
Chapter 9

The Church and Peterloo

John Gardner

Attacks on the church became one of the few ways for radicals to 
confront the government after a series of post-Peterloo crackdowns. 
With the violence of Peterloo came the end of large public protests 
to demand reform. The Six Acts of November 1819 brought taxes 
on knowledge and laws against public meetings. The crushing of the 
so-called ‘rebellions’ of 1820, which included the Cato Street Con-
spiracy, quelled notions of a revolution with eight executions for High 
Treason in 1820. Finally, the death of Queen Caroline ended hopes 
that patronage and a royal divorce would bring down the govern-
ment. Peterloo brought the closeness of the relationship between 
church and state into the open when the clerical magistrates, Reverend 
William Hay and Reverend Charles Wicksted Ethelston, instructed the 
Manchester and Salford Yeomanry and the 15th Hussars to charge 
through the crowd at St Peter’s Field, causing the Peterloo massacre. 
At around 1.35 p.m. on 16 August 1819, when the crowd had grown 
to its capacity, Ethelston reputedly read the Riot Act from the window 
of a Mr Buxton’s house, leaning out so far that Hay allegedly held his 
coat-tails. Many said that it was never read. These magistrates, and 
with them the Established Church, then became the focus of a range 
of literary assaults. My argument is that during the suppression of 
radical and reform activity  in the period after Peterloo, attacking 
the church was one of the few ways that reformers could congregate 
effectively. Peterloo put a lens on the church and focused on the domi-
nant themes of corruption, hypocrisy, sinecures, representation, spy-
ing, taxation and, on the face of it, sexual scandal.

In 1822 a number of writers seized on the homosexual scandal 
embroiling Percy Jocelyn, the Bishop of Clogher. The Arse Bishop 
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Josling a Soldier, or Do as I Say Not as I Do, illustrated by Robert 
Cruikshank and published by Fores in July 1822, depicts Jocelyn 
being apprehended, with his trousers down, alongside a soldier in 
a similar state of undress. Looking through a window on the event 
is a young girl, and, at a doorway, three people stare on and make 
comments, including ‘Hang them in chains’, ‘The Pillory’ and ‘Send 
them to China!’ A few days before the illustration was published, on 
19 July 1822, Jocelyn, the second son of Robert, 1st Earl of Roden, 
was caught in fl agrante with a soldier, John Moverley, in the back 
room of the White Lion tavern by the landlord’s son-in-law James 
Plant. Plant had seen them through a window and soon gathered the 
watchman, the landlord and eight pub regulars together to view the 
scene. Clogher and the soldier were then arrested and charged with 
carrying out an unnatural act. The soldier was denied bail, but Jocelyn 
was freed on £1,000 surety and soon absconded, fl eeing fi rst to 
France and then Scotland where he lived out the rest of his life under 
an assumed name. Iain McCalman writes that the scandal ‘proved a 
godsend to an increasingly beleaguered radical press . . . the Clogher 
affair triggered a mass of further exposes of clerical vice and crime’.1 
My argument here is that it was not the Clogher affair that ‘triggered’ 
attacks on the church but instead that it was Peterloo. Nonetheless, 
Clogher gave radicals and reformers much ammunition in a period 
of intense repression, exemplifi ed by publications such as William 
Benbow’s The Crimes of the Clergy and Richard Carlie’s The Repub-
lican, from which the following is representative:

the right Reverend Father in God, the Lord Bishop of Clogher, (Percy 
Jocelyn) Commissioner of the Board of national Education; Member 
of the Society for the Suppression of Vice; Member of the Constitu-
tional Association; Member of the Bible Society, and of the Society 
for Promoting Christian Knowledge . . . at least every body sees that 
the Fathers in God are more Vicious, more depraved, more prone to 
horrible vices, than other men; with all their preaching, and prating, 
and palavering about religion, they pay no more attention to it than 
a parrot does.2

Here the emphasis is on corruption and hypocrisy rather than 
homosexual activity. Clogher is associated with societies such as 
‘the Suppression of Vice’, which was then actively prosecuting 
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radical publishers. Carlile asserts the homily that those in power 
are not subject to the rules they impose on the majority. 

Clerical Magistrates

The soldier and the priest were an unpopular combination prior to the 
Clogher affair, since the roles had come together when Ethelstone and 
Hay orchestrated the massacre at Peterloo. On the third anniversary 
of Peterloo, Carlile, who had been a scheduled speaker at the meeting, 
and who was then incarcerated in Dorchester prison for three years 
for blasphemous and seditious libel, published the following:

The Bishop and the Soldier certainly represent two very powerful insti-
tutions and authorities in this country, but I think we may be allowed 
upon every principle of morality, to express a wish to put them down 
as useless, after we have had such a specimen of the purpose for which 
we are so heavily taxed to support them. To all such institutions and 
authorities, I am proud to avow myself an enemy, and to say that I do 
heartily desire to put them down.3

Many historians such as E. P. Thompson claim that ‘1819 was a 
rehearsal for 1832. In both years a revolution was possible.’4 This con-
curs with the view of future Prime Minister George Canning: ‘What 
was the situation of the country in November 1819? Do I exaggerate 
when I say, that there was not a man of property who did not tremble 
for his possessions.’5 The revolution did not happen, of course, and 
the failure of the Caroline controversy to carry radical demands meant 
that, as Marilyn Butler states, ‘after the noisy demonstration accom-
panying Queen Caroline’s divorce had subsided, a curious period of 
relative stasis followed’.6 With other avenues of attack closed down, 
the established, conservative Church became the soft underbelly for 
criticism of the state. As Robert Hole writes, the Church had been 
oppressing reformers in the post-Waterloo years:

Perhaps the two most notorious were the Reverends W. R. Hay and C. W. 
Ethelston, who were magistrates involved in the ‘Peterloo Massacre’ of 
1819. But the actions of repressive clerical magistrates in the East Anglian 
riots of 1816, at Spa Fields in 1816, and later in the Captain Swing riots 
of 1830–1 also caused much resentment and criticism.7
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In John Wade’s Manchester Massacre!! the issue is that ‘100 000 people 
were assembled . . . accompanied with nothing but emblems of peace – 
dressed as for some village holiday – suspecting no harm – anticipating 
no danger . . . men, women and children – all at once – without notice 
or alarm of any kind, was attacked, and indiscriminately butchered’ on 
the say of ‘ministers of religion’.8 Wade emphasises that the ‘Riot-Act, 
which was to be the signal for a band of ruffi ans to plunge their swords 
in the bowels of an unarmed assemblage of men, women and children, 
was read by a CLERGYMAN’.9

Shortly after Peterloo, two publications appeared within two 
months of each other with almost the same titles. On 10 October 
1819, The Examiner led with an article entitled ‘Clerical Magis-
trates’, accompanied by a dramatic squib entitled the ‘New House 
that Jack Built’. In early December 1819, William Hone published 
The Political House that Jack Built, which contains within it another 
shorter poem, ‘The Clerical Magistrate’. The Examiner and Hone 
make similar criticisms of the relationship between church and 
state and both home in on Ethelston and Hay. Published views 
on clerics refl ect what was being said by the class of people affected 
by Peterloo. William Roach fi nds that there was a ‘general anti-
clericalism in 1819–20 displayed at radical meetings’.10 The Spirit 
of the Union newspaper reports on a meeting in Rutherglen on 
23 October 1819 where a banner showed ‘a woman with a child 
in her arms, under the murderous sabre of a Manchester yeoman’. 
Another said, ‘Remember Manchester’.11 The Examiner’s ‘Clerical 
Magistrates’ article leads by querying the relationship between the 
church and the law:

It has been the avowed opinion of some eminent lawyers that the less 
Clergymen had to do with being Magistrates the better we think, after 
the specimens of Clerical Magistracy afforded by the proceedings at 
Manchester[.] . . . The two most prominent Magistrates at that place, 
one for his offi ciousness and the other for his violence, are, as far as 
we are hitherto acquainted with that strange body of persons, both 
Clergymen.12

The Magistrates were congratulated by the Regent; however, from 
most quarters they came in for immediate criticism like that in 
The Examiner. Often, churchmen were open in their hostility to 
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reformers in the run-up to Peterloo. In A Warning Letter to the 
Prince Regent the Reverend Lionel Thomas Berguer damns the 
press as ‘the engine of revolutionary principles and the herald of 
overt REBELLION’.13 He calls on a middle-class army to arise 
as: ‘Things have reached their climax: but a REVOLUTION will 
be either prevented, or induced, according as the MIDDLE ranks 
bestir themselves during the REBELLION.’14 The Examiner states 
that clergymen are ‘belly-gods’ destined for corruption due to the 
nature of their roles:

the whole nature of the dogmas of faith and of the establishment with 
which they are connected tends to give them their inclination for power. 
It is a sensuality not forbidden them by Government, . . . and Clergymen 
are notorious for indulging in every possible sensuality, which is not in 
so many words denied them. They are notorious belly-gods and drinkers, 
smokers, card-players, and gossips; . . . When the same men therefore get 
power, they use it with double relish of it to themselves, and double scorn 
of those on who it is exercised.15

The Black Dwarf of 10 January 1821 leads in a similar vein with an 
article entitled ‘Character of the Priesthood’. Clergymen are ‘slavish 
dependants’ who ‘are always either bending before the faces, or 
clapping the backs of the enemies of the people’. Ethelston, who is 
singled out in this piece as an enemy of the poor, published several 
loyalist works including A Pindaric Ode on the Genius of Great 
Britain (1803) and A Patriotic Appeal to the Good Sense of all 
Parties in the Sphere of Politics by an Anti-Jacobin (1817). Ethelston 
was not known for having sympathy with reformers or the poor. 
Sentencing two little boys who were found sleeping in brick kilns, 
he said that they needed ‘a good whipping’ as sleeping in the kilns 
was ‘the high road to all wickedness’.16 Ethelston can be found in a 
range of publications, such as the Manchester Observer, The Black 
Dwarf, The Times and The Theological and Political Comet. He 
often becomes ‘Ethelstone’ in these publications, attaching, as Percy 
Shelley does with Lord Eldon, the image of a stone to a clerical mag-
istrate. In his The Mask of Anarchy Shelley writes of Eldon: ‘His 
big tears, for he wept well, turned to mill-stones as they fell.’17 The 
Examiner of 24 October includes a dramatic squib by Leigh Hunt 
(signed Harry Brown) entitled, ‘Reverend Magistracy’. This has 
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Ethelston walking to a Court of Justice ‘through an avenue of half-
starved weavers’ saying:

Yes blackguards; it is ETHELSTONE;
. . . To death he’ll stun 

All traitors.
For he’s the fi rst of Justices;
And nothing but mere dust he sees
In those who eat dry crusties

And ’tatoes.18

The Cap of Liberty of 29 September 1819 would,

recommend a meeting to be called by the theological or deistical 
Reformers, to pass a vote of thanks to the Reverend Mr. Ethelstone, for 
so materially conducing towards bringing the Established Church of 
England into contempt by his virulent, his biased, his abusive, his any-
thing but religious conduct as one of the Magistrates of Manchester . . . 
Their instigators to the scene of blood were . . . if possible, more guilty, 
for it was their duty as preservers of the public peace, to restrain (and 
Mr. Ethelstone particularly as promulgator of the Christian Religion) 
the Yeomanry from acts of violence.19

In ‘A New House That Jack Built’ published in The Examiner there 
are images and phrases that William Hone would soon use in his 
best-selling pamphlet: 

A House in Westminster – This is the house that Jack built.

Rotten seats marked with prices – This is the Fault that lay in the House 
that Jack
 Built.
A Reformer – This is the Hand, that met the Fault, that lay in the House 
that Jack
 Built.
Ministers and other Anti-Reformers – This is the Band, that pinned the 
Hand, that met the 
Fault, that lay in the House that Jack built.
. . .
The Manchester Outrage – This is the Row, with the trump and all . . .
A Reverend Manchester Magistrate – This is the Paid’un all for lawn, 
that willed the Row 
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with the trump and all, . . .
A poor Englishman – This is the Man, all tattered and torn, that hissed 
the Paid’un all for 
lawn . . .20

Again, Ethelston appears along with government ministers and ‘other 
Anti-Reformers’, but most famously he was attacked in William 
Hone’s pamphlet that no doubt owes many debts to The Examiner 
of 10 October where both ‘The Clerical Magistrate’ and ‘The New 
House That Jack Built’ appeared.

Hone and George Cruikshank’s Political House that Jack Built 
sold over 100,000 copies. Expanding on the line from The Examiner, 
‘This is the Man all tattered and torn’ is an accompanying illustration 
by Cruikshank that shows a depressed gathering of ragged people, 
with a child tugging on their pensive father’s leg as the yeomanry do 
their destructive work in the background:

These are THE PEOPLE all tatter’d and torn,
Who curse the day wherein they were born,
On account of Taxation too great to be borne,
And pray for relief, from night to morn;
Who, in vain, Petition in every form,
Who, peaceably Meeting to ask for Reform,
Were sabred by Yeomanry Cavalry, who,
Were thank’d by THE MAN, all shaven and shorn,
All cover’d with Orders – and all forlorn;

Hone, not wanting to credit The Examiner, stated that he got his 
inspiration from one of his children:

a little girl of four years old, was sitting on my knee, very busy, looking 
at the pictures of a child’s book; ‘What have you got there?’ said I – “The 
House that Jack Built” – an idea fl ashed across my mind; I saw at once 
the use that might be made of it; I took it from her . . . I sat up all night 
and wrote ‘The House that Jack Built’.21

This inspiration seems only partial given how closely the squibs in 
The Examiner correspond to the text and images in Hone and Crui-
kshank’s pamphlet. In ‘The Clerical Magistrate’ from The Political 
House that Jack Built, George Cruikshank illustrates the doubleness 
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of Ethelston as clergyman and magistrate. Cruikshank’s ‘Clerical 
Magistrate’, shows Ethelston as a Janus head. Facing right, Ethelston 
holds a cross and preaches from a pulpit with the Christogram IHS 
inscribed beneath. Facing left is a rough spiteful Ethelston, holding a 
gibbet in one hand and a fl ail in the other. He carries a musket under 
his arm and has shackles to hand as he ‘Commits starving vagrants’. 
Underneath is written GPR, or George Prince Regent. This woodcut 
is accompanied by the verse:

THIS IS A PRIEST, made ‘according to Law’,
Who . . .
Would indict, for Rebellion, those who Petition;
And, all who look peaceable, try for Sedition;
If the People were legally Meeting, in quiet,
Would pronounce it, decidedly – sec. Stat. – a Riot,
And order the Soldiers ‘to aid and assist’,
That is – kill the helpless, who cannot resist. . . .
Breaks the Peace of the Church, to be Justice of Peace . . .
On God turns his back, when he turns the State’s Agent;
And damns his own Soul, to be friends with the – [Regent].22

Hone fi nds Ethelston a hypocrite because he: ‘Breaks the Peace of the 
Church, to be Justice of Peace’. In Ethelston he sees a state ‘Agent’ 
and ‘Perjurer’ who has renounced God in favour of the Regent, who 
is here associated with Satan. Ethelston’s soul is damned by the alli-
ance. This association is in Shelley’s The Mask of Anarchy as Anarchy/
George bears the mark of the devil: ‘On his brow this mark I saw – / 
I AM GOD, AND KING, AND LAW!’ Joseph Brayshaw agrees that 
magistrates having the law on their side caused the massacre:

We must not look upon the Manchester massacre as being only the work 
of the yeomanry and the magistrates; no, they were only the tools of 
others: the yeomanry would not have ventured to murder the peaceable 
assembly, had not the magistrates fi rst induced them to believe that they 
might do it with impunity; neither would the magistrates have dared to 
order the dreadful work, had they not been assured that the laws would 
be suspended in their favour’.23

Thomas Dolby’s Hone-like pamphlet, The Total Eclipse: A Grand 
Politico-Astronomical Phenomenon, Which Occurred in the Year 
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1820 – there was an annular eclipse on 7 September 1820 in 
Shetland – queries the relationship between the church and reform:

Should Party-Leader dread Reform,
The Church will, orthodox and warm,
Give out a text, with long oration,
Shewing Reform means ruination . . .
’Tis morally impossible,
Tho’ Parliament may pass a bill,
One man can serve both GOD and Mammon,–
With the same breath, bless and damn one.
Have we not, this very day,
A Cun[i]gh[a]m, a “Parson H[a]y,”
An Eth[e]ls[to]n “the b__dy poet?”
Instances like these must shew it 
Can’t be done; our holy pastors
Cannot truly serve two masters.24

Ethelston is perhaps ‘the b[loo]dy poet’, having published The Suicide; 
with other Poems in 1803.25 The Anti-Jacobin makes some insightful 
remarks on ‘The Suicide’, which, although ‘tedious . . . the moral is 
unexceptionally good and many of the remarks highly excellent’. Of 
another poem, ‘Howard’, the paper hits on the perversity of the cleric’s 
character:

we cannot but view with a suspicious eye that singular species of phi-
lanthropy, which selects for its principal objects the votaries of vice; and 
which seems more anxious to impart comfort to the dungeon of crime, 
than to speak peace to the cottage of innocence . . . [W]e mean only to 
suggest, that to give a wrong direction to the best impulses of the human 
heart, is frequently to convert a source of good into a mine of evil!26

Prior to Peterloo, Ethelston’s co-clerical magistrate at Peterloo, 
William Hay, was a known enemy of reformers. In ‘Ogden’s Let-
ters to the Treason-Hunting Municipality of Manchester’, dated 
9 January 1819, there is a poem entitled ‘Prelude to Mr. Hay’s Let-
ter’ which contains the lines:

Justice Hey is in the Chair . . .
When he winks, Heaven blinks,
When he speaks, Hell quakes,
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Earth’s globe is but his taw.
Cock of the school,
He bears despotic rule.

Hay, like Ethelston, is associated with hell. Ogden’s accompanying 
letter charges, 

As a magistrate, you have taken an active part in committing to prison 
a great number of not only innocent but worthy men; . . . those sent to 
Lord Sidmouth were strictly examined by the Privy Council; and, after 
nine month’s solitary confi nement, were liberated and rewarded; so that 
they also must be innocent. Where, then, is your ability or capacity.

Ogden fi nishes: ‘Reformers, be not dismayed; press on to victory; 
posterity will bless your name, and children unborn will hail you in 
their songs.’27 It is the songs from the labouring classes that will live 
on and carry the reformer’s message through to a future victory that 
might be generations away.

Robert Walmsley assesses the weaver poet Samuel Bamford’s 
poem, ‘Ode to a Plotting Parson’,28 as ‘one of the bitterest, most vitu-
perative pieces of writing in all the Peterloo canon, because it was 
aimed at an individual’.29

Come over the hills out of York Parson H__
Thy living is goodly, thy mansion is gay,
Thy fl ock will be scattered if longer thou stay,
Our Shepherd, our Vicar, the good Parson H__
. . .
Then the joys which thou felt upon Saint Peter’s Field,
Each week, or each month some new outrage shall yield;
And thine eye which is failing shall brighten again,
And pitiless gaze on the wounded and slain.

Then thy Prince too shall thank thee, and add to thy wealth,
Thou shalt preach down sedition and pray for his health; 
And Sidmouth, and Canning, and sweet Castlereagh,
Shall write pleasant letters to dear cousin ***30

Here Hay is an agent of the state, and has profi ted fi nancially from 
Peterloo having been given the parish of Rochdale, one of the richest 
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in England with an annual income of £1,730.31 Raines writes that 
the ‘exasperation of the Reformers towards Mr Hay, as a clerical 
magistrate, was unbounded when it was found that he had been 
rewarded with such promotion . . . The ebullition of wrath on the 
part of political opponents never passed away.’32 In the poem Hay 
is an informer to despots, writing letters to the Prince, Sidmouth, 
Canning and Castlereagh. Raines writes that Hay ‘had an unfavour-
able opinion of the state of the manufacturing districts, both socially 
and religiously, and did not think that the remedy would be found 
either in education or an extension of the franchise. He held that 
Lancashire at any moment was at the mercy of the mob.’33 Hay sent 
Luddites to trial who were then hanged. Raines writes that Hay 
‘distinguished himself by his fi rmness and intrepidity as a magistrate 
during the political disturbances of 1812 and 1813 owing to the 
Luddites and their riots, and was thought to be rather too eager to 
suppress these misguided men, and also their illegal acts’.34 In 1833 
The Examiner has not forgotten Hay: 

A Reverend Magistrate, who was promoted for his services on this occa-
sion to one of the best livings in the country, was an eye-witness of the 
scene, and doubtless took the aristocratic view of it, in which there was 
no pity for the unwashed; and having in his evidence deposed that he 
saw a wounded woman sitting by the road-side, he was asked what her 
condition was, or whether he could recognize her? His reply was that he 
‘did not take any particular notice, for (laughing as he spoke) she was 
not very attractive’.35

Wrath for Hay can be felt in ‘An Epitaphic Satire, Intended to cel-
ebrate the Death of — whenever that wish’d for Event shall happen, 
and will answer for all domineering, cruel-hearted, purse-proud 
Hypocrites in the Kingdom’. It begins:

WhilsT on the Earth, with arrogance I trod,
Gain was my CREED, a Guinea was my GOD;
Although for Character, on Sunday Twice
I went to CHURCH, and canted about “Vice,” . . . 

And that my left-hand (though it is forbid
By scripture) always knew what t’other did!
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Now, now, alas I departed from the quick,
I fi nd the god I worshipp’d was OLD NICK; . . .
And oh! I fi nd, that NOW reduc’d to dust,
All speak of me with – HORROR and DISGUST!36

A note to this epitaph, signed by ‘Veritas’, reads ‘Your conduct at the 
Manchester massacre is not forgotten. Your patron Castlereagh used 
to say, “The system works well.” It worked well when you got the 
valuable living you have for your murderous conduct.’37 Another is 
‘The One Thing Needful, or Devotion the Road to Preferment’:

Says Hull to Hay, 
Come tell me pray,
The sure way to promotion;
It can’t be Christian piety,
Nor meekness, nor sobriety,
According to my notion.
Quoth Hay to Hull,
You’re mighty dull,
Not yet to know the way.
Devotion is the thing I’ll prove,
I don’t mean to the Lord above,
But to Lord Castlereagh.38

Hull was a vicar in Liverpool whose ‘outrageous fulminations from 
the Pulpit’ had become briefl y famous.39 Again, Castlereagh is seen 
as the worst of the government and Hay serves him rather than God. 
That is how he got his ‘promotion’. 

The Clerical Spy

The Manchester Observer published Bamford’s fi fteen stanza ‘Lines 
Addressed to H’ on 12 August 1820. Bamford, then in jail for his 
part in arranging the meeting at St Peter’s Field, sees Hay and the 
clergy as a ‘host of spies’:

O, let them in their darkness sleep,
Whilst hell doth from her ambush creep,
To snatch her mighty prize;

6030_Demson and Hewitt.indd   2166030_Demson and Hewitt.indd   216 21/12/18   6:46 PM21/12/18   6:46 PM



 The Church and Peterloo  217

The pimp of power, the venal slave,
The trickster playing fool and knave,
And all her host of spies!

Bamford writes about clergy acting as informers in his memoir Early 
Days. When a small child, around 1792 or 1793, Bamford saw a 
violent loyalist mob aided by the church:

This was a real ‘Church and King mob’, and was too faithful to its 
employers to suffer the ‘Painites’ to escape without punishment . . . Such 
of the Reformers as had the good fortune to escape out of the house, ran 
for their lives, and sought hiding places wherever they could be found; 
whilst the parson of the place – whose name was Berry – standing on 
an elevated situation, pointed them out to the mob, saying – ‘There goes 
one; and there goes one’; ‘That’s a Jacobin; that’s another’: and so con-
tinued until his services were no longer effectual.40

A spy in the employ of Scotland’s Lord Advocate wrote in the weeks 
following Peterloo that radicals ‘hold the clergy as the most active 
tools of the Government in oppressing the people’.41 In Glasgow, 
Andrew Scott, the Roman Catholic Priest responsible for building 
St Andrew’s cathedral (1816), and who later became the Titular 
Bishop of Erythrae in 1828, was sending in reports on his congrega-
tion. Amongst these reports, which are to be found in the National 
Archives at Kew, Scott writes of the ‘considerable degree of dissat-
isfaction in the minds of the Roman Catholics on the west coast of 
Scotland’ who are ‘principally Irish of the Lower orders . . . and eas-
ily infl amed . . . They are very numerous, very poor, and have noth-
ing to lose in a revolution, and are fl attered by the reformists with the 
hopes of ameliorating their circumstances by a revolution.’42 Scott 
asserts that it is an aim of ‘the agitators about Glasgow . . . to draw 
out the military by means of riots in the country’ and then to ‘seize 
upon the Barracks in the absence of the military, and to seize on the 
ammunition contained there’. Scott suggests ‘it might be proper to 
warn the authorities at Glasgow never to leave the barracks with-
out a strong-guard’. However, the priest also has self-preservation 
in mind, telling Sidmouth that ‘my life would be in danger if it came 
to be known that I had given any information on the subject . . . 
the Irish Catholics will be exasperated at me, and if any rising or 
not takes place attempt to make me among the fi rst victims’.43 In 
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another report of eight pages from 22 September 1820 Scott informs 
the authorities of a plan to start a rebellion that begins with sabo-
tage: ‘Glasgow is lighted with gas. The leading pipes from the Gas-
ometers are to be cut, all at one time, that the town may be thrown 
into darkness.’ Thereafter, ropes are ‘to be placed across the narrow 
streets, a riot to be raised . . . and when the military are called out to 
quell it, to draw up suddenly these ropes to a certain height to make 
the soldiers and cavalry stumble’. Scott then details how the rebel-
lion will proceed and warns that ‘Some hundreds of the malcontents 
are already in possession of pistols, a number of pikes . . . I have my 
information from those who saw the pistols and who saw the pike-
heads. The pike-heads were made in the Caltown of Glasgow by a 
Smith.’ Scott goes on to say that he is contacting Sidmouth directly 
rather than the local authorities in Glasgow as he fears exposure: ‘to 
drag me before an open court of justice would ruin my character, 
prevent me from ever receiving any information and expose me to be 
murdered’.44 Scott wants something back though:

his Majesty’s Government could do something in order to prevent the 
numerous Irish Catholics in the disturbed districts from being seduced 
by the Revolutionists. By doing so he would secure the affections and 
loyalty of at least twenty thousand able bodied men in the Counties 
alone of Lanark, Renfrew and Ayr. You would do more, you would 
convert almost every man of them into agents of Government under the 
infl uence of their pastors . . . it would be impossible that any conspiracy 
could be formed without coming to the knowledge of some of them, and 
if Government was to assist them out of Secret-Service money to pay 
the debt of their chapels, which in the present distressed times, they are 
unable to pay themselves, I am certain that I could prevail upon them to 
give me private information of every thing that was going on.45

There are other clergy spies in the archives. A ‘Presbyterian cler-
gyman’ from Lonframlington in Northumbria named Andrew 
Richardson, writing on 8 October 1819 to Sidmouth, tells of local 
meetings.46 Another, John Monteath, a Church of Scotland minis-
ter from the manse of the United Parishes of Houston and Killal-
lan in Renfrewshire, wrote to Sidmouth on 6 January 1820 about 
radicalism in Renfrewshire. Here the minister blames ‘Blasphemous 
Publications . . . they without all doubt have done a world of mis-
chief among mechanics, and weavers, and cotton spinners; yet I 
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think not among the farmers’.47 Writing again, on 2 March, Mont-
eath refers to Arthur Thistlewood’s Cato Street Conspiracy of the 
week before and the chances of a rebellion if ‘Thistlewood’s plan, 
or some other great event having happened in their favour’ then 
this ‘was to be the signal for all those desperate men who approved 
of it, even in the remotest villages, in the counties of Lanark, 
Renfrew, and Ayr, to rise in a mass, and unite in deeds of violence’.48 
On 31 March, Monteath warns Sidmouth of ‘an intended rising 
tomorrow’. The next night an ‘Address to the Inhabitants of Great 
Britain & Ireland’ appeared pasted to walls within a twenty-mile 
radius around Glasgow, purporting to be from ‘the Committee of 
Organization for forming a Provisional Govern-ment’.49 Soon after, 
a sixty-seven-year-old weaver named James Wilson was arrested 
and later executed for High Treason.50 

Clerical Corruption

Joseph Brayshaw, in his pamphlet, Letter to the Lord Advocate, pub-
lished in late 1819, also has members of the clergy on the opposite side 
from their parishioners: ‘many of the ministers of religion so far forgot 
their duty as to insult the distresses of the people; they so far forgot 
every principle of religion as to take part with the oppressors, and to 
calumniate and vilify the oppressed’.51 J. Tela, writing to The Republi-
can, links the clergy to fi nancial deceit as ‘these are the class of men to 
whom the people of England and Ireland, are compelled to pay a much 
larger amount in tithes, &c,. for their support, than what is paid to all 
the rest of the Christian bishops and Clergy inhabiting the four quarters 
of the Globe!!!’52 John Wade’s two volume Black Book or Corruption 
Unmasked! states that ‘Church Property is Public Property’ and objects 
‘to the greatness of its possessions, to which it has no just claim, and 
which possessions are oppressive to the people’.53 Patronage is attacked 
and pluralists are named. The system is one where class and blood dom-
inate: ‘The patronage not in the Crown is chiefl y in the Aristocracy, the 
Universities, and the Bishops . . . the patronage of the Bishops on their 
connections and relations to the hundredth degree . . . Probably the total 
worth of Church Patronage is SIX MILLIONS annually.’54 There are 
several dictionary-like publications in the early 1820s that focus on cor-
ruption and the people and families who benefi t from the unreformed 
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system. A Peep at the Peers (1820), which has been variously attrib-
uted to W. G. Lewis, William Cobbett and William Benbow,55 has an 
‘alphabetical list of all the peers who sit in the House . . . including the 
Bishops . . . showing the offi ces, grants, church preferment, and func-
tions, services, and matter and things, belonging or attached to the peers 
and their families’.56 Class and a small section of society holding most 
of the wealth and power in Britain is the issue, along with the church’s 
integral part in perpetuating inequality. Wade’s Political Dictionary lists 
corruption from A to Z. The poet laureate, Robert Southey, is listed 
under ‘Apostates’.57 ‘Bible and Crown’ is glossed as a ‘convenient shel-
ter for every species of vice, servility, and hypocrisy’.58 Under ‘Divinity’ 
is the ‘bench of Bishops, in their legislative capacity, uniformly voting 
against the maxims of the gospel, in support of war, oppression, adul-
tery, and vice’.59 ‘Education’ is in ‘bondage’ to a ‘corrupt Government 
and an exclusive Church’.60

The Church against Education

At this political moment, the church fought back by countering 
labouring-class claims to an education. A post-Peterloo act created 
a tax on knowledge: ‘pamphlets and papers containing any public 
news, intelligence, or occurrences, or any remarks or observations 
thereon, or upon any matter in church or state, printed in any part of 
the United Kingdom’ could now not be sold ‘for a less sum than six-
pence’.61 The penalty for publishing or selling an unstamped news-
paper was £20 per violation. Martin Hewitt notes that the ill was 
not fully repealed until 1855 and was thoroughly enforced. Hewitt 
cites Patricia Hollis’ fi gures that ‘between 1830 and 1836 at least 
1130 cases of selling unstamped papers were considered by London 
Magistrates’ and over 800 people found themselves in prison for 
the offence in this period.62 The conservatism of the church as a 
blocker of education and reform can be seen throughout the 1820s 
and 1830s. Mabel Tylecote writes that the new Mechanics’ Institutes 
‘were faced with persistent opposition from the Tory party and the 
Church of England’.63 J. W. Hudson concurs that ‘Mechanics institu-
tions established in England during the years 1824 to 1835, with few 
exceptions, received the most direct opposition from that powerful 
section of the community the clergy of the established church.’64 In 
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Aberdeen, the Reverend Dr Forbes told the members of that city’s 
institute that ‘Belles lettres, Political Economy, and even History, 
were dangerous studies’.65 This sort of criticism led to exclusions in 
the libraries of these new institutes. The Mechanics’ Magazine of 19 
November 1825 cites Dr Magee, the Archbishop of Dublin, as saying 
that ‘over-educating . . . will make the people uneasy and unmanage-
able’.66 By the time of the 1832 Reform Bill, the Established Church 
was unanimously against reform when twenty-one bishops voted 
against the Bill with only two in favour and six abstentions.67 

Some prominent historians identify religion as being one of the 
reasons why radicalism quietened down in the 1820s. In the after-
math of Peterloo large mass meetings stopped. After the Cato Street, 
Cathkin and Bonnymuir ‘Rising’ debacles in 1820, the notion of a 
possible revolution also dissipated. Iain McCalman writes: ‘The 
execution of the Cato Street conspirators in 1820 and the death of 
Queen Caroline in 1821 are seen as having marked the end.’68 E. P. 
Thompson offers economic and religious explanations for the 1820s 
being quieter, pointing to ‘years of general prosperity, from 1820 to 
1825’ and draws the conclusion that ‘falling prices and fuller employ-
ment took the edge off Radical anger’.69 Thompson also subscribes 
to Halévy’s assertion that revolution in Britain was averted by the 
growth of Methodism, which reached a peak in the twenties and 
thirties and encouraged political quietism. This argument has been 
contested but Thompson insists that his focus had been on ‘Method-
ism’s function as a carrier of work-discipline’.70 In his poem, Peter 
Bell the Third, Percy Shelley makes Methodism a product rather than 
a cause of despair. Shelley prefi gures Marx’s claim that religion is an 
opiate, and associates it with other forms of oblivion: ‘Gin – suicide 
and Methodism’.71 Ann Hone and Iorwerth Prothero follow Thomp-
son in offering an economic explanation of why radical activity dies 
down in the 1820s. Hone writes, ‘it would be extremely hard to show 
that the increase in real wages which is measurable after 1820 did 
not have this effect’.72 Prothero too represents the Caroline affair as 
marking the end of a burst of radical activity: 

It had further shaken the prestige of monarchy and government, restored 
freedom of political agitation, [and] brought trade societies into open 
political activity . . . The Queen Caroline affair showed, as did the 
reform crisis later, the reliance of the radicals on a general air of political 
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agitation created by those in much more infl uential situations. Only 
in that context could large numbers be attracted into political activity. 
Despite very widespread radical notions among the artisans, the radicals 
of themselves could not attract large numbers into activity – they needed 
a context of general political excitement.73

It may be true that events such as the Caroline affair would promote 
radicalism, but it is unlikely that it was suffi cient to generate national 
political excitement. The marital problems of George and Caroline 
became an ‘affair’ because they took place within a political atmo-
sphere that was highly charged after Peterloo. Similarly, the Clogher 
affair was not enough to promote radicalism, instead it was linked 
with the radical campaign, just like the Caroline controversy. 

The Jocelyn scandal allowed radicals and reformers to build 
on the pressure that had been put on Ethelston and Hay. It high-
lighted state and church hypocrisy, duplicity and corruption, and 
also allowed people to have a laugh at the ridiculousness of their 
enemies – a method that Cruikshank and Hone had used effectively 
in their pamphlets. In Passages in the Life of a Radical Samuel 
Bamford recounts going to Knightsbridge Barracks with ‘Hone’s 
Political Pamphlets, to which we sometimes appealed, and read 
extracts from. The soldiers were delighted; they burst into fi ts of 
laughter; . . .Very soon after this a law was passed, making it death 
to attempt to seduce a soldier from his duty.’74 Byron humorously 
wrote of the Clogher affair on what it might feel like as the recipi-
ent of anal sex:

I have been very unwell . . . with a violent rheumatic and bilious attack – 
constipation – and the devil knows what – no physician – except a young 
fellow who however was kind and cautious & that’s enough.—Amongst 
other operations – a Glyster was ordered – and administered in such a 
manner by the performer – that I have ever since been wondering why 
the legislature [should] punish Bishop Jocelyn and his Soldado? – since 
if the Episcopalian instrument at all resembled the damned squirt of the 
Ligurian apothecary – the crime will [have] carried its’ own chastisement 
along with it.75

Byron also pokes at Clogher in his Don Juan: ‘Then being taken by 
the tail, a taking / Fatal to bishops as to solders; these’.76
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The publicity surrounding Clogher brought an old charge back. 
In 1811 Clogher had been accused of forcing himself on James 
Byrne, a young coachman. Byrne had made the allegations in 
a letter and was subsequently prosecuted for malicious libel. 
Jocelyn was the only witness against Byrne and said the allegation 
was ‘false’. Furthermore, Jocelyn’s counsel, C. Kendal Bushe, the 
Solicitor-General of Ireland, claimed that the charge was impos-
sible, as ‘corrupted manners’ were unknown in Ireland: ‘There 
is no instance of its existence in the memory of any professional 
man.’77 Byrne was sentenced to two years’ hard labour in jail. 
The sentence was preceded with Byrne being tied to a cart and 
whipped through the streets of Dublin from Newgate to the Royal 
Exchange and back again. A strong drummer from the barracks 
was given the job of whipping and reportedly the cat broke under 
the stress of hitting Byrne. This apparent miscarriage of justice 
was reawakened by radicals in 1822 and features in a number 
of publications, including William Benbow’s The Crimes of the 
Clergy, or the Pillars of Priest-Craft Shaken. This book sets out to 
provide a ‘completely impartial’ account of clerical ‘crimes from 
which human nature shrinks, and of vices, which nought but pam-
pered luxury and idleness could contrive’.78 Benbow had a variety 
of publishing interests, producing pirate editions of Shelley and 
Byron along with a titillating publication called The Rambler’s 
Magazine, which combined soft pornography and politics. In The 
Crimes of the Clergy Benbow produces a scandalous spirit of the 
age. Among the character portraits is the ‘Rev. Mr. Ethelston, a 
furious Parson’ who ‘cleared the garden at Manchester’ and would 
‘make an excellent Mahomedan Priest, to spread the religion of his 
Prophet by the sword’.79 Clogher becomes a moniker for sodomy, 
‘the crime of Clogherism’, wherever Benbow fi nds an instance of it 
amongst the clergy, such as by John Atherton, executed in 1640.80 
Jocelyn is dismissed with ‘bitter contempt’ and Benbow hopes that 
any ‘jostling’ to get into heaven on the day of judgement doesn’t 
deprive ‘the fi re of hell of such a deserving faggot’.81 According 
to The Gentleman’s Magazine Clogher died in December 1843 in 
Edinburgh after living under the name of Thomas Wilson. His cof-
fi n-plate is said to read, in Latin, ‘Here lie the remains of a great 
sinner, saved by grace, whose hope rests in the atoning sacrifi ce of 
the Lord Jesus Christ.’82 
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Conclusion

My point in re-examining dead church scandals is twofold. It was 
not the Clogher affair that created attacks on the church, instead it 
was the outrage of Peterloo that pushed reformers to confront the 
clergy. Second, these scandals allowed radicals to remain engaged 
in fi ghting for reform, when the more conventional routes of pro-
test, rebellion and patronage were blocked after Peterloo. With the 
rebellions of 1820 and the Queen Caroline Affair coming to noth-
ing, the church was one of the few targets open to radicals who 
wanted to attack the state. Clogher became, like Peterloo or the 
Caroline affair, a rallying point for radicals to attack an increasingly 
defensive government that was avoiding public engagement. This 
is explicit in many publications including the American dramatist 
William Bailey’s Records of Patriotism and Love of Country. Here 
he makes it clear that criticism of Clogher is not to do with homo-
sexuality, but government corruption:

‘May the British government in its present form and the world fall 
together’: that identical government in church and state, which bailed 
and screened away the infamous Bishop of Clogher last year, and this 
year hanged at Lincoln three defenceless wretches for the self-same 
crime.83

It was not the scandal of the Jocelyn affair that promoted attacks 
on the church nor a sudden realisation that the Church spied on the 
poor and taxed them with tithes and increased rents with enclosures. 
It was Peterloo – and the instrumental way in which members of the 
church acted at that event – that widened the rift between reformers 
and religion.
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