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Abstract

Using the concept of gender, this thesis examines how members of the Ulster 
Presbyterian community experienced family life as adherents of a distinctive 
religious tradition, between 1780 and 1844. Drawing on Presbyterian church records, 
personal correspondence, diaries and other personal and family papers, it examines 
five areas relative to the history of the family: Courtship, Marriage, Parents and 
Young children, Youth and adolescence, and Widowhood.
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Introduction

Writing in his diary in December 1838, the Reverend James Morgan, Presbyterian 

minister of Fisherwick Place, Belfast, reflected that, ‘life seems nothing else than a 

record of births, marriages, and deaths’.1 Indeed, the Reverend Morgan was not 

wrong in his assessment of the typical human experience. The normal life course for 

most individuals, in both the early modem period and today, follows a similar 

pattern: couples meet and marry; they have children; their children grow up and 

become adults; and eventually, one partner dies, leaving the other widowed. What 

Morgan does not consider in this instance, however, is the personal, human story 

which underpinned each of these events in the lives of his congregation. How did 

members of the Presbyterian community meet their future spouse? How were their 

marriages contracted? What was it like for women giving birth in this period? What 

did parents think about baptism? What was it like growing up in the community as a 

young adolescent? Were the experiences of girls and boys, women and men, 

different? How did the death of a loved one impact upon the family? It is questions 

such as these which this thesis aims to answer.

(I)Historiography

Hitherto, most of the historiography of Ulster Presbyterianism has been concerned

with understanding the political, intellectual and theological developments which

shaped the identity and character of its adherents. Much has been written, for

example, on the relationship between Presbyterianism and the Established (Anglican)

Church, as well as theological disputes within Presbyterianism itself, such as the

1 James Morgan, Recollections of my life and times: an autobiography by the 
Reverend James Morgan, D.D. Late minister of Fisherwick Place, Belfast, with 
selections from his journal (Belfast, 1874), p. 239.
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2 •subscription controversies of the eighteenth-century. Outside of the contributions of 

a few notable scholars, very little research has been undertaken on the everyday lives 

of ordinary members of the Presbyterian community in Ulster.

One of the first historians to explore how Presbyterians practised their 

religion and understood their beliefs was J.M. Barkley. His M.A. thesis, ‘History of 

the ruling eldership in Irish Presbyterianism’ (2 vols, QUB, 1952), examined the 

structure of the Kirk-session, shedding light on the laity’s practice of public 

worship.2 3 Indeed, Barkley himself acknowledged the new territory his research had 

entered, reflecting that the subject was one ‘never having been treated of 

heretofore.’4 Later works by Barkley included an analysis of eighteenth-century 

Kirk-session minute books, and examinations of the Lord’s Supper, marriage and the 

role of the minister.5

2 See for example, David Hayton, ‘Presbyterians and the confessional state: the 
sacramental test as an issue in Irish politics, 1704-1780’ in Bulletin of the 
Presbyterian Historical Society of Ireland, xxvi (1997), pp 11-31; I.R. McBride, 
‘Presbyterians in the Penal era’ in Bullan, i (1994), pp 73-86; Ibid, ‘Ulster 
Presbyterians and the confessional state, c. 1688-1733’ in D.G. Boyce, Robert 
Eccleshall and Vincent Geoghegan (eds), Political discourse in seventeenth- and 
eighteenth-century Ireland (Basingstoke, 2001), pp 169-92; Ibid, Scripture politics: 
Ulster Presbyterianism and Irish radicalism in the late eighteenth century (Oxford, 
1998); Peter Brooke, Ulster Presbyterianism: the historical perspective, 1610-1970 
(Belfast, Second edition, 1994); A.W.G. Brown, ‘A theological interpretation of the 
first subscription controversy (1719-1728)’ in J.L.M. Haire et al (eds), Challenge and 
conflict: essays in Irish Presbyterian history’ and doctrine (Belfast, 1981), pp 28-45; 
Phil Kilroy, Protestant dissent and controversy in Ireland, 1660-1714 (Cork, 1994); 
J.C. Beckett, Protestant dissent in Ireland, 1687-1780 (London, 1948).
3 J.M. Barkley, ‘History of the ruling eldership in Irish Presbyterianism’ (2 vols, MA 
Thesis, Queen’s University, Belfast, 1952).
4 Ibid, p. xii.
5 J.M. Barkley, A short history of the Presbyterian church in Ireland (Belfast, 1959); 
Ibid, ‘Marriage and the Presbyterian tradition’ in Ulster Folklife, xxxix (1993), pp 
29-40; Ibid, The eldership in Irish Presbyterianism (Belfast, 1963); Ibid, ‘The 
Presbyterian minister in eighteenth-century Ireland’ in J.L.M. Haire (ed.), Challenge 
and conflict: essays in Irish Presbyterian history and doctrine (Antrim, 1981), pp 46- 
71; Ibid, ‘The evidence of old Irish session books on the sacrament of the Lord’s 
Supper’ in Church Service Society Annual, xxii (May, 1952), pp 24-34; J.M. Barkley
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It should be noted, however, that later generations of scholars have pointed 

out the limitations of Barkley’s research. Andrew Holmes, for example, has noted 

that Barkley’s primary use of early seventeenth- and eighteenth-century source 

material has left little sense of development over time in practice and belief.* * 6 

Likewise, Robert Whan has pointed out that Barkley’s consideration of Presbyterian 

worship was focused more on its ‘public and corporate’ aspects, omitting important 

areas such as popular and private devotion.7 8

To date, the most notable contributions to our understanding of Ulster
o

Presbyterian belief and practice are those made by Andrew Holmes. In his seminal 

work, The shaping of Ulster Presbyterian belief and practice, 1770-1840 (2006), 

Holmes set out to answer two seemingly straightforward questions: how should the

and WJ. Philbin, ‘Baptism: Eucharist: Marriage’ in The Furrow, xxv, no. 1 (Jan.,
1974), pp 34-43.
6 A.R. Holmes, The shaping of Ulster Presbyterian belief and practice, 1770-1840 
(Oxford, 2006), p. 9.
7 Robert Whan, The Presbyterians of Ulster, 1680-1730 (Woodbridge, 2013), p. 3.
8 See among others, A.R. Holmes, ‘Community and discipline in Ulster 
Presbyterianism, 1770-1840’ in Kate Copper and Jeremy Gregory (eds), Retribution, 
repentance and reconciliation (Woodbridge, 2004), pp 266-77; Ibid, ‘The experience 
and understanding of religious revival in Ulster Presbyterianism, c. 1800-1930’ in 
Irish Historical Studies, xxxiv, no. 136 (Nov., 2005), pp 361-85; Ibid, ‘Ulster 
Presbyterianism as a popular religious culture, 1750-1860’ in Kate Copper and 
Jeremy Gregory (eds), Elite and popular religion: studies in church history 
(Woodbridge, 2006), pp 315-26; Ibid, ‘Tradition and Enlightenment: conversion and 
assurance of salvation, 1700-1859’ in Michael Brown, C.I. McGrath and T.P. Power 
(eds), Converts and conversions in Ulster, 1650-1850 (Dublin, 2005), pp 129-56; 
Ibid, ‘Religious polarisation, church reform and evangelicalism in Ireland, c. 1770- 
1850’ in Irish Economic and Social History, xxxiii (2006), pp 59-67; Ibid, 
‘Presbyterian religion, poetry and politics in Ulster, c. 1770-1850’ in Frank Ferguson 
and A.R. Holmes (eds), Revising Robert Burns and Ulster: literature, religion and 
politics, c. 1770-1920 (Dublin, 2009), pp 37-63; S.J. Connolly and A.R. Holmes, 
‘Popular culture, 1600-1914’ in Liam Kennedy and Philip Ollerenshaw (eAs),Ulster 
since 1600: politics, economy and society (Oxford, 2013), pp 106-120; Holmes, 
‘Presbyterian religion, historiography and Ulster Scots identity, c. 1800-1914’ in 
Historical Journal, lii, no. 3 (Sept., 2009), pp 615-40; A.R. Holmes, ‘The common 
sense Bible: Irish Presbyterians, Samuel Davidson and biblical criticism, c. 1800- 
1865’ in Scott Mandelbrote and Michael Ledger-Lomas (eds), Dissent and the Bible 
in Britain, 1650-1950 (Oxford, 2013), pp 176-204.
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Presbyterian community be characterised, and what made a Presbyterian a 

Presbyterian?9 His subsequent analysis reveals the complexities of these questions, 

highlighting the differences (mainly theological) between the various strands of 

Presbyterianism, while also drawing attention to what made Presbyterians a 

distinctive ethnic and religious group in Ulster. The strength of his work lies in its 

rigorous examination of all aspects of Presbyterian belief and practice, from 

discipline to rites of passage, such as marriage and baptism. In particular, his revision 

and re-interpretation of evangelicalism, not as a novel movement, but as one which 

comprised strong elements of spiritual and doctrinal continuity with traditional forms 

of Presbyterianism, adds a new dimension to the historiography of Protestant 

Evangelicalism.10

More recently, a number of scholars have focused their attention towards 

writing the social history of the Presbyterian community. For example, Robert 

Whan’s monograph, The Presbyterians of Ulster, 1680-1730 (2013) aims to provide 

a social study of the community, something which he observes is currently ‘lacking’ 

in the wider historiography." Whan considers topics such as the socio-economic 

backgrounds of ministers and members of the gentry, as well as the important 

contribution which the middling and lower orders made to the unique character of the 

Ulster Presbyterian community. Likewise, Jonathan Wright’s monograph, The 

‘natural leaders ’ and their world: politics, culture and society in Belfast, c. 1801- 

1832 (2012), uses the Tennents, a prominent Presbyterian family, as a prism through

9 Holmes, Shaping of Ulster Presbyterian, p. 9.
10 Ibid, pp 33-34; Ibid, ‘Tradition and enlightenment’, pp 131-32.
11 Whan, Presbyterians of Ulster, p. 4.
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which to examine wider political, intellectual and philanthropic developments which 

were occurring in nineteenth-century Belfast.12

Despite the important contributions which these scholars have made to our 

understanding of the practices, beliefs and lives of the ordinary church member, it 

should be noted that we still know little about the everyday pattern of ordinary 

family life. The overwhelming majority of the historiography in this area has 

remained focused on how the family interacted with the formal structures of church 

organisation, such as religious worship and discipline, rather than on how its 

members experienced family life as adherents of a distinctive religious community.13

Moreover, to date, there is no comparable body of work which considers the 

issue of gender in the Ulster Presbyterian community. Although gender has been 

considered to an extent by Andrew Holmes and Roisin Browne in relation to the 

exercise of discipline and the role of women in the church, and by Myrtle Hill and 

Janice Holmes in their examinations of missionary work and the 1859 Revival, it has 

not yet been used to illuminate broader themes in the lives of ordinary women and

12 Jonathan Wright, The ‘natural leaders' and their world: politics, culure and 
society in Belfast, c. 1801-1832 (Liverpool, 2012), pp 10-11.
13 See for example, Andrew Blaikie and Paul Gray, ‘Archives of abuse and 
discontent? Presbyterianism and sexual behaviour during the eighteenth- and 
nineteenth-centuries’ in R.J. Morris and Liam Kennedy (eds), Ireland and Scotland: 
order and disorder, 1600-2000 (Edinburgh, 2005), pp 61-84; Leah Leneman and 
Rosalind Mitchison, Sin in the city: sexuality and social control in urban Scotland, 
1660-1780 (Edinburgh, 1998); Rosalind Mitchison and Leah Leneman, Sexuality and 
social control: Scotland, 1660-1780 (Oxford, 1989); M.F. Graham, ‘Women and the 
church courts in Reformation-era Scotland’ in Elizabeth Ewan and M.M. Meikle 
(eds), Women in Scotland, c. 1100- c. 1750 (East Linton, 1999), pp 187-98; Roisin 
Browne, ‘Kirk and community: Ulster Presbyterian society, 1640-1740’ (MPhil, 
QUB, 1999).
14 Holmes, Shaping of Ulster Presbyterian, pp 22, 224, 269-99; Browne, ‘Kirk and 
community’; Myrtle Hill, ‘ “Women’s work for women”: the Irish Presbyterian

5



Likewise, it should also be noted that in comparison to its English, European 

and North American counterparts, little comparable research has been conducted on 

the history of the family in Ireland, particularly that of Protestant Dissenting 

traditions.15 Reasons for this disparity range from the meagre availability of Irish 

sources, to the slower paced adoption of women’s history, and more particularly, 

gender history, as a field of historical inquiry. As will become clear in later chapters, 

our knowledge of the Irish experience of themes such as pregnancy, childbirth, 

courtship, apprenticeship and widowhood is limited.

Using the concept of gender, this study aims to explore what life was like 

growing up, living and working as a member of the Presbyterian community in 

Ulster, between 1780 and 1844. In doing so, this thesis will endeavour to build upon 

our knowledge of the Irish family in general, as well as redress the imbalance in the 

social history of the Ulster Presbyterian community in particular. It will explore five

Zenana Mission, 1874-1914’ in Rosemary Raughter (ed.), Religious women and their 
history: breaking the silence (Dublin, 2005), pp 82-97; Ibid, ‘Ulster reawakened: the 
’59 Revival reconsidered’ in Journal of Ecclesiastical History, xli, no. 3 (Jul., 1990), 
pp 443-62; Janice Holmes, ‘The “world turned upside down”: women in the Ulster 
revival of 1859’ in Janice Holmes and Diane Urquhart (eds). Coming into the light: 
the work, politics and religion of women in Ulster, 1840-1940 (Belfast, 1994), pp 
126-53; Andrea Ebel Brozyna, ‘ “The cursed cup hath cast her down”: constructions 
of female piety in Ulster evangelical temperance literature, 1863-1914’ in Janice 
Holmes and Diane Urquhart (eds), Coming into the light: the work, politics and 
religion of women in Ulster, 1840-1940 (Belfast, 1994), pp 154-78; David Hempton 
and Myrtle Hill, Evangelical Protestantism in Ulster society, 1740-1890 (London, 
1992).
15 Notable exceptions of women and the family include, Mary O’Dowd, A history of 
women in Ireland, 1500-1800 (Harlow, 2005); Margaret MacCurtain and Mary 
O’Dowd (eds), Women in early modern Ireland (Dublin, 1991); S.J. Connolly,
Priests and people in pre-Famine Ireland (Dublin, 1982); Kevin O’Neill, Family and 
farm in pre-famine Killashandra (Madison, 1984); Erin Bishop, The world of Mary 
O'Connell, 1778-1836 (Dublin, 1999); Maria Luddy, Prostitution and Irish society, 
1800-1940 (Cambridge, 2007); Ibid, Women and philanthropy in nineteenth-century 
Ireland (Cambridge, 1995); Elaine Farrell (ed.), ‘She said she was in the family 
way ’: pregnancy and infancy in early modern Ireland (London, 2012); Ibid, ‘A most 
diabolical deed’: infanticide and Irish society, 1850-1900 (Manchester, 2013); 
Deborah Wilson, Women, marriage and property in wealthy landed families in 
Ireland, 1750-1850 (Manchester, 2009).
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main areas relative to the history of the family: Courtship, Marriage, Parents and 

Young children, Youth and adolescence, and Widowhood.

(II) Who were the Presbyterians of Ulster?

The first question we must ask ourselves is: who exactly were the Presbyterians of 

Ulster? During the early years of the seventeenth-century, Scottish settlers arrived in 

Ireland, bringing with them their Presbyterian faith. Over the next hundred years or 

so, successive waves of Scottish emigrants settled in Ireland, consolidating a separate 

ecclesiastical and political identity in the north-east counties of the island.16 

Although Presbyterians were a religious minority in Ireland as a whole, accounting 

for just 8.1% of the total population in 1835, they outnumbered both their (Anglican) 

Church of Ireland and Roman Catholic counterparts in the province of Ulster.17 

Indeed, their share of the population in Ulster rose from 100,000 in 1691 to 

approximately 642,356 by 1835.18

During our period, there were six different groups of Presbyterians active 

across Ulster: the Synod of Ulster, the Presbytery of Antrim, Burgher and Anti- 

Burgher Seceders, Covenanters and Remonstrants. According to Andrew Holmes, 

although each of these groups defined themselves as ‘Presbyterian’, they each 

embodied different understandings of their faith that reflected their distinctive social, 

ethnic and historical backgrounds.16 Irrespective of these differences, however, 

Presbyterians shared the same church structure (discussed in more detail below) and

16 Holmes, Shaping of Ulster Presbyterian, 4; D.M. MacRaild and Malcolm Smith, 
‘Migration and emigration, 1600-1945’ in Liam Kennedy and Philip Ollerenshaw 
(eds), Ulster since 1600: politics, economy and society (Oxford, 2013), pp 141-44.
17 Connolly, Religion and society, p. 3.
18 K.P. Conway, ‘The Presbyterian ministry of Ulster in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries: a prosopographical study’ (Ph.D Thesis, QUB, 1997), p. 26; 
Connolly, Religion and society, p. 3.
19 Holmes, Shaping of Ulster Presbyterian, p. 30.

7



a number of core ideas and values: they rejected episcopacy and erastianism, they 

believed that the laity had an important role to play in church life, and they thought

70that the church should be supervised by a hierarchy of church courts.

It should be noted that it is not the primary intention of this study to discuss 

the minutiae of differences in doctrinal belief. That is not to say, however, that such 

issues are completely ignored. Where appropriate, efforts have been made to draw 

distinctions between each group’s understanding of certain doctrinal issues, 

particularly in relation to baptism. For the purposes of an introduction to the thesis, 

however, a brief summary of each of these groups follows below.

