenant issues were taken up so zealously by many. Furthermore, as
Holmes has emphasized, ‘the tenant farmers were the backbone of the Presbyterian
Church’.? Hence, the significant focus of this research on the tenant right campaign,
Presbyterian involvement in the Tenant League and its political implications.

The constraints of time and length have made it impossible to make this anything
like an exhaustive or entirely comprehensive northern-wide study of every aspect of
Presbyterianism in the period 1800-1852. For example, issues such as the impact of
evangelicalism upon the Presbyterian Church and its members has not been fully explored.
Similarly, other aspects that have already received detailed treatment previously by

historians, are dealt with in less depth here. Moreover, I have focused on particular

! Kenneth Brown, ‘Life After Death? A Preliminary Survey of the Irish Presbyterian Ministry in the
Nineteenth Century’, Irish Economic and Social History, 22 (1995), pp.49-63, at p.55.
RFG. [Finlay] Holmes, Our Irish Presbyterian Heritage (1985; Belfast, 1992), p.130.
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geographic areas to the frequent exclusion of others, based on the relevance and
significance of events. Inevitably, this has resulted in a heavier weighting towards Belfast
and its environs, and most particularly County Down. The focus on Down has resulted
from a number of factors, perhaps most notably because the county was the Presbyterian
heartland of Ireland, and as such it had played a pivotal role in the events of the 1790s, and
the rebellion itself, as a core centre of United Irish support. As the most prosperous county
in Ireland, and one with significant political connections, many of Down’s elections were
played out on the national stage, possessing a significance and a pre-eminence in their
influence, most notably, 1805, 1831 and 1852. The tenant right campaign also had its
centre of influence in Down, not least because of the struggle it witnessed between
Presbyterians and the county’s prominent landlord, the Third Marquis of Londonderry.
Down was home not only to Lord Londonderry, who came to symbolise the tyrannical
landlordism so many Presbyterians resented, but also to the veteran political radical,
William Sharman Crawford. This electoral significance and its central position during the
tenant right campaign, have resulted in a wealth of source material relating to the county.
Moreover, in the 1840s over a quarter of Ireland’s Presbyterian ministers were recruited
from Down alone.’

Newspapers have provided a large element of the primary sources used in this
research, both for the variety of editorial voices and the vast contributions in the form of
letters to the editor, and written debates between contributors. The written word and the
press played a pivotal role in Presbyterian life at this time, and this is reflected in the lively
newspaper press, centred largely in Belfast. This included a significant array of
electioneering squibs and propaganda. There has also been extensive use of the rich printed
pamphlets and sermons, often, though not exclusively, the work of Presbyterian ministers.
The records and proceedings of the various synods, in particular the annual general
meetings of the Synod of Ulster (after 1840 the General Assembly), also receive particular
attention in this research. As the largest and therefore in many ways the most influential of
the Presbyterian synods, especially after its union with the Seceders in 1840, this body was
extremely important to Presbyterian life. Indeed, at times of crisis, most notably the
Marriages question and the Scottish Church disruption — when faced with alienation from

an apparently hostile British Government and a set of unsympathetic landlord

3 Brown, ‘Life After Death?’, p.53.
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representatives — the Assembly in many ways performed the role of an extra-parliamentary
body. The private papers of a number of individuals have also proved extremely valuable,
in particular, the vast Irish papers of the Third Marquis of Londonderry, a leading landlord
to Presbyterian tenants in Down; those of Belfast radicals such as the Tennent family; and

those of Lord Clarendon, Lord Lieutenant of Ireland at the time of the tenant right agitation.

Background: the 1798 rebellion.

The participation of Presbyterian tenant farmers and weavers in the ranks of the
United Irish rebel armies in Counties Down and Antrim in June of 1798, is well known.*
By 1852 there were certainly very few Presbyterians who would have contemplated armed
resistance against the British state, but the relationship between government and the Irish
Presbyterians remained complex and ambiguous, with the majority of the Presbyterian
community retaining what Ian McBride has defined as their ‘almost instinctively anti-
government’5 character.

It is important to consider just how far the Presbyterians of the 1790s adhered to
republican or separatist ideals of an independent Ireland. How many were truly politicized
with the United Irish message or influenced by Enlightenment thinking? The advanced
political radicalism of the movement’s Presbyterian middle-class leadership (centred in
Belfast) is clear® but such ideals, whilst influencing many rank and file recruits in east
Ulster, do not tell the whole story of Presbyterian ‘radicalism’. The significance of
specifically local issues in motivating rebel involvement was clearly important,” suggesting
that the grievances of some Presbyterian rebels were clearly more attuned to their exclusion
and oppression at the hands of the combined power of Anglican Church and landlord,
rather than specifically towards the British connection. Above all, other historians, most
notably David Miller, have emphasized the role of conservative millennial predictions in

motivating a high number of Presbyterians to turn out for rebellion. Many theologically

4 Tan McBride states that in May 1797, recruitment figures for the United Irish movement were recorded as
around 118,000 in the north, of which almost 50,000 were from the two Presbyterian counties of Down and
Antrim alone. See, McBride, Scripture Politics, p.189.

5 McBride, ‘Ulster Presbyterians and... the Act of Union’, p.75.

8 N.J. Curtin, The United Irishmen: popular politics in Ulster and Dublin, 1791-1798 (Oxford, 1994)

" Trevor McCavery, * “As the plague of locusts came in Egypt”: Rebel Motivation in north Down’, in T.
Bartlett, D. Dickson, D. Keogh and K. Whelan (eds.), 1798: A Bicentenary Perspective (Dublin, 2003),
pp-212-25.
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conservative Presbyterians such as the Covenanters regarded the rebellion as a crusade to
overthrow an uncovenanted king and predicted the destruction of the British monarchy.
Indeed, millenarian speculation, which was rife during the French Revolution, contributed
to the large numbers of ‘old light’ Presbyterians who made up the Presbyterian radical
movement.® It is evident therefore, that a significant number of Presbyterians on the
fundamentalist fringes, were motivated by a religious ideology which identified the
government alongside the Papacy as a force of Anti-Christ.” This explains the appearance
of Paine’s Rights of Man alongside prophetic texts on the pages of the Northern Star, a
strange blend of secularism and fundamentalism.'® However, the tone and content of the
Rev. James Porter’s satirical Wind and Weather Sermon preached from the pulpit to his
congregation in Greyabbey in February 1797, suggests a degree of wider politicization
among many lay Presbyterians. In the north Down area at least, many had a clear enough
understanding of the activities of the British government, and the war with France.
Parochialism and religious superstition, although both important factors in encouraging
Presbyterian rebels, do not tell the whole story.!!

Moreover, J.R.R. Adams emphasized the proliferation of reading societies which
sprang up, particularly in the heart of Presbyterian Ulster — Antrim and Down — in the
eighteenth century. This emphasizes the impact of the political events in America and
France, the widespread high levels of literacy among east Ulster Presbyterians, and the
‘traditional presbyterian love of information’. Adams noted that these societies were
frequently ‘hotbeds of radicalism’, viewed by the authorities with ‘deep suspicion’.?
Similarly, S.J. Connolly has highlighted the significance of learning and the numerous book
societies, which, when combined with traditional Presbyterian grievances against the

establishment, encouraged recruits for the rebel cause among Presbyterian farmers and

# David Miller, ‘Presbyterianism and “Modernisation” in Ulster’, Past and Present, 80 (1978), pp.80-4;
Holmes, ‘United Irishmen and Unionists: Irish Presbyterians, 1791 and 1886°, Studies in Church History, 25
(19), p.181.

® Myrtle Hill, ‘Popular Protestantism in Ulster in the Post-Rebellion Period, ¢.1790-1810°, Studies in Church
History 25 (19), p.193.

1 Indeed, Miller has suggested that, in fact, very few Presbyterian tenant farmers or weavers were actually
imbued with the enlightenment ideas behind the original United Irish message. See his ‘Presbyterianism and
“Modernization”, p.84.

1 Rev. James Porter, Wind and Weather: A Sermon on the Late Providential Storm which Dispersed the
French Fleet off Bantry Bay. Preached to the Congregation of Gray-Abbey on Thursday the 1 6" February,
Being the Fast Day appointed by Government for Thanksgiving (Belfast, 1797).

12 J R.R. Adams, ‘Reading Societies in Ulster’, Ulster Folklife, 26 (1980), p.56.



7
weavers in that area.”” Therefore, it is evident that Presbyterian radicalism, and ultimately
the willingness of so many rank and file Presbyterians to turn out as rebels in May and June

14 _ some clearly more

of 1798, was inspired by a ‘coalition of widely different elements
‘enlightened’ than others. Finally of course, it is worth re-emphasizing that not all
Presbyterians were rebels against Britain in 1798. Indeed, whilst significant numbers
fought in the United Irish ranks, others fought on the ‘loyalist’ side, in the government’s
newly formed Yeomanry armies."

At leadership level, those Presbyterians involved in the United Irish movement in
the north of Ireland by the latter 1790s — businessmen and merchants such as the Simms
brothers, William and John Tennent, and radical ministers such as the Rev. William Steel
Dickson — were by 1795-6 engaged in plans for an uprising which involved the promise of
French assistance, at a time when Britain was engaged in a protracted war with her
continental neighbour.'® But, even these most active of radical Presbyterians were far from
committed separatists from the outset, despite the rhetoric of works such as Drennan’s
Letters to Orellana in 1784, criticising Britain and paying lip-service to notions — albeit
fairly romanticized — of ‘Ierne free’. In the 1780s and early 1790s most United Irishmen
would have settled for a radical programme of reform for Ireland, with a meaningful degree
of self—government.17 As Nancy Curtin notes ‘They were willing enough to accept the
connection with Britain as long as Ireland could pursue its own interests’. Indeed, the
United Irishmen ‘showed themselves to be deeply immersed in British radical whig
culture’.’® When separation from Britain did eventually become the goal, it was argues
9

Curtin, viewed above all in terms of a political and economic ‘liberation’ from Britain,'

rather than the pursuit of an Irish nationalist dream, in racial or cultural terms. As Elliott

BsI. Cennolly, ‘Ulster Presbyterians: Religion, Culture and Politics, 1660-1850, in H. Tyler Blethen and
Chris Woods (eds.), Ulster and North America: Transatlantic Perspectives on the Scotch-Irish (Tuscaloosa
and London, 1997), p.35.

* Ibid.

13 Holmes, ‘United Irishmen and Unionists’, p.180.

' See Marianne Elliott, Partners in Revolution: The United Irishmen and France (1982; New Haven, 1989).
' In his prepared defence for court in 1794, Drennan denied any revolutionary intent, arguing that his sole
motivation had been ‘an enthusiastic desire for an equal representation of all my countrymen in their own
House of Parliament’. William Drennan, Intended Defence, on a Trial for Sedition, in the Year 1794 reprinted
in John Larkin (ed.), The Trial of William Drennan (Dublin, 1991), p.122. Of course, this was a testimony
designed to extricate him from a guilty verdict and should be read against what Elliott has described as
Drennan’s ‘brush with prison’.

18 Curtin, United Irishmen, p.36.

' Ibid., p.34.
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has emphasized, for most radicals prior to 1795 ‘their dispute had not initially been with
England but with the “wretched set of politicians” in Dublin’. %’

However, this was changed dramatically by the series of events between 1793 and
1795, with Britain’s declaration of war with France, the outlawing of Volunteering and the
United Irish societies, and the recall of the Viceroy, Fitzwilliam. Ian McBride has indeed
emphasized the distinct and powerful series of external events that assisted in propelling
many radical Presbyterians along the road to outright rebellion against the British in
Ireland.®' It was evident that the Government had firmly shut the door on any possibility of
reform or ‘concessions’ to Ireland. With armed rebellion in mind, mass recruitment became
the order of the day, and the resultant shift in propaganda can be seen clearly in the often
crudely reductionist anti-English hostility reflected in popular works such as the Paddy’s
Resource song books of 1795 and 1796.>* The King, the Prince of Wales and William Pitt
were the favourite targets of the United Irish propagandists in the Paddy’s Resource series.
The shift in tone between even the 1795 and 1796 songbooks is discernible, the latter
volume pronouncing that soon ‘we’ll possess Hibernia’s Isle’.”> Writing on the fate of
Ireland under the pseudonym the ‘Rev. James Glass’ in a series of poems in the Northern
Star as early as 1792, the Rev. James Porter

‘....curs’d the fatal day,

When despots landed on her hapless coast’.?*

Above all, the war with France was denounced with particular enthusiasm by the United
Irish propagandists — a defiant attack on British policy. Little wonder then, that the

government endeavoured to clamp down on this Irish “fifth column’ B

2 Elliott, Partners, p-32.
2! McBride, Scripture Politics, p.178.
22 “For the poor out of bread, what a fine consolation...
Winter at hand and all trade in stagnation...
Nothing to swallow but, but LUMPS OF TAXATION...
Billy’s undone by the war’. Paddy’s Resource: Being a Select Collection of Original and Modern Patriotic
Songs, Toasts and Sentiments, Compiled for the Use of the People of Ireland (Belfast, 1795), p.40, and also
the second volume published in 1796. The opening song of the 1795 volume (p.4) declared,

‘We always are ready,

To banish Oppression from our native land’.
2 Paddy’s Resource, 1796, p.71 (my underlining).
%Northern Star, 15 February 1792.
 In 1797 the Monaghan Militia destroyed the Northern Star offices — the heart of the propaganda machine.
Songs included, ‘Demanding Freedom’, ‘See Your Country Righted’, ‘The Tree of L.iberty’, ‘The Irish
Volunteers’, ‘The Marseilles March’, ‘Ca Ira’, ‘The Grave-Digger’s Address to the Prince of Wales’, ‘Billy’s
Undone by the War’, ‘Vive La Liberte’, ‘Hibernia’s Harp Strung by Liberty’, ‘Republican Glee’, “The Green
Flag’, ‘Ierne United’, ‘Hibernia in Woe’ and ‘“War, Cruel War and Starvation’. See Paddy’s Resource, 1795
and 1796 volumes.
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The United Irish acceptance of French military assistance ‘came at the end of a year
in which all the gains of the last two decades had been lost and constitutional channels....
closed’.?® It was in response to the Fast Day ordered by the British authorities following
the unsuccessful attempts of a French fleet to land on the southern Irish coast, that Rev.
James Porter of Greyabbey preached a quite extraordinary sermon. In a tone of the utmost
irony and sarcasm, he offered his congregation these thoughts on the British government
and the war with France:

We know that government has ordered us to be thankful for the storm which
dispersed them; and we are not ignorant that nine tenths of the people of Ireland,
neither wished for the commencement nor continuance of the war with France....

Were you to ask me, Why we were involved in the American war, and in the
present one, although the people were almost unanimous in their detestation of both? I
answer, it was in consequence of our connexion with England — Some people call this
connexion, subjection.

Porter went on to denounce how Ireland’s connection with Britain had dragged
Ireland into a war which did not involve her, plunging the country into ‘an abyss of ruin’.
He added ‘It far transcends my abilities to point out the benefits Ireland gets for all this”.?’
Writing to Lord Downshire on the publication of Porter’s sermon, J. Arbuckle, a
government supporter, commented that ‘...provided the proof of publication should not
fail, I should think he might be handsomely trounced. These fellows [the Presbyterian
clergy] should be deprived of their Regium Donum. They all, save two or three, in the

whole province are avowed incendiaries’.?

One song entitled the ‘Tenth of August’, stated that:

‘Tho’ we praise the proud day which beheld

mighty France

Burst her Bastiles [sic], and rise from servility’s tomb;

Behold her with earth-shaking paces advance,

And pour her strong vengeance on tyranny’s dome.

Tho’ we praise that great day

Which o’erturn’d lawless sway,

Yet a king still remained, FREEDOM’s cause to betray:

But the day we have chosen saw monarchy fall,

And man’s dearest blessings extended to all’

26 Elliott, Partners, pp.32-3; p.48.

27 Porter, Wind and Weather sermon.

% Quoted in W.D. Bailie, ‘Presbyterian Clergymen and the county Down rebellion of 1798, in Myrtle Hill,
Brian Turner and Kenneth Dawson (eds.), 1798 Rebellion in County Down (Newtownards, 1998), p.170. His
language is identical to the Third Marquis of Londonderry’s description of certain Down Presbyterian
ministers in 1850.
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Arbuckle’s estimate that almost all ministers were United sympathizers or members
is clearly an exaggeration, but there were indeed many who had, by 1797, distinguished
themselves as subversives in the eyes of government. Certainly, following the publication
of the Wind and Weather sermon, Porter was under close government surveillance?. We
should not underestimate the effect which such sermons by radical Presbyterian ministers
could have on a locality. It is reported, for, instance, that a United Irish society was
established in Donaghadee in January 1798, following the preaching of the Revs. Porter
and Dickson — two prominent radicals — in the town on ‘consecutive Sundays in December
and again in the New Year’.® In 1797 Porter also penned three letters addressed to the
Marquis of Downshire, which appeared in the Northern Star, denouncing war with France
and extolling the virtues of reform. Porter speculated,
Suppose a Revolution takes place, in consequence of Reform being refused.
We might then have a new mode of government, founded on the representative
system.....It might even produce a separation from England, and we might not then be
governed by the councils of another country. The boundaries of the state might be the
boundaries prescribed by nature. The produce of the land might not be drained to
support Absentees of a foreign Court, enormous sums might not be taken from the
People to carry on wars which they disapprove of; our provincial subjection being
removed, the Irish mind might assume a national character! — The will of Ireland might

be the law by which Irishmen would be governed! — And, the political maxim of
standing and falling with Britain, might no more be uttered, as if intended to exhibit
the badge of our degradation and pusillanimity.31
The French attempt to land at Bantry Bay was the ultimate trigger for the Irish
Viceroy to instigate decisive military action in the north. The ‘dragooning of Ulster’ which
commenced in earnest in 1797 under the command of General Lake, aimed at disarming the
rebels and snuffing out any attempted rebellion. Martial law, house burnings, arms seizures

and arrests were implemented with vigour.*

The execution of William Orr, a young
Presbyterian farmer from Antrim, in October 1797, for administering a United Irish oath,
helped further harden the attitude of many Presbyterians against the British authorities. But

equally, the brutality frightened away many rank and file Presbyterians from the

* Ibid.

30 Hill et al., 1798 Rebellion in County Down, p.87.

3! Northern Star, 23 December 1796.

32 McBride estimates that between 500 and 600 people were arrested in Ulster between September 1796 and
September 1797 for “political” offences.
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revolutionary cause,”® whilst higher up the United Irish command structure, the British
authorities’ success in arresting and infiltrating the rebels in advance of action, placed the
northern leaders in disarray, long before the rebellion broke out in May and June of 1798 %
Writing under the pseudonym of ‘Marcus’ in the Press newspaper in Dublin, the Rev.
James Porter lamented in a letter to Lord Grenville how ‘you make it treason for Irish
independence to oppose English bayonets’.”’

Among those Presbyterians who found themselves state prisoners over this period
were: the Rev. William Steel Dickson of Portaferry, widely believed to have assumed a
military position on the eve of rebellion in Down; William Tennent (his brother John had
successfully fled to France in May along with another United Irish Presbyterian minister in
Down, Arthur McMahon); Robert Simms, and Samuel Neilson. The British government’s
‘disarming’ of Ulster — and the subsequent ‘spectacular failure of nerve’>® on the part of the
United Irish military leadership in the north — had certainly helped to contribute to the
fiasco that was the rebellion in Ulster in 1798.

If we accept therefore that, in the words of Ian McBride, ‘it would be unwise...to
conclude that the reform programme of the United Irishmen led inexorably to full-blown
separatism’, then this certainly helps to explain the relatively passive reaction of most
Presbyterians to the passing of the Act of Union in 1800. Defeat at the hands of British
military might must have had a salutary effect on those Presbyterians who had been
involved with or sympathized with the rebels’ cause. In the fallout from 1798, the
eagerness of many Presbyterians to ‘lay low’ is understandable. In the aftermath of
rebellion, the British government maintained a vigilant watch over east Ulster.

The radical political reform envisaged by the leading middle-class Presbyterian
radicals centre around Belfast®” — wealthy from the burgeoning linen trade, ambitious and
well-educated, yet excluded from political power — was of course greatly influenced by the
events of the American and French Revolutions. Ultimately, they remained utterly

frustrated at their exclusion from Irish political life.”® Their treatment at the hands of the

3 Finlay Holmes, ‘From Rebels to Unionists: The Political Transformation of Ulster’s Presbyterians’, in
Ronnie Hanna (ed.), The Union: Essays on Ireland and the British Connection (Newtownards, 2001), p.35.

3% One of the best known and most active of the informers was Nicholas Maginn, a colonel in the United Irish
organization in Down. Curtin United Irishmen, p.261.

3 Reprinted in [Anon.], Beauties of the Press (1800), p. 109; 272.

36 McBride, ‘Presbyterians and the....Act of Union’, p.77.

37 In 1790 Belfast was a ‘pocket borough’ controlled by Lord Donegall.

38 See Jonathan Bardon, A History of Ulster (Belfast, 1992); David Miller, Queen’s Rebels. Ulster Loyalism in
Historical Perspective (Dublin, 1978), p.54
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institutions of the ‘Protestant Ascendancy’, were enduring reminders of their ‘Dissenter’
status and their social, economic and political inferiority. The political power of the Irish
landed classes saw their family members or nominees elected as M.P.s for the Irish
parliament, in a system which saw tenants frequently unable to disobey their social and
economic masters at the polls. Moreover, they dominated grand juries, the magistracy, and
the posts of sheriffs and county lord lieutenants and, unsurprisingly, were mostly hostile to
political reform.”® Their religious affiliation, almost exclusively Anglican, entailed a close
relationship between landlordism and the established church. For Presbyterians like
William Drennan, even the Irish Whigs were ultimately too dominated by aristocrats to
carry through any truly significant plans of reform.

In 1791 the United Irishmen’s foremost demand was a redistribution of Ireland’s
political power, with reform to be achieved by a union of Presbyterian, Protestant and
Catholic.*® As Nancy Curtin has pointed out, the transfer of political power which they
envisaged, certainly had revolutionary implications from the beginning.*! As the movement
developed, and ultimately turned to insurrectionary means, traditional (largely economic)
Presbyterian antipathy to Irish landlords and the established church amongst tenants and
farmers, was exploited to the full.

Ulster had a tradition of agrarian violence directed against landlords, such as the
Hearts of Steel movement in the 1770s, when predominantly Presbyterian tenants on the
estate of Lord Donegall took extreme measures in response to large fines being imposed
when their leases expired.*” This was typical of the type of agrarian violence that could
occur when Presbyterians felt their rights to be under threat from landlords, land agents,
and even tithe collectors. The sympathy of many Presbyterian clergy with the economic
plight of their tenant congregations at this time, if not with the violent methods they
employed, foreshadowed their tenant sympathies in 1798 and again in 1852. It is likely that

some ministers were also influenced by the waves of emigration to America during the

% On the political and economic dominance of Irish landlords, see, Brian Walker, ‘Landlords and
Parliamentary Elections in County Down, 1801-1921°, in Down : History and Society: Interdisciplinary
Essays on the History of an Irish County (Dublin, 1997), pp.297-325; S.J. Connolly, ‘Ulster Presbyterians,
pp.25-40.; W.E. Vaughan, Landlords and Tenants in Ireland, 1848-1904 (Dublin, 1984)

“0 See Finlay Holmes, ‘Ulster Presbyterians and 1798’ in James Seery, Finlay Holmes and A.T.Q. Stewart,
Presbyterians, the United Irishmen and 1798 (Presbyterian Historical Society of Ireland pamphlet, Belfast,
2000)

! Nancy J. Curtin, ‘The Transformation of the Society of United Irishmen into a mass-based revolutionary
organisation, 1794-6’, Irish Historical Studies, 24/96 (1985), p.465

427, S. Reid (and edited by W. Killen), History of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland, vol. 3 (Belfast, 1867)
pp-448-9. Holmes, ‘United Irishmen and Ulster Unionists’.
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eighteenth century which saw their Presbyterian flocks fleeing high rents and economic
uncertainty. Similar patterns of emigration were once again an issue in the aftermath of the
Famine and in the years leading up to the tenant right movement. Both McBride and
Holmes have emphasized ‘the continuities which undoubtedly existed in Presbyterian areas
between the United Irishmen and the earlier Oakboys and Steelboys’,43 with many of these
early agrarian rebels ultimately providing the Presbyterian ‘foot-soldiers’ of the rebellion.
W.T. Latimer, the nineteenth-century Presbyterian historian, famously claimed that prior to
1798, those Presbyterians who hated the landlord more than the Catholic became United
Irishmen, and those who hated the Catholic more than the landlord became Orangemen.*

The significant role of the Presbyterian clergy in both the United Irish movement,
and the rebellion itself, is of course, well documented. The Rev. James Porter of
Greyabbey paid with his life. As a leading United Irish propagandist, Porter was vehement
in his attacks on the Protestant establishment and the British government. But his most
famous work, the satirical squib, Billy Bluff and Squire Firebrand, first published in the
Northern Star in 1796, ridiculed and attacked the landlord class, their political domination,
their wealth and their corruption.* But this was no ordinary denunciation of landlords;
Porter’s work was extremely personal, and his portrayal of ‘Lord Mountmumble’ was
clearly aimed at his own local landlord, the First Marquis of Londonderry.

Demonstrating a deliberate lack of deference, Porter highlighted the electoral power
of the landlord over his tenants for particular attack, and their desire to keep tenants
ignorant and repressed: ‘O’ what a happy country we had before men turned their thoughts
to thinking.... Presbyterians thought of nothing but wrangling about religion and grumbling
about tythes.... in my father’s day there was none of this work: no! no!... He would fancy a
tenant’s daughter — nobody said it was wrong... He ...got a Presbyterian assassinated for
voting against him at the Vestry...”.** On the subject of electoral registration ‘Billy’
informed the ‘Squire’, ‘I would just mention that I am four times registered already; I voted
three different days for your honour’s friend at the last election, and your honour knows

that I have never got my lease yet...”.* Porter’s description of Londonderry’s recent

3 McBride, Scripture Politics, p.179.

“ W .T. Latimer, A History of the Irish Presbyterians (Belfast, 1893), p.191.

5 James Porter, Billy Bluff and the Squire; or A Sketch of the Times, published in Northern Star, May-
December 1796, and reprinted in Brendan Clifford, Billy Bluff and the Squire And Other Writings by Rev.
James Porter (Belfast, 1991).

%8 Porter, Billy Bluff, p.19.

7 Ibid.
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elevation to the peerage used graphic language: ‘you have seen what our new race of Lords
and Earls resemble; they have rotten roots, flimsy stems, spungy heads.... Then.... comes
the coronet painted on the coach, on the harness, on the dishes and plates, on the piss-
pots....’.48
Porter’s vivid scrutiny of the relationship prevailing between landlord and tenant
and his image of feudal tyranny, were to be recurrent themes fifty and sixty years later, and
remained crucial elements in the inherently anti-landlord tendencies of Ulster
Presbyterians.  Billy Bluffs popularity in the years that followed” suggested that,
particularly in Down, few Presbyterians had forgotten the story of how Londonderry had
wilfully failed to intervene to prevent Porter’s execution, in an act of revenge for Billy
Bluff™®

Many Presbyterians held similar resentments against that other great pillar of
‘Protestant Ascendancy’ — the ‘landlord’s church’ (the established Church of Ireland). It
too inspired the vitriol of the radical propagandists in the 1790s. Anglicanism was much
more than simply a rival church, although it did inspire strong Presbyterian revulsion for its
hierarchical structure, its wealth, and the pluralism and absenteeism of its clergy. But most
significantly, it was closely connected to the state, and enjoyed immense influence in a
country in which Anglicans formed only a tiny minority of the population, yet held all the
positions of influence, including parliamentary seats and political control. As well as
exclusion from public office on religious grounds, Presbyterians and Catholics in Ireland
shared a common hatred of the tithe system. Issues such as tithes and the refusal of the
established church to recognise the validity of Presbyterian ordination, both significant long
before 1798,”! were to remain issues of discontent in the years after 1800.

Mutual hostilities between the two Protestant churches in Ireland were played out in

a series of pamphlet disputes in the 1780s — Presbyterians increasingly frustrated at their

“ Ibid., pp.27-8

* Both Billy Bluff, and the song book, Paddy’s Resource, to which Porter was also a key contributor, became
‘local classics’, and Billy Biuff ran to fourteen more reprints, as late as 1840 and 1868. See J.R.R Adams, The
Printed Word and the Common Man: Popular Culture in Ulster 1700-1900 (Belfast, 1987), p.86; William
McMillan, ‘Presbyterian Ministers and the Ulster Rising’, p.98.

%0 See, W.T Latimer, Ulster Biographies relating to the Rebellion of 1798 (Belfast, 1897); O.P. Water, ‘The
Reverend James Porter, Dissenting Minister of Greyabbey, 1753-1798’, Seanchas Ardmhacha, 19, no.1
(1990), pp.80-101; W.J. Wharton, ‘The Reverend James Porter’, New Ulster: The Journal of the Ulster
Society (November, 1994), pp.10-12.

5! In the 1760s and 1770s the collection of excessive tithes was one of the main complaints of the Oakboys
and Steelboys, Protestant agrarian groups from Ulster’s rural underclass, who were predominantly
Presbyterian. Holmes, Presbyterian Heritage, p. 77.
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inferior position, and Anglicans paranoid about Presbyterian encroachment. In the anti-
tithe agitation of the Presbyterian Oak and Steelboys ‘nervous Anglicans also detected the
malign influence of seditious Presbyterian parsons’.52 Forming in many ways a distinct
society within a society, Presbyterian ministers certainly occupied a central role within
Presbyterian communities. The established church was also a target in Porter’s Billy Bluff,
which denounced the connection between church and state, as personified in the local
Anglican minister, John Clelland, a magistrate and an agent to Lord Londonderry. Tithes
were denounced with enthusiasm on the pages of Paddy’s Resource and United Irish
propaganda frequently included a promise to abolish tithes.”®

The United Irish ideal of eradicating religious differences in the ‘common name of
Irishmen’ was the cornerstone of their vision — initially for achieving parliamentary reform,
and ultimately in overthrowing British rule in Ireland.’* The two volumes of Paddy’s
Resource highlighted the United Irish movement’s massive propaganda campaign after
1794 devoted to promoting the notion of unity among Irishmen: ‘Unite and be Free’,
‘Union of Parties’, ‘Brethren Unite’, ‘Irishmen now are United’ and ‘Ierne United’.>
Above all such propaganda sought to reinforce the notion that the alliance was a natural
one, and that sectarian animosities had been deliberately nurtured by the ruling Anglican
elite in an policy of ‘divide and conquer’, an idea perpetuated once again in 1850 by
Presbyterian ministers during the tenant right campaign.56

However, behind the propaganda and the idealism, Presbyterian attitudes to their
Roman Catholic countrymen in the 1780s and 1790s were vexed and divided. By 1798, as
Alvin Jackson has commented ‘numerous northern Presbyterians evidently fought under the
United Irish banner, while remaining profoundly suspicious of their Catholic co-

conspirators’.”’ According to Elliott, radical Catholic leaders were just as suspicious of the

52 McBride, ‘Presbyterians and the Penal Era’, Bullan: an Irish Studies Review, 1:2 (1994), pp.73-77.
53 For instance, Copy of A Document Drafted by the Secretary of a Committee of United Irishmen near
Ballynahinch, County Down, PRONI, Roden Mss., MIC/147/9, pp.57-60.
3* It was an idea mooted long before 1791 by Presbyterian radicals such as Drennan. In 1784 he wrote, ‘I call
upon you, Churchmen, Presbyterians, Catholics, to embrace each other...and to unite as a sacred compact in
the cause of your sinking country — For you are ALL Irishmen’. William Drennan, Letters of Orellana, an
Irish Helot, to the Seven Northern Counties not Represented in the National Assembly of Delegates, held at
Dublin, 1784, for Obtaining a more Equal Representation of the People in the Parliament of Ireland (Dublin,
1785) p.28.
55 Paddy’s Resource 1795 and 1796.
36 <Advice to Paddy’ and his ‘Protestant brothers’ in 1796, lamented that

“Your foes have long prided,

To see you divided’.
37 Alvin Jackson, Ireland 1798-1998. Politics and War (1999; Oxford, 2003), p.17.
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Presbyterians themselves,”® whilst Bartlett acknowledges that in many ways Presbyterian
concerns that Catholics were reluctant to commit to radical politics in the hope of
government concessions, were not altogether unfounded.”® David Miller, Ian McBride,
Roy Foster and Marianne Elliott have all emphasized the crucial place of ‘anti-popery’
within the Presbyterian radical tradition.®® Indeed, Wolfe Tone’s Argument was ‘wittingly
or unwittingly, appealing to a strong prophetic strain in Presbyterianism by encouraging the
belief that the events in France, the most powerful Catholic country in the world, heralded
the downfall of the Pope and Catholicism itself...Therein lay his appeal and his immediate
impact.’61 As noted earlier, those Seceding and Covenanting congregations who did
become involved in rebellion, were driven by a prophetic millenarianism which interpreted
recent events in France as the first signs that Roman Catholicism was about to fall.** For
other Presbyterian reformers, the French Revolution suggested that Catholics had at last
abandoned priestly dictation and superstition in the common name of liberty — no
Presbyterian of any political hue shared any sympathy with Roman Catholicism per se.
Moreover, it was increasingly clear after 1783 that truly significant political reform could
never succeed in Ireland if it failed to involve the country’s Catholic majority. Of course,
the moderate and relatively unthreatening tone of Catholicism within Ireland at this time® —
both the passivity of Catholic politics and the liberal Gallicanism of leading figures in the
Irish Catholic Church hierarchy — was also important. This was clearly significant given
that the, ‘secular republicanism of the Belfast Presbyterians involved a thoroughgoing
hostility towards institutional Catholicism’.®*
It is rightly argued by historians that Presbyterian support for the United Irish
movement flourished in Belfast, and its hinterlands of north Down and Antrim — notably

where the Catholic population was extremely small, and where Presbyterians felt secure in

%8 Marianne Elliott, The Catholics of Ulster: A History (London, 2000), p.229.

5 Thomas Bartlett, The Fall and Rise of the Irish Nation: the Catholic Question, 1690-1830 (Dublin,
1992),p.128.

% See Ian McBride, ““When Ulster Joined Ireland”: Anti-Popery, Presbyterian Radicalism and Irish
Republicanism in the 1790s’, in Past and Present, 157, (1997), pp.63-93; Roy Foster, ‘Remembering 1798°,
in Ian McBride (ed), History and Memory in Modern Ireland (Cambridge, 2001), p.69.

5! Bartlett, Fall and Rise of the Catholic Nation, p-127.

82 Elliott, Tone, p.117; Ian McBride, * “The Common name of Irishmen”: Protestantism and patriotism in
eighteenth century Ireland’ in T. Claydon and I. R. McBride (eds.), Protestantism and national identity:
Britain and Ireland, c.1650-c.1850 (Cambridge, 1998), pp.236-64, at pp.258-9.

% Elliott, Catholics of Ulster, p.213.

% Jackson, Ireland: 1798-1998, p.20.
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their majority status.** Move beyond these confines, particularly the ‘linen triangle’ in
county Armagh, and it is clear that the United Irish movement failed to win much
Presbyterian support. Indeed, in these frontier areas where Catholics and Protestants lived
in close proximity, sectarianism could, and did, erupt at times of political or economic
upheaval. In the 1790s, Presbyterians from such areas more often joined the ranks of
Orange loyalists or the Yeomanry rather than the rebels.®® In county Armagh, the rapid
expansion of the linen industry in the 1770s and 1780s, with its resultant economic and
social implications, in an area where Protestant and Catholic lived side-by-side, contributed
to sectarian polarization.67 The history of the subsequent movements this spawned, both
Protestant Peep O’Day Boys and Catholic Defenders, and the events at the Battle of the
Diamond, are well documented. Simultaneously with the religious clashes in Armagh,
middle-class Presbyterian and Catholic radicals in Belfast and Dublin were establishing
‘United Irish’ societies in 1791. McFarland has noted that throughout the 1790s, the
United Irish leaders fatally underestimated the strength of sectarian feeling across areas of
the north.%®

The sectarian developments in the 1780s and 1790s in ‘frontier’ flash-point areas
such as county Armagh, presented a microcosm of the sectarian violence which would
eventually be replicated in Belfast by the mid-nineteenth century, when the town
experienced the impact of economic change and large-scale migration from rural areas.”

Certainly, in areas of Antrim and Down where the United Irish movement
flourished, Presbyterian society — excluded from power and influence in a region they
dominated, and in the absence of a physical presence of Catholics — regarded the Anglican

Protestant Ascendancy as their greatest grievance. Roman Catholic chapels were built in

55 See A.T.Q Stewart, The Narrow Ground: Aspects of Ulster 1609-1969 (London, 1977), pp.107-8; Elliott,
Catholics of Ulster, p.244, 229, David Miller, ‘Presbyterianism and Modernization’, p.75.

% Allan Blackstock, “The Down Yeomanry’ in Hill et al., 1798 Rebellion in County Down, pp.40-59.

87 There is debate among historians on the origins of the Armagh troubles. See David W. Miller, ‘The Armagh
Troubles, 1784-95’, in Samuel Clark and James S. Donnelly Jnr. (eds.), Irish Peasants: Violence and Political
Unrest, 1780-1914 (Madison, 1982), pp.155-189; and in particular the debate between Louis Cullen and
Miller: see, David W. Miller, ‘Politicisation in Revolutionary Ireland: The Case of the Armagh Troubles’, in
Irish Economic and Social History, 23 (1996), pp.1-17 and Cullen’s response in the same, pp.18-23.
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the 1780s in 1790s across north Down — Belfast, Saintfield, Dromore, Ballynahinch, Saul,
Lisburn, Portaferry and Ballee — ‘all...with substantial Protestant, and particularly
Presbyterian assistance’.”® In the aftermath of the mass expulsion of Catholics from north
Armagh in 1795 after the formation of the Orange Order, many Catholic fugitives were
sheltered in Presbyterian homes across Down and Antrim.”!

The integration of the sectarian Catholic Defenders into the United Irish
organization after 1795 in the creation of a mass-based revolutionary movement, was
fundamentally inconsistent with the non-sectarian avowals of the United Irish movement’s
middle class (and largely Presbyterian) leadership. The two movements were uneasy
bedfellows and the Catholic Defenders, born out of Armagh’s ‘troubles’, proved impossible
to control.”? Above all, the Defenders and United Irishmen had very different visions of
what they were fighting for. Indeed, Elliott argues that the middle-class United Irish
leadership sought French aid more out of an inherent fear of the popular catholic passions
they themselves were helping to unleash, rather than for any strategic military necessity.”
Most historians have found it difficult to find much real evidence of a sense of
Presbyterian-Catholic unity when the fighting broke out in 1798, and it is frequently noted
that Defenders and United Irishmen often fought separately under their own banners. As
A.T.Q. Stewart has noted, the rebellion was in many ways ‘the antithesis of everything the
United Irishmen had stood for in 1791°.7* But the sectarian colour of 1798 should not
disguise the fact that many radical Presbyterians such as the Rev. William Steel Dickson,
James Hope and Henry Joy McCracken remained committed to the rights of their Catholic
countrymen. Complexity, ambiguity and division had ultimately been the over-riding

themes of Dissenter attitudes to their Catholic countrymen in the so-called ‘United Irish’
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era, even among the most radical strain of thought,” and these continued to be the defining
features for much of the first half of the nineteenth century.

The historiography of the 1798 rebellion itself has inevitably focused on the
sectarianism which manifested itself most notably in the Catholic massacre of Protestants at
Scullabogue and Wexford Bridge.76 The revisionist work of the 1990s, in particular that of
Louis Cullen and Kevin Whelan, attempted to redress the balance, with Whelan eager to
portray the sectarian divisions as artificially generated by loyalists and a Dublin Castle
administration, petrified at the prospect of Catholic-Dissenter unity.”” Ian McBride
however, has sounded a note of caution with this approach, re-emphasising the anti-popery
element that remained intrinsic to the northern Presbyterian radical vision.”® Equally,
whilst the Presbyterian-Catholic alliance was clearly tenuous, Frank Wright has dismissed
the notion that Presbyterians stumbled blindly into a rebellion with Irish Catholics ‘only
because they did not know what fire they were playing with’, until the massacres of the
south ‘opened their eyes’.79

The years after the rebellion have frequently been portrayed as a time when the
Presbyterians recognized their mistake in 1798, and influenced by evangelical fervour and
increasingly aggressive political Catholicism, moved towards the Anglican Church in a
‘Protestant bloc’ for security. For Cooke, anti-Catholicism was certainly the crucial life
force in his untiring efforts to fuse together his theological and political conservatism.

Whilst he successfully played on the Catholic/repeal insecurities of the rank and file

5 See A.T.Q. Stewart, ¢ “A Stable Unseen Power”. Dr William Drennan and the origins of the United
Irishmen’, in John Bossy and Peter Jupp (eds.), Essays Presented to Michael Roberts: Sometime Professor of
Modern History in the Queen’s University Belfast (Belfast, 1976), pp.87-92.

When Tone visited Belfast in 1791 he was famously surprised at the depth of division among Presbyterian
radicals on the subject of Catholic Emancipation, and on their inclusion in any campaign for parliamentary
reform. There was much suspicion, even ignorance, demonstrated. Thus followed Tone’s pamphlet, An
Argument on Behalf of the Catholics of Ireland to allay Presbyterian fears.

76 Marianne Elliott has described the United Irish ideal of creating a ‘common name of Irishman’, as ‘still-
born’, see Catkolics of Ulster, p.213. The British government had certainly taken the potential of such co-
operation seriously enough, granting unprecedented concessions to Catholics in 1792 and 1793. See Bartlett,
Fall and Rise of the Catholic Nation, p.125.
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Rebellion in its eighteenth century context’, in P.J. Corish (ed.), Radicals, Rebels and Establishments:
Historical Studies, 15 (1985), p.110. Whelan (Tree of Liberty, p.153) argues that, ‘The post —Union decades
saw the dismemberment of the United Irish alliance of Presbyterian and Catholic radicalism. This was
hastened by the rancid polemics which peddled sectarian glosses and aimed precisely at opening Presbyterian-
Catholic divisions’.
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Presbyterians in Belfast’s increasingly sectarian climate in the nineteenth century, many
more Presbyterians (especially, as in 1798, in Down) rejected such religious bigotry.

Indeed, they rejected Cooke’s political and social aspirations for Ulster Presbyterianism.

" Wright, Two Lands, pp.42-3, and Elliott agrees with Wright's observation, ‘Religious polarization and
sectarianism in the Ulster rebellion’, in 1798: A Bicentenary, p.294.
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CHAPTER 1
‘AS LONG AS THE PRESBYTERIANS ARE LOYAL’:! ULSTER
PRESBYTERIANS AND THE BRITISH GOVERNMENT.

In particular, it was the prominent involvement of a large number of
Presbyterian ministers which resonated over Ulster in the aftermath of the rebellion;
men who occupied a central and clearly influential position within Presbyterian society.
As Peter Brooke noted, although only a minority of ministers were directly and publicly
involved in the United Irish movement, ‘when an armed revolt is in careful preparation
over a period of five years and the surrounding community does not exert itself to help
the government suppress it, we may safely assume that there is widespread, if tacit,
support for it’.> When the Synod of Ulster finally met in August 1798, as is well-
documented, numbers were unsurprisingly small,? given recent events. Writing in 1943
Patrick Rogers painted an emotive picture of proceedings, noting the ‘unusual
tenseness’ which prevailed: the rebellion quashed, the subsequent retribution across the
north, the empty seats of certain colleagues. One, James Porter, hanged outside his own
meeting house whilst ‘His associates whose presence they missed, lay under the severe
displeasure of the government’. Indeed, ‘others lived in constant dread of arrest’.

And the layfolk whom the Synod ruled... What minister...could say with
confidence that his congregation had no member fighting in the rebel ranks?
The Synod was gravely perturbed. The stigma of disloyalty — or was it the hzalo of
patriotism? — had come upon them.*
In this sense, the loyal address to government of August *98 clearly hid as much as it
revealed — an assembly of men fearful of government retribution, in which the loyalists
among them had been able to seize the initiative. The acceptance of the new terms of
the regium donum increase in 1803, after much bitterness and opposition, must also be
seen in this context.

It is unnecessary here to detail the way in which the British government under
the advice of a baptized Presbyterian of County Down — Lord Castlereagh —
implemented a strategy to eradicate radicalism in the leading Presbyterian body. The

flow of correspondence between the loyalist minister, Rev. Robert Black, and

! Quote of James McClelland on the loyalty of Presbyterians in County Antrim in August 1803, as quoted

in, Jan McBride, ‘Ulster Presbyterians and the Passing of the Act of Union’, in Michael Brown, Patrick

M. Geoghegan and James Kelly (eds.), The Irish Act of Union, 1800. Bicentennial Essays (Dublin, 2003),
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Castlereagh, confirm that the public assertions of loyalty and passivity in the immediate
aftermath of the rebellion, belied a much more turbulent and divided Synod. Moreover,
Castlereagh’s own comments to Black emphasized that government itself was far from
convinced by such professions. The increased grant offered to ministers was intended,
and indeed regarded by many contemporary ministers, as quite simply a ‘political
bribe’® to secure their loyalty and the survival of the Act of Union. As Alexander
Knox® rightly conveyed to Castlereagh, the chastened and stunned ministers of post—"98
were perhaps in the mood themselves for a degree of reconciliation:
...this is perhaps a more favourable moment for forming a salutary connexion
between Government and the Presbyterian body of Ulster than may again arrive.
The Republicanism of that part of Ireland is checked and repressed by the cruelties
of Roman Catholics in the late Rebellion, and by the despotism of Bonaparte.
They are, therefore, in a humour for acquiescing in the views of Government

beyond what they ever were, or (should the opportunity be missed) may be
hereafter.’

But the Synod did not roll over so easily and from the announcement of the new
plans in 1799, many in the Synod did attempt to oppose the new terms on which the
greatly increased grant would be given. The most significant of these was the
classification of the bounty into three groups, which contravened the polity of the
Synod, and also the new oath of loyalty to government now required in order to receive
the money. More fundamentally, as well as dividing ministers, the classification
scheme was intended, as Peter Brooke has noted, ‘to undermine the “democratic” nature
of Ulster Presbyterianism’.8 Moreover, the insistence by government that the Synod’s
regium donum agent be no longer appointed by the Presbyterian body, but instead by
government, was also part of the effort to tie the largest Presbyterian synod in the north
more tightly to government’s strings. Black’s admission to Castlereagh that it was the
ministers ‘whose politicks for years back had been adverse to government plus other
loyal men’ who were leading the opposition to the new plans, underlines the continued
existence of many United Irish sympathisers within the ranks of the Synod after 1798,

and emphasizes the efforts mounted to maintain the grant on the original terms. Indeed,

one of those who played a leading part in opposing the scheme was Rev. Henry Henry

3 Latimer, History, p.184.

8 Castlereagh’s secretary who also conducted negotiations with the Synod of Ulster on the regium donum.
7 Alexander Knox to Castlereagh, Dublin, July 15 1803, in Memoirs and Correspondence of Viscount
Castlereagh, Second Marquis of Londonderry, edited by his brother, Charles Vane, Marquis of
Londonderry, vol.4 (London, 1848), p.288.

8 Brooke, Ulster Presbyterianism, p.134.
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of Connor, a suspected rebel, who argued that ‘the magistracy of the country, who as
such are not church governors.... therefore have no right to classify this Synod’g.
William Drennan commented with disdain to his sister, on the ‘new alliance of Church
and State’ personified in the relationship of Castlereagh and Black, but the loyalist
minister was certainly not representative of his colleagues, and, by his own admission,
was regarded by them with increasing hostility and suspicion. Writing to Drennan on
the debates in the Synod in August 1800, Moses Dawson informed him that many of the
ministers ‘are much disgusted with the conduct of Mr. Black’.'?

Government’s utmost concern in subordinating the north of Ireland was ‘to
encourage a more respectable, more conservative and more loyal Dissenting
leadership’,11 or in the words of Knox ‘a subordinate ecclesiastical authority, whose
feelings must be those of zealous loyalty and whose influence upon their people will be
as surely sedative when it should be so, and exciting when it should be so, as it was the
direct reverse before’. The reference to the need for them to become an ‘ecclesiastical
authority’ was clearly an allusion to their hitherto active involvement in political
concerns. Sean Connolly has called it ‘a conscious attempt to increase the state’s
control over what was seen as a potentially subversive group’.12 Writing to the lord
lieutenant in August 1799, the Duke of Portland commented on the principal aim of the
remodelled allowance as being ‘to make them more dependent, and render them more
amenable to government’. It is the aim of this chapter to evaluate how far the
government succeeded in creating this loyal, subordinate, dependent, ‘ecclesiastical’
group of ministers throughout the period, to examine how the regium donum was
regarded by Presbyterians and outsiders, and above all to analyse whether acceptance of
the British connection rendered them politically muted and subservient.

Lord Castlereagh himself acknowledged that the acrimony within the Synod
over the bounty’s new terms had already militated against much of the ‘good feeling’
intended to be generated between government and the ministers. But he clearly felt
relief at the Synod’s eventual acceptance of the terms, commenting in a letter to Lord
Wickham that ‘I am satisfied that the democratic party has made its effort, and has been
defeated’.’® But as both A.T.Q. Stewart and Ian McBride have noted, the Synod’s

% Records of the General Synod of Ulster, vol. III, p-272 (1803).

' Moses Dawson to William Drennan, August 31 1800, PRONI, D/456/14.

' David Hempton, Religion and Political Culture in Britain and Ireland from the Glorious Revolution to
the Decline of Empire (Cambridge, 1996), p.97.

12 Sean Connolly, Religion and Society in nineteenth century Ireland (Studies in Irish Economic and
Social History 3) (Dundalk, 1985), p.33.

13 Castlereagh to Wickham, August 6 1802, PRONI, T/2627/5/G/15.
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eventual acceptance of the new scheme in 1803 was one born out of lack of choice
rather than desire or approval. Stewart has commented that ‘the voice of criticism was
not silenced... and the motives of government remained suspect’.'* The Belfast
Monthly Magazine was far from impressed and its editorial described the government’s
overtures to the Synod of Ulster as ‘a courtship whose aim is to make Presbyterianism a
concubine of the Castle’. It predicted that the church would become ‘substantially,

5 In addition, it

though not formally, a secondary and supplemental state religion.’
denounced the influence of Castlereagh whom it predicted would become ‘the official
overseer and permanent moderator’. By contrast, Rev. Alexander Montgomery spoke
for the loyalists in the Synod when he implored his fellow brethren to support the
government’s new grant, since ‘all circumstances being duely considered, [it] is a most
extraordinary and unparalleled instance of clemency and generosity on the part of
Government — an instance which calls loudly for gratitude on our part’.16 In many
ways, Montgomery’s comments were true.

In a series of three letters, ‘Presbyter’ attacked the government’s scheme of
classification and their right of appointing the Synod’s regium donum agent, noting that
‘Other politic-ecclesiastic systems in general’, have the right of ‘distribution of the
church’s emoluments’, which right ‘in this system, is artfully denied to us’.'” He
highlighted the very particular and lengthy efforts which the British government had
gone to, in order to secure Presbyterian allegiance: ‘Government we are told must have
sufficient security for the loyalty of those who may claim its proposed bounty. Such
security is not required of any other church in the British empire’. Of course, few
others had been so strongly implicated in armed rebellion against the British
government. ‘Presbyter’s’ complaint serves as a strong reminder of just how important
government felt it was necessary to curb the independence of the Presbyterian ministry.
Representing the voice of government, Castlereagh wrote optimistically to Wickham
requesting the advance of the necessary funds from London to oversee the scheme. ‘I
consider’, he said, ‘the gaining [of] this Powerful Body in the North as a measure of the
very first consequence to the Interests of Government and the peace of the Country’."®
Perhaps more tellingly, Castlereagh advised Wickham and the government that ‘an

annual vote of Parliament, however troublesome, would be for some time to come the

14 Stewart, Narrow Ground, p.94.

15 from the Drennan cuttings, PRONI, D/965/2-5.

16 Address “To the Inhabitants of Ulster’, in Belfast Newsletter, July 26 1803.

17 An lustration of the Present Critical State of the Synod of Ulster, in Three Letters. By a Presbyter.
18 Castlereagh to Wickham, September 29 1803, PRONI, T/2627/5/G/53.
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safest and most prudent’ 19 way of proceeding. Significantly, the regium donum was still
subject to annual vote by 1853, despite frequently voiced Presbyterian resentment at the
government’s refusal to make it permanent. This would suggest that during those fifty
years, the Presbyterian clergy were a sufficiently active and disruptive influence to
persuade government of the utility of keeping the Presbyterian ministers in check by a
grant whose continuation was, in theory at least, not confirmed.

The significance of the hostility from both within and outside the Synod towards
the regium donum was demonstrated at the 1805 general election in County Down when
Castlereagh failed to gain re-election. A famous election squib from that year revealed
the cumulative Presbyterian hostility (lay and clerical) in the county towards
Castlereagh as chief architect and implementer of the Act of Union and of the revised
regium donum. Supporting the Downshire candidate, one propaganda squib asked
‘Who opposed the Union? Who to the last, resisted British influence, and sacrificed
self-interest to the good of his country?’ Clearly, it had not been Castlereagh. The
pamphlet’s preliminary observations noted that ‘The Presbyterian Interest, he
considered all his own; (the Ministers having already been bribed out of the national
purse, by an additional Regium Donum)’. A spoof conversation between two Down
farmers on their way to the election, recorded one of them as saying ‘as he had to
destroy a Parliament before he could reform it, so with the Presbyterians, he must
degrade before he can give, and destroy their GLORIOUS EQUALITY, in order to
establish one class, Bishops; a second, Rectors; a third curates, and a fourth, nothing at
all’ 2

Drennan’s Belfast Monthly Magazine continued to denounce the grant for many
years, referring in 1808 with condescension to the Synod’s latest ‘display of loyalty,
(from whatever cause it may proceed)’.21 This was followed up by a hasty defence of
the grant’s terms from a conservative minister writing in the Newsletter who argued that
government’s requirement of an oath of loyalty from each minister in receipt of regium

donum did not restrict a congregation’s free choice since ‘G t will not grant the

bounty to a noted disloyal man, or to one who refuses to take the oath of allegiance; but
still the people may choose, and continue even the most disloyal man as their

clergyman’.?> The most immediate winners of the new bounty arrangements to the

* Ibid.

20 Meade, John, Hon. The County of Down Election. (London, 1805).pp.22, 6, 36.

2! Belfast Monthly Magazine, December 1808, p.395. The display of loyalty referred to was the Synod’s
address to the King.

22 Belfast Newsletter, January 31 1809.
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Synod of Ulster (including the Presbytery of Antrim) were the small Seceding and
Covenanter Presbyterians, gaining many lay members from the Synod of Ulster,
individuals who rejected their ministers’ receipt of the grant. However, both Burgher
and Anti-Burgher Seceders did submit to the new scheme in 1809, leaving only the
Covenanters outside the regium donum sphere.23
Opposition to the regium donum was expressed in The Tale of the Butterhorn,
published in 1812, which likened the royal grant to a sort of hush money, describing
how ‘it was an ancient practice among bands of robbers to prepare a Butter-hom to
throw to the watch dogs, by which they might be enticed; partly by the taste, partly by
the smell; such dogs kept silent while they carried of their Master’s goods’.**  And
referring to the Anti-Burghers recent acceptance of the government grant, it added that
‘the Butter-horn under the specious name of Regium Donum, has of late, silenced three
Presbyterian Synods in Ireland’. The Belfast Monthly Magazine described it as ‘an
insidious plan to stifle patriotism, and to reduce [Presbyterians] to the tameness of
submission’,” and reiterated its opposition in January 1811: ‘...however some of them
may attempt to justify the measure as a matter of necessity, owing to the inadequate
stipend paid by many congregations, no one can serious{y contend that it is agreeable to
presbyterian principles’.26 Moreover, ‘To the lovers of freedom the measure is highly
objectionable, as increasing the over-grown influence and patronage of the crown, and
teaching an important group in society, to look more to the governors than to the people
for support. Let the comparative degrees of patriotism existing among the dissenting
priesthood in 1782, and in the period since the augmentation, answer the question as to
the favourable or unfavourable influence on general liberty of this measure, introduced
by the wily politician, into the dissenting church, as a golden badge of subjection’ 27
But not all Presbyterians agreed, and one writer responding to the Magazine’s

political retrospect defended the Presbyterian’s entitlement to government money given,

2 One exception to this was the Rev. James Bryce (an anti-Burgher Seceding minister of Killaig) who
maintained a lifetime’s stand against the grant, and forming his own voluntary Associate Presbytery. In
1864 the London Patriot (a voluntary journal fiercely opposed to state endowments for religion), recalled
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not accepted without much discussion and some opposition’. See Faith versus Regium Donum: Notices
of the late Rev. James Bryce of Killaig, and of the Grounds of his Opposition to the Royal Bounty in the
Associate Synods of Ireland and Scotland, 1808 to 1811 [Reprinted from the London Patriot] (Edinburgh,
1864), p.7.

2 The Tale of the Butter-Horn, to which is added a Congratulatory Address to the Reverend Gentlemen of
the Associate Synod of I*****D, on their late reception of the Royal Gift (1813), p.iii.
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‘how richly the established church of this country is endowed, at the expense of all

denominations’.?®

Moreover, the correspondent denied that any change had been
affected in the Synod’s patriotism or political principles since 1803. This was echoed
by a similar letter to the Magazine in defence of the Presbyterian clergy, which argued
that, in terms of the original principles of 1782, there had been no change in position:
The old whig principles, not the overthrowing principles of after times, animated
their bosoms in 1782, and still continue to animate them. And if they have not
been as forward in avowing these principles of late years, their silence has been
owing to their abhorrence of those revolutionizing principles that have since been
grafted on the tree of rational liberty.....But be it understood, that they are the same
friends to constitutional reform that they were in 1782.%

The opposing positions between Presbyterians on the subject of how far the new
regium donum arrangements had altered the clergy’s relationship with government were
epitomized in an ongoing and bitter dispute between two writers in the Monthly
Magazine between 1812 and 1814. ‘H.’ argued that the Church’s ministers ‘are under
no other ties to support the existing government, than is common to all other subjects’,
and he rejected ‘X.’s’ allegation that they had sold their independence for gold, and
allowed the ‘civil magistrate’ to have influence over the Synod of Ulster.®® In response,
X.” denounced ‘H.” as someone ‘who has placed his foot on the first step of the leaning
ladder of Presbyterian promotion....the first flight in that back stair-case, lately
constructed, which leads circuitously to the cabinet of state’. More particularly, he
lamented the ‘VETO’ established ‘by the regulation that every ordained minister must
be reported to the castle, and therefore be subjected to the licence of government’.

Drennan’s Magazine was undeterred, and later in the year it attacked the Synod
of Ulster’s latest loyal address to the Prince Regent and the Lord Lieutenant,
commenting ‘To eyes not dazzled by gifts, there appears little to praise in the Irish
administration. Religious bodies are ill-employed, bowing at courts’.”’ But the dispute
in the Synod of Ulster between William Steel Dickson and Robert Black in the years
1812-13, and in particular, the support generated for Dickson against Black,
demonstrated that once again, the body’s loyal addresses disguised a much more
complex situation within the Synod; many ministers far from ‘dazzled’ by government’s

‘gifts’. The release of the United Irish state prisoners from Fort George in 1802 had

28 BMM, March 1811, p.176-181.
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presented a difficult proposition for the Synod of Ulster, with the release of suspected

rebels including their own Rev. Dickson, formerly of Portaferry. Ian McBride has
referred to the ‘profound embarrassment’ felt by Rev. Black and his associates upon the
release of a minister whom it was widely accepted had been Adjutant-general of the
rebel army in Down on the eve of rebellion. Although accepted to a new congregation —
Second Keady in County Armagh — ‘this small, newly established congregation was
later refused a share of the regium donum’ on a technicality. Significantly, when
Dickson attempted to challenge this for the second time in 1812, some radical ministers
and elders in the Synod supported him in direct contradiction of Black — indeed
McBride has noted that seven of the twenty-two ministers who supported Dickson had
been implicated in the rebellion.*

In May 1812 Dickson published his Narrative, which in the words of W.D.
Bailie ‘raised a major storm at the meeting of the Synod in June’, due to Dickson’s
attack on Rev. Black and his associates, prompting a war of words> between the two
ministers. Indeed, the treatment of Dickson by some of his Synod brethren in 1812 was
noted with horror by the (Catholic) committee involved in the publication of Dickson’s
Narrative. Unsurprisingly, they too highlighted the malign influence of the so-called
‘Presbyterian Primate’, Black and the augmented regium donum for the Synod’s
unsympathetic treatment of the Presbyterian stalwart, Dickson: ‘But twenty years back,
and his honest, patriotic acts would probably have been greeted with their applause and
sanction!” Warning the Catholic clergy and laity against similar government plans for
the Roman Catholic priesthood, it noted ‘observe the talismanic influence that a Royal
Veto, and a Royal Pension, will exert’.3* Speaking in the House of Commons in May
1813 on the subject of a similar endowment of the Catholic clergy, Castlereagh referred
to the position of the Presbyterians as proof of why Catholics should not fear such an
arrangement with the state, for ‘though nine years had elapsed since the measure’, in the
Presbyterian Church, the government had not once exercised its power of veto in the
election of a minister, by withholding the endowment.”® It is interesting to conjecture
what impact may have been made on certain members of the Synod on hearing Lord

Castlereagh declare to Parliament that ‘the crown had the power of refusing every

32 McBride, ‘Ulster Presbyterians and the Passing of the Act of Union’, p.75.
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Presbyterian minister, on grounds of disloyalty, even after the recommendation of the

synod, with respect to his receiving the endowment’.*

Indeed, by the 1813 meeting of Synod, a number of ministers, including Henry
Montgomery and William Porter, had come out in support of Dickson in opposition to
Black, and also that of the plight of the widow of the Rev. James Porter, who had been
refused a share of the Widow’s Fund. Above all, this challenge to Black’s authority in
1813 was another reminder that far from all ministers in the Synod were content to toe
the government line. One correspondent in the Magazine rejoiced at the impact of the
Dickson/Black dispute on the Synod, arguing that ‘The independence of the Synod has,
(I believe for the first time these fifteen years), been rescued from the gripe [sic] of the
FEW, whose political sentiments in 1798-9, awed the timid and agitated MANY, with
the aid of hints, and shrugs, and mysterious declarations, into an acquiescence in
measures which their hearts abhorred’® Such sentiments were echoed by the
magazine’s own editorial, attacking Black and his desire to lay the Synod, ‘prostrate at
the feet’ of government.*®

The debacle also inflamed the war of words within the pages of the Belfast
Monthly Magazine, between the two conflicting Presbyterian correspondents ‘X,” and
‘H.” on the merits or otherwise of government interference in the Synod’s affairs. In a
retort to ‘H’s letter, ‘X’ stated his belief that the Presbyterian church ‘consists only, and
ought to consist only of Pastors and People’, and ‘deprecating, as he ever will do, the
monstrous anomaly in....the Synod of that Church, of a “government agent”, or a
“money agent” (as H does not scruple to call him), an ambitious sort of being, that can
live in the opposite elements of the Castle and the Country’.”® X’ proceeded to deplore
the ‘secret history’ of the regium donum negotiations of 1799-1803, and in a bitter
swipe at Black’s role in proceedings, he mocked the claim that ‘as to say that this agent
has had for some years past no influence, but merely what he possessed as an individual
minister of plausible abilities, betrays a surprising want of memory in the late history of
the Synod. It is tantamount to saying, that Lord Castlereagh, the agent on the part of
government, had no influence in thus attempting to negotiate away the independence of
the Church, after annihilating the independence of the County’. ‘Indeed’, he continued,

‘both of these transactions are so implicated with each other....that the alliance of our
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church to the state may be deemed a mere supplement to the union, a rider upon the act
that annihilated Ireland’. ‘X’ continued to denounce the Act of Union itself, and he

described the regium donum of 1803 as having ‘poured poison into the Presbyterian

church by...weakening the ties between pastors and people’.*’

The refusal of the Synod of Ulster to bow to Black’s ‘faction’ in 1813 over the
debates on William Steel Dickson were met with delight by other Presbyterian writers,
particularly those who regarded the immediate post-1798 years as a time of regrettable
submission to Robert Black and the ‘loyalists’. One such piece set out to show the

‘absurdity’ of the claim that the Synod had shown independence during those earlier
years:
....In the year 1782, the Spirit of Freedom walked abroad....and unshackled over
our green plains. She raised her glorious standard in Ulster.....As was to be
expected, the Presbyterian Ministers were amongst the first and the most zealous
who volunteered in support of her rights.....Her cause gradually acquired strength
from 1793 till 1797, and numbers of Presbyterian ministers again surrounded her
standard. Still she had inveterate enemies.....[and] how well those enemies
succeeded, the melancholy events of 1798, and the disjunctive Union declare.

It was those events which first led the Presbyterian clergy to exhibit the
independence of the last fifteen years. Some of them suffered death, some
banishment, and some imprisonment... But...they proved their independence, by
submitting to an inquisitorial examination of their political conduct, by their
untainted brethren. Happily, however, the inquisition were unable to find any
evidence, except that of each individual respecting his own conduct; which allowed
the gentlemen of another opportunity of showing their independence... for every
man declared himself innocent and loyal! What a contemptible farce.

They farther proved their independence, by humanely suspending the
Bounty, a principal means of their support, from two imprisoned brethren,
“persuaded by the eloquence” (or something else), of Dr. Black!

To show the spirit of those times. I will bring to “Observer’s” recollection
the observation of a gentleman at our last meeting, equally distinguished by his
talents, his learning, and his candor [sic]. Speaking of the word implicated in the
Minute of 1799, he said, “I, and I am certain a great many others, thought at the
time, that it was too strong, and that it was intended to express guilt; but everyone

knows, that those days were no days for speaking out!”*!
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The writer proceeded to praise the Synod’s stand of 1813, noting that ‘at their last

meeting, they gave pleasing symptoms of returning life, energy and virtue’, comparing
it to the liberation of a ‘slave’ (i.e. the Synod) from its ‘master’ (i.e. Black/the
government).*” Indeed, an identical viewpoint was expressed in a letter signed ‘Verus’,
published in March 1814. ‘Verus’ launched a bitter attack on Robert Black’s conduct,
censuring him for ‘turning the times to his own advantage’ during the regium donum
debates and endeavouring ‘to pass himself on Government as possessing the confidence
of the Synod’. Crucially, he noted that ‘the political fermentation which raised Dr.
Black to the very surface of the Synod, had now, ‘gradually abated’, deploring the
power which his role as agent for the bounty had given him over his brethren.*

The apparent passivity of north-east Ulster on the passing of the Act of Union,
like the Synod’s loyal address of 1799, should not be regarded as proof that
Presbyterian radicalism had simply withered away. Although the only radical to make a
public protest was Drennan, it must be remembered that many of the *98 leaders had
been arrested or suffered government (or sought voluntary) exile out of Ireland. Those
remaining in the country must have been only too well aware that government
maintained a close watch on Belfast and the Counties of Down and Antrim, with the aid
of spy networks, up until 1805.* Edward Cooke reported to Lord Castlereagh in
January 1801 that ‘Dr. Drennan is still busy’, and adding that ‘I understand the Rebel
Party have Dinners with each other: but there is no appearance in the country of fresh or
active organisation’.45 Little wonder, many feared being seen to put a foot out of line.
Although he had experienced something of a near brush with the authorities back in
1794, Drennan’s conspicuous non-involvement in the plans and implementation of the
late rebellion itself rendered him in a slightly safer position to declare publicly on the
Union. With such levels of fear and demoralisation, it is not surprising that the radical
Presbyterians who had been willing to lead a rebellion against British rule should now
behave somewhat cautiously — in public at least. For those imprisoned, the bitter
recriminations which split the men in Fort George as recorded by, amongst others,
Archibald Hamilton Rowan, lowered morale further, with many men prepared to make

confessions or declarations under pressure from families, to secure their individual

release.
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The immediate years after the rebellion were nevertheless a time of ‘turbulence’

and potential disaffection among the Presbyterian areas of Ulster which had attempted
to rise in the summer of '98. And as Elliott has emphasized, the British government
remained preoccupied with, and extremely fearful of, the activities of the likes of
William Tennent and the Simms brothers in the vicinity of Belfast.*® James Patterson
has emphasized the continuing disloyalty of some lower class Presbyterians in Antrim
and Down in the years immediately following the rebellion, arguing that many ‘shared
the disillusionment of their Catholic neighbours [sic] with the United Irish’s middle-
class leadership’."'7 He has highlighted a high level of Presbyterian disaffection which
was recognized by Dublin Castle as ‘symptoms of returning turbulence’, particularly in
north-east Down. Indeed, he demonstrates that some may have been submerged into
Defender units, a position that certainly challenges the traditional ‘sectarian’ view of
events at this time. Crucially, Patterson makes the most obvious point that even when
Dublin Castle regarded the situation as slightly more settled, after 1803, ‘this inactivity
does not necessarily signify that the majority of the Presbyterians of Antrim and Down,
at least those of the lower orders, returned to loyalty. Instead, a rational decision was

made not to risk destruction in the face of the preponderant military strength of the

state’.*®

It was this rationality which dictated Presbyterian activity during these years,
both within the Synod of Ulster and beyond. For indeed, Robert Emmet’s attempted
rebellion in Dublin in 1803 could not muster the necessary support for action in the
north of the country. An informer’s note to Dublin Castle from May 1803 referred to
his having met ‘William Tennent and Francis McCracken of Belfast’ in the capital,
noting that ‘Their being in town at this juncture is somewhat extraordinary, as they bore
very conspicuous characters in fermenting the late Rebellion’.*’ Mary McCracken’s
biographer has suggested that far from being in Dublin to ferment rebellion, the two old
Presbyterian United Irish stalwarts had travelled south ‘to do what they could to prevent
a rising’.so An examination of these two Presbyterian families after 1800 suggests that

both maintained strong links with their exiled family members and other United Irish
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comrades, but it was clearly necessary to keep a low profile in the face of close

government scrutiny.

Mary McCracken, whose brother Henry had been executed in ’98 for his
involvement in the rebellion, arranged accommodation for Thomas Russell on his return
to the north on the eve of Emmet’s rebellion in 1803. She and her sister both helped to
arrange and finance his attempted withdrawal from the north upon failing to rally Down
to the cause.’! But as John Gray has emphasized, Mary Anne, despite her love for
Russell, dared not even attend his trial and subsequent execution in Downpatrick,
County Down. Crucially, this would have been an all too public act of radical
sentiment, which could not be risked; ‘Her family’s fears of government retribution, and
her own fears in this regard, prevented her from doing s0’.”? In other words, private or
at least clandestine support for the radical cause was permissible, but publicly, such
‘disloyalty’ had to be avoided at all costs. Doubtless Russell’s bloody fate for his
attempt to raise Down to rebellion in 1803 was another stern warning to Presbyterian
radicals that government’s response to disloyalty had not mellowed in the intervening
four years. Once again, rationality and fear, more than any new-found love for the
establishment and the British government, kept turbulence and disloyalty in check.
Referring to the ‘lack of will both among surviving leaders and the people to rise again’
in 1803, Gray rightly notes that such apathy belies the ‘deep discontent’ that remained.
It was ‘the crushing of the United Irishmen and the post rebellion repression which had
destroyed any immediate opportunity for another rising’, rather than any u-turn in
political sentiments.”> Even after 1803, reports of secret organisations among former
United Irishmen continued to filter through to government,54 and Connolly also notes
the rumours of Presbyterian activity ‘under the label of Defenders’, and even their co-

55

operation with the exclusively Catholic Ribbonmen.™ Moreover, as Ian McBride has

noted, masonic lodges also continued to act ‘as a conduit for continuing radical
sentiment’,”® whilst in 1806 rumours abound of secret meetings in Belfast where United

Irish toasts were being drunk.”’

3! John Gray, ‘Mary Anne McCracken: Belfast revolutionary and pioneer of feminism’, in Daire Keogh
and Nicholas Furlong (eds.), The Women of 1798 (Dublin, 1998), p.60.

%2 Ibid.

53 Ibid., pp.59-60.

481 Connolly, ‘Aftermath and Adjustment’, in W. E. Vaughan, A New History of Ireland V, Ireland
Under the Union, vol. 1 (Oxford, 1989) p.21.

% Ibid.

3 McBride, Scripture Politics, p.210.

5 Stewart, ‘Transformation’, p.69.
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The Tennent family is also an interesting case in point, as their radical

credentials marked the family out for government attention in the years following 1798.
William Tennent, a successful Belfast merchant and eldest son of the Seceding minister,
the Rev. John Tennent of Roseyards, County Antrim, had been one of the leaders of the
rebellion in the north, a co-owner of the Northern Star and a member of the United Irish
northern executive. His house in Belfast’s Waring Street provided the setting for many
of the northern executive’s meetings, at which elections were conducted to decide on
military positions and chains of command in the rebel army.s 8 Aged just 23, his
younger brother John, had fled the north to avoid arrest by the authorities in 1797, first
to England and then on to France.”® Elliott has highlighted John Tennent as one of the
most active of the Irish radicals, building up contacts in mainland Britain, and on the
continent, in France and Hamburg. It was John too who visited Wolfe Tone aboard the
Vrijheid with news of the British government’s ‘dragooning’ of Ulster. Another of the
Tennent brothers, Robert, a ship’s surgeon in the 1790s, was no less radical in his
sentiments, having been involved in the Table Bay Mutiny. Indeed it was not until after
1800 that Robert made a name for himself in radical circles in the north of Ireland,
alongside his family’s old friend, William Drennan. In the early 1800s John wrote from
France to Robert in Belfast under a pseudonym to protect his brother.®

Throughout 1800 and 1801 Robert endeavoured to secure William’s release
from Fort George. Annotating his father’s papers many years later, Robert’s son,
Robert James Tennent (later Liberal M.P for Belfast, 1847-52), offered his own
thoughts on the British government’s treatment of his uncle; a letter from Dublin dated
March 1801 made clear that ‘the circumstances which have appeared to Government
respecting Mr. Tennent’s conduct preclude His Excellency [i.e. the Lord Lieutenant]
from any mitigation of his sentence’.’! In response William’s nephew later annotated
the letter with, ‘Lying Scoundrels!” above the word Government, and then underlined

‘his sentence’, noting ‘He never was sentenced, — never tried®> — never accused 3 yet

was imprisoned for_years!!!"®* John Tennent married a French woman, and had one
daughter, Frances, who was placed under the guardianship of Richard McCormick, a

member of the United Irish Leinster executive, after John’s death in 1813. Both Robert

58 Stewart, The Summer Soldiers: The 1798 Rebellion in Antrim and Down (Belfast, 1995), pp.60-61.
5% Marianne Elliott, Wolfe Tone: Prophet of Irish Independence (New Haven, 1989), pp.348-351.
% Papers of Dr. Robert Tennent, PRONI, D/1748/C/1/210/8.

*! Letter from Mrs. Staples, Dublin to Dr. Robert Tennent, March 4 1801, PRONL D/1748/C/1/195/1.
52 underlined twice.

63 underlined three times.
84 Like the Rev. William Steel Dickson, William Tennent was never tried.
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and William (after his release in 1802) communicated with McCormick, on the subject

of John’s will®® and on the care of their niece.®®

Clearly the Tennents in Belfast
maintained contacts with exiled United Irishmen in France after 1800, no doubt a source
of concern to the authorities in Dublin Castle. Writing to an Irish acquaintance in
America in 1799, Robert Tennent referred to Ireland as ‘...my native land, disconsolate
and in chains, weeping at the feet of her barbarian oppressor!’®’

Having penned his Protest from One of the People of Ireland against an Union
with Great Britain in 1800, Drennan used the pages of the new political journal he
shared with Robert Tennent to express dissatisfaction with the Union’s character; not so
much an actual union, but a ‘dangerous delusion’ without a ‘perfect identity of rights,
equality under the law and reciprocal utility’ between Britain and Ireland.®® One letter
to the Magazine referred to the ‘national prejudices’® between Britain and Ireland, and
England’s continuing view of Ireland as the ‘potatoe [sic] population’.70 In addition, the
radical Presbyterian journal protested that Britain had failed to honour its promise of
Catholic Emancipation.”! By 1809 the Magazine had begun to criticise the ongoing war
with France, denouncing Ireland’s involvement in a ‘destructive war’ not of her
choosing, moreover, a war, ‘without motive’.’”> In a cautious editorial on the recent
repeal demands from Dublin, the Magazine, whilst deploring the means used to secure
the Union, took solace that the measure, ‘considered abstractedly, had a tendency to
allay party feuds’.”> But the ultimate reasoning was quite simply, ‘in what respect have
we to regret the dissolution of the Irish parliament? After they recovered from the fit of
patriotism, into which, partly from fear, and partly from fashion they were led in 1782,
what was their subsequent conduct?’” The Magazine encapsulated the feelings of many
Presbyterian radicals who had come to accept the Union, warts and all, for despite
patriotic feelings, the Act had brought some measured success in the field of
parliamentary reform: ‘National vanity may magnify the importance of a resident
parliament, but do facts, those irresistible arguments, justify the assertion?’’*

If further proof be needed of the apparent utility of the legislative union with

Britain, it was necessary to look no further than Belfast itself, and the economic impact

% Richard McCormick to William Tennent, 13 April-15 May 1821, PRONI, D/1748/B/1/198/1-3.
% McCormick to Robert Tennent, 10 June 1815, D/1748/C/1/124/1

67 Robert Tennent, Belfast to Isabella Shaw, America, December 20 1799, D/1748/C/1/183/1
68 BMM, December 1808, p.385.

% Ibid., March 1809, p.161.

" Ibid., December 1808, p.385.
" Ibid., pp.385-6.

7 Ibid., September 1809, p.223
 Ibid., p.224.
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on trade and the immense growth of the town as a port. Indeed, it was precisely the

Presbyterian middle-class backbone of the city, families like the Tennents (William was
a sugar merchant), who were beneficiaries of this increased prosperity. As Stewart
noted, Belfast’s economy ‘became more and more linked with that of Great Britain’,
and in particular, it was the names of ‘prominent Belfast radicals’ which dominated the
‘new commercial projects and associations after 1800°.”” William Tennent, for
instance, was a founding partner in the new Commercial Bank, established in 1809,
whilst the old United Irish stalwarts of Haslett, Getty, Mcllveen and Tennent were
members of the town’s new Chamber of Commerce.”® So, irrespective of feelings
towards Britain, the economic benefits which Union had brought through trade,
consolidated with the recognition that British military might had, and would again,
crush an Irish rebellion, fostered a more accepting attitude to the British connection. In
October 1811 the Magazine bitterly lamented the apparent lack of patriotic spirit in
Belfast: ‘Men may cover their tergiversation...they may boast of themselves being
bettered by the iron-hand of power, and they may say, Fort George was a useful
school’.””  But Drennan’s use of the word ‘patriotism’ no longer translated to Irish
independence, but Irish exertion for political reform and equality of rights. For these
reasons, Presbyterian radicals were content to sit tight under British rule. Yet, as
subsequent events will demonstrate, their radicalism, and above all, their willingness to
defy the British government, remained undeterred.

The fact that in early 1813, allegations were being made that some Presbyterians
in Ulster still composed ‘a very strong Republican party’ were significant. At the same
time, the fact that the Magazine felt it necessary to offer a fervent denial of that charge,
was demonstrative of the changed circumstances in Ulster in the years after the
rebellion’s suppression. Publicly at least, it was necessary to employ caution. The
government’s attention was clearly directed to the activities of a Town meeting in
Belfast in August 1813, at which Robert Tennent was arrested on an assault charge after
an apparently innocuous incident between himself and the town’s (conservative) former
sovereign, the Rev. Edward May. Disorder broke out at the meeting over the current
sovereign’s refusal to allow debate on the matter of a recent Orange riot. As Stewart
has commented, Tennent ‘stood up, and on the part of exasperated radicals’, denounced

the decision not to deal with the subject. Tennent’s subsequent charge and

™ Ibid.

7 Stewart, ‘Transformation’, p.111.
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imprisonment for three months in Carrickfergus jail’® created a furore in the town, and

beyond. Significantly, Peel commented in a letter to Lord Liverpool that ‘some of the
old leaven of '98’ were busy once more in Belfast.”” Unsurprisingly, the Magazine
spoke out robustly in Dr. Tennent’s defence.®

In 1811, the BMM also offered its support for Peter Finnerty, who had been tried
and imprisoned on a charge of libel against Lord Castlereagh, specifically relating to
allegations made by Finnerty in respect of Castlereagh’s conduct in Ireland between
1797 and 1799. 1t is indicative of the feelings maintained for the former Presbyterian
nobleman among many northern Presbyterians, that the Magazine organized
subscriptions to a fund to pay for some of Finnerty’s legal costs against Castlereagh 8!
In 1817, Robert Tennent wrote to Finnerty providing him with information he had
requested in a letter to William Tennent, on the composition of a late meeting to Lord
Castlereagh given in Belfast, in the hope of discrediting the latter.3? Tennent assured
Finnerty that ‘...it originated with persons holding places under Government, and was
promoted and attended by all of that description’. Tennent went on to denounce
Castlereagh’s efforts to muzzle the press in Ireland and in England, adding ‘I trust
however that all his machiavellism will be insufficient to create such an alarm as to
divert the people from their purpose of obtaining that Radical Reform of Parliament
without which the Country can hardly be saved’.®® The correspondence suggests that
the radical Presbyterian brothers were still at the forefront of opposition to Castlereagh
and the government interest.

The activities of the Belfast Monthly Magazine and Belfast’s town meetings
were not the only signs that Presbyterians had far from submitted to the will of the
British government, despite their acceptance of the Act of Union. In the years between
1814 and 1817 both Presbyterian laity and clergy became involved in an unprecedented
conflict with the authorities surrounding the new Presbyterian enterprise, Belfast
Academical Institute, a school with collegiate potential to educate not only Belfast’s
middle-class youth, but also it was hoped, future Presbyterian ministers. It revealed
that Castlereagh’s hopes of a subdued laity and an ecclesiastical body integrated into the

establishment, rather than naturally hostile towards it, had certainly not been achieved.

78 Tn October 1813.
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The involvement of many United Irish radicals on the lists of subscribers, proprietors

and managers, cast a dark shadow of suspicion over the new establishment, among
conservatives such as the Rev. Black, and the authorities themselves. William Tennent,
Robert Tennent, Robert Calwell, Robert and William Simms, William Drennan, John
Barnett, Robert Grimshaw, Rev. Henry Henry (a United Irish sympathiser who had been
one of the most vociferous opponents to the government’s classification scheme), all
active radicals in the 1790s, and also W.B. Neilson (son of the United Irishman and
Northern Star editor, Samuel Neilson). These men were foremost in the Institution’s
founding, and it was Dr. Drennan himself who gave the speech at the opening
ceremony.®® With Belfast’s radical Presbyterian network now directly involved in the
education of Belfast’s youth, it was feared that, ‘the republican spirit of the
Presbyterians will pervade the system of education’®’ If those involved in the new

enterprise gave government cause for concern, then so too did the Institution’s internal

structure.86

Nor can the government have felt easy at the emphasis on patriotic spirit and
love of country within the BAI ethos, particularly, on the founders’ desire to rehabilitate
the teaching of the Irish language by including it in the curriculum. This complemented
the activities of the ‘Harp Society’, established in Belfast in 1809, again with radical
Presbyterian involvement — Robert Tennent, Francis McCracken and Drennan himself.
On the need for such a society, Drennan wrote in typical style:

The Harp, our glory once, but now our shame,

Followed the country’s fate, and slept without a name.®®
Although as A.T.Q Stewart has commented, Drennan was careful not to involve his
own private political sentiments during his opening address at BAI in 1814,¥ he
finished with a prayer that the pupils of ‘Inst’ might learn to love their country. Given

the emphasis on cultural nationalism in the United Irish propaganda of the 1790s, it was

84 Writing to Drennan, the veteran catholic radical, William Todd Jones, referred to a comment he had
heard lately, of the involvement of ‘persons of doubtful loyalty’ at BAI, see Jones to Drennan, March 21
[1816], PRONI, D/456/37.

% Quoted in A.T.Q. Stewart, “Transformation’, p.148, Sir Arthur Wellesley to Lord Hawkesbury, March
1808.

8 As McBride has noted, ‘Intriguingly, much government criticism was directed at the ‘democratic’
constitution of the college’. Government, wrote Drennan, ‘deprecates anything democratic in the officers
or boards and thinks that every thing of political bearing or which may have such tendency, is to be
extirpated from the establishment” (PRONI D/531/1).

8 Report of meeting of the Irish Harp Society, BNL, March 21 1809.
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D/1748/G/810/1.

% Stewart, ‘Transformation’, p.150.



39
certainly a significant comment.”® In 1818 Joseph Stevenson, the Institution’s

Presbyterian secretary, wrote that ‘we hope soon to see a class opened for teaching the
Irish language....[it] should not be suffered to fall into oblivion and [we] regret that our
national harp has been so long unstrung and our national language so much
neglected’.”! Furthermore, the avowedly non-sectarian principles of the Institution were
another sign to government of continuity with the ideals of 1791. Writing to the Earl of
Moira in India to request financial assistance to the Institute, Drennan reaffirmed that
‘The actuating Principle that pervades this establishment is the desire to nationalize
instruction; by including all religious persuasions (whether as Professors or Pupils) on
the common concern of a good education — to open the Gates...to the free and
unquestioned admission of Catholics as well as Protestants’.”>

Writing as early as 1808 when the scheme was first mooted, Sir Arthur
Wellesley, chief secretary to the Lord Lieutenant, had warmed the Prime Minister that
‘the object of the institution is evidently to make Belfast the seat of the education of the
Presbyterians of the north of Ireland to the exclusion of the Scotch and universities and
the college of Dublin. The success of this plan, in this view of it alone, would be
inconvenient and dangerous, as it would separate to a greater degree this numerous sect
from the inhabitants of Great Britain and from their own countrymen’.”> He concluded
to government that ‘I strongly recommend you to neither encourage this institution by a

charter, nor to give ground for a belief that you have set your face against it; as in this

last case, it would flourish in a greater degree than it would by any discouragement you

could give it’.**

As Stewart noted, government recognized that ‘the synod and the Belfast
radicals were the two most turbulent influences in the north of Ireland’.”> Therefore, the
grant to BAI must be considered in the same way as the massively increased regium
donum. That is, government’s belief that financial contributions from the state purse
would provide it with at least some influence over the activities of the Presbyterians
involved. Given the absolute necessity of government’s financial aid, circumspect
public comments, and the gesture of making the Archbishop of Armagh an honorary

member were clearly calculated attempts to pre-empt government distrust sufficiently to
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‘Transformation’, p.149.
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obtain a government grant.96 This was widely recognized to be the case, encapsulating

the radical’s approach towards government since the crushing of the rebellion; as
Edward Wakefield had commented in 1812 on the northern Presbyterians, he regarded
them largely as still ‘republicans in principle, in their hearts decided enemies to the

established government’, their apparently acquiescent mood simply, ‘the quietness of

expedience alone’.”’

It is not possible here to document in detail what transpired between BAI and
the government. Suffice to say that the parliamentary grant was to be short-lived, as in
1816 some of BAI’s managers and teachers attended a dinner on the eve of St. Patrick’s
Day in Belfast, at which radical toasts were made.”® According to the Belfast
Commercial Chronicle, which wasted no time in printing the details, these included
‘Erin Go Bragh — may her sons never forget that their union constitutes her strength’; ‘A
radical reform in the Representation of the people in Parliament’; ‘The true
“Legitimacy” — that which is derived from the people’; ‘Unqualified Emancipation to all
who suffer political disabilities on account of religion’; ‘The memorable 14® July
1789’; “The glorious and immortal memory of George Washington, and may the liberty
and independence of his country be as lasting as his renown’; ‘The memory of the
Dungannon Convention — may it ever be cherished by Irishmen’; ‘The South American
Revolutionists, and may they succeed in their struggle for independence’, and ‘The
Exiles of Erin — may they find that protection under the wing of the republican eagle,
which was denied them by the monarchical lion’.** Not only did the toasts celebrate the
American and French Revolutions, and call for a radical reform of parliament, but the

chairman, Dr. Robert Tennent referred to ‘passing the principles of 1782 and 1792 to a

new generation’.loo

Given the attendance of men from the new Academical Institute,
this was especially significant.

National education was regarded by many middle-class Presbyterians as a means
of realizing their goals of liberty and reform, and offered a new alternative to the
political means which had so spectacularly been crushed in 1798. Moreover, national

education could be carried through constitutional channels, even with the financial
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assistance of government. It seemed clear that the radicals were well aware that a new,

longer-term vision was required: ‘Education in the great scale’, wrote Drennan to
Robert Tennent, ‘is a reform, circuitous, but certain — an Ulster university. ... would do
more to change mens’ minds and manners, than can be well conceived”.'” In many
ways, then, the founding of the Belfast Academical Institute should be regarded not as
an abandonment of radical political action, but rather as a dramatic change of approach.
Drennan alluded to a similar point in a letter to a friend in Dublin which made its way
into the local press, referring to the wider significance of a place of education which
could find a cure for ‘our hitherto ill-fated island’, ‘where the ordinary and

extraordinary physicians have only by bleeding and blustering and so on, brought their
patient to the brink of the grave’ 102

The publication of the events in the local press caused uproar, particularly within
conservative and government circles, providing Castlereagh with the perfect pretext to
clamp down on the pretensions of the northern Presbyterians in the field of education.
The character of the toasts offered ammunition to those opposed to the Institute on
political grounds, and Sir George Hill, M.P led a stinging attack on BAI, denouncing in

his speech to parliament

the description of men who had worked themselves into the management
of the Belfast Academy — men, some of whom had figured in the horrible
transactions of 1798; but who having failed in that more prompt experiment to
upset the constitution by rebellion, were now attempting the slower, but surer,

means of revolution, by inculcating and infusing into early youth the religious and

political precepts of Paine and Priestly.103

In a letter to the editor of the Belfast Newsletter, ‘A Friend to Belfast’
(pseudonym of the arch-conservative Anglican minister of Newtownards, Rev. Mark
Cassidy, but clearly no friend to BAI) deplored the St. Patrick’s proceedings for
bringing ‘such foul disgrace on the loyal and respectable inhabitants’ of the town, with
its ‘treasonable toasts’. The author continued to associate the men involved with the
events of '98, describing them as those ‘who were disappointed in their dearest hopes,
whose idol Bonaparte....meanly surrendered himself to his generous enemy, and, for a

time at least, put an end to their fondly cherished hopes of exciting sedition and

"' William Drennan to Dr. Robert Tennent, c.1817, PRONI, D/1747/C/1/60/7.
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rebellion, leaving them no other mode of shewing their disaffection but by publishing

their sentiments, under the pretence of toasts given at a festive entertainment’. The
author lamented that, ‘it must make the impression on the minds of all strangers, that the
majority of the respectable inhabitants of Belfast are disaffected — averse to the
connection with England — friends of Bonaparte, or of any other turbulent tyrant
through whose means they might hope to excite rebellion — opposition to England, and

finally a separation, which these gentlemen do not hesitate to avow as their grand

object’ 104

Moreover, Cassidy alleged that at a recent meeting of government ministers, the
proposal for a grant to the Academical Institute of Belfast was objected to by some, ‘on
the grounds that the people of Belfast were disaffected to the government, that they
were the friends of Bonaparte and of sedition’, and not least because, ‘some of the very
managers of this institution were not only present, but were among those who gave the
most exceptionable of the toasts’ 195 Addressing himself this time, ‘To the Proprietors of
the Belfast Academical Institution’, Cassidy warned that, ‘through the mad and
intemperate zeal of those men for the propagation of their revolutionary principles, the
establishment is in danger of falling into disrepute, if not of being overturned’. He
advised them to, ‘guard against committing the management of it to men of
revolutionary principles, of seditious practices, who will bring your establishment to the
ground, poison the mind and pervert the principles of your children’ 106

The managers and teachers present at the dinner, including Robert Tennent, had
no choice but to resign, as it was immediately intimated that the government grant had
been jeopardized by recent events. As John Jamieson emphasized, ‘Inst could not hope
to run a college department without the financial backing and the prestige that
government support would give’.107 But Tennent made his feelings clear in a letter to
the Institute’s Joint Boards: ‘I disclaim in the most explicit and public manner, all right
in the Boards to follow the officers of the Institution into private life, to sit in judgement
of their sentiments and opinions’.!®® Drennan appreciated this more than anyone, and
he wrote to Robert on May 12" 1816, ‘I have just heard that it is your intention to

proffer your resignation to the Boards and I cannot refrain from applauding your

104 BNL, April 19 1816. The author is the conservative Anglican, Rev. Mark Cassidy, as the draft for this
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105 .

Ibid.

106 BNL, May 7 1816.

' John Jamieson, The History of the Royal Belfast Academical Institution 1810-1960 (Belfast, 1959),
p-23.



43
magnamity in sacrificing all personal feelings for what (whatever may be your own

opinion) others may consider the public advan‘tage’.m9 Annotating his father’s letters
many years later, Robert James Tennent condemned, ‘the paltry government of the day’
withdrawing its financial support, ‘from that valuable establishment’.!’® At the May
1816 meeting of Boards and Proprietors, William Neilson, a Visitor at BAI and also in
attendance at the fateful dinner, iterated his belief that, ‘in accepting...an office in that
Institution, he by no means considered that he had surrendered those rights of a free
citizen of a free State’. On the subject of the resignations which had been given,
Drennan told Tennent, ‘...if these do not satisfy the Government, and induce a

reconsideration of the matter, all that can be said is, that the withdrawing of the grant

was pre-determined upon the first plausible pretext...”.!!!

Despite the immediate disavowal of the proceedings by the Joint Boards,'"” the
recently won parliamentary grant was hastily withdrawn,''® and it was made clear that it
would only be restored on government’s terms, and following some significant changes
to the body’s republican-style constitution. Government now demanded, wrote an
outraged Drennan, that the Institute, ‘must be put on a new footing’, and explained how,
‘....Government.... must have a negative or veto on the appointment of every Professor,
Master, or Member of the Boards so appointed or chosen — thus completely to guard
against the entrance of any disloyal or unreligious principles into the Institution’.''* Ina
lengthy response addressed to the Proprietors of BAI, Drennan called on them not to
submit to government demands: ‘The Academical Institution is about to be bought and
sold’, he warned. Drennan feared that the Institution would be, ‘transformed to the
Administration of the day, for the annual bounty of £1,500 to that ministry which
spreads its monstrous palm over every liberal Institution, moulds them to its own
purposes of influence....and fettering the Institution’. Drennan deplored the fact that
the grant, which had initially been given without terms was now subject to a series of

conditions, ‘held out with most courteous dictation’.!® He recognized that, for
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government, ‘the meeting of the St. Patrick’s Day supplyd [sic] the wished for pretext

of exercising power in return for money’.116 Government’s hope in demanding these
new conditions, Drennan realized, was, ‘chiefly, to fill up gradually all the departments
of the Institution with those, and those only, who are friendly to all the measures of

Government’:

all candidates for chairs, masterships or offices would electioneer in
Dublin, with connexions at the Castle, or with those here, who may have such
connexions; and on the other hand, everyone, however in other respects well
qualified for the office, if he had said anything inimical to administration, or acted

in any way even by advocating that terrible thing they call REFORM would be
discouraged.'!’

The prospect of a grammar school under such influences may not have been
ideal to the government when the school opened its doors in February 1814, but it was
the implications of its collegiate department which concerned Castlereagh the most. In
particular, the prospect of Presbyterian ministers — whom government recognized as a
potential source of resistance — receiving their MA degrees from BAI was horrifying.
Hence Castlereagh’s concern that both the Synod of Ulster and the Seceders appeared
poised to make terms with BAI for the appointment of their own divinity professors to
train their future ministers there.''®

Castlereagh, who regarded the college, in his own words, as ‘a bastard
institution’, ostensibly for academical purposes but, ‘in reality part of a deep laid
scheme to bring the Presbyterian synod within the ranks of democracy’, emphasized the
‘incalculable importance of not suffering Dr. Drennan and his associates to have the
power of granting certificates of qualification for the ministry of that church’.!*® He
demanded that if the Institution’s parliamentary grant was to be restored, the proposed
connection with the Synod of Ulster must end. Once again, George Hill made his
feelings clear, arguing, in a letter to the secretary of BAI, that masters would be able to
abuse their positions to ‘teach politics’ to their students.’® Castlereagh and the
government had envisaged that the greatly increased regium donum would exercise a

restraining influence on the radical tendencies of many ministers, rendering them an

116 1pid.
U7 1/965/1

18 In 1814 the Synod of Ulster had agreed, ‘that the same respect be paid by the Synod of Ulster to the
certificates of the Belfast Academical Institution....as to the certificates from foreign universities’, and set

in motion plans to endow a chair of Divinity within the Institution. The Seceders had also taken the same
decision in favour of training their future ministers at BAI.

"9 Quoted in Holmes, ‘From Rebels to Unionists’, pp.37-8.
120 Sir George Hill to Joseph Stevenson, June 15 1816, SCH/524/7B/10/24.
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intrinsic part of the established state and binding their loyalty to the British government.

It is highly significant that even in the aftermath of the St. Patrick’s Day toasts debacle,
the majority of the Synod of Ulster still concurred in pressing forward with the formal
connection with BAI, despite pressure from Robert Black at the subsequent meeting of
Synod in 1816 to abandon the plans.'*! In a protracted and bitter pamphlet war between
Drennan and ‘Presbyter’, the former admitted, ‘that Government, however to be
opposed in most of its measures, is justly entitled to the...thanks of every description of
party’, for granting funds to the north’s educational venture.'??

Above all, it was Castlereagh who conveyed the government’s anger at the
proposals, when a deputation from the Synod met with him in 1816, where he referred
to the Synod failing to act with, ‘becoming respect to his Majesty’s government’. More
importantly, he warned that the connection between BAI and the Synod would be,
‘deemed an act of hostility’ by the government; clear hints were also made regarding the
future of the regium donum in such circumstances.!* These events were reported to the
Synod at its annual meeting in 1817 and the ministers’ defiance of the government’s
threats matched that of Inst’s Joint Boards. Indeed, in an incident which has become
one of the most celebrated moments of Presbyterian radicalism aimed against the state
and the established order, the Rev. James Carlile, declared, “Who or what is this Lord

Castlreagh, that he should send such a message to the Synod of Ulster? Is he a minister

of the body? Is he an elder? What right has he to obtrude himself on our

He condemned the presumption of any ‘civil magistrate to dictate to
them where their students should be educated’.'**

deliberations?’.

As David Stewart noted, ‘The
impression in the Synod was that the independence of the Church was at stake’ 12

Drennan rejoiced that ‘the General Synod of Ulster has made a noble stand
against the attempts not only to encroach on the right of private judgement, but upon the
free government of the Presbyterian Church’.’® Of course, the matter was not simply
one of where Presbyterian ministers should receive their religious training. As Drennan
was well aware, the events had deep political significance and, with clear allusions to
his own personal position within BAI, and of those forced to resign, he launched a bitter

attack on the government’s attitude. He deplored,

12! Records of the General Synod of Ulster, vol.3, 1778-1820 (Belfast, 1898), 439.
122 William Drennan, “Pande-Manum” for “Presbyter”, of 9" August, 1816 (Belfast, 1816), pp.13-14.

'2 Drennan reporting to the proprietors of BAI, on Lord Castlereagh’s comments at his recent meeting
with a deputation from the Institution, 1816, D/531/1.

¢ Speech of the Rev. James Carlile in the Synod of Ulster, Belfast, 1817, (reprinted in Reid and Killen’s
History, pp.539-41

125 David Stewart, History and Principles of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland, p.143.
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...their inquisitionary persecution of every individual, who may have differ from
them in political views, and to endeavour, by every means, to get persons so
differing from them in regard to Catholic Emancipation and a reform of Parliament
marked as of a revolutionary character and altogether unfit for the management of
any part of a literary Institution, unless he corresponds exactly to their...measure of
loyalty...to reject them from all seats of learning,....to spread through society a

fear of even conversing, much less writing, on any political subjf:ct.127

A newspaper article lamented that if only BAI had been able to continue,
‘independent of government, had the experiment, in the old Presbyterian spirit, been
suffered to complete a few years revolutions, through a Republican orbit, Belfast might
be what...it will never be under the Patronage of Government, a Little ATHENS’ 128
Touching on the subject of BAI’s non-sectarian policy (Inst was unusual in not
requiring any religious tests), Drennan wondered whether, ‘government desire[s] to
keep all religious persuasions as far as possible asunder, that it may...distract attention
from civil and political affairs, by encouraging sectarian disputes...Can this be the
reason for putting the extinguisher over the Belfast Academical Institute?’'”® Indeed,
the alleged ‘divide and rule’ policy of the British government had been a refrain
throughout the United Irish propaganda of the 1790s,'*° and as this chapter will
demonstrate, was echoed by Presbyterians involved in the tenant right campaign in the
1850s. Writing in 1821, Archibald Hamilton Rowan, the Presbyterian radical and
United Irishman, made a similar attack on, ‘those whose principle it is to divide and
govern’ in Ireland.”®! In his hand written notes on BAI, Drennan also claimed that
government’s nervous reaction to formal co-operation between the Synod and the
Academical Institution stemmed from a more general insecurity about the future of the
established church,'*? and undoubtedly, a fear of future Presbyterian strength in the
north of the country.

The position of the Synod and BAI caught the imagination of the public press,
and numerous letters emphasized the need for standing firm against intimated
government threats. ‘The Querist’ deplored such ‘state interference’ in the discipline of

the Presbyterian Church,'”® whilst ‘An Elder of Ballywalter’ expressed similar

26 Drennan papers on BAL, D/531/1, (17/42).
127 Ibid., (17/42)

128 Anonymous newspaper article, c.1816, amongst Drennan’s papers, T/965/1.
' Ibid., (11/42)

10 Eor instance, Paddy’s Resource (1795), p.7.

131 Archibald Hamilton Rowan to John Carr, October 22 1821, PRONI, D/2930/8/16.
132
D/531/1.

13 From an anonymous newspaper extract amongst Drennan’s papers, T/965/2-5.
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sentiments in a letter addressed to the members of the Synod. ‘The broad fact is’, he

noted, ‘that the Royal Bounty to the one body, and the Annual Grant to the other, are
the two great instruments which are made to operate....for the purpose of rendering
them equally subservient to Administration; but a regard to religious liberty in the one
case, and to civil liberty in the other, will rescue both bodies from the ignominious
thraldom’.'** In July 1817 another newspaper correspondent signing himself as ‘Elder’
denounced both the ‘Civil Slavery’ being exercised over the Presbyterian Church by the
government and ‘the exercise of this negative on the Royal Bounty’. He envisaged that
the Synod of Ulster’s freedom to act, ‘will be annihilated as completely as
GRATTAN’S Declaration of Rights has been swallowed up by the posterior Act of
Union. The independence of this Church is, in fact and effect, as little regarded as the
independence of the Country’.135 In equally emphatic tones, yet another correspondent
on the subject declared that it was a simple choice for the Synod of, ‘Whether the
Presbyterian Clergy are to continue a Church of Christ’s; or to become henceforward,
the Church of the King and his Ministers’.!*® Castlereagh was accused of setting, ‘his
heel on the democratic anthill of the Belfast Academical Institution’."”’

Referring to Rev. Robert Black, the nineteenth-century Presbyterian historian,
W.T Latimer, noted that this was one of the occasions when, ‘the spirit of Presbyterian
independence burst the shackles with which the Government agent sought to bind it’.13®
Undoubtedly, the establishment of BAI and the defiant stance of its managers and of the
Synod of Ulster in these years, reflects what A.T.Q Stewart has defined as, ‘the
essential independence of the Presbyterian attitude to civil government’.139

As Chapters Four and Five will demonstrate, Presbyterian radicals in Belfast
assumed the lead in town meetings, petitioning for radical reform of parliament and
Catholic Emancipation, in opposition to both the successive Tory governments in
Britain, and to the Tory-dominated Irish executive at Dublin Castle, which dominated
for thirty years after the Act of Union. It is not surprising then, that the north of Ireland,
and Belfast in particular, remained a source of unease for the English government in
these years. Praising Drennan’s latest speech at a reform meeting in 1817, William

Todd Jones, the veteran reformer, wrote to him of his delight, ‘at this semblance of

Belfast as she was’, despite Britain’s motto towards Ireland of, ‘eat your pudding, slave,

134 From an anonymous newspaper extract of c.June/July 1817, T/965/2.
135 From an unknown newspaper extract dated July 9 1817, T/965/2.

136 1 etter from ‘An Elder’ dated July 5 1817, as above.

137 Ulster Register, August 29 1817.

138 Classon Porter, Irish Presbyterian Biographical Sketches, p.7.

139 Stewart, Narrow Ground, p.96.
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and hold your tongue’.'** His reference to the regular stir caused on the occasion of the
arrival into London of newspapers from ‘rebel Belfast’, suggests the suspicion which
prevailed in government circles and beyond, of the Presbyterian town.'*! Jones wrote to
Drennan of England’s detestation of Ireland, ‘more especially after wise Ireland having
shewn her teeth in 1798 and 1803, when she could not bite’, and of Castlereagh’s and
Dublin Castle’s ‘Resolve to govern Ireland by the rights of c:onquest’.142

Keen to repudiate this label of disloyalty on Belfast, the Rev. Mark Cassidy
attempted to demonstrate that the radical meetings and petitions emanating from the
town were representative of only a small minority of the population. In a letter to a
newspaper in 1821, Cassidy argued that, ‘of the respectable and thinking inhabitants of
Belfast, 99 out of 100 are well affected to the present Govemment’,143 and he continued
to attack the respectability of one such recent reform meeting in Belfast. It was this
‘Turbulent and Seditious’ minority whom the Anglican minister held responsible for the
prevailing belief, outside of Ireland, that, Belfast remained marked out by ‘disaffection’
and ‘radicalism’. Cassidy denounced Dr. Robert Tennent, John Barnett and James
Munfoad as, ‘the miserable rump of the miserable faction of 1798’, whose continuing
activities, ‘succeed in causing an impression through the Empire that Belfast is a hot
bed of sedition’, and ‘disloyal’ to ‘his Majesty’s dominion’. The meeting in question,
Cassidy noted, had been held in the town’s Covenanting Meeting House, where Barnett
had made a strong speech, ‘in compliment to his services to the cause in 1796-1797 and
1798 and ever since when an opportunity of powering forth a torrent of vulgar abuse
upon every Established Institution’. Moreover, Cassidy denounced the leading role
played by the Catholic radical newspaper owner, Jack Lawless, at the meeting.

But in leading the campaigns for parliamentary reform and Catholic
Emancipation, the Presbyterian radicals based in Ireland’s ‘Athens of the North’ were
by the very nature of the Act of Union, being drawn into the wider British political
structure, albeit in an opposition role, for such demands could now only be directed at
the Parliament at Westminster, not Dublin. As Holmes has emphasized, they remained

“far from satisfied with the pace and extent of reform’.!** The activities and political

jottings of Robert James Tennent during his days at BAI and beyond, suggest that he

140 William Todd Jones (a small landowner from County Down, a Volunteer and a prominent radical) to
william Drennan, February 18 [1817], PRONI, D/456/40.

141 yw_ T. Jones to Drennan, c.1817, D/456/45.

142 T. Jones to Drennan, c.1816, D/456/36.

143 Draft copy of his letter among the Cassidy papers, D/1088/38B

144 Holmes, ‘From Rebels to Unionists’, p.42.
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had inherited many of his father’s and uncles’ radical convictions.'*> Whilst a pupil at
‘Inst’, Tennent’s ‘List of books read’ in 1819, included, Paine’s Rights of Man, Part I,
and his Age of Reason, Part II, The Society of United Irishmen of Dublin, 1794 (their
blueprint of radical reform demands), Mary Wollstonecraft on the French Revolution,
and Walker’s Irish Bards.'* Perhaps the government’s fears of BAI were not 1ill
founded, for whilst there, Tennent established a political society, ‘The Society of the

Crescent’ for ‘the friends to the sovereignty of the people, and consequently to equal

rights for every individual....in accordance with the maxim that knowledge is power’.!*’

The young Tennent also emphasized the society’s patriotic credentials, for, ‘our views’,
he wrote in the prospectus, ‘are principally directed to the prosperity of our native land’.

Tennent’s correspondence with another young Presbyterian, John Hutton,
suggests that pragmatic acceptance of British rule did not equate to love of British rule
nor of the British government. Writing to Tennent informing him of his plans to leave
Ireland, Hutton was gloomy about the future prospects of Ireland and her, ‘present
degraded....state’, ‘cramped as we are in the N__h [sic] by the vile minions
of...government’.!*® In his reply, Tennent concurred with Hutton’s appraisal of ‘poor
Erin’, referring to his familiarity with, ‘the black consequences of slavery by the
wretched example of my native country. ‘Forbid it’, he added, ‘every drop of Irish
blood in our veins that does not proclaim its owners bastard!’.!*® Such expressions

echoed those of Drennan’s in a speech in 1815 in which he referred to the ‘withered’

shamrock. !>

Writing from Dublin in 1821, to his father, Dr. Tennent, young Tennent
commented on the failure of the rebellion of 1798, noting that, ‘Had the superabundant
energies which were at that time ranged on the side of the rights of man been guided as
they ought to have been, Ireland would not at this day be a conquered province —
trampled upon, insulted and enslaved!’.!3! Writing again to his father at the height of
the Catholic Emancipation campaign in 1828, Tennent expressed his hope that, ‘the
English people will yet make up for the evils inflicted upon us for many centuries by the

English government’.!>? Interestingly, similar sentiments were expressed by the young

145 PRONI, D/1748/G.

16 D/1748/G/749/27.

Y7 D/1748/G1754/5.

148 1ohn Hutton to Robert James Tennent, December 6 1820, D/1748/G/286/1.

149 Tennent to Hutton, December 8 1820, D/1748/G/286/2. This letter has been endorsed by Tennent,
‘never sent — due to neglect’.

1% Quoted in Drennan’s speech on parliamentary reform among his political papers and cuttings, T/965/2.
151 Robert James Tennent to Dr. Robert Tennent, March 13 1821, D/1748/C/1/215/16.

132 RT Tennent to Dr. Tennent, May 12 1828, D/1748/C/1/215/52.
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Presbyterian James McKnight, who wrote in November 1828 to Miss Barber (daughter

of the famous radical and Volunteer, Rev. Samuel Barber of Rathfriland), lamenting
that, ‘in Ireland we have for years had nothing that has deserved the name of
Government’.'> Similarly, in 1823, Archibald Hamilton Rowan deplored the ‘absence
of a local Parliament in that laws are proposed, passed an [sic] enforced without the
least notice given to the people they are to bind’."* By 1831 he continued to voice
criticism of British rule in Ireland, commenting in a private letter that “We have never
had any other government than that of force’.'*®

Yet despite the rhetoric of enslavement, the reality of the situation in Ireland was
quite different, with the economic gains experienced under the Union, and the gathering
mobilisation of the Catholic majority in the political arena. Even a radical of Mary Ann
McCracken’s standing was forced eventually to admit that, ‘it would be necessary to lay
aside natural feelings of National pride and love of independence, which is not easily
done, in order to consider whether the people of this country might not have their liberty
and happiness better exercised in being an integral part of a great and powerful nation
provided that ample justice towards Ireland was strictly observed’.!*® But as Holmes
emphasizes, Mary Ann McCracken never repudiated the United Irish vision."’
Acceptance of the reality of the Act of Union by the 1820s clearly did not equate to a
Presbyterian north uncritical of, or subservient to, the British government.

Within the Synod of Ulster, Black’s defeat over their association with BAI
assisted in pushing this increasingly unpopular government supporter to commit suicide
and in the following year, the liberal Rev. Henry Montgomery was elected Moderator of
the Synod of Ulster. But in the bitter doctrinal schism which engulfed the Synod from
the early 1820s over subscription, speartheaded by Montgomery’s conservative rival
Henry Cooke, Cooke’s orthodox religious credentials pushed this politically ultra-
conservative into a position of prominence for a time in the Synod’s history. Hutton
wrote to Tennent in 1820 lamenting that, ‘The seen [sic] of Presbyterian Independency
[sic] is heavily set, never to rise, with the same splendour, that marked its cause in past

times over the meridian of Ireland. The synod of Ulster, once the Palladium of all that

1% James McKnight to Miss Barber, November 1 1828, in Extracts from Original Letters of James
McKnight, LL.D., Litterateur and Land Reformer, Editor of “Belfast Newsletter” and “Londonderry
Standard”, Ninth Annual Report of the Presbyterian Historical Society of Ireland, 1915-16 (Belfast),

PSE.S -6.

Hamilton to Carr, March 25 1823, D/2930/8/25.
155 Hamilton to Carr, November 4 1831, D/2930/8/40.

1 Mary Ann McCracken to R. R. Madden, October 15 1844, quoted in McBride, Scripture Politics,
215.
it

7 Holmes, “From Rebels to Unionists’, p.41
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is dear to Irishmen is now the first to strike the fatal blow against their rights... being

hired by a foreign couch. A Regium Donum is the bone it picks with Thankfulness; and
what could we expect from it but servility to the hand that pays it’.!*® Cooke, as many
modern commentators have noted, was in many ways the successor to Black, equally
concerned with establishing the ‘loyalty and respectability’159 of the Synod, and equally
deploring of the northern Presbyterian’s United Irish heritage. Did Cooke induce the
Synod to demonstrate ‘servility’ to the British government?

There can be no doubting the political dimension to Cooke’s campaign to oust
the theological ‘New Lights’ from the Synod of Ulster in the 1820s,'*® for whilst the
connection was by no means clear cut or exclusive, it was typically ‘New Lights’ who
had some of the strongest and most prominent links with the radicalism of the 1790s
and beyond. As McBride has crucially noted, Montgomery was politically weakened
against Cooke not by his liberalism (for this remained the dominant strand within the
Synod as a whole), but by his theological position (his Arianism). Cooke’s presence at
a time when many ministers were soul-searching their religious purpose, and during
years when Roman Catholics were making increasingly self-assertive and strident
moves in the political arena, was clearly significant, helping to heighten his influence
above — at least for a time — what it might otherwise have been.

Holmes has detailed the first overtures made to Sir Robert Peel by Cooke as
early as 1825, chiefly on the subject of BAI, warning the British home secretary,
‘Experience has established the Institution as an adequate literary seminary but has

raised many suspicions and much decided opposition upon grounds partly political but
161

chiefly religious’.”>" Moreover, Cooke promised that, ‘any influence I have would be
managed according to your wishes’.'? Holmes notes that, ‘had this letter been made
public it is likely that his influence in the synod would have been destroyed’.
Combined with Cooke’s earlier controversial evidence to the government’s Education
Enquiry,163 he offered himself ‘as the agent and ally of the tory political interest in the

Synod’.164 Peel offered cautious and tentative encouragement to Cooke, and it is

158 Hutton to R.J. Tennent, December 6 1820, D/1748/G/286/1. Presumably he meant ‘scene’.
159 Brooke, Ulster Presbyterianism, p.146.

160 See in particular, ‘.M. Barkley, “The Arian Schism’ and Holmes’ biography of Cooke.

161 Quoted in Holmes, Cooke, p.39.

2 Ibid., p.40.

183 Cooke told this government Inquiry of his fears of the political ramifications’ of ‘teaching our
ministers to talk politics instead of to preach Christ’, PRONI, T/3447/1. Cooke’s suspicions of the
political allegiance of some of the leading proprietors of Inst were, as this chapter has demonstrated,
clearly not ill founded. In 1826 and 1827 Dr. Robert Tennent subscribed to the pro-nationalist Dublin

publication, The Moon Review. See Tennent Papers, D/1748/C/1/13/1-2.
164 Holmes, Cooke, p.40.
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reasonable to suspect that the Tory government, after nearly thirty years of trying, was

optimistic that they had at last secured the crucial foothold of influence in the Synod of
Ulster that they craved. Had the aims of the regium donum finally come to fruition?

There is no doubt that whilst even the Belfast Newsletter criticized Cooke’s
aspersions on the Academical Institution, there was a body of opinion in the Synod by
the mid-1820s concerned at the lack of influence they possessed at the educational
establishment. This of course boiled down to an ambiguity in Inst’s role — how could it
possibly be a Presbyterian seminary and offer a non-sectarian general education? The
acrimony which attended the meeting of Synod representatives and BAI proprietors in
September 1825 was the first symptom of discord in a relationship between the two
which culminated ultimately in the Synod’s decision in 1840 to terminate the
connection and seek funding for their own self-controlled seminary. But it must be
remembered that the split was not induced by the Synod’s antagonisms over the
political hue of BAI (despite Cooke’s best efforts), but rather the simple fact that after
the imposition of religious orthodoxy in the Synod, it became untenable to allow an
institution where Arians were granted equal favour, to train orthodox ministers. Robert
and William Tennent both spoke out for BAI’s independence, with another proprietor
asking, ‘why we should grant to the Synod what we had refused to government’?
Henry Montgomery, as Head of the English Department (although also a minister of the
Synod of Ulster), reminded the meeting that, ‘the Institution had lost the offered
patronage of government by its fidelity to the Synod....and is this a fit reward for such
honourable conduct?’!63

As for government’s position, Robert Peel made it clear in a private
memorandum to the Archbishop of Armagh in 1829 that a renewal of the parliamentary
grant to BAI could only happen according to new conditions. Unsurprisingly, the
established church felt that the measures did not go far enough in taming this, ‘nursery
of dissent’.'¢ The Archbishop informed Dublin Castle that the best ‘means of securing
to the Crown that influence over the Presbyterian Church which it may reasonably
demand, (and which it actually enjoys in Scotland)’, would be strict theological tests of
belief in the Holy Trinity for all teachers at Inst, to secure, ‘the soundness of the

theological and political tenets to be inculcated.'”’ His comments emphasize the

success of Cooke’s strategy throughout the 1820s of associating Arian theology with

radical politics and orthodox theology with more conservative principles. The

165 BNL, September 30; October 4 1825.
16 Archbishop of Armagh to William Lamb, Dublin Castle, ¢. January 1 1828, PRONI, T/172/4.
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Archbishop’s reference to ‘the persons who professed the greatest influence in the

Synods’ who were, ‘anxious that the Institution should be rescued from the hands into
which it had fallen and placed like many of the Scotch colleges, under the patronage and
control of government, of whose interference the more respectable of the Presbyterian
ministers entertained no jealousy’, underlines the significance of Cooke and his
conservative colleagues in wooing Government.

The Northern Whig, staunchly liberal and sympathetic to the Arians, deplored
Cooke’s manoeuvres, declaring that the influence of the regium donum had finally come
of age; ‘Lord Castlereagh’, it argued, ‘knew a trick worth a 1000 horse power of mere
force...he bribed them...’, and that henceforth Presbyterians had been silent."® Such
expressions were not confined to radical Presbyterians, as demonstrated by the evidence
of Denis Browne, M.P., to the Commons Inquiry into the State of Ireland in 1825.
Referring to the significance of the regium donum he noted that in the 1790s, ‘the
Presbyterians of the north of Ireland...were marching side by side with the patriots
against his Majesty’s troops’, but after 1803, ‘there never was dissatisfaction among the
Presbyterians, and the clergy, that were the greatest preachers of mischief, left off all
that’.!®® Under Cooke’s influence and in the light of the Synod’s purging of its own
theologically latitudinarian party, it certainly appeared that a more conservative force —
and one highly amenable to government — was now at work in the Synod of Ulster.

But far from all Presbyterian opinion was as pro-establishment as Henry Cooke,
and leading the demands for parliamentary reform, Henry Montgomery and the
Northern Whig continued to attack government on the issues of the day; in 1830 the
paper denounced ‘our sapient Chancellor of the Exchequer’170 on the matter of a
proposed increase in stamp duty. At a meeting to oppose the plans, William Tennent,

Robert Grimshaw and John Barnett were among those who spoke out,'”! whilst at a

reform meeting in Belfast, Montgomery contrasted the paltriness of the government’s
grant to BAI with the salaries of the ‘pampered aristocratic attendants and menials of
George III'.'? In September 1830, ‘An Independent Elector of Down’ demanded
parliamentary reform, and warned that, ‘not all the power of the Noble Lord, backed by

the British Minister can, or dare, resist the voice of an united people’.”> Criticism of

'7 Archbishop of Armagh to Dublin Castle, October 16 1828, D/172/18.
1% NW, July 26 1827.

19 BNL, April 15 1825.

170 NW, May 10 1830.

17! N, April 29 1830.

172 NW, December 6 1830.
173 NW, September 23 1830.
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the regium donum, or the ‘filthy lucre’’™ was also commonplace on the paper’s

pages.175
Holmes has noted that, encouraged by Cooke’s influence, by 1831 the Tory
party were ‘openly courting’ the synod of Ulster,'”® and nowhere is this revealed more
clearly than in Sir Robert Bateson’s motion in the House of Commons for an increase to
the regium donum in August 1831. A correspondence to the Newsletter on the subject,
signed ‘Presbuteros’, rejoiced that at last someone in influence had addressed
Presbyterian interests, given that, ‘there has for a length of time been manifested by
government a singular indifference to the wants and wishes of the Presbyterians of
Ireland’.!”” In sentiments that were echoed again in the 1840s and 1850s, he wrote,
..... The time has arrived when people must speak out in order to be heard, and if
the Presbyterians of Ireland would hope to have their interests attended to, they
must come forward and tell the Government — we are a million of people,
comprising much of the loyalty and respectability of the nation —....and should a
powerful party continue their efforts to effect a separation of this country from

England, it is to us, under God, that you must principally look for assistance in

preserving the Union.!"

Moreover his comment that given all those factors, it was only fair to grant Presbyterian
ministers, ‘a sum equal to that bestowed upon a single sinecurist, or enjoyed by a single
Bishop of the Church of Ireland’, also prefigures the self-assertive nature of
Presbyterianism against the established church as well as the British government, which
dominated from the 1840s. Although Roman Catholic aggression and the issue of
repeal of the Union was a source of fear to northern Presbyterians, it can be argued that
this simultaneously empowered the Presbyterians in their relationship with the
government, by allowing them to play upon the government’s need for their loyalty.

The Northern Whig attacked the letter of ‘Presbuteros’, denouncing the regium
donum as ‘one of the most detestable remnants of Castlereagh policy, designed, not for
the good of the Presbyterians of Ireland, but to bind them more slavishly to the wheels
of the State chariot’. Referring to some of the Presbyterian laity’s complaints against the

grant, the Whig commented, ‘No ander. Their Minister is not their servant, but the

174 NW, September 27 1827.

175 Bible Christian, March 1837, pp.51-4. Montgomery’s Remonstrant Synod defended its acceptance of
the government’s grant purely on the grounds of financial necessity, arguing that, whilst it approved of
the Voluntary system for Church funding, ‘we continue to receive the royal bounty.... because
circumstances...have made that aid absolutely necessary to our subsistence’.

176 Holmes, Cooke, p-96.
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paid servant of Government’.!” In 1831, education was at the top of the agenda once

again in Presbyterian/British government relations, with the Whig government’s
proposed National System of Education for Ireland. As chapter Four has detailed,
Presbyterian opinion both within and outside the Synod was sorely divided on the issue,
with Cooke and conservative opinion leading the opposition to a system allegedly
designed to ‘encourage Popery’ in schools.

Ironically, it was those conservative ministers normally most keen to maintain a
good relationship between government and the largest of the Presbyterian synods, who
denounced the Whig administration’s scheme most forcefully. This fact was used by
many liberals in the Synod to claim that Rev.’s Cooke and Stewart opposed the plans

precisely because it was the work of a Whig government, although one of those leading

the Synod’s opposition to the scheme was the Rev. John Brown of Aghadowey, a well-
known political liberal. Rev. Robert Stewart, a staunch conservative ally of Cooke
fervently denied this accusation,'® emphasizing that the General Synod, ‘would have
manifested just as strong an opposition to it under a Tory as it is now reluctantly
compelled to do under a Whig government’.181 The fact that this charge came from
fellow Presbyterians, including Synod of Ulster, Seceder and Remonstrant emphasizes
the level of division among their ranks on the Government’s proposals. Cooke
commented on the failure of a recent deputation to London on the matter, noting
government’s refusal to concede to the Synod’s amendments.'*?

In early 1832 the Whig reported with disgust on government’s announcement of
plans to increase the regium donum.'®® The paper regarded the move as one of simple
political expediency, designed to allay the opposition of many of the influential voices
in the Synod of Ulster against national education (and also in the hope of dampening
Presbyterian desire for the abolition of tithe payments — see Chapter Two). The title of
its article — ‘More Regium Donum! alias, More Royal Bribery’, encapsulated the
position of some liberal Presbyterians on the subject.'® Significantly, the paper noted
that the government’s plan had failed, given that those influential ministers were as,
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‘loud and vituperative as ever in denouncing the government measures’.~ There was

not only concern at government influence under the regium donum. One Dublin
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Presbyterian minister denounced another effect of the bounty as, ‘the interest of every

minister to be subservient to the dominant party in the ecclesiastical body to which he
belongs’.'®® The Bible Christian (periodical of the Remonstrant Synod) made a similar
observation aimed at Henry Cooke, attacking the, ‘tyranny of a junto within the
Synod’.'®” Rev. Carlile of the Synod of Ulster, who, by supporting the new system and
accepting a position on its Board of Education, became embroiled in the most bitter of
disputes with Cooke, advised the Synod in 1833 to, ‘let not half a dozen men govern
you at their will’. Above all, that it was, ‘high time to assert freedom for the
ecclesiastical serfs of the Synod’.'*® Carlile commented that Rev.’s Stewart, Cooke and
associates were, ‘determinedly opposed to the present Ministry’, seeing their present,
‘hostility to Government’, and thus to the education scheme as purely political.189 In a
bitter reply to his Synod of Ulster colleague, Carlile, the Rev. Stewart accused the
former of hypocrisy, reminding him of his own infamous defiance against government
interference in 1817 in the sphere of education.'*°

In 1832, ‘A Presbyterian’ writing to the Whig, denounced Cooke as the
‘Polignac’ of the Synod of Ulster and called on all liberal members to defy his self-
imposed authority. The writer alleged that Cooke had opposed National Education as
an act of revenge against the Whig government that had proposed it, because of the
latter’s conciliation of the Remonstrant Synod.'®! John Coulter of the Secession Synod

(whose Belfast Presbytery declared its preliminary support for the new education

scheme) made a similar attack on Cooke’s domination.!”® Speaking in the House of

Commons the radical M.P for Downpatrick, Edward Ruthven, denounced the opposition

as, ‘purely of a political character’.'"”® The attempts of successive deputations from the

Synod of Ulster to government to request a modification of the education scheme to

allow the Synod of Ulster to offer its formal sanction, are described in detail by the Rev.

William Johnston, of Townsend Presbyterian Church in Belfast in his triumphant
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pamphlet of 1848, outlining the path which had led to the government’s conceding to

Presbyterian demands in 1840.!%* response, the Presbyterian William Witherow
maintained that the government, however, had granted nothing special to Presbyterians,
and that ultimately, ‘the paramount object of the Government, in establishing the
system, was...to conciliate and strengthen Popery’.195 Cooke, however, insisted that no
compromise of principle had been made by the Synod in its 1840 resolution with
government,196 and referring to the matter in the Commons, one M.P. commented on
the, ‘measures [that] had been taken to conciliate the Synod of Ulster’.'””” Modem
commentators have also generally concurred that it was government and the Board of

Education who ‘capitulated to Presbyterian objections’ 198

As early as 1832 in the dispute with government over national education, the
Synod of Ulster’s publication, the Orthodox Presbyterian had advised government that,
‘the Presbyterians of Ulster are the inseparable link that binds Ireland to England’.!®®
The following year it warned the government once again that, ‘we form the real bond of
British connexion, and our devoted loyalty is NOW the best pledge for the integrity of
the Empire’.200 Again, it is evident that the Presbyterians were in a sense able to
capitalize on the repeal agitation: the fact that by 1840 the British government’s
compact with O’Connell had collapsed and given way to a concerted campaign for
repeal is surely a significant context in which to regard the government’s capitulation to
the Synod of Ulster’s education demands.

Another sign of the Synod of Ulster’s increasing confidence — and their
awareness of their potential value to any British administration — was shown in their
successful pursuit for an end to the classification system of the royal bounty in the
1830s. Commenting on the system in his evidence to the Government Commissioners
in 1825, Rev. Henry Cooke acknowledged the opposition of ministers to the mode of
distributing the bounty on the grounds that it destroyed ‘our presbyterian parity’, and

referred to their repeated applications to the Lord Lieutenant to have the system
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equalized as previous to the 1803 settlement.’”’  Referring to the hostility of the

Seceders to the classification system — among both laity and ministers — one
Presbyterian encapsulated their opposition to it on the grounds that it corrupted
Presbyterianism, ‘with the ranks and orders of episcopacy’, and destroyed the
Presbyterian principle of equality among ministers by creating, ‘one class BISHOPS; a
second DEANS; a third RECTORS® 2%

The Rev. William Kennedy McKay penned a controversial pamphlet defending
the Presbyterian right to receive regium donum, but he attacked the principle of
classification as being, ‘opposed to parity of right’.2®® Moreover, McKay advised of the
utility to government of expending the extra sum upon the ministers, in ‘the
preservation of Ireland to the Crown’ 2% One correspondent to the Whig, signed, ‘A
Dissenter, But no Advocate for Regium Donum’, attacked McKay for the irony of his,
‘compliment paid to Government’, at a time when so many in the Synod were opposing
the administration over national education, and, in particular, for Government’s recent
‘intervention’, ‘in lately elevating the Rev. James Carlile to an alleged prelatical pre-
eminence over his brethren in the S)-mod’.205 In 1835 the Government had refused to
accede to the requests for an equalization of the bounty, but in 1838, they conceded.?%

However, some Synod 9f Ulster ministers still maintained hostility to the regium
donum per se, denouncing it as, ‘a paltry boon, dealt out for silence sa.ke’,zo7 whilst the
Covenanters who had always refused to accept a state bounty, remained resolutely
opposed to the grant. Their Eastern Presbytery condemned it in 1835 as ‘a filthy lucre’
which created invidious distinctions among Presbyterians, arguing that it degraded
‘ministers of the Gos