Formed in 1690, the Synod of Ulster was the largest Presbyterian group in 

Ulster before 1840. The so-called Subscription Controversy of the 1720s divided the 

Synod into ‘Old-Light’ and ‘New-Light’ factions. The dispute was about the 

compulsory subscription to the Westminster Confession of Faith, the official 

doctrinal standard of the church -Old Light Presbyterians upheld subscription, 

whereas New Light Presbyterians opposed subscription as a violation of the rights of 

individual conscience. Following this dispute, the New-Light party broke away from 

the General Synod, forming the Presbytery of Antrim in 1725.21 In the following 

decades, New Light continued to grow within the Synod, but by the late eighteenth- 

century the spread of evangelicalism had reawakened the more conservative 

elements of Presbyterianism, eroding the power of New-Light moderates. Under the 

influence of the evangelical Henry Cooke, non-subscribers were eventually purged

20 R.F.G. Holmes, Our Irish Presbyterian heritage (Belfast, 1985), pp 1-4; Ibid, The 
Presbyterian church in Ireland: a popular history’ (Blackrock, 2000), pp 9-12.
21 Ibid, Our Irish Presbyterian heritage, pp 63-6; Ibid, Presbyterian church in 
Ireland, pp 56-9; A.W.G. Brown, ‘A theological interpretation’, pp 28-45; Holmes, 
‘Tradition and enlightenment’, pp 132-6.
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from the Synod in the 1820s, forming their own Remonstrant Synod of Ulster shortly 

afterwards.22

In addition to these three groups, Seceder Presbyterianism, which emerged 

from the Church of Scotland in 1737, began to grow in Ulster during the 1740s and 

1750s. Despite splitting in 1747 into Burgher and Anti-Burgher groupings,

Seceders took root in west Down and south Armagh and proved to be popular, 

doubling the number of their congregations between 1760 and 1780.24 Like those of 

the Old-Light party, the Seceders were theologically orthodox and adhered strictly to 

the Westminster standards. In 1818, the Burghers and Anti-Burghers reunited, 

bringing together ninety-seven congregations to fonn the ‘Presbyterian Synod of

7SIreland, distinguished by the name of Seceders’.

The final group of Presbyterians were the Covenanters, also known as 

Refonned Presbyterians. According to Finlay Holmes, the Covenanters shared the 

traditional theology and discipline of the Seceders, and were characterised by their 

association with religious revival.26 The first covenanting preachers came to Ulster in 

1744, and formed their first Presbytery in 1763, which was later reorganised in 1792 

with six ministers and twelve congregations.27 Over the course of the late eighteenth-

22 Hempton and Hill, Evangelical Protestantism, pp 69-69; Holmes, Shaping of 
Presbyterian, p. 4.
23 Stewart, Seceders in Ireland, pp 42-6; Holmes, ‘Tradition and enlightenment’, pp 
137-9; Ibid, Shaping of Ulster Presbyterian, pp 4-5; Hempton and Hill, Evangelical 
Protestantism, ip. 17.
24 Connolly, ‘Religion and society’, pp 79-80.
25 Stewart, Seceders in Ireland, pp 204-06; Holmes, Shaping of Ulster Presbyterian,
E-5-

R.F.G. Holmes, Presbyterian church in Ireland, pp 62-3.
27 Ibid; Holmes, Shaping of Ulster Presbyterian, p. 6.
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and early nineteenth-century, support for the Covenanters grew, and by 1810 they 

had formed four Presbyteries.28

Like the population of Ulster as a whole, Presbyterians lived in small rural 

communities and made their living from a mixture of weaving and farming pursuits. 

Up until the late eighteenth century, the driving force behind Ulster’s rural economy 

was its burgeoning linen industry. Situated in the area known as the ‘linen triangle’, 

the heartland of the industry was in counties Antrim, Armagh and Down, stretching 

west to counties Tyrone, Londonderry, Monaghan, Cavan and eastern Donegal, 

which were also areas of dense Presbyterian settlement. For families living in these 

rural areas, including the Presbyterian families analysed in this study, linen was 

produced mainly in the home, a system which complemented the pattern of rural life 

and the household economy, allowing women and children to spin yam while men 

did the heavier work of weaving.30

From around 1780 (the beginning of our period), however, the domestic linen 

industry began to decline. The switch from linen to cotton weaving during the 1770s, 

coupled with the introduction of mechanised spinning and the establishment of 

factory spinning mills in Belfast, impacted adversely on the fortunes of Ulster’s rural 

population.31 Many domestic weavers, who were unable to compete with the faster

28 Flolmes, Shaping of Ulster Presbyterian, p. 6.
29 Liam Kennedy and P.M. Solar, ‘The rural economy, 1780-1914’ in Kennedy and 
Ollerenshaw (eds), Ulster since 1600, p. 163.
30 Holmes, Shaping of Ulster Presbyterian, p. 24; Kennedy and Solar, ‘The rural 
economy’, p. 163.
31 William Macafee, ‘The population of county Tyrone, 1660-1991 ’ in Charles 
Dillon and H.A. Jefferies (eds), Tyrone: history and society (Dublin, 2000), p. 446; 
Mary O’Dowd, ‘Women in Ulster, 1600-1800’ in Kennedy and Ollerenshaw (eds), 
Ulster since 1600, pp 49-50; Kennedy and Solar, ‘The rural economy’, pp 165-70; 
Ollerenshaw, ‘Business and finance, 1780-1945’ in Kennedy and Ollerenshaw (eds), 
Ulster since 1600, pp 177-80; Liam Kennedy, ‘The rural economy, 1820-1914’ in
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and cheaper produced mill-spun yam, were forced to abandon their trade and were 

obliged to rely on farming and even migration to make a living. Farmers also 

endured economic hardship. A series of bad crop yields and failures between 1816 

and 1818 left many small farmers and agricultural labourers unable to pay rents. 

Indeed, a recent estimate by Liam Kennedy and Peter Solar has suggested that the 

amounts owed to Ulster landlords in 1830 far exceeded those in 1810.33

It should be remembered, however, that although the majority of those 

working in Ulster’s rural industries suffered in this period, some were much less 

affected, and others even prospered. Andrew Holmes, for example, has noted that the 

fortunes of some middling and larger farmers did improve slightly during this 

period.34 Moreover, although more peripheral areas endured hardship, Belfast 

emerged as the centre of Ulster’s commercial development, increasing the fortunes 

of its urban inhabitants, including merchants, shopkeepers and grocers.33

In comparison to the fortunes of their Anglican and Roman Catholic 

counterparts, however, the Presbyterian community in Ulster fared much better. In 

rural areas, Presbyterians held larger and more profitable farms than any other 

religious grouping in Ulster, and were less likely to be found among the ranks of 

landless labourers. In towns, too, Presbyterians were well represented among skilled 

workers, merchants, shopkeepers and grocers.36 In terms of social class then.

Liam Kennedy and Philip Ollerenshaw (eds), An economic history of Ulster, 1820- 
79^0 (Manchester, 1985), pp 1-61.
32 Macafee, ‘The population of county Tyrone’, p. 446.
33' Kennedy and Solar, ‘The rural economy’, p. 169.
34 Holmes, Shaping of Ulster Presbyterian, pp 280-29.
35 Ollerenshaw, ‘Business and finance, 1780-1945’, pp 175-81; Jean Agnew, Belfast 
merchant families in the seventeenth-century (Dublin, 1996), ch. 1.
36 Agnew, Belfast merchant families, ch. 1; Connolly, Religion and society, p. 4; 
Ibid, ‘Ulster Presbyterians: religion, culture and politics, 1660-1850’ in Tyler
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Presbyterians were drawn from the middling ranks of Ulster society, occupying the 

wide territory between the mainly Anglican aristocratic families and wealthy 

landlords who represented the upper echelons of society, and the journeymen, 

landless labourers and farm servants, who tended to be Roman Catholic, at the lower 

end. Indeed, according to Sean Connolly, the social distinctions between these 

denominations are clearly evident in the statistics collected by the commissioners of 

the 1861 census on the link between religion and literacy: whereas 46% of Catholics 

aged five years and over were unable to read and write, the comparable figures for 

Anglicans and Presbyterians were 16% and 11% respectively.37

(Ill) Sources and Family sample

In order to gain an insight into the lives and experiences of families belonging to the 

Ulster Presbyterian community, this study has utilised information from two main 

types of source material: Presbyterian church records and family papers.

Presbyterian church records

Irrespective of which of the six groups of Presbyterians in Ireland are being 

examined, all believed that the church should be supervised by a hierarchy of church 

courts. Indeed, the terms ‘Presbyterian’ and ‘Presbyterianism’ originated from the 

Greek ‘presbuteros’, meaning presbytery or elder, and ‘presbuterion’, meaning 

council of presbyters or elders. There were three tiers of church court. At the top 

was the Synod or General Assembly, which was made up of the ministers and 

representative elders from all the congregations under its care. It generally met once

Blethen and Curtis Wood (eds), Ulster and North America: transatlantic 
perspectives on the Scotch-Irish (Tuscaloosa, 1997), p. 30.
37 Connolly, Religion and society, p. 5.
38 R.F.G. Holmes, Presbyterian church in Ireland, p. 10.
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a year and was responsible for the oversight of the whole church, from the discipline 

of ministers and the laity, to the management of funds for widows and families of 

ministers, and the exercise of church polity.

Below the Synod was the Presbytery, which consisted of the ministers and 

representative elders drawn from the congregations within its bounds. The 

Presbytery generally met once a month and discussed a variety of issues, from 

complaints brought against individual ministers and students under its care, to calls 

received from vacant congregations. In addition, the Presbytery also heard more 

complex cases of discipline, usually those involving adultery, incest and marriage, 

which were referred by the Kirk-session for their consideration.40

The lowest level of church court was the Kirk-session, which was made up of 

the minister and a body of ruling elders, who were elected from the local 

community.41 The purpose of the session was to oversee the spiritual and moral 

welfare of the congregation, and its duties ranged from the distribution of poor relief 

to the exercise of discipline for moral and social offences. A ruling elder was usually 

appointed as the clerk of the meeting and was responsible for keeping an accurate 

record of the minutes of the session. The reason for this was so that the Presbytery or 

Synod could check that each session was conducting their meetings in an orderly 

fashion, in accordance with Presbyterian principles.

The issues and cases which came before the notice of each of these courts can 

be used to build a picture of the family life of the wider Presbyterian community. 

While minutes recorded in both the Synod and Presbytery enable us to follow more

39 Barkley, Short history of the Presbyterian church, p. 83.
40 Ibid.
41 Ibid, p. 84.
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complicated cases of discipline, as well as gauge attitudes to congregational life, it is 

within Kirk-session minutes in particular where we find a wealth of information on 

the courtship rituals, sexual behaviours, social lives and marriage customs of the 

ordinary church member. For this reason, much of the discussion (but certainly not 

all) in the following chapters draws on a sample of eleven Kirk-session minute 

books, which cover the entirety of our period from 1780 to 1844: First Boardmills, 

First Dromara, Ballykelly, Cahans, Garland, Cammoney, Coronary, Glascar, 

Loughaghery, Magherahamlet, and Rathfriland. Supplementary material has also 

been drawn from the minute books, poor lists, censuses, communicant lists, marriage 

and baptism registers of a further nineteen congregations, all of which are 

representative of the various strands of Presbyterianism which operated in Ulster 

during this period.

Despite their usefulness, it should be noted that these session books have two 

main weaknesses. Firstly, these cases only offer us an insight into those communities 

which practised church discipline and are therefore not completely representative of 

the community as a whole. Historians such as Andrew Holmes have been quick to 

point out the difficulties of assessing the practice of discipline across communities, 

noting that fewer than twenty Kirk-session books have survived from the period 

before 1800.42 Secondly, the degree of detail recorded by individual sessions varied 

considerably, making it difficult to generalise about the circumstances of specific 

cases. Cases which were complicated or required the calling of witnesses usually 

recorded the greatest detail, including places, names, and the circumstances leading 

to an offence. More often, however, cases simply note the name of the person who 

appeared, their alleged offence and the sentence passed.

42 Holmes, Shaping of Ulster Presbyterian, pp 168, 172-74.
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Although our sample of congregations were spread over the entire province 

of Ulster (with the exception of counties Donegal and Fermanagh), the 

overwhelming majority of our sample were situated in small, rural communities. 

Indeed, in relation to social class, the rural setting of many Presbyterian communities 

was also reflected in the socio-economic profile of its adherents. Andrew Holmes, 

for example, has drawn attention to the high numbers of weavers and farmers who 

belonged to the community of Cahans, which was situated in the linen heartland of 

county Monaghan. Using data collected from the baptism register of this community, 

Holmes has calculated that of the 160 persons who brought their children to be 

baptised between 1752 and 1759, 66 were farmers, 72 were weavers and 15 were 

involved in various service occupations.43

Similar evidence exists for some of the communities in our sample. Of the 

376 occupations recorded by the Reverend Samuel Elder in his census of the 

congregation of Ballyeaston, county Antrim (1813), 223 families were involved 

primarily in farming and 69 in weaving, with the remainder split fairly evenly 

between textiles and trades.44 Likewise, of a total of 476 children baptised in the 

community of Lame and Kilwaughter, county Antrim, between 1834 and 1844, only 

17 came from weaving families, compared to 165 farmers and 126 labourers, 

reflecting the decline of the linen and cotton industries in the surrounding area.43

Family Papers

In addition to church records, this study utilises the personal papers, diaries and 

family correspondence of six families who had ties to the wider Presbyterian

43 Holmes, Shaping of Ulster Presbyterian, p. 28.
44 The Reverend Samuel Elder, ‘Population of Ballyeaston congregation in 1813’ 
(P.R.O.N.I., T1013/1).
43 Lame and Kilwaughter baptism register, 1834-44 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC1B/6A/3).
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community in Ulster: the Campbell-Allens, Crawfords and Tennents of county 

Antrim, the Drennans of Belfast and Dublin, the Kennedys of county Tyrone, and the 

Youngs of county Londonderry. Supplementary material has also been drawn from 

the personal diaries and papers of three ministers: the Reverend Robert Magill of 

county Antrim, the Reverend James Morell of county Monaghan, and the Reverend 

James Morgan of Belfast. Taken together, the stories and experiences of these 

families can be used to build a picture which reflects, if not represents, the wider 

experience of the community to which they identified.

There are two reasons for the choice of these six families. Firstly, with the 

exception of the Drennans and the Campbell-Allens, there were members of the 

Presbyterian ministry in all of the families in our sample: the Reverend Alexander 

Crawford was minister of First Randalstown congregation, county Antrim (1837-56), 

the Reverend William Kennedy was minister of Garland, county Tyrone (1754- 

1801), the Reverend John Tennent was minister of the congregation of Roseyards, 

county Antrim (1751-1808), and the Reverend David Young was minister ofFirst 

Derry Presbyterian congregation, county Londonderry (1773-1803). Although not 

directly connected to the ministry, the Campbell-Allens were prominent members of 

First Rosemary street Presbyterian congregation, Belfast, while William Drennan 

was the son of the Reverend Thomas Drennan, minister ofFirst Belfast congregation 

(1736-68).

Moreover, each family’s attachment to their faith also reflected the 

theological diversity of Ulster Presbyterianism. At the more orthodox end of the 

scale was the Reverend John Tennent, an Anti-Burgher Seceding minister; in the 

middle were the Reverend David Young and the Reverend William Kennedy, who 

belonged to the General Synod of Ulster; and at the other end were the Campbell-
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Allens, who were Unitarians, and the Drennans, who were liberal ‘New Light’ 

Presbyterians. Although initially belonging to the Scottish Secession church, the 

Reverend Alexander Crawford joined the ranks of the Synod of Ulster when he was 

installed in Randalstown in 1837.

Secondly, given the wide range of incomes which can be included under the 

descriptor ‘middling orders’, each of these families can be situated at different points 

along a scale, measuring from the less-well off, through to the moderate, and better- 

off ends of the spectrum. William John Campbell Allen and his wife Isabella 

Marshall, for example, can be placed quite comfortably at the upper levels of the 

middling ranks. William was bom on 22 October 1810, the only son of Thomas 

Allen and Jane Campbell, a relatively wealthy merchant family. At the expense of his 

wealthy maternal uncle, John Campbell (who made his fortune in the American 

cotton industry) William received his education at the Belfast Academical 

Institution.46 William entered into the law profession, and for much of our period was 

a practising barrister, splitting his time between his lodgings in Lower Gardiner 

Street, Dublin, and his marital home in Donegal Street, Belfast. He later became 

involved in the Ulster Railway, and was appointed as its director in 1839, before 

moving on to the Ulster Bank, where he served as its senior director from 1868 until 

his death in 1884.4 7

Isabella was bom in March 1816, the sixth child of Andrew Marshall, a 

medical doctor, and his wife Isabella Drummond. Like her husband, Isabella also 

received a good education, and was privately tutored by her governess, Frances

46 See, Campbell and Allen emigrant letters, 1819-27 (P.R.O.N.I., T3597/1-11); 
Pedigree of the related families of Campbell (P.R.O.N.I., T3597/12).
47 See, P.R.O.N.I., ‘Introduction to the Campbell-Alien papers’ 
(http://www.proni.gov.uk/introduction Campbell alien dl 558.pdf).
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Knowles, the sister of the playwright Sheridan Knowles. Indeed, her education is 

reflected in her letters and she took great enjoyment in translating texts from latin, as 

well as discussing literary works such as Milton’s Paradise Lost. Isabella later took 

an active interest in philanthropic affairs, and was involved in the Belfast Ladies’ 

Association for the Relief of Irish Destitution, during the Famine years. Her marriage 

agreement with William, dated August 1838, reveals that she had access to a 

considerable personal fortune of £500 per annum, placing the Campbell-Allens at the 

wealthier end of the spectrum.

In comparison to the Campbell-Allens, the fortunes of William Drennan and 

his wife Sarah Swanwick were much more modest. William was bom in 1754, the 

son of the Reverend Thomas Drennan, minister of First Belfast Presbyterian church, 

and his wife Anne Lennox. William received a university education, studying at the 

University of Glasgow, where he took an MA in 1771. He later enrolled at the 

University of Edinburgh where he studied medicine, graduating MD in 1778.

William set himself up in business as an accoucheur, firstly in Newry, and then in 

Dublin.49As a practising man-midwife, however, William was not in possession of 

much personal fortune. In letters to his eldest sister Martha McTier, for example, he 

often referred to the struggles he encountered as ‘a puny accoucheur in Dublin with 

£120 per annum’.50 Likewise, Sarah, an English schoolmistress, was also of modest 

means, earning around £60 per annum for her tutoring services at a school ran by her

48 Marriage agreement of Isabella Marshall and William John Campbell Allen, 13 
Aug. 1838 (P.R.O.N.I., D1558/1/4/2).
4<) A.T.Q. Stewart, ‘Drennan, William’ in James McGuire and James Quinn (ed.). 
Dictionary of Irish Biography (Cambridge, 2009). 
(http://dib.cambridge.oru/viewReadPage.do?articleId=a2765).
50 William gives many different figures, from £120 in March 1796, £195 in April 
1796, and £122 in 1799, but never anything more than £200. (See, The Drennan- 
McTier letters, 1794-1801, ed. Jean Agnew (3 vols, Dublin, 1998-99), ii, 212, 229, 
529.
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parents.51 Sarah also had no savings of her own towards marriage, and her dowry 

was estimated to be a rather modest £100.

The remaining four families in our sample -the Crawfords, Kennedys, 

Tennents, and Youngs -were all headed by members of the Presbyterian ministry. 

Before moving on to a discussion of their socio-economic position, it is important to 

make a number of points. Firstly, it should be stressed that the inclusion of these four 

ministerial families does not skew our sample in the direction of the better-off 

sections of society. It is crucial to remember that although ministers were better- 

educated than most, they were drawn from the same rural community as their lay 

counterparts. In his analysis of the social origins of the Presbyterian ministry, Kevin 

Conway found that the majority of ministers were sons of small farmers (60%), 

followed closely by ministers and merchants.53

Secondly, it is also important to keep in mind that the economic fortunes of 

the minister were closely intertwined with that of the wider community. Ministers 

received their income from two main sources of support: the regium donum, which 

was a fixed annual sum granted to the Presbyterian church by the government, and 

the stipend, which they received from the congregation. By the close of the 

eighteenth-century, ministers who belonged to the Synod of Ulster received an 

annual grant of £33, while those who were Seceders received a lesser sum of £27. An 

augmentation of the regium donum later in 1803, divided congregations into three 

classes. In the Synod of Ulster, those congregations which were largest received 

£100, those of middling size received £75, and the smallest congregations received

51 The Drennan-McTier letters, ii, 502.
Ibid.

53 Conway, ‘Presbyterian ministry of Ulster’, pp 52-54; Hill, ‘Expressions of faith’, 
p. 641.
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£50. Seceding congregations also benefited from this re-classification, receiving 

lesser amounts of £75, £50 and £40 respectively.54

In contrast to the state grant which was awarded to every minister (the 

Seceders from 1784), the stipend was paid much more irregularly.55 Unfortunately, 

information relating to ministers’ stipends before 1799 is relatively scarce. It was not 

until after this date that efforts were made by the government to measure the amounts 

ministers received from their congregations. Research conducted by Kevin Conway 

has revealed that by the 1790s figures of £40 per annum were fairly common, albeit 

irregularly paid.56 Minister’s incomes were therefore largely dependent on the 

fortunes of their congregation, and were just as susceptible to the changes which took 

place in Ulster’s rural economy during our period than were weavers and spinners.

A good case in point is the family of the Reverend William Kennedy, who 

was minister of the congregation of Garland, county Tyrone. As a minister of the 

General Synod of Ulster, Kennedy received an annual grant of £33 per annum. 

Although the actual figure of his stipend is unknown, the minutes of the Presbytery 

of Tyrone reveal that the congregation promised to pay him £20 per annum, after Mr 

Robert Stewart was ordained as his assistant in October 1798.5 Kennedy’s annual 

income from his ministerial post was therefore approximately £55 per annum before 

augmentation, placing him squarely in the middling ranks of society.

Like many Presbyterian ministers, however, the actual amount that William 

Kennedy received from his congregation varied. At the time his congregation 

promised to pay him £20 per annum, the Presbytery minutes note that the community

54 Conway, ‘Presbyterian ministry of Ulster’, pp 209-10.
55 Hill, ‘Expressions of faith’, p. 641.
56 Conway, ‘Presbyterian ministry of Ulster’, p. 218.
57 Minutes of the Presbytery of Tyrone, 9 Oct. 1798 (P.H.S.I.).
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were already in stipend arrears of £6.1.7 ‘A.58 Moreover, in letters to his son Robert, 

William Kennedy often lamented the economic distress which his congregation 

laboured under. For example, in January 1783, Kennedy admitted that he was 

‘striving to make’ up his rent payment, adding that his ‘small salary [was] very 

poorly paid’ and he was finding it ‘very difficult to get it out of the hands of [the] 

people’ who were ‘really pinched to answer every thing’.59 Indeed, considering the 

date of this letter, the straitened circumstances of the congregation were most likely a 

result of the declining linen industry, which was the main source of income for 

approximately 90% of the population of rural Tyrone.60

Similar circumstances also determined the fortunes of the Reverend John 

Tennent, minister of the congregation of Roseyards. According to David Stewart, 

Tennent was one of many Anti-Burgher ministers who were offered the opportunity 

to emigrate to America, in order to escape the economic hardship experienced in 

Ulster during the 1770s. The congregation of Roseyards were unable to raise a 

‘competent subsistence’ to keep either themselves or their minister, and many of its 

members decided to take their chance in America. For some reason, however, the 

appointment was not fulfilled and Tennent remained minister there until his death in 

May 1808.61

Indeed, evidence suggests that the economic fortunes of the congregation did 

not fare any better in the years to come. Three years after his death, James Rentoul, a 

representative of the Presbytery, wrote to the Reverend Tennent’s eldest son,

William, in order to settle any arrears which were due to his father. On behalf of the

8 Minutes of the Presbytery of Tyrone, 9 Oct. 1798 (P.H.S.I.).
59 Reverend William Kennedy to Robert Kennedy, 17 Jan. 1783 (P.R.O.N.I.,
D2315/4/21).
60 Macafee, ‘Population of county Tyrone’, p. 446.
61 Stewart, Seceders in Ireland, p. 268.
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congregation, Rentoul offered the sum of £40, which he hoped would clear the way 

for the ordination of the Reverend Tennent’s successor, William Munnis.62 William 

Tennent, however, was greatly displeased with the offer of £40, regarding it as an 

‘Infamous & Fraudulent offer’ which was disrespectful to his father’s memory.63 

According to William’s estimates, the congregation owed his father ‘upwards of 

£132 out of the annual pittance which he received from them’.64

In comparison to the Reverend Kennedy and the Reverend Tennent, the 

remaining two ministerial families in our sample were relatively better-off. In a letter 

to his friend, William Plunkett, the Reverend David Young revealed that he received 

an annual income of £200 per annum from his position as minister of First Derry 

Presbyterian congregation, a sum which he expected to rise after augmentation.63 At 

the time he wrote this letter (1801), David Young would have been entitled to £33 

per annum from the royal bounty, making his stipend a rather high sum of £167 per 

annum. After augmentation, his congregation was placed in the highest band, 

increasing the amount of royal bounty to £100 per annum. Indeed, it should be noted 

that of the four Presbyterys to which each of the ministers in our sample were 

attached, the highest average stipend belonged to Derry, which was estimated in 

1865 to be £104 per annum.66 Further evidence of David Young’s wealth can also be

62 James Rentoul to William Tennent, 14 Oct. 1811 (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/B/1/258/1).
63 Draft letter from William Tennent to James Rentoul, n.d. (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/B/1/258/1).
64 Ibid.
65 Reverend David Young to William Plunket, 19 Aug. 1802 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D3874/1/79).
66 Conway, ‘The Presbyterian ministry of Ulster’, p. 339. The corresponding figures 
were, Tyrone £56 per annum, Templepatrick £50 per annum and Monaghan, £40 per 
annum.
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found in his will, which made arrangements for his four daughters to have dowries of 

£500 each.67

David Young’s relatively wealthy position as minister of the congregation of 

First Derry, however, did not last. As we will discover later in Chapter Four, after 

being accused of committing fornication with a member of the congregation, the 

Reverend Young was forced to resign from his post. The loss of his ministerial 

income was a huge blow to the financial security of both himself and his family, 

especially for his eldest son James, who was working as an apprentice in a London 

counting house at the time. Writing to his friend William Plunket, the Reverend 

Young entreated for help in finding a suitable situation or mode of employment. 

Perhaps ironically, in light of what was happening in Ulster’s rural economy at this 

time, one of the options suggested was to sell linens.68 Instead, the Reverend Young, 

along with his wife and children, left Ulster and settled in Liverpool.

The final ministerial family in our sample is that of the Reverend Alexander 

Crawford, minister of First Randalstown congregation, county Antrim. Alexander 

Crawford was bom on 12 November 1790 in Peebles, Scotland, the son of a mason. 

Alexander originally intended to enter into business and spent two years with a cloth 

merchant in Edinburgh. In 1813, aged 23 years, he resolved to enter the ministry, and 

entered Edinburgh University in 1818. After graduating in 1822, Alexander was 

licensed as a Missionary Preacher of the United Associate Presbytery of Edinburgh

67 Will of Reverend David Young, 1823 (P.R.O.N.I., D3874/2/1).
68 William Plunket to Reverend David Young, 2 Oct. 1802 (P.R.O.N.I., D3874/1/83).
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in June of that year, and was ordained as a minister of the United Secession Church 

two months later in August/'9

In March 1823, he and his wife, Anna Gardner, the daughter of a wealthy 

merchant family, travelled to India under the auspices of the Scottish Ministry 

Society. Here the couple remained until April 1829, when Alexander was discharged 

from his duties on account of his bad health.70 From this point onwards, Alexander 

struggled to support his growing family. After returning to Scotland, he secured a 

post as domestic chaplain to Lady Olivia Sparrow, of Brampton Park, 

Huntingdonshire, England. In return for his services, Alexander received £70 per 

annum as well as a house for himself and family. Letters exchanged between 

Alexander and Anna, however, reveal that his salary was not sufficient, with Anna 

reminding him that there was ‘a great difference in maintaining one person & a 

family of six.’72

It was not until Alexander was installed as minister of First Randalstown in 

January 1837 that he became more financially stable. After augmentation, the 

congregation of Randalstown had been placed in class one, increasing its share of the 

royal bounty to £100 per annum. Although he had expected a stipend of £60 from the 

congregation, Alexander received a lesser sum of £40, as well as an extra £10 from

69 Records of the Crawford family, volume one (P.R.O.N.I., D2003/B/4/4/1), pp 122- 
27.
70 Robert Allen, Three centuries of Christian witness, being the history of First 
Randalstown Presbyterian church (Belfast, 1955), p. 62.
71 Reverend Alexander Crawford to Anna Crawford, 30 Jul. 1832 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2003/A/2/11/11).
72 Anna Crawford to Reverend Alexander Crawford, 23 Jul. 1832 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2003/A/2/11/5).
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Lord O’Neill, a wealthy landlord.73 The Crawfords were then in possession of an 

annual income of approximately £150 per annum, and according to a member of the 

congregation, were living in one of the best places in Ulster:

the Rents in Randalstown are cheap compared with larger towns & 
food much cheaper fine healthy country air and Lough Neagh river 
gives you fine fish very cheap & fresh every day. The Country 
adjoining is the finest & richest & perhaps as beautiful, if not more 
beautiful [than] any spot of our Island.74

Like many Presbyterian ministers, however, Alexander’s financial fortunes 

waxed and waned according to the successes and failures of his congregation. 

Around the beginning of 1839, a number of events transpired which left him in debt: 

a storm had damaged the chimney of his house, a man had defrauded the 

congregation of just over £2,200, and he had only received £63 salary from the 

community since his installation. These circumstances forced Alexander to seek 

loans from his friends, including his ex-employer, Lady Olivia Sparrow.7'^

(IV) Chapter Outline

The following discussion has been organised into five sections. Chapter One of this 

study is focused on the theme of courtship and examines three key areas. Firstly, it 

explores how individuals chose their future spouse and considers the influence which 

geographical location, age and religious outlook had in determining partner selection. 

Secondly, this section investigates how couples participated in courtship and 

concentrates on three activities which were popular among many courting couples

73 See, John Brown to Reverend Alexander Crawford, 20 Dec. 1827 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2003/A/2/16/7); Reverend Alexander Crawford to Anna Crawford, 13 Dec. 1836 
(P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/15/24).
74 Mrs McComb to Anna Crawford, 15 Dec. 1836 (P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/15/25). 
7> See, Reverend Alexander Crawford to Lady Olivia Sparrow, Feb. 1839 
(P.R.O.N.I.. D2003/A/2/16/11); Reverend Alexander Crawford to Mr. Nisbet, Feb. 
1839 (P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/16/12); Reverend Alexander Crawford to unnamed, 
Autumn 1839 (P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/16/13).
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during our period: attendance at popular amusements, gift-giving and sexual activity. 

Thirdly, using the correspondence and love letters of couples belonging to three of 

our six families, this chapter explores the role which gender played in the courtship 

process.

Chapter Two of this study is focused on the theme of marriage. This section 

begins by exploring how marriages were performed and celebrated and reveals the 

various routes to marriage which were available to members of the Presbyterian 

community during our period. After examining the practicalities of the marriage 

ceremony, the final part of this chapter focuses on the realities of married life. Using 

the correspondence and family papers of three of our six families, this section 

explores how couples interacted and engaged with patriarchy on a daily basis in 

marriage.

Chapter Three is dedicated to the theme of parents and young children and 

examines three key areas. Firstly, this chapter explores how parents coped with 

events such as childbirth and child-death, giving equal weight to the roles which 

women and men played during these occasions. Secondly, this section also examines 

the various types of provisions which parents made for the education of their 

children, highlighting the influential role which Sunday Schools played in the 

education of young children. The final part of this chapter examines the role which 

young children were allotted in the church, noting in particular the opportunity 

baptism afforded them to participate in the religious life of the community.

Chapter Four of this study considers the place of older children and youths in 

the community. It begins with an examination of the Irish apprenticeship system, 

drawing attention to the role which gender and social class played in determining its
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mainly male and middling-order character. The age of apprentices, the terms and 

economic costs of their service, and the relationships between masters and 

apprentices are also explored. The final part of this chapter examines the role which 

young people played in the wider church community, drawing especial attention to 

their attendance at public worship and participation in communion.

The final chapter of this study focuses on the theme of widowhood, and 

explores three key areas. Firstly, it analyses the demographic features of the 

widowed population, highlighting the influence which age and gender played in 

determining the likelihood of becoming widowed. Secondly, this chapter examines 

two types of support which were available to the widowed of the community: poor 

monies and the Presbyterian Widows’ Fund. Finally, using the correspondence and 

papers of three of our families, this chapter explores the impact which becoming 

widowed had on families and their households
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‘false fancy would have coloured the 
bubble, and the heart... felt itself 
more deeply betrayed'-. Courtship.

Introduction

pause ... and avoid any precipice or snare that might betray you into 
folly ... be not like a fly ... that has entangled itself in the web of a 
spider from whence all its art cannot extricate it -the wisdom, or folly 
of your conduct now, may have an influence on the good, or ill 
fortune that may betide you thro’ life.1

On 7 January 1821, Katherine Templeton penned the above piece of advice to the 

daughter of her friend, Hannah McGee, in an effort to impress upon the young 

twenty-one year old woman’s mind, the wide-ranging consequences of the decision 

she was about to take. Indeed, the cautionary and urgent tone of her missive suggests 

that it was not a decision to be taken lightly, as it was one which would alter her life- 

course forever, for either the better or worse. What decision, we may ask, could have 

such life-changing consequences and be deserving of such a dire warning? The 

answer, Hannah was falling in love and contemplating entering into a serious 

courtship with a young man named Robert James Tennent.2

Stories like Hannah McGee’s reveal the seriousness with which 

contemporaries regarded the courtship process. As a preparative step on the route to 

marriage, courtship was designed to facilitate the smooth transition from singlehood

1 Katherine Templeton to Hannah McGee, 7 Jan. 1821 (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/G/650/1).
2 For letters exchanged between this couple see, Letters between Hannah McGee and 
Robert James Tennent (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/G/407/1-7).
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to married life. Its underlying purpose was not limited to helping individuals find any 

partner, but the right partner, who would suit the needs of the parties to be married, 

as well as please their respective families and friends. The stakes of marriage were 

high, and courtship was an important stage designed to ensure the compatibility of 

those who desired to enter into a more lasting union.

The purpose of this chapter is to explore how members of the Presbyterian 

community in Ulster understood and participated in courtship. It will address three 

main areas. Firstly, this chapter will investigate how courtships began by examining 

whether there were any perceptible trends in how individuals met and chose their 

spouses by geography, age and religious outlook. Secondly, it will also explore how 

couples participated in courtship, focussing on three activities with which many 

courting couples would have been familiar: attendance at popular amusements, gift

giving, and sexual activity. Thirdly, using correspondence exchanged between 

courting couples, this chapter will examine the gendered dimensions of love, power 

and wealth which underscored the courtship process.

(I) Choosing a partner

Historians in both an Irish and English context have highlighted the fact that, in the 

period roughly before 1850, marriage was predominantly local in nature, with the 

majority of individuals meeting and marrying their spouse within the small 

geographical area of the parish. Parochial exogamous marriage, on the other hand, 

was relatively scarce, constituting only a small percentage of unions. In the period 

after 1850, however, this pattern was reversed, with the area in which individuals 

found their marriage partners widening in scope. In seeking to explain this change in
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pattern, scholars have pointed to increasing population mobility, emigration, and 

improved transport links as factors which altered established marriage patterns.3

It is possible to investigate whether a similar trend of localised marriage 

existed in the Ulster Presbyterian community by comparing the places of origin of 

couples recorded in sources such as marriage registers. Before marriage registration 

was made compulsory and more systematic under the 1844 Marriages (Ireland) Act, 

Presbyterian ministers were supposed to keep a record of all marriages performed by 

them in their individual congregations. The Code (1825), which outlined the main 

principles and conventions of the Presbyterian church, contained a section on 

‘Registries of maniage’ which directed ministers to grant couples a certificate and 

record of their marriage, signed by himself and two witnesses.4 5 The reason for this 

registration was so that members of the congregation could prove that their marriage 

was valid if any doubts were raised about its legitimacy. Ministers were expected to 

present the marriage register of their congregation annually to the Presbytery to 

ensure that marriages were being performed and recorded in the correct fashion, and 

those who neglected were liable for censured

What makes these registers a useful source for uncovering information on 

courtship and marriage is the detail which was to be recorded. In order for a registry

3 Diana O’Hara, Courtship and constraint: rethinking the making of marriage in 
Tudor England (Manchester and New York, 2000), p. 124, see especially ch.4, pp 
122-57; K.D.M. Snell, ‘English rural societies and geographical marital endogamy, 
1700-1837’ 'm Economic History Review, Iv, no. 2 (2002), pp 262-98; K.H. Connell, 
‘Peasant marriage in Ireland: its structure and development since the Famine’ in 
Economic History Review, xiv, no. 3 (1962), p. 519; A. Constant, ‘The geographical 
background of inter-village population movements in Northamptonshire and 
Huntingdonshire, 1754-1943’ in Geography, xxxiii (1948), pp 78-88; P.J. Perry, 
‘Working-class isolation and mobility in rural Dorset, 1837-1936: a study of 
marriage distances’ in Transactions of the Institute of British Geography, xlvi 
(1969), pp 121-41.
*The Code (1825), p. 42.
5 Ibid
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to be ‘accounted sufficient’ it had to contain four main elements: the names of the

parties to be married, the names of their parents or guardians, the names of two 

witnesses, and, important for our current discussion, the parish or congregation in 

which each party resided.6

It must be noted, however, that despite the potential these registers hold for 

illuminating trends in courtship and marriage patterns, there are three problems with 

this source. Firstly, the information recorded in marriage registers refers only to 

couples who passed successfully through the courtship stages to marriage. The 

experiences of couples whose courtships failed do not appear in these sources. 

Secondly, not all marriage registers were recorded in the detailed manner outlined 

and some records are invariably more detailed than others. Thirdly, it is important to 

be aware that marriages recorded in these registers are those which were ‘regularly’ 

performed, that is, by the Presbyterian minister of that congregation. Those couples 

who eloped or married ‘irregularly’ by a degraded clergyman or member of the 

Established or Roman Catholic church are not included. The issue of regular versus 

irregular marriage will be explored in the next chapter, but for the purposes of 

clarification it is important to note that the following discussion is based on couples 

who were ‘regularly’ married.7

Figure 1(a) below displays the places of origin of 1,118 married couples, as 

recorded in the marriage registers of a sample of fifteen Ulster Presbyterian 

congregations.8

6 The Code (1825), p. 42.
7 See chapter two, pp 93-98
8 Some of the marriage registers used neglected to include the place of origin of 
every individual married, while others contained entries which were either illegible 
or untraceable. As a result the combined total of 1,118 couples is not reflective of the
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Figure 1(a). Place of origin of 1,118 couples married in a sample of fifteen Ulster 
Presbyterian congregations, c. 1770-1842.

The above evidence seems to confirm the conclusions reached by the wider 

historiography on this issue: marriage was essentially local in nature. Almost 57% of 

individuals in our sample married persons from within their own parish. It was also 

uncommon for persons to travel further than their own county in their pursuit of a 

partner, totalling less than 10%, whereas it was even less so to marry someone from a 

different country.

We can also break this data down further into the smaller geographical area 

of townland for three congregations in our sample: Greyabbey (1835-43), Larne and

total number of marriages performed. A total number of 164 marriages are therefore 
excluded from this sample, which would have made a total sample size of 1,299 
marriages. See, Marriage register of Garland Presbyterian congregation, 1770-1802 
(P.R.O.N.I., MI C1P/28/1); Marriage register of Greyabbey Presbyterian 
congregation, 1835-43 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC1B/9/1); Marriage register of Larne and 
Kilwaughter Presbyterian congregation, 1826-32; 1834-44 (P.R.O.N.I., 
MIC1B/6A/3); Marriage register of various congregations belonging to Tyrone 
Presbytery, 1819-1828 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC1P/460/B/7); Marriage register of 
Loughaghery Presbyterian congregation, 1801-1917 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/8/1); Marriage 
register of Rathfriland Presbyterian congregation, 1805-1842 (P.R.O.N.I., T/1539/2).
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Kilwaughter (1826-32; 1834-44), and Loughaghery (1801-44). Figure 1(b) below 

displays this information.

Figure 1(b). Place of origin of couples by townland in a sample of three Ulster 
Presbyterian congregations, c. 1801-44.

As demonstrated above, the greater proportion of individuals in these three 

congregations who married a person from within their own parish also tended to 

marry within their own townland. The picture which emerges from this analysis is 

that members of the Ulster Presbyterian community selected their prospective spouse 

from within a narrow geographical area. This conclusion is consistent with the trends 

identified in the wider historiography, and reveals that geographical endogamy and 

localised marriage seems to have been the normal practice in Ulster Presbyterian 

communities as elsewhere.

A second factor which could also influence courtship decisions was that of 

age. Historians of Irish population have generally used information relating to age at 

marriage to illuminate broader changes in Irish economic and social life relative to
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the Great Famine. Beginning with the pioneering work of K.H. Connell in the 1950s, 

scholars have debated the causes and implications of the massive population growth 

which occurred in Ireland in the decades before the famine.9 Central to these debates 

is the role which marriage, and particularly the age at which couples first married, 

played in determining the demographic and economic character of the population.

In general, marriage patterns in pre-famine Ireland are regarded as having 

strong similarities with those observed elsewhere in Europe: most couples married in 

their early to mid-twenties.10 The decades after the Famine, however, witnessed a 

departure from this European pattern, with age at first marriage increasing noticeably 

and larger proportions of the population never marrying at all.* 11 One reason 

suggested for this shifting pattern is that economic barriers to marriage, which had 

existed before the Famine, became much more crippling in the decades which

9 Connell, ‘Peasant marriage in Ireland’, pp 76-97; Ibid, ‘Peasant marriage in Ireland: 
its structure and development since the Famine’, pp 502-23; Ibid, ‘Catholicism and 
marriage in the century after the Famine’ in idem (ed.), Irish peasant society: four 
historical essays (Dublin, 1996), pp 113-61.
10 D.H. Akenson, Small differences: Irish Catholics and Irish Protestants, 1815- 
1922, an international perspective (Dublin, 1988), pp 26-27; Valerie Morgan and 
William Macafee, ‘Irish population in the pre-Famine period: evidence from County 
Antrim’ in Economic History Review, xxxvii, no. 2 (May, 1984), pp 182-96; Joel 
Mokyr and Cormac O’Grada, ‘New developments in Irish population history, 1700- 
1850’ in Economic History Review, xxxvii, no. 4 (Nov., 1984), pp 477-78; Colin 
Thomas, ‘Family formation in a colonial city: Londonderry, 1650-1750’ in 
Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy, C, no. 2 (2000), pp 93-96; D.E.C. Eversley, 
‘The demography of the Irish Quakers, 1650-1850’ in J.M. Goldstrom and L.A. 
Clarkson (eds), Irish popidation, economy and society (Oxford, 1981), pp 57-88; 
Liam Kennedy and L. A. Clarkson, ‘Birth, death and exile: Irish population history, 
1700-1921 ’ in B.J. Graham and LJ. Proudfoot (eds). An historical geography of 
Ireland (London, 1993), pp 158-69.
11 See, Brendan Walsh, ‘Marriage rates and population pressure: Ireland, 1871 and 
1911’ in Economic History Review, xxiv (Apr., 1970), pp 148-62; Joseph Lee, 
‘Marriage and population in pre-Famine Ireland’ in Economic History Review, xxi, 
no. 2 (Aug., 1968), pp 283-95; L.A. Clarkson, ‘Marriage and fertility in nineteenth- 
century Ireland’ in R.B. Outhwaite (ed.), Marriage and society: studies in the social 
history of marriage (London, 1981), pp 237-55; Michael Drake, ‘Marriage and 
population growth in Ireland, 1750-1845’ in Economic History Review, xvi, no. 2 
(1963), pp 301-13.
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followed. As couples found it more difficult to become economically independent, 

age at first marriage began to increase as couples delayed marriage until they could 

establish new households.1" Recent research by Liam Kennedy, Kerby Miller, and 

Brian Gurrin, for example, has revealed that although by the 1840s age at marriage in 

Ireland was much in line with that in other European societies (29 years for men and 

26 years for women in Ulster and Belfast) there was distinct regional variation, with 

the oldest grooms found in areas of economic distress such as Monaghan (29.8 years) 

and the youngest in more prosperous centres such as Belfast (26.6 years).13

We can investigate whether a similar pattern existed in the Ulster 

Presbyterian community by examining the age at which members of the community 

first married. There are problems, however, in quantifying this information for the 

greater majority of marriages. Presbyterian ministers were not required to record the 

ages of couples they married, and in the absence of systematic registration, age was 

often not noted. Indeed, in none of the marriage registers analysed for this study was 

the age of individuals recorded. It is possible, however, to obtain a rough estimate of 

age at marriage by using information contained in census material. Using the formula 

(P-E)-1=AM, we can calculate an approximate estimate of age at first marriage 

(AM), by subtracting the age of the eldest child (E) living at home from the age of a 

parent (P), plus one year for conception and pregnancy.14

12 Liam Kennedy, K.A. Miller and Brian Gurrin, ‘People and population change, 
1600-1914’ in Liam Kennedy and Philip Ollerenshaw (eds), Ulster since 1600: 
politics, economy and society (Oxford, 2013), pp 63-64.
13 Ibid.
14 The formula (P-E)-1=AM, P= Parent age, E= Age of eldest child living at home, 
AM= Age at marriage. A similar method was used by L.A. Clarkson in his analysis 
of the 1799 census of Carrick-on-Suir. See: L.A. Clarkson, ‘The demography of 
Carrick-on-Suir, 1799’ in Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy. Section C: 
Archaeology, Celtic Studies, History, Linguistics, Literature, Ixxxvii C (1987), pp
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It must be noted, however, that this method has three main weaknesses.

Firstly, this formula is dependent on the presence of children in a given household, 

and as a result excludes both childless couples and those whose children may have 

left the family home. Secondly, this method also assumes that the eldest child living 

at home is the first bom and may skew the average age at marriage. Thirdly, this 

method also takes the ages recorded in the census as true, and does not allow for 

errors made on behalf of either the census enumerator or the individuals themselves.

Of the five congregation censuses analysed for this study, those belonging to 

Ballyeaston (1813) and Third Cookstown (1842-43) permit such an examination 

because they record the ages of most members of their community.15 Using this 

formula, age at first marriage could be identified for 536 individuals in the 

community of Ballyeaston, of which 269 were male and 267 were female. Of those 

living in the community of Third Cookstown, the same information could be 

estimated for 331 individuals, of which 159 were male and 172 were female. Tables 

1(a) and 1(b) below display this information.

Table 1(a): Age at first marriage of a sample of individuals recorded in the 
censuses of Ballyeaston (1813) and Third Cookstown (1842-43).

Mean Median Mode Range
Ballyeaston 26.95 25.00 24.00 (59-14)= 45
Third
Cookstown

28.52 27.00 23.00 (69-14)= 55

26-27. This formula has also been used to estimate age at widowhood, see chapter 5, 
pp 276-77.
15 Census of Ballyeaston Presbyterian congregation, 1813 (P.R.O.N.I., T/1013/1); 
Religious census of Third Cookstown Presbyterian congregation, 1842-43 
(P.R.O.N.L, MIC 1 P/460/2).
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Table 1(b): Age at first marriage of women and men recorded in the censuses of 
Ballyeaston (1813) and Third Cookstown (1842-43).

Ballyeaston Third Cookstown
M F M F

Mean 29.14 24.73 30.48 26.72
Median 28.00 24.00 29.00 24.00
Mode 24.00 20.00 29.00 23.00

In common with the wider Irish historiography, individuals in these two communities 

also married in their mid-twenties, returning median values of 25 years in 

Ballyeaston and 27 years in Third Cookstown. The age at first marriage in both 

communities was also remarkably similar, with women in both communities 

marrying at age 24 years, and men at 28 years in Ballyeaston and 29 years in Third 

Cookstown.

Indeed, if we examine the relative proportions of unmarried, married and 

widowed persons in these two communities, a similar relationship between age and 

marital status emerges. Figures 2(a) and 2(b) below.

Figure 2(a) Proportion of persons in the community of Ballyeaston (1813) by 
marital status and age cohort.1*1

1(1 Of a total population of 2,010 persons in the community of Ballyeaston, age and 
marital status information was available for 1,970, of which 1318 were unmarried, 
596 were married, and 56 were widowed.
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Figure 2(b) Proportion of persons in the community of Third Cookstown (1842- 
43) by marital status and age cohort.17
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As can be seen in these two graphs, unmarried persons were most visible in age 

cohorts 24 years and younger. From age 25 years onwards, the proportion of 

unmarried persons began to decline steadily and, at the same time, the proportion of 

married persons began to increase. This suggests that, in common with wider 

European patterns, members of the Presbyterian community also began to marry 

when they were in their mid-twenties.

We can also examine the extent to which age at marriage was related to the 

ability of these couples to form new, independent households. Figure 3(a) below 

displays the household compositions of five Ulster Presbyterian communities based 

on an analysis of their respective congregation censuses.

17 Of a total population of 1,479, age and marital status information was available for 
1,391, of which 969 were unmarried, 365 were married, and 57 were widowed.
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Figure 3(a): Household compositions of five Ulster Presbyterian congregations, 
c. 1813-1843.18

30%
20%

10%

u/o

Ballyeaston 3rd Cookstown
Creggan and 

Newtownhamil
ton

1st Monaghan Stonebridge
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Extended 13.66 17.75 12.5 11.91 21.74
■ Simple 81.7 77.54 79.74 82.30 70.11

■ Solitary 4.64 3.99 7.76 5.78 5.98

As displayed above, the overwhelming majority of households in all five of these 

communities were comprised of the simple family unit of husband, wife, and 

unmarried children. This suggests that there was a strong link between marriage and 

household formation and that newly married couples were not impeded from setting 

up a new family unit.

But what of the relatively large minority of households in these five 

communities which can be termed extended? Figure 3(b) below details the 

composition of these households.

18 See, Census of Ballyeaston congregation, 1813 (P.R.O.N.I., T1013/1); Census of 
Third Cookstown Presbyterian congregation, 1842-43 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC 1 P/460/2); 
Registry book of United congregations of Creggan and Newtownhamilton, 1833 
(P.R.O.N.I., CR3/74/1); Stonebridge Visitation book, 1834 (P.R.O.N.I., 
MIC1P/165/1); Census of First Monaghan, 1821 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC1P/199/1) and 
reproduced in, Theo McMahon and Maire O'Neill, ‘Census of First Monaghan 
Presbyterian congregation, 182F in Clogher Record, xix, no. 1 (2006), pp 94-110.
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Figure 3(b) Composition of extended households in five Ulster Presbyterian 
communities, c. 1813-43.
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As displayed above, discounting the category of undetermined, the underlying cause 

of extended households in four out of five of these communities was the presence of 

siblings.19 Indeed, it is likely that the high levels of sibling-extended households 

returned in these four communities had something to do with a preference among 

individuals to be economically independent before marriage. Living with siblings 

could enable an individual to accumulate savings of their own, which could be put 

towards establishing a household of their own at marriage. Of the thirty-seven 

households which returned evidence of sibling extension, all such individuals were 

also unmarried. Co-residence with married siblings, or a joint household arrangement 

with a fellow unmarried brother or sister, may have been two options available to 

unmarried persons.

19 The category ‘Undetermined’ refers to cases where it was not possible to 
determine any relationship between the members of the household.
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How do we then explain the relatively large numbers of extended households 

(36%) in the community of Monaghan which contained adult children and their 

families? An analysis of the inhabitants of these households suggests that these co

resident living arrangements were not formed out of marriage, but by the breakdown 

and dissolution of other households. Whereas one third of these households 

contained a widowed adult child with their offspring, a further six households were 

headed by widowed parents. Similar to the co-resident arrangements between 

unmarried siblings, these households may also have been formed as a coping 

mechanism for individuals and families who found it difficult to support an 

independent household.

We can also examine to what extent religious outlook played a role in 

marriage decisions. Historians have been divided as to whether or not a desire for 

religious compatibility shaped courtship choice. On the one hand, scholars such as 

Steven King have argued that religious outlook had an important impact on the 

spatial dimension of courtship choice; either positively by exposing individuals to a 

wider net of potential contacts, or negatively, by constricting choice and forcing a 

wider search because of a lack of suitable partners.20 On the other hand, historians 

such as K.D.M. Snell have rejected the idea that religious outlook determined the 

geographical dimensions of courtship choice, noting that while traditions like 

Methodism could theoretically expand the courtship horizons of its adherents 

through social events such as Methodist circuits, in practice parochial endogamy was 

just as popular in non-conformist parishes as elsewhere.21

70 King, ‘Love, religion and power’, p. 9.
21 Snell, ‘English rural societies’, p. 267; fn. 24.
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In a similar fashion to the Methodist communities analysed by Snell and 

King, Presbyterianism also encouraged its adherents to marry within their own 

tradition. ‘Mixed’ marriages covered any union between a Presbyterian and a non- 

Presbyterian and were discouraged for two main reasons. On the one hand, marrying 

outside of one’s communion was regarded as an act of defiance against the church. 

The Confession of Faith, for example, maintained that it was, ‘the duty of Christians 

to marry only in the Lord’ and directed that those who, ‘ possessed] the true 

reformed religion, should not marry with infidels, papists or other idolaters.’23 On the 

other hand, mixed marriages were believed to lead to domestic discord and the 

weakening of religious belief. The Reverend James Morgan, for example, included in 

his autobiography the ‘sore domestic controversy’ which befell a girl named ‘M.G.’, 

whose marriage to a Roman Catholic resulted in her losing the right to educate her 

children and eventual separation from her husband.24

Did members of the community take heed of these directives and choose 

partners of the same faith? The evidence suggests that they did. Of our sample of 

1,118 marriages, there were only three cases in which a member of the community 

married someone of a different religious persuasion. Similarly, census material

22 See for example, King, ‘Love, religion and power’, pp 1-26; Kevin O’Neill, “‘Pale 
& dejected exhausted by the waste of sorrow”: courtship and the expression of 
emotion, Mary Shackleton, 1783-1791’ in Willemijn Ruberg and Kristine Steenbergh 
(eds), Sexed sentiments: interdisciplinary perspectives on gender and emotion (New 
York, 2011), pp 47-70.
23 Confession (1757), pp 131-32.
24 James Morgan, Recollections of my life and times, an autobiography by the 
Reverend James Morgan, D.D., late minister of Fisherwick Place church, Belfast, 
with selections from his journal, edited by his son (Belfast, 1874), p. 196.
2:1 The congregation of Magherafelt had one case of this type, involving Joseph 
Montgomery who was recorded as having married Sarah Graham of the Gracefield 
Moravian sect, on 22 Mar. 1821. See, Marriage register of various congregations 
belonging to Tyrone Presbytery, 1819-28 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC1P/460/B/7). The 
remaining two incidences of mixed marriage can be found in the congregation of 
Rathfriland. These are, Elizabeth Wilson of Rathfriland Associate congregation, who
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relating to Presbyterian communities also intimates that mixed marriage was 

relatively rare. Of the five congregational censuses utilised in this study, only two 

returned any evidence of mixed marriage. Indeed, the incidence of mixed marriage 

within these two congregations was also relatively small. Of a total of 277 

households belonging to the congregation of First Monaghan, only 1 contained a 

mixed-faith couple, whereas of a total of 232 households belonging to the 

congregations of Creggan and Newtownhamilton, only 12 couples belonged to 

different religious traditions.26

We can also examine the degree to which members of the community 

married persons from within their own congregation. The marriage registers of the 

congregations of Garland (1780-1802) and Rathfriland (1805-43) permit such an 

analysis as they record for the majority of individuals the congregation of origin of 

each party, rather than their respective parish or townland. It was possible to analyse 

this information for 331 out of 337 couples belonging to Garland, and 71 out of 93 

couples belonging to Rathfriland. Figure 4 below displays this information.

married Edward Grandy of Warrenpoint Church of Ireland on 4 May 1830, and Ann 
Shanahan, also of Rathfriland Associate congregation, who married John Cooke, a 
‘Protestant’ on 24 Dec. 1833. See, Rathfriland marriage register, 1805-42 
(P.R.O.N.I.,T/l 539/2).
26 See, Census of First Monaghan, 1821 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC1P/199/1) and reproduced 
in, Theo McMahon and Maire O’Neill, ‘Census of First Monaghan Presbyterian 
congregation, 1821’ in Clogher Record, xix, no. 1 (2006), pp 94-110 and Registry 
book of United congregations of Creggan and Newtownhamilton, 1833 (P.R.O.N.I., 
CR3/74/1).
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Figure 4. Congregation of origin of married couples belonging to the 
congregations of Garland (1780-1802) and Rathfriland (1805-1843).

100%

m Different congregation 

■ Same congregation

28.17

Garland Rathfriland

As displayed above, while the majority of these individuals married within their 

religious tradition, they did so with persons of other Presbyterian congregations. 

Religious endogamy did not extend to the level of congregation. It is possible that 

these congregations were simply too small a size to accommodate the marriage needs 

of the local community, and as a result, individuals looked to other Presbyterian 

communities in the neighbouring area to find a suitable spouse. Indeed, in common 

with the other congregations in our sample, the overwhelming majority of couples 

belonging to Garland and Rathfriland married persons resident within their own 

parish, totalling almost 54 and 75 per cent respectively.

The influence which religious outlook had on partner selection, however, 

should not be overstated. Liam Kennedy, for example, has noted that the religious 

and ethnic boundaries separating the various denominations in Ulster were far more 

permeable than has been assumed, and that intermarriages and conversions between
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27faiths were not uncommon. Similarly, in his analysis of the population of the 

Diocese of Elphin, Brian Gurrin has argued that inter-church marriages were more 

common in areas where one faith was dramatically outnumbered by another, making 

it harder for individuals to find a partner of their own tradition.21' Indeed, in the 

mainly Catholic diocese of Elphin, it was Presbyterians (the second smallest 

religious group) who exhibited the greatest tendency to involve themselves in inter

church marriages, with almost 9% of Presbyterian householders recorded in the 

census married to Catholics. The greater propensity for members of the 

Presbyterian community to marry within their own religious tradition can perhaps be 

better attributed to the numerical superiority and geographical concentration of 

Presbyterianism in Ulster, than a deliberate conscious choice.

(II) Courtship activities

Once these couples met and decided that they liked one and another enough to 

progress to courtship, how exactly did they court? What types of activities did 

courtship involve, and how did couples participate in these rituals?

It is important at this point to note that courtship itself was not just one phase 

previous to marriage; rather, it involved a series of interlocking stages, each with its 

own rituals and practices, in which couples were expected to participate as they got 

to know one and another.30 As a courtship progressed from its early stages towards 

marriage and became more serious, these practices changed and became more

27 Kennedy et al, ‘People and population change, 1600-1914’, pp 68-69.
TO

B.F. Gurrin, ‘An examination of the 1749 census of the Diocese of Elphin’ in 
Marie-Louise Legg (ed.), The census of Elphin, 1749 (Dublin, 2004), p. xxxv.
29 Ibid. The corresponding figures for ‘Protestants’ was 5.1%, Quakers returned 
0.0%, and Catholics, 0.4%.
30 Maria Luddy, Matters of deceit: breach ofpromise to marry cases in nineteenth- 
and twentieth-century Limerick (Dublin, 2011), pp 22-23.

45



formal.31 These rituals also varied considerably and were not practised exclusively 

by all couples. Factors such as geographical location, relative wealth, and literacy 

shaped the courtship customs and opportunities available to young couples. For 

example, young people living in urban areas had easier access to a broader range of 

amusements, such as theatres, balls and playhouses, than did their rural 

counterparts. Similarly, the exchange of love letters may have been much more 

important to a couple separated by long distances than one who lived in the same 

parish. Indeed, correspondence itself would have been restricted to the better sorts of 

society who were able to read and write.

For these reasons, the following discussion does not claim to be an exhaustive 

list of the courtship customs of the Presbyterian community in Ulster. It instead 

focuses on three activities which many courting couples, of both the lower and 

middling orders, would have been familiar: popular amusements and leisure, the 

exchange of gifts and tokens, and sexual activity.

The fact that most of the couples in our sample were able to meet and marry 

someone of a similar religious outlook, and within the small geographical area of the 

parish or townland, suggests that the local village network provided ample 

opportunities for young people to meet, socialise and strike up courtships. Historians 

such as Diana O’Hara, for example, have noted that places such as markets, ale

houses, and even the journey to and from work offered individuals the chance to

3'David Cressy, Birth, marriage and death: ritual, religion and the life-cycle in 
Tudor and Stuart England (Oxford, 1997), p. 234; R.E.L. Debutts., ‘Lee in love: 
courtship and correspondence in Antebellum Virginia’ in Virginia Magazine of 
History and Biography, cxv, no. 4 (2007), pp 496-97.
32 E.G. Breslaw, ‘Marriage, money and sex: Dr. Hamilton finds a wife’ in Journal of 
Social History, xxxvi, no. 3 (Spring, 2003), p. 662.
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. . . . 'X'lmeet and begin romantic relationships. Indeed, evidence survives for the Ulster 

Presbyterian community which suggests that this too was the case.

Fair days and events held to mark specific festivals were particularly popular 

forms of amusement which drew large numbers of young women and men. John 

Caldwell, for example, recalled in his memoirs the ‘delight’ with which he ‘hailed 

the annual return of various festivals’ in his youth, such as Easter Monday, 

Midsummer Eve, Shrove Tuesday, Hallow Eve and Christmas Day.34 According to 

Caldwell, these occasions enabled him to enjoy, ‘all the pleasures of unrestrained 

merriment and romping’.35 Indeed, the Easter holidays in particular, seem to have 

been a time of gaiety for many young people. The journal of John Tennent, a 

grocer’s apprentice living in Coleraine at the latter end of the eighteenth-century, 

makes particular mention of the opportunities Easter afforded the young to socialise 

in the surrounding locality. According to Tennent, during the Easter festival period 

‘persons of every description’ went to the local bowling-green to ‘divert themselves’, 

enjoying activities such as cock-fighting, running and playing games.36

In rural communities in particular, dances which were held in bams and other 

farm-house buildings, were also a popular fonn of amusement for young women and 

men. The Ordnance Survey Memoirs for the parishes of county Antrim, for example, 

make frequent reference to ‘dancing’ as a ‘favourite’ leisure activity of the local

33 O’Hara, Courtship and constraint, pp 139-45; Alan MacFarlane, Marriage and 
love in England: modes of reproduction, 1300-1840 (Oxford, 1986), p. 296; Breslaw, 
‘Marriage, money and sex’, p. 662; Luddy, Matters of deceit, p. 21.
34 John Caldwell, ‘Particulars of a north county Irish family, 1850’, pp 30-31.
35 Ibid, p. 30.
36 Leanne Calvert, ‘The journal of John Tennent, 1786-90’ in Analecta Hibernica, 
no. 43 (2012), pp 91, 117. See also, S.J. Connolly and A.R. Holmes, ‘Popular 
culture, 1600-1914’ in Liam Kennedy and Philip Ollerenshaw (eds), Ulster since 
1600: politics, economy and society (Oxford, 2013), pp 109-11.
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inhabitants. That these dances were frequented by the young as a means of meeting 

and mingling freely with persons of the opposite sex is also suggested by minutes 

recorded in Kirk-session meetings. The sessions of Cahans and Loughaghery, for 

example, regularly censured young women and men for attending what they termed 

‘promiscuous’ or ‘irregular’ dances.38

These dances were marked out by the Kirk-session as ‘promiscuous’ for two 

main reasons. Firstly, they were usually organised by young persons themselves, 

often without the permission or supervision of adults or guardians. For example, 

when Hugh Brown was called to appear before the session of Loughaghery in 

October 1821 after a dance was held in his bam, it appeared that it was not Hugh but 

his sons who had organised and held the event.39 Similarly, a dance was also hosted 

at the home of Joseph McTier in May 1806, apparently without his permission and 

despite his opposition once it was discovered.411 Secondly, dances were believed to be 

‘promiscuous’ because they encouraged young women and men to socialise together 

in an unsupervised space. Indeed, evidence suggests that they attended these dances 

together in mixed sex groups as a form of leisure. The session of Loughaghery, for 

example, rebuked John Pollock, Robert Flutchenson, Martha Knox, Sarah Pollock, 

and William Erwin for being at a dancing together in June 1802, while that of

37

37 See, OSMI (Ballycor), xxxii. 6; 05M/(Ballylinny), xxxii. 20; CWM/(Ballynure), 
xxxii. 37; OSM/(Island Magee), x. 40; 05'M/(Killead), xxxv. 23; OSMI 
(Kilwaugher), x. 115; OWT^Rashee), xxxii. 140.
38 Cahans Kirk-session minutes, 20 May 1785; 22 Sept. 1785; 30 Apr. 1786; 17 Jun. 
1786; 30 Mar. 1788; 4 Oct. 1789; 15 Oct. 1789; 1 Aug. 1790; 7 Jun. 1792; 16 Oct. 
1796 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/25B/2); Loughaghery Kirk-session minutes, 10 Jun. 1802; 9 
May 1806; 19 Oct. 1821 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/8/1).
39 Loughaghery Kirk-session minutes, 19 Oct. 1821 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/8/1).
40 Ibid, 9 May 1806 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/8/1).
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Cabans rebuked a party of five young men and three young women for their 

attendance at a promiscuous dancing in June 1786.41

It should be noted, however, that as the nineteenth-century progressed, most 

of these activities were less eagerly participated in by the lay community. According 

to S.J. Connolly and Andrew Holmes, the spread of evangelicalism within 

Protestantism and its reforming influence, coupled with the impact of 

industrialisation and the decline of the agriculture sector, led to the decline of 

traditional amusements such as cock-fighting, dances, and drinking.42 In their place, 

books clubs, reading societies and singing schools became the focal point of 

recreation and sociability.43

The church itself also provided young people with the opportunity to meet 

and socialise. Andrew Holmes, for example, has noted that the Sabbath played an 

important role in the social life of rural communities in Ulster.44 A popular custom 

known as “‘tween sermon drinking”, whereby members of the congregation met 

between services and exchanged gossip over a jug of ale, provided a regular social 

meeting point for many people in rural Ulster.42 As we will discuss in later chapters, 

special religious services like communion offered young people the chance to inter

mix and socialise, albeit under the watchful supervision of their families and 

members of the session.46

41 Loughaghery Kirk-session minutes, 10 Jun. 1802 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/8/1); Cahans 
Kirk-session minutes, 17 Jun. 1786 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/25B/2).
42 Connolly and Holmes, ‘Popular culture, 1600-1914’, pp 110-14.
43 Ibid, p. 116.
44 A.R. Holmes, The shaping of Ulster Presbyterian belief and practice, 1770-1844 
(Oxford, 2006), pp 73-74.
45 Ibid, p. 74.
46 See chapter four, pp 260-65.
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Other events, such as the festivities which were occasioned by the ordination 

of newly installed ministers, provided a focal point for young people to meet and 

mingle. John Tennent, for example, recorded in his diary how he and a group of 

young men and women had attended a dinner to mark the ordination party of the 

Reverend Matthew Elder, who was installed as minister of First Kilraughts 

congregation in August 1789. The following day, Tennent joined a riding party to the 

Giant’s Causeway, before ending his jaunt at Dervock fair, where he met his friends 

and some ladies for some tea.47

A second activity which was popular among courting couples was gift-giving. 

In her analysis of courtship customs in the sixteenth-century diocese of Canterbury, 

Diana O’Hara has drawn attention to the permanence of gift-giving as a feature of 

courtship across time and place.48 Gifts and tokens could take many forms, from 

sums of money, to items of clothing, and even household goods. What mattered 

most, however, was not the physical gift itself, but the meaning which it carried. In 

choosing to send a particular token, the gift-giver communicated a specific message 

to its recipient, and in return, the recipient indicated their agreement or rejection of 

this message by either accepting or refusing the gift. As a courtship developed from 

initial friendship, through to romantic attachment, engagement and then finally 

marriage, gifts were employed to mark each stage of this progression, serving to 

confirm, accelerate or terminate the developing relationship.49

For couples like the Reverend Robert Magill and his future wife, Ann Jane 

Skelton, gift-giving formed a large part of their courtship ritual. After being ordained

47 Calvert, ‘Journal of John Tennent’, pp 99-100.
48 O’Hara, Courtship and constraint, p. 62.
49 Ibid, p. 74; see especially, ch. 2, pp 57-98; Ibid, ‘Sixteenth-century courtship in the 
Diocese of Canterbury’(PhD Thesis, University of Kent, 1996), pp 88-90; Cressy, 
Birth, marriage and death, p. 263.
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minister of First Antrim (Millrow) Presbyterian congregation in June 1820, thirty- 

two year old Robert took up residence in a house rented by Samuel Skelton, an agent 

to Lord Massereene and Ann Jane’s father. Robert struck up a friendship with 

Samuel Skelton, and would often visit the family, spending his evenings there, 

drinking tea.50 Indeed, Robert’s duties as minister meant that he maintained an 

intimate familiarity with the Skelton family. For instance, between April and June 

1821, Robert was a constant figure at the bedside of William Skelton, Ann Jane’s 

brother, as he lay dying. After William’s death, aged nineteen years, in June 1821, 

Robert wore a scarf sent to him by Samuel Skelton in remembrance of his son, and 

composed an epitaph for the tombstone.M Ann Jane’s siblings also attended the local 

Sunday School in Millrow, and received tracts as rewards for repeating bible verses

52and materials such as the Shorter Catechism.

Given Robert’s intimate familiarity with the Skelton family, in both his 

capacity as minister and family friend, it is perhaps unsurprising that he and Ann 

Jane began courting. Indeed, we can chart the progression of their relationship, from 

friendship to courtship and then marriage from the types of gift they exchanged. 

Despite maintaining an intimacy with the Skeltons from mid-1820, Ann Jane is not 

mentioned in Robert’s diary until October 1821, when he recorded that she 

accompanied her mother and father to witness the baptism of a member of the 

congregation.53 The next reference to Ann Jane is not until December 1821, when

50 See for example, Diary extracts of Reverend Robert Magill (1821-28) (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2930/9/5).
51 Ibid, 5 Apr. 1821- 24 Jul. 1821 (P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/5).
52 Diary of Reverend Robert Magill (1821), 26 Jan. 1821 (P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/6), p. 
21.

53 Diary extracts of Reverend Robert Magill (1821-28), 22 Oct. 1821 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2930/9/5).
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Robert noted she had lent him a book.^4 * * * This small token marked the beginning of 

their friendship, and was reciprocated by Ann Jane later in May 1822 when she made 

Robert a shirt.^ From this point onwards, Robert made much more frequent 

reference to Ann Jane’s movements in his diary, as the pair began to spend time in 

one and another’s company. In June 1822, for example, Ann Jane stood as a witness 

to a marriage ceremony performed by Robert.56 In July the pair, accompanied by Mr 

and Mrs Skelton, spent part of the day together in Belfast, and in September they met 

one and another at a wake.

As their friendship progressed to courtship, the tokens which the pair 

exchanged became more personal and intimate, reflecting their growing bond. 

Between July and October 1822, Robert gave Ann Jane a gold breast pin, a psalm 

book, and his own personal Bible, and in return he received a silver pencil.'^8 After 

being asked to travel to Youghal, county Cork, in connection with the Presbyterian 

Missionary Society, Ann Jane sealed their romantic attachment by presenting him 

with ‘a ringlet of her hair tied with a blue ribbon’ as a ‘keepsake’ to remember her by 

during his absence.59

After Robert’s return from Cork in January 1823, the couple’s relationship 

entered its final stages, as they progressed towards marriage. Indeed, at the end of 

January, Robert noted in his diary that he ‘spoke of marriage’ to Ann Jane after 

dinner one evening in the Skelton household.60 This progression was also reflected in

4 Diary extracts of Reverend Robert Magill (1821-28), 5 Dec. 1821 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2930/9/5).
55 Ibid, 23 May 1822 (P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/5).
56 Ibid, 6 Jun. 1822 (P.R.O.N.L, D2930/9/5).
57 Ibid, 12 Jul. 1822; 29 Sept. 1822 (P.R.O.N.L, D2930/9/5).
58 Ibid, 16 Jul. 1822; 8 Oct. 1822; 28 Oct. 1822 (P.R.O.N.L, D2930/9/5).
59 Ibid, 5 Nov. 1822 (P.R.O.N.L, D2930/9/5).
60 Diary of Reverend Robert Magill (1823), 27 Jan. 1823 (P.R.O.N.L, D2930/9/8).

52



the types of gifts which Robert presented to Ann Jane. For her twentieth birthday in 

November 1823, he composed a poem and presented her with a ring, an item 

synonymous with marriage. Two days later, he asked Samuel Skelton for permission 

to marry Ann Jane, and the pair married three weeks later, on 11 December 1823.61

Interestingly, the progress of Ann Jane and Robert’s courtship was also 

reflected in the value of gifts which he exchanged with the Skelton family, 

particularly Ann Jane’s parents. Mrs Skelton, for example, regularly sent Robert gifts 

of foodstuffs, such as butter, cheese and eggs.62 These items were also distinct from 

the ‘groceries’ which the Skeltons provided Robert with in return for a cash 

payment.63 Indeed, Robert himself noted in his diary how he had ‘Received the 

present of a cheese from a friend to whom [he] gave a present of apples.’64 After his 

marriage to Ann Jane in December 1823, however, the items exchanged between 

Robert and the Skeltons increased in monetary value. For example, Robert presented 

Mrs Skelton with a gold ring, and gave her two sisters, Ellen and Eliza, a silver 

thimble each.65 In return, Mrs Skelton purchased Robert and Ann Jane furniture for 

their new home.66 Similarly, as Robert’s intimacy with the family increased and his 

courtship of Ann Jane progressed, he also loaned larger amounts of money from 

Samuel Skelton. In the early stages of their courtship, Robert borrowed sums

Diary of Reverend Robert Magill (1823), 18 Nov. 1823; 20 Nov. 1823; 11 Dec. 
1823 (P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/8); Diary extracts of Reverend Robert Magill (1821-28), 
18 Nov. 1823 (P.R.O.NL, D2930/9/5).
62 Diary extracts of Reverend Robert Magill (1821-28), 5 Jan. 1821; 31 Jan. 1821; 14 
Mar. 1821; 11 Oct. 1822; 23 Oct 1822; 26 Oct. 1822 (P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/5).
63 Robert recorded in his diary how he paid Mr. Skelton £1 155. Qd for groceries. See, 
Diary extracts of Reverend Robert Magill (1821-28, 25 Feb. 1822 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2930/9/5).
64 Diary of Reverend Robert Magill (1822), 11 Oct. 1822 (P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/7). 
Emphasis is author’s own.
65 Diary extracts of Reverend Robert Magill (1821-28), 20 Dec. 1823 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2930/9/5).
66 Ibid, 25 Dec. 1823 (P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/5).
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amounting to no more than £20, rising to £60 and £100 around the same time he 

proposed marriage.<)7

As well as symbolising a growing intimate relationship, gifts and tokens 

could also be employed to break-off romantic attachments. This was a tactic used by- 

Hannah McGee, the young woman referred to at the beginning of this chapter, when 

she ended her courtship with Robert James Tennent. Hannah and Robert seem to

have been childhood sweethearts, striking up an intimate relationship sometime in

681818, when Hannah was almost seventeen years old and Robert was aged fifteen. 

Similarly to the courtship of Robert Magill and Ann Jane Skelton, gift-giving also 

formed an important part of Hannah and Robert’s courtship ritual. In May 1818 and 

September 1820, for example, Hannah presented Robert with locks of her hair as 

tokens of her love and affection. See Figures 5(a) and 5(b) below.69

6 Diary extracts of Reverend Robert Magill (1821-28), 2 Aug. 1821; 17 Oct. 1821; 2 
Nov. 1822; 15 Feb. 1823; 25 Nov. 1823 (P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/5).
68 These ages have been estimated from the earliest dated courtship memento given 
to Robert by Hannah on 1 May 1818. It is possible to estimate Hannah’s age from a 
hand-written note referring to her twentieth birthday, which was recorded as being 18 
May 1821, making her almost seventeen years of age in 1818. Robert, we know was 
bom in 1803, and he would have been 15 years old in 1818. See: Hannah McGee to 
Robert James Tennent, 18 May 1821 (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/G/407/3); Jonathan Wright, 
“The natural leaders”: the Tennent family and the political and intellectual life of 
Presbyterian Belfast, c. 1801-1832’ (PhD Thesis, QUB, 2010), pp 206-08.
69 Hair of Hannah McGee, 1 May 1818; 3 Sept. 1820 (P.R.O.N.I.,
D1748/G/802/6;! 1). These are part of a larger collection of women’s hair, totalling 
sixteen locks of hair, which Robert received from his love interests. See, Locks of 
hair of numerous young ladies, 1818-27 (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/G/802/1-17).
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Figure 5(a) Lock of hair belonging to 
belonging to Hannah McGee,
1 May 1818.

Figure 5(b) Lock of hair 
belonging to Hannah McGee, 
3 Sept. 1820

That Hannah was in love with Robert and offered these gifts as a romantic 

gesture is evident from their surviving correspondence. The young couple wrote to 

one and another in a language of love and affection, tinged by their respective desires 

to keep their relationship hidden from public knowledge. Believing that Hannah’s 

parents would not approve of her relationship with a ‘harum narum youth’ like 

Robert, the couple conducted their courtship in secret.70 On Robert’s part, it was 

obvious that he was enamoured with Hannah, and he delighted in hearing from 

others even the smallest scraps of news of her well-being, such as reports from his 

cousin Theresa of her conversations and movements.71 Indeed, by May 1821, Robert 

wrote to Hannah of his desire for marriage, admitting that she was an omnipresent

7(1 Hannah McGee to Robert James Tennent, 2 Apr. 1821 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/G/407/1); Robert James Tennent to Hannah McGee, May-Jun. 1821 
(P.R.O.N.I., D1748/G/407/5).
71 Robert James Tennent to Hannah McGee, May-Jun. 1821 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/G/407/5).
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figure in his mind: ‘Waking up & sleeping. [A]lone and in company. [Y]ou are 

present to my thoughts’.72

Despite their desire to keep their attachment hidden, it was Hannah’s 

infatuation with Robert which rumbled their secret romance. In January 1821, 

Katherine Templeton, a friend of Hannah’s mother and acquaintance of Robert, 

wrote to Hannah advising her to break off the relationship before it progressed 

further towards engagement and marriage. In this same letter, she revealed that the 

love Hannah felt for Robert was visible to all, and that she was by all accounts ‘love- 

drunk’:

I intended speaking seriously to you yesterday ... but I soon perceived 
you were not in a situation to benefit by it ...[by] the state of 
intoxication in which you appeared ... you .. would perhaps insist you 
were perfectly sober, there are however other ways of becoming 
inebriated besides taking strong liquors. [Y]ours was caused by the 
victory your passions were gaining over prudence and common

73sense.

Later in July of that same year, Hannah acted on Katherine’s advice and wrote to 

Robert to end their attachment temporarily. Her reasons for doing so were not 

because her feelings had changed, but because she feared that her ‘very many good 

friends’ would inform her father of their secret relationship.74

Hannah also employed the tradition of gift-giving to seal the temporary 

cessation of their attachment. As a parting gift and lasting symbol of their

72 Robert James Tennent to Hannah McGee, May-Jun. 1821 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/G/407/5).
73 Katherine Templeton to Hannah McGee, 7 Jan. 1821 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/G/650/1).
74 Hannah McGee to Robert James Tennent, 12 Jul. 1821 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/G/407/6).
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attachment, she enclosed in this same letter to Robert the token of a broken ring. See

Figure 5(c) below.7:1

Figure 5(c) Half a broken ring, c. 12 Jul. 1821

Hannah’s choice of a ring to convey this message is significant in itself, especially 

given Robert’s earlier resolutions to propose marriage. Her choice of a broken ring, 

however, carried with it added layers of meaning:

I have a little ring which I wore many a day when I was happier than I 
am at present. I will break it and send you the half of it[.] [E]ver we 
be joined it shall be so too if not I at least will remain as it is[.]76

In sending the token of a broken ring, Hannah not only symbolised the breaking off

of their attachment, she kept open the possibility of their reunion. The fact that the

two halves could be at one stage re-united to make a whole again suggests that their

love could in the future be rekindled.

As well as giving gifts, evidence suggests that couples expected tokens to be 

returned when a courtship failed. The return of gifts not only symbolised the 

termination of a relationship, it also cut any ties (both emotional and material) 

between the gift-giver and recipient. For example, when the initial courtship of 

William Drennan and his future wife, Sarah Swanwick, ended in December 1793,

75 Half a broken ring, c. 12 Jul. 1821 (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/G/802/16).
7<1 Hannah McGee to Robert James Tennent, 12 Jul. 1821 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/G/407/6).
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Sarah requested William to return all of her letters.77 Indeed, the absence of Sarah’s 

letters in the couple’s surviving correspondence can perhaps be explained by his 

compliance with this request.7h

The retention of gifts and tokens after a courtship had ended was regarded as 

especially duplicitous. Robert James Tennent’s future wife, Eliza McCracken, for 

example, was furious when she learned that Robert still possessed small mementos 

he had received from a woman called Mary Gray, to whom he had been previously 

engaged. In a letter composed in February 1828, Eliza instructed Robert to return a 

‘chain’ he had received from Mary, because his continued wearing of it implied that 

he still harboured feelings of attachment for its sender.79 Eliza also complained that 

Mary was still in possession of Robert’s letters, noting that ‘so long as she does so 

[she] considers herself engaged to you’.80

Similarly, individuals who gladly accepted gifts from would-be suitors 

without any romantic intention were also the subject of scorn. For example, when 

William Drennan’s courtship of a wealthy widow named Sally Scott failed at the end 

of March 1798, he seems to have been completely unaware of the fact that she was 

not interested in him romantically. Writing to his sister Martha, he claimed that Sally 

had given him no clear indication that his attentions were unwanted:

I am glad it has been done again [i.e. called off] , as I am sure in her 
manner I might have gone on for six months, and the event would

77 William Drennan to Sarah Swanwick, 23 Dec. 1793 (P.R.O.N.L, T/2884/10).
78 There are no surviving letters written by Sarah to William before the ending of 
their courtship in 1793. I have found only one letter composed by Sarah, dated 13 
June 1805, which is five years after their marriage took place (Sarah Drennan to 
William Drennan, 13 Jun. 1805, (P.R.O.N.L, T/2884/40).
79 Eliza McCracken to Robert James Tennent, 9 Feb. 1828 (P.R.O.N.L, 
D1748/G/378/23).
80 Ibid, 21 Dec. 1827 (P.R.O.N.L, D1748/G/378/21 A&21B).
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probably have been the same; false fancy would have coloured the 
bubble, and the heart felt itself more deeply betrayed.81

William’s ignorance can perhaps be forgiven when we consider that despite offering

him her ‘friendship’ and not love, Sally had continued to receive his visits and accept

gifts, actions which he believed meant that his attentions were welcome. “ Indeed,

William himself believed that he was not ‘blameable’ for how the affair turned out,

and criticized Sally for not returning his copy of Caroline of Lichfield after their first

meeting.83

One other aspect of courtship with which many courting couples would have 

had some degree of familiarity was sexual activity. We can gain an insight into the 

sexual practices and behaviours of the community by analysing minutes taken at 

meetings of the local Kirk-session. In addition to providing poor relief and religious 

instruction, the Kirk-session also disciplined members of the community whose 

behaviour transgressed the bounds of acceptable conduct. Offences generally fell into 

three main categories: marital, social and religious, and sexual. Discipline cases by 

their very nature reveal what behaviours were singled out as wrong and improper, as 

well as what was regarded as acceptable. The minutes of these cases therefore afford 

us an insight into the courtship culture of the wider community because they are 

reflective of both the types of activities members of the congregation participated in, 

as well as the value system in which they operated.84

81 The Drennan-McTier letters, 1794-1801, ed. Jean Agnew (3 vols, Dublin, 1998- 
99), ii, 380-81.
82 The Drennan-McTier letters, ii, 374, 380-81.
83 Ibid, 381.
84 See also, Svetla Baloutzova, ‘When a lass goes “so round”, with her “tua sides 
high”: oral culture and women’s views on illegitimacy’ in Katie Barclay and 
Deborah Simonton (eds), Women in eighteenth-century Scotland: intimate, 
intellectual and public lives (Famham, 2013), pp 55-59, 61-62.
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It should be remembered, however, that these cases are only representative of 

those persons who appeared before the Kirk-session. As discussed in the Introduction 

to the thesis, it is important not to over-generalise the particulars of these cases. 

Moreover, it should also be noted, that unlike the two other courtship activities 

discussed above, the overwhelming majority of evidence available in Kirk-session 

minutes deals with the sexual practices and behaviours of the less well-off and lower 

orders of society.8'^ As will become evident in the discussion which follows, those 

groups of society who were placed under greater degrees of supervision, such as 

servants, are much more visible in discipline cases than their better-off peers.

One aspect of courtship behaviour which was rigorously regulated was the 

time couples spent alone, out of the sight of their families. This type of activity was 

closely monitored for fear that allowing young women and men to socialise 

unsupervised would most likely lead to promiscuity and illegitimacy. A good 

example of this can be found in the minutes of the case of Thomas Black and Mary 

Deal, whose secret meetings raised the suspicions of the session of Cahans in May 

1785. The minutes of the case note that Thomas Black appeared:

... on account of a report that he had gone in an untimous hour of the 
night to the house of W[illia]m Henderson in order to have ... some 
conversation with Mary Deal. Mary Deal was called in and asked how 
often was it that they had such private meetings. Answer: but twice: 
that there was no criminal correspondence, nor oath, nor promise.86

What made the couple’s meetings worthy of an appearance before the session was 

that they were conducted privately, without supervision, and at an irregular time of

8:1 This is also a similar point made by Diana O’Hara, who has advocated the use of 
ecclesiastical court records to recapture the courtship strategies and behaviours of the 
less wealthy and articulate. See, O’Hara, Courtship and constraint, p. 2.
86 Cahans Kirk-session minutes, 1 May 1785 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/25B/2). Emphasis is 
author’s own.
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the night; circumstances which ignited the suspicions of the session. Indeed, the line 

of questioning that was used against Mary reveals that the session believed that some 

degree of illicit sexual behaviour had occurred. Despite the couple’s insistence that 

they had not engaged in any such activities, Thomas and Mary were subsequently 

censured for meeting at ‘unseasonable times’, especially on a Sabbath morning, and 

the details of the case published to the community.87

A similar procedure was also used against John Minley, a member of the 

congregation of Ballymoney in the summer of 1830, after it was reported that he had 

‘improper intercourse’ with two women, Jane Campbell and Betty McArthur.88 On 

the night that the alleged impropriety took place, a party had been held at the house 

of the McArthur family, which according to one witness was the cause of noises Tike 

cheering’ around the neighbourhood.84 According to the report, two members of the 

party, John Minley and Jane Campbell, were together in private company in a field, 

raising the suspicions of both the session and the wider community that some sort of 

improper behaviour had occurred.

To get to the truth of the report, the session heard the testimony of two 

witnesses. The first of these was James Hamilton, who told the session that after 

hearing that Minley was in company with the two women, he ‘went out of his own 

house that he might know whether any of his children were with the party’.40 He did 

not, however, see either Minley or the women in question, being prevented by a 

‘garden which intervened between him and where they were reported to be’.41 The 

second witness, Andrew Hurry, who happened to be out in his field at the time,

87

88

89

90

91

Cahans Kirk-session minutes, 1 May 1785 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/25B/2). 
Ballymoney Kirk-session minutes, 18 Jun. 1830 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/1/B/4). 
Ibid, 7 Jul. 1830 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/1/B/4).
Ibid.
Ibid.
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stated that he saw Jane Campbell ‘sitting upon the bow of the slough’ and that 

Minley ‘was standing a little off from her’, but he ‘did not see any thing pass

92between them’.

Given the ‘public’ setting of the field, the session seems to have been 

frustrated with the lack of information available on the pair’s activities. Unsatisfied 

with Andrew Hurry’s eye-witness account, the elders pressed further, probing to see 

if anyone else could have caught a glimpse of what had happened. Indeed, their 

method of questioning reveals how even supposedly ‘private moments’, between two 

individuals, were subject to surveillance:

... when [Andrew Hurry] passed they were in the field- and did not see 
either of them leave the field. ... does not know whether persons going 
along the road could see them where they were. [A] rider might.
There was no path way through the field in which witness was.
Cannot say whether there is a path through the one in which they

93were.

In the absence of sufficient evidence, however, the session resolved that there were 

no grounds to censure John Minley for the alleged charge. There was also no 

evidence that he had been in the company of Betty McArthur. The session did, 

however, decide to reprove Minley for a ‘breach of the fourth commandment’, most 

likely for being in attendance at the party and in the private company of a young 

woman without the consent of his parents.94

In addition to removing scandal and preventing accusations of unseemly 

behaviour, conducting a courtship in public could also be beneficial. Richard 

Godbeer has argued that one reason why families allowed young courting couples to 

spend the night together under their roof was so that if the young woman became

Ballymoney Kirk-session minutes, 7 Jul. 1830 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/1/B/4) 
Ibid 
Ibid
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pregnant there would be a number of witnesses to verify the existence of their 

relationship. Public knowledge of a courtship could act as a preventative measure if a 

young man denied paternity of a child.0" The case of Janet Montgomery, of the 

community of Cammoney, is demonstrative of the obvious advantages which 

accompanied a public courtship. In February 1804, Janet was called to appear before 

the session of Cammoney in order to prove that a man named Thomas Magill was 

the father of her illegitimate child. Key to proving the paternity of her infant was the 

testimony of Mary Mathison, her previous landlady and witness to her courtship with 

Magill. According to Mary’s evidence:

Janet Montgomery had been with her 3 quarter of a year, & during 
that time he Thomas Magill frequented her house almost every week, 
... he came often at night & some nights staid after they were in bed, 
& one night was let in by her husband & staid afterwards she knows 
not how long, she says that at Easter last Janet ... was in her house, & 
that time when she [asked] her, she acknowledged being [with] Child, 
& said that as sure as God was in heaven Thomas Magill was the 
father.96

Mary Mathison’s evidence was crucial in determining the paternity of Janet’s infant. 

She had been witness to their courtship for approximately nine months and had 

allowed the couple to meet privately in her home unsupervised. Indeed, Mary also 

stated that, ‘she did not know [of Janet] keeping Company to any other man’, 

indirectly confirming Thomas Magill as the father.97

Despite the efforts of Kirk-sessions to police the sexual activities of the 

young, evidence suggests that rather than being strictly chaste, young couples were 

flirtatious and participated in a range of sexual behaviours which stopped just short

95 Richard Godbeer, ‘Courtship and sexual freedom in eighteenth-century America’ 
in OAH Magazine of History, xviii, no. 4, (Jul., 2004), pp 10-11.
% Cammoney Kirk-session minutes, 2 Feb. 1804 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC 1 P/37/4/9).
97 Ibid.
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of intercourse. ^ For example, when William Fee, a member of the congregation of 

Cammoney, was charged by Jane Dunlop with being the father of her child, he 

owned ‘time and place but denied Guilt.’99 His sister, Mary Heron, and brother-in- 

law, John Heron, also offered their testimony, informing the session that William had 

told them he ‘own[e]d guilt but not sufficient to get a Child’.100 Indeed, Jenny 

Morrison, a servant girl in the same household as Jane Dunlop, revealed that the 

couple, ‘were Frequently together in a Bed in [her] room’ but that ‘they were never 

in nacked ... as far as she knows’ in her company.101 Clearly, some form of petting or 

touching occurred between the couple, a fact which all parties seem to have been 

aware. Jenny Morrison did, however, believe that William Fee was the father of the 

child because, ‘she was not in ye Room ye Last Night they were together which night 

she beli[eved] Answers to the Child’.102

Similarly, when Joseph Young and Agnes Connolly were spotted in February 

1786 engaging in ‘improper conduct’ on the way home from Monaghan, the session 

of Cahans took pains to investigate whether the couple were actually guilty of 

fornication. For Joseph’s part, he confessed that he ‘laid his hand on her’, but 

because he was ‘intoxicate[d]’ he could not remember where. He did, however, 

express his willingness to take an oath, ‘that no member pertaining to his body was 

ever in her’.103 Agnes confirmed his story, stating that although he ‘had his arm 

about her neck’ he never ‘offered to put his hand upon her bare skin unless her neck

98 See, Richard Adair, Courtship, illegitimacy and marriage in early modern 
England (Manchester and New York, 1996), pp 160-65.
99 Cammoney Kirk-session minutes, 5 Jan. 1792 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC 1 P/37/4/9).
100 Ibid. According to Svetla Baloutzova, it was not unusual for men in Scotland to 
admit fornication but deny paternity. See, Baloutzova, ‘When a lass goes “so round”, 
p.72.
101 Cammoney Kirk-session minutes, 5 Jan. 1792 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC1 P/37/4/9).
102 Ibid.
103 Cahans Kirk-session minutes, 27 Feb. 1786 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/25/B/2).
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hand or breast’.104 The pair may have been guilty of fondling, but they did not 

progress to full sexual intercourse.

Other flirtatious and sexual behaviours seem to have been regarded as 

belonging specifically to courtship, particularly those which involved playful contact 

such as wrestling and grabbing. For example, when Robert McCoy was summoned 

to be appear before the session of Ballymoney in 1832 for allegedly attempting to 

‘violate’ Margaret Wraith, a servant girl in his father’s household, the outcome of the 

case hinged on the playful, flirtatious nature of their past behaviour.10'^ According to 

Margaret Wraith, on the day the incident occurred, she had been washing dishes, 

when Robert McCoy forced her to go with him to an upper room of the house and 

attempted to throw her onto a bed. When he failed, he dragged her to the lower part 

of the house, where he threw her onto another bed. Margaret stated that she defended 

herself against Robert’s advances by striking him in the mouth, causing him to bleed, 

but that he only ceased his attack when he was interrupted by the return of another 

servant maid, Eliza McKeown. Summing up the incident, Margaret stated that she 

thought ‘his design was not good’ and that she ‘did not remember taunting him with 

any language which might have induced him to lay hands upon her’.106

Eliza McKeown, the other servant girl, was then called as witness to the case. 

In contrast to Margaret’s rather violent portrait of the incident, however, Eliza 

painted a flirtatious and playful scene, suggesting that the pair had ended up 

voluntarily (and naturally) in the bedroom. To begin with, Eliza stated that she 

witnessed ‘some joking & teething between’ Robert and Margaret before she had left

104 Cahans Kirk-session minutes, 27 Feb. 1786 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/25/B/2).
I0;' Ballymoney Kirk-session minutes, Aug. 1832; 1 Sept. 1832; 2 Nov. 1832 
(P.R.O.N.I., CR3/1/B/4).
106 Ibid, 2 Nov. 1832 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/1/B/4).
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the house on an errand. On her return, she admitted that she did find them lying in 

the bed, but ‘did not see any thing particular in the manner of their lying’, suggesting 

that such behaviour was not uncommon.107 Eliza also acknowledged that Roberts’s 

mouth was bleeding and that Margaret ‘appeared angry’ but again, she stated that did 

not see ‘any thing to account for her being angry’. Finally, she cast doubt on 

Robert’s apparent bad intentions, by noting that ‘Both the outside door & the room 

door were open when she returned’, insinuating that if Robert had intended to rape 

Margaret he would probably have locked the door.109

As the case unfolded, other witnesses came forward who alleged that Henry 

Pekin, who had reported the incident to the session, had put the ‘story into 

[Margaret’s] head’ that Robert McCoy’s boisterous conduct was akin to attempted 

rape.110 The session also seemed to agree. Summing up the case, they stated that they 

believed Robert to be ‘innocent of any act of actual impropriety’ and that he had not 

any intention to do injury’ to Margaret by his actions.* * 111 What they did believe him 

to be guilty of, however, was the ‘practice of young persons of different sexes 

hanling or pulling each other,’ something which they ‘highly disapprovefd] of.112

As in the case of Margaret Wraith and Robert McCoy, the physical space of 

the bed seems to have held a central place in the courtship rituals of many other 

young couples. For some young men like John Caldwell, for instance, beds were 

used as a space on which to enjoy the company of young women and behave 

flirtatiously. According to Caldwell, in his youth, he and other young women and

107 Ballymoney Kirk-session minutes, 2 Nov. 1832 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/1/B/4). 
Emphasis is author's own. 
m Ibid.
109 Ibid.
110Ibid.
111 Ibid.
112 Ibid.
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men (and especially ‘bachelors’) would climb onto a specially constructed two

wheeled car, which was covered in straw or ‘sometimes a feather bed covered with a 

neat quilt or bedspread’ and ‘cajol[e] away their cares’.

Indeed, the sharing of beds by young couples, known as ‘bundling’, seems to 

have been a recognised form of courtship behaviour which was practised by some 

members of the community. Bundling involved a couple sleeping together, fully 

clothed, on the same bed or couch, and was designed to allow young women and 

men to spend the night together to gauge their general and sexual compatibility 

before marriage. Although bundling was not supposed to involve sexual intercourse, 

it may have included petting and touching.114 The case of Agnes Kirk, a servant maid 

belonging to the community of Cahans, provides an excellent example of this type of 

behaviour. In July 1754, Agnes was called to appear before the session of Cahans to 

answer for her improper conduct with an unnamed male servant, who lived in the 

same household as her master. It appears that Agnes had been physically flirtatious 

with the man in question, admitting to the session that, ‘in a jest she sometimes 

would have pulled him by the skirt of his coat as he passed by her about his work 

thro’ the day.115 What concerned the session most, however, was Agnes’s admission 

that their flirtations also extended to the space of the bed:

Agnes did own that some nights ... [he] came to her bed pretending 
courtship to her & lay down in bed with her ... but strongly denies that 
she & he had ever any carnal dealings together. Said Jean Smyth her 
fellow servant asserts to the same thing & owns she lay in bed with

113 John Caldwell Junior, ‘Particulars of a north county Irish family’, p. 29.
114 Yochi Fischer-Yinon, ‘The original bundlers: Boaz and Ruth, and seventeenth- 
century English courtship practices’'m Journal of Social History, xxxv, no. 3 
(Spring, 2002), pp 683-84 and Godbeer, ‘Courtship and sexual freedom’, pp 9-13.
115 Cahans Kirk-session minutes, 31 Jul. 1754 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/25/B/2). Emphasis is 
author’s own.
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her while said young man came but never discovered it to her master 
or mistress.116

The phrase ‘pretending courtship’ is particularly revealing, as it suggests that 

this type of behaviour was recognised as belonging specifically to courtship. Similar 

to the presence of Jenny Morrison in the bedroom of William Fee and Jane Dunlop in 

Cammoney,117 the presence of Jean Smyth in the bed with Agnes Kirk and the 

servant man acted as a form of chaperonage, ensuring that their ‘bundling’ remained 

chaste. In fact, Jean Smyth’s testimony that there had been no ‘carnal’ activity is one 

of the reasons why Agnes is censured not for fornication, but for imprudent 

behaviour.118 Moreover, Agnes’s behaviour does not appear to have been much 

different from that of other young people in her community. In an effort to stem this 

apparent popular practice among the youth of Cahans, the session decided to issue a 

‘warning ... to all young men not to go into young women’s beds it being a running 

into the way of Temptations to Sin’."9

The opinion that some sexual behaviours were a typical form of ‘pretended 

courtship’ and the intentions of the persons who committed them as signifying 

marriage, seems to have been common across Presbyterian communities. For 

example, when Elizabeth Allon appeared before the session of Cahans in April 1784 

professing her sorrow for the sin of fornication with Andrew McWilliams, the 

session ‘demanded to know was there any obligation betwixt them that... he would
1 T/V

marry her’. This session also refused to accept the claim of Mary Cinnacem in July 

1790 that she did not know the name of the man she had committed fornication with,

ll(’ Cahans Kirk-session minutes, 31 Jul. 1754 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/25/B/2).
117 See pp 63-64 above.
118 Cahans Kirk-session minutes, 31 Jul. 1754 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/25/B/2).
119 Ibid.
120 Ibid, 11 Apr. 1784; 18 Apr. 1784 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/25/B/2).
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telling her to come back at a later date to swear to that effect. Similarly, when 

William Boyd Junior appeared before the session of Cammoney in 1799 confessing 

his sin of fornication with Mary Scott, the session assumed that the couple would 

subsequently marry.122 Much to their surprise, however, William declined, and they 

resolved that although he had been rebuked for his offence, ‘his present temper &

123situation’ prevented him from receiving church privileges.

Indeed, historians have noted that in some parts of eighteenth-century Ulster, 

sexual intercourse was regarded as a customary precursor to marriage, with 

baptismal and marriage records returning a relatively high number of pregnant 

brides.124 Evidence survives which suggests that young couples did participate in 

sexual activities which went further than touching and petting. Figures 6(a) and 6(b) 

below reveal that sexual offences comprised a relatively large proportion of 

discipline cases.12'

121

121 Cahans Kirk-session minutes, 12 Jul. 1790 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/25/B/2).
122 Cammoney Kirk-session minutes, 6 Jun. 1799 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC 1 P/37/4/9).
123 Ibid, 4 Apr. 1799; 2 May 1799 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC1 P/37/4/9).
124 Andrew Blaikie and Paul Gray, ‘Archives of abuse and discontent? 
Presbyterianism and sexual behaviour during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries’ 
in R.J. Morris and Liam Kennedy (eds), Ireland and Scotland: order and disorder, 
1600-2000 (Edinburgh, 2005), pp 61-84; Holmes, Shaping of Ulster Presbyterian 
belief pp 225-26; Mary O’Dowd, ‘Women in Ulster, 1600-1800’ in Kennedy and 
Ollerenshaw (eds), Ulster since 1600, pp 51-53.
I2r' These figures are based on the Kirk-session minute books belonging to the 
following communities, First Dromara, 1780-1805 (P.R.O.N.I., T1447/1);
Ballykelly, 1803-19 (P.H.S.I.); Boardmills, 1784-1816; 1824-1842 (P.R.O.N.I.,
MIC 1 P/72/2); Cahans, 1784-1836 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/25/B/2); Garland, 1780-1802 
(P.H.S.I.); Cammoney, 1786-1821 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC 1 P/37/4/9); Coronary, 1780- 
1787 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC1P/179/1A&1B); Glascar, 1780-1818 (P.H.S.I.);
Loughaghery, 1801-1844 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/8/1); Magherahamlet, 1832-1843 
(P.R.O.N.I., D2487/1); Rathfriland, 1805-1837 (P.R.O.N.I., T1539/2).
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Figure 6(a): Categories of marital, sexual, and social/religious offences recorded 
in eleven Ulster Presbyterian communities, c. 1780-1844.
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Figure 6(b): Type of sexual offence recorded in eleven Ulster Presbyterian 
communities, c. 1780-1844.
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As displayed above, fornication and pre-marital fornication were the most commonly 

disciplined types of sexual transgression, returning almost 56% and 39% of all 

recorded sexual offences in these eleven communities. The ways in which sexual
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intercourse was employed by young couples in the making of marriage will be 

discussed in more detail in the next chapter.126

It is important to qualify, however, that the actual incidence of these types of 

offences was relatively infrequent. The table below displays the average number of 

cases of fornication and pre-marital fornication which were recorded in these eleven 

communities.

Table 2: Average number of cases of pre-marital fornication and fornication 
recorded in eleven Ulster Presbyterian communities, c. 1780-1844.

Kirk-session Total number of offences Average per annum
Ballykelly, 1803-19 27 1.69
Boardmills, 1784-1816 8 0.25
Boardmills, 1824-42 10 0.56
Cahans, 1784-1836 52 1.00
Garland, 1780-1802 27 1.23
Carnmoney, 1786-1821 145 4.14
Coronary, 1780-87 4 0.57
Dromara, 1780-1805 223 8.92
Glascar, 1780-1818 47 1.24
Loughaghery, 1801-44 49 1.14
Magherahamlet, 1832-43 7 0.64
Rathfriland, 1805-37 14 0.44

As shown above, only two of these eleven communities recorded more than two 

cases of both fornication and pre-marital fornication per annum. Although these 

figures are only representative of those cases which came to the notice of the session, 

and are likely to be under-representative of the true total, their relative infrequency 

nonetheless suggests that pre-marital intercourse was not very widespread.

126 See chapter two, pp 102-07, 112-15.
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(Ill) Courtship correspondence

So far we have examined how couples met and the ways in which they participated 

in courtship. The question which remains is how courting couples themselves 

interacted with the more nuanced aspects of the courtship process: how did women 

and men discuss matters such as romantic love and wealth? It is important to 

remember that the pageantry of courtship and its associated rituals was underpinned 

by the social and economic considerations which accompanied the decision to marry. 

Nicole Eustace, for example, has argued that open declarations of love and romantic 

sentiment were not distinct from negotiations of economic and social status or devoid 

of connotations of power. Rather, love and power were intimately connected 

concepts which pervaded courtship and marriage decisions.127 Moreover, because 

marriage meant different things for women and men, transforming the former into 

wives and the latter into household masters, there was an important gendered 

dimension to courtship.

We can gain an insight into how couples negotiated these aspects of courtship 

by analysing their letters. For couples who were denied the luxury of daily or regular 

personal contact, the exchange of letters played a central role in their courtship ritual. 

It was through this medium that they expressed their romantic sentiments for one and 

another, relayed details of their daily routines, and navigated their way through the 

complex discussions which accompanied the decision to marry. The reading of these 

letters therefore offers the historian a unique opportunity to glimpse into the private 

and intimate world of a courting couple. Indeed, by analysing who said what, when

127 Nicole Eustace, “The cornerstone of a copious work”: love and power in 
eighteenth-century courtship’ in Journal of Social History, xxxiv (2001), p. 518.
128 Ibid, p. 520.
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and to whom, we can uncover the gendered dimensions of love, power and wealth 

which underscored courtship and marriage decisions.

It should be noted, however, that the following discussion is limited to 

couples who belonged to the ‘middling’ and genteel (but not very wealthy) orders of 

society. Letter-writing was restricted to those groups who could afford to leam to 

read and write. Unsurprisingly then, correspondence rarely gives us an insight into 

the thoughts and feelings of members of the lower orders of society, such as the 

servant maids and poorer, ordinary members of the community who we encounter 

much more readily in sources such as Kirk-session minutes.

Historians of both Irish and North American contexts for the most part agree 

that when it came to discussing love, men were much more vocal than their female 

counterparts.130 For example, in her analysis of courtship correspondence in 

eighteenth-century America, Nicole Eustace has drawn attention to the prevalence of 

men’s public avowals of love versus the relative absence of any reciprocal 

declarations on the part of women.131 Likewise, drawing on the experience of Mary 

Shackleton, a young Quaker woman living in eighteenth-century Ireland, Kevin 

O’Neill has noted that whereas men held the initiative in courtship and were

129 Karen Lystra, Searching the heart: women, men and romantic love in nineteenth- 
century America (New York and Oxford, 1989), p. 10; Martyn Lyons, ‘Love letters 
and writing practices: on ecritures intimes in the nineteenth century’ in Journal of 
Family History, xxiv (1999), pp 237-38.
130 O’Neill, ‘ “Pale & dejected exhausted by the waste of sorrow”, pp 47-70; Eustace, 
‘ “The cornerstone of a copious work’”, pp 524-25; Lisa Wilson, ‘A marriage “well- 
ordered”: love, power, and partnership in colonial New England’ in Laura McCall 
and Donald Yacovone (eds), A shared experience: men, women and the history of 
gender (New York and London, 1998), pp 78-97; Ellen Rothman, Hands and hearts: 
a history/ of courtship in America (New York, 1984). Although drawing attention to 
the rich emotion of men’s writing, Karen Lystra has argued that there were no 
noticeable gender differences in men and women’s writing. See, Lystra, Searching 
the heart, pp 19-20.
131 Eustace, “The cornerstone of a copious work’”, p. 518.
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expected to be candid in their expressions, women were to remain reticent regarding 

their romantic feelings and were discouraged from being too “free” with young men 

they hoped to court.132

This tendency for ‘female reticence’ and ‘male openness’ is also a feature of 

written exchanges between courting couples belonging to the Ulster Presbyterian 

community. Of the six families studied, the surviving correspondence of William 

Drennan and Sarah Swanwick best illustrates this epistolary phenomenon. Although 

elements of the Drennan-Swanwick courtship were certainly not representative of the 

experience of most couples, William was a bachelor aged thirty-nine years at the 

beginning of their courtship and Sarah lived permanently in England, the economic 

and social forces which shaped the progress of their relationship would have been 

recognisable to many of their peers.133

William first met Sarah, then aged twenty-three years, in the summer of 1793, 

during one of her annual six week vacations at the Dublin home of her sister and 

brother-in-law, Mr and Mrs William Hincks.134 According to William, the moment 

he set eyes on Sarah he felt the unmistakable pang of romantic attachment and, after 

her return to England at the end of August 1793, he felt compelled to write her a 

letter declaring his love.135 That it was William and not Sarah who made the opening 

declaration of sentiment and proposal for engagement is hardly surprising, given the 

etiquette which love-letters and courtship correspondence engendered. The initial 

declaration of sentiment was almost exclusively regarded as a male role in the

132 O’Neill,’ “Pale & dejected exhausted by the waste of sorrow”, pp 53-57.
133 Kevin O’Neill makes a similar point about the representativeness of the courtship 
of Mary Shackleton and William Leadbeater, see, O’Neill, ““Pale & dejected 
exhausted by the waste of sorrow”, p. 69.
134 The Drennan-McTier letters, 1776-1793, i, 563.
135 William Drennan to Sarah Swanwick, 23 Aug. 1793 (P.R.O.N.I., T/2884/1).
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courtship process.136 What is perhaps most noteworthy about these exchanges, 

however, is not what each party said, but how they said it.

One of the most striking features of their early letters is the stark contrast 

which existed between the overt and flamboyant style of William’s romantic 

sentiments and Sarah’s apparent reserved reticence. From the very outset, William 

framed his proposal and early letters in the language of unrestrained love, 

emphasising that his feelings for Sarah were based solely on an overwhelming 

passion and that he was love-struck from the very moment they met. Indeed, his first 

letter was written in a quixotic and romantic style, and he deliberately portrayed 

himself as a man tom between paying homage to his reason or his passions:

I have been all my life so accustomed to vindicate those as madmen or 
as fools, who could declare themselves attached at first sight... Yet, I 
now find myself irresistibly impelled to do what I condemn, to do 
myself what I should dissuade my friend from doing in a similar 
situation, and to declare to you and for you that attachment.1'7

Similarly, William also employed the language of love to normalise the ‘glaring

impropriety’ of his letters. Given that the couple had only met a few times during

Sarah’s stay in Dublin, William was aware that his avowals of passionate love jarred

with the normal progression of courtship. He argued, however, that their separation

had intensified his feelings, and that love itself excused his alleged ‘impropriety’:

Has our acquaintance been really so short? Have I not seen you and 
heard you when here, and thought of you when absent so often as to 
make me excusable in thinking that ours has neither a slight, nor a 
short acquaintance. ... The impropriety of this Letter then lessens ... 
when I think that... there is no probability of soon seeing you again in 
Ireland, ...forum and decorum disappear before the necessity of 
[d] istances P*

136 Debutts, ‘Lee in love’, pp 496-98.
137 William Drennan to Sarah Swanwick, 23 Aug. 1793 (P.R.O.N.I., T/2884/T). 
' Ibid. Emphasis is author’s own.
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Again, the language of unrestrained love enabled William to by-pass the usual rules 

of courtship etiquette.

William also used letters as a means of bridging the physical distance 

between himself and Sarah, affording them an anthromorphic quality. For example, 

after receiving a letter from Sarah on 26 September 1793, William showered it with 

kisses, drawing loving comparisons between the letter and Sarah herself: ‘I kiss’d 

your Letter before I opened it... I kissed them again and again, and I felt a flush of 

joy pass like lightning across my chest’.139 Indeed, he admitted to Sarah that he 

carried her letters with him everywhere he went, even to bed, and that he could feel 

her touch emanating from their very pages:

... I received with delight your kind ... your carassing Letter- How 
charming I felt some passages in it! I felt them just in the same way as 
if I had found a gentle pressure from your hand, that sweetest of slight 
sensations, and when I came to one sentence ... I felt as if you had 
suddenly thrown your anns around my neck and kiss’d me!140

In complete contrast to William’s letters, and much to his disappointment, 

those written by Sarah seem to have been much more restrained in both language and 

tone. William frequently implored her to write ‘fully and candidly’ about her 

sentiments and chastised her for her ‘precise’ and ‘prudish’ manner of writing.'41 In a 

decided effort to break Sarah’s reserve, William even sent her directions on how to 

write to him, including instructions on the best time and place, as well as her posture 

and clothing:

O Do not keep your little heart in plaits and folds, like one of your 
quilled and stiffened ruffles, when you sit down to write to me- and 
do not write to me in the morning, write to me at night, and when all

139 William Drennan to Sarah Swanwick, 26 Sept. 1793 (P.R.O.N.I., 172884/4).
140 Ibid, 7 Nov. 1793 (P.R.O.N.I., T/2884/7). See also: Ibid, 14 Sept. 1793; 26 Sept. 
1793 (T/2884/3-4).
141 Ibid, 14 Sept. 1793; 26 Sept. 1793 (P.R.O.N.I., T/2884/3-4).
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have gone to rest, and have my Letters before you, and write it in your 
neat yet negligent night dress, and let your hair float on your 
shoulders, and give equal freedom to the feelings of your pure and 
innocent mind and the put out the Light and then cast one short 
hasty thought (no I did not say, wish) for me.142

Indeed, Sarah seems to have obeyed William’s instructions to an extent, ending her

letters with less stiff forms of address such as, ‘I am yours’, ‘Good night’, and ‘I am

your best friend’.142 No evidence survives, however, that she reciprocated William’s

romantic style.

The frustration William felt with Sarah’s tight-lipped reserve was not unique 

to their courtship; rather, it seems to have been a regular feature of the exchanges 

between other courting couples. Indeed, for some like Robert Tennent and his future 

wife, Eliza Macrone, the difference in the emotional quality of their letters was not 

only apparent, it was also the source of complaint. In a letter dated April 1800, two 

years before their marriage, we learn that Robert had accused Eliza of ‘coldness and 

reserve’ and believed that her lack of romantic expression meant that her feelings for 

him had changed.144 In reply, Eliza acknowledged that her letters were indeed less 

expressive than Robert’s, but refuted his charge that her attachment had lessened:

You attribute this seeming change to the Freedom (as you express it) 
you use in writing to me. No. ... I am now more conscious of the 
difference there is between your letters & mine, & perhaps felt a 
diffidence which communicated itself to my paper, place it to any 
account you please but that of an alteration in my sentiments

145respecting you.

Instead, Eliza admitted that while she harboured feelings of romantic attachment 

which she would not ‘blush to acknowledge’, she was forced to ‘conform to the

142

143

144

145

William Drennan to Sarah Swanwick, 26 Sept. 1793 (P.R.O.N.I., T/2884/4).
Ibid, 26 Sept. 1793; 10 Oct. 1793 (P.R.O.N.I., T/2884/4-5).
Eliza Macrone to Robert Tennent, 10 Apr. 1800 (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/C/1/205/11). 
Ibid.
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custom of the world’ and remain reticent.146 It was not lack of affection which 

inhibited her expressions, but the constraints of traditional etiquette.

Likewise, one generation later, Robert James Tennent showed similar signs 

of frustration with his future wife, Eliza McCracken, for her refusal to write candidly 

about her feelings during their courtship. In contrast to Robert’s frequent declarations 

of attachment and proposals for engagement and marriage, Eliza remained relatively 

circumspect. Indeed, from his initial proposal in December 1826 to mid-September 

1827, Eliza declined to explicitly return his sentiments of attachment.147 Like Sarah 

Swanwick and Eliza Macrone before her, it was not that Eliza did not return her 

suitor’s feelings, nor was it the case that she lacked the ability to express herself 

correctly. Indeed, in letters to her cousin and friend, Maria McClean, Eliza wrote 

candidly and openly about her attachment to Robert. For example, at the same time 

that she wrote to Robert to tell him that they should cease contact and end their 

affair, she also wrote to Maria of her continued love and affection:

I do not like the idea of parting with him. [U]ntil now I was not aware 
of how much I loved him. [Hie is so amiable & so good that 
independent of his splendid talents, his sweet disposition would attach 
any person to him. ... I believe I do love him at last... whenever RT is 
independent I will marry him, in spite of all the world.

146 Eliza Macrone to Robert Tennent, 10 Apr. 1800 (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/C/1/205/11).
147 See Robert James Tennent to Eliza McCracken, c. Dec. 1826 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/H/46/1A&1B); Eliza McCracken to Robert James Tennent, 15 Dec. 1826; c. 
Dec. 1826; n.d. (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/G/378/l;2;3A).
148 Eliza McCracken to Maria McClean, 18 Sept. 1827 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/G/369/9B); Eliza McCracken to Robert James Tennent, 16 Aug. 1827; 1 
Sept. 1827; 9 Sept. 1827; 16 Sept. 1827 (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/G/378/6;8-10;12).
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In fact, Robert only became aware of Eliza’s professed love when Maria secretly 

forwarded the contents of this letter to him in September 1827.149 Why was Eliza so 

hesitant to voice her feelings to Robert?

In a similar fashion to many other young women, Eliza favoured 

circumspection because she wanted to keep her attachment hidden from public 

knowledge. Historians have noted that once a man’s intentions became widely 

known, a woman’s options began to shrink, leaving her unprotected in the event that 

a courtship ended or an engagement was called off.150 Indeed, popular literature and 

poetry aimed at young women encouraged them to remain reticent for this very 

reason. The Reverend Robert Magill, for example, copied out a poem composed by 

Letitia Elizabeth Landon on this theme, which was reprinted in the Belfast Chronicle, 

at the height of his courtship of Ann Jane Skelton. We can of course only speculate, 

but it is probable that the content of the verse struck a chord with his own 

experience:

Do any thing but love - or if thou lovest 
And art woman, hide thy love from him 
Whom thou dost worship; never let him know 
How dear he is flit like a bird before him 
Lead him from tree to tree from flower to flower 
But be not won, or thou wilt like that bird 
When caught and caged be left to pine neglected 
and perish in forgetfulness.151

Reticence then, was a form of self-preservation, which protected women in the event

of the breakdown or stalling of a courtship.

149 Maria McClean to Robert James Tennent, 21 Sept. 1827 (P.R.O.N.I.,
D1748/G/369/9A).
150 Eustace, “The cornerstone of a copious work’”, p.530; O’Neill, ‘“Pale & 
dejected exhausted by the waste of sorrow”, pp 53-54.
151 See, Diary of Reverend Robert Magill (1822) (P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/7) and 
Glennis Byron, ‘Landon, Letitia Elizabeth (1802-38) in Oxford Dictionary of 
National Biography, ed. H.C.G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford, 2004).
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Indeed, Eliza seems to have had more reasons than most to keep her 

relationship secret. On the one hand, conscious of her father’s opposition to the 

match on prudential grounds, Eliza was hesitant to go against his wishes and return 

Robert’s sentiments.152 Indeed, Eliza was fearful that even her letters themselves 

could be interpreted as proof that she accepted Robert’s proposal, as in her mind, 

‘corresponding always implies an engagement’.155 Despite Robert’s assurances that 

he ‘destestfed] ... actions for breach of promise’ and would allow her to ‘walk off, in 

[her] bridal dress’ if she changed her mind, Eliza threatened to end their 

correspondence for this reason on numerous occasions.154

On the other hand, Eliza also questioned the sincerity of Robert’s attachment, 

believing that their acquaintance of just two evenings was far too short to inspire 

such avowals of love.1” Moreover, aware of Robert’s previous failed engagement to 

Mary Gray, Eliza admitted that she doubted the steadiness of his affections: ‘you did 

love M.G. & when you could forget one might you not forget another?’1” Indeed, in 

a letter to Maria McClean, Eliza confessed that it was Robert’s previous engagement 

which was one of the main obstacles to their relationship:

poor Mary Gray hangs heavy on my mind, & 1 know full well that 
were he to desert me as he has done that it would be sufficient to

152 For a discussion of her father’s objections and the importance of parental consent 
in marriage, see chapter two, pp 109-10.
153 Eliza McCracken to Robert James Tennent, 10 Sept. 1827 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/G/378/10).
154 Robert James Tennent to Eliza McCracken, 9 Sept. 1827 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/H/46/13); Eliza McCracken to Robert James Tennent, 14 Aug. 1827; 16 Aug. 
1827; 23 Sept. 1827; 27-28 Sept. 1827; 9 Feb. 1828 (P.R.O.N.I.,
D1748/G/378/56; 13 A;20A;23).

Eliza McCracken to Robert James Tennent, 15 Dec. 1826; n.d.; 14 Aug. 1827; 21 
Dec. 1827 (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/G/378/l;3A;5; 21A&21B).
156 Ibid, 14 Sept. 1827 (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/G/378/11). See also, Ibid, 12 Aug. 1827; 
10 Sept. 1827; 16 Sept. 1827; 10 Nov. 1827; 28 Nov. 1827; 21 Dec. 1827 
(P.R.O.N.I., D1748/G/378/4B;10-12A;19B; 20B; 21A&21B).
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cause my death, my pride would be so dreadfully hurt that it would 
cause me to suffer awfully.157

It was not that Eliza was unable to reciprocate Robert’s feelings; rather, she was 

unwilling to make such a public declaration until she was assured of the sincerity of 

their attachment.

In comparison to the candid way in which men discussed love and affection 

in their letters, they were relatively silent on the subject of wealth. Nicole Eustace, 

for example, has noted that while young men doggedly declared their love to women, 

they refused to openly acknowledge the many other goals marriage could help them 

attain, such as wealth and increased social standing.158 By contrast, women were 

shrewder in their letters when it came to the minutiae of practical considerations, and 

discussed (among themselves at least) the economic and social implications of 

changing their state from unmarried to married.1'’9 According to Eustace, whereas 

men used the language of love to paper over the practical considerations that 

underscored courtship and tried to convince women it was attachment alone which 

motivated them, women remained more circumspect, keenly aware of the changes 

which marriage could bring to their social and economic well-being.160

This fashion for ‘male reticence’ and ‘female candidness’ in practical matters 

is also a feature of the letters of the courting couples discussed above. For example, 

issues of wealth (or the lack thereof) were a constant feature of the letters exchanged 

between Eliza McCracken and Robert James Tennent. In contrast to Robert’s plans 

to pitch the humbugs of the world overboard’ and elope, Eliza maintained that her

L"7 Eliza McCracken to Maria McClean, 18 Sept. 1827 (P.R.O.N.I.,
D1748/G/369/9B).
158 Eustace, “The cornerstone of a copious work’”, p. 524.

Ibid, pp 520, 523; O’Neill, “‘Pale & dejected exhausted by the waste of sorrow”, 
pp 51, 58-60.
10 Eustace, “The cornerstone of a copious work’”, pp 522-31.
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father’s financial objections were prudent, and until Robert was out of debt and 

earning an income of ‘five hundred per annum’ it would be silly of them to 

contemplate marriage.161 Indeed, in a frank letter to her cousin Maria, she remarked 

sarcastically that she would, ‘advise all young ladies to marry, when they can do so 

prudently’ because, ‘after all, what comfort can any person expect without plenty of 

cash?’162

Of those couples discussed above, however, the courtship correspondence of 

William Drennan and Sarah Swanwick provides the best example of how these 

epistolary tropes were employed, as well as the disastrous consequences which 

followed when a couple failed to properly consider issues of love and wealth in their 

courtship negotiations. At the time William and Sarah first met, neither of them 

could be described as being relatively well-off financially. Whereas William made a 

living as a struggling physician and man-midwife, barely living off an income of 

£120 per annum, Sarah made a small income of £60 per annum for her tutoring 

services at a school managed by her parents in Shropshire.162 The knowledge of these 

circumstances, however, did not stall William in his efforts to win Sarah’s heart, and 

he sent his letter of love in August 1793 regardless.

In comparison to his declarations of love, practical considerations were 

afforded little space in William’s initial letter of attachment. After giving Sarah a 

brief summary of his education and family history, he explained that he had as yet 

made only a ‘proud competence’ in his profession, adding that he had been happy to

161 Eliza McCracken to Robert James Tennent, 23 Sept. 1827 (P.R.O.N.I.,
D1748/G/378/13A); Robert James Tennent to Eliza McCracken, 11 Aug. 1827; n.d. 
(P.R.O.N.I., D1748/H/46/2;ll).
162 Eliza McCracken to Maria McClean, 18 Sept. 1827 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/G/369/9B).
163 See, William Drennan to Sarah Swanwick, 23 Aug. 1793 (P.R.O.N.I., T/2884/1) 
and The Drennan-McTier letters, i, 579; ii, 503, 529-30.
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continue in this manner while he remained a bachelor.164 Indeed, William attributed 

his lack of professional success to his bachelor-status, which itself he blamed on his 

involvement in politics:

... my interference in politics has ... injure[d] me in my profession. 
Were there any thing that could abstract my attention ... it would, 
surely, be the centering my whole soul upon an amiable, interesting 
woman, who might give my heart, a home, and produce in me that 
worldly activity for her sake, which I have not professed, for my

165own.

Indeed, William’s association with radical politics and the United Irishmen probably 

made him an unattractive match for the daughters of many of the middling- to upper- 

gentry families in Dublin. With Sarah as a wife, however, William believed he could 

refocus his attention on his profession and turn away from politics. The contribution 

Sarah would make was not in material terms, but by her exertions as his loving wife. 

In a similar fashion to those male correspondents analysed by Nicole Eustace, 

William also used the language of romantic love to cloak the practical aspects of 

courtship negotiations.

In contrast, however, Sarah did not immediately share William’s enthusiasm 

for a quick engagement, and returned a ‘Letter of pure reason’ outlining her 

objections to his proposal.166 The most pressing of these and one which she referred 

to as “almost insurmountable” was her lack of fortune.167 Indeed, Sarah’s fortune 

was expected to be a rather modest £100 on her marriage, with a one-tenth share of 

her father’s farm, which was valued at £3,000 at his death.168 Sarah also does not

164 William Drennan to Sarah Swanwick, 23 Aug. 1793 (P.R.O.N.I., T/2884/1).
165 Ibid.
166 Ibid, 14 Sept. 1793 (P.R.O.N.I., T/2884/3).
167 Ibid.
168 The Drennan-McTier letters, ii, 503.
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seem to have had any savings of her own towards marriage, with her income from 

tutoring used mainly for her upkeep and annual visits to Dublin.169

In response, William again employed the language of love, arguing that he 

was already aware that Sarah possessed little fortune, and that it was only for reasons 

of love he desired marriage:

I knew, before I wrote to you, that you had little or no fortune ... but I 
could not on that account relinquish all hopes of obtaining a place in 
that heart which I happen to prefer to riches, and honours, even tho’ I 
were capable of attaining them.170

In doing so, William drew a distinction between love and wealth, marking them as 

two incongruous and competing notions in his idea of courtship. Indeed, in a letter to 

his sister Martha in September 1793, he admitted that his ‘apparent and real interests’ 

and his ‘seeming and substantial happiness’ had not coalesced in his choice of Sarah, 

but that he wanted to marry her nonetheless.171

Within the space of three months, however, William wrote to Sarah to end 

their engagement, telling her that their union was ‘totally impracticable’ and that it 

was more ‘prudent’ for them to end their relationship now than be ‘abandoned to the 

uncertainty of years’. In complete contrast to his previous assertions of the

primacy of romantic attachment, William now emphasised the importance of 

practical considerations, noting that as his mother was opposed to the match on 

financial grounds he had to call off the engagement.173 Despite his protestations to 

the contrary, rumours abounded that William had ended the affair not from a wish to 

appease his mother, but from a desire to secure a more financially advantageous

169 The Drennan-McTier letters, ii, 503.
170 William Drennan to Sarah Swanwick, 14 Sept. 1793 (P.R.O.N.I., T/2884/3).
171 The Drennan-McTier letters, i, 563.
172 William Drennan to Sarah Swanwick, 23 Dec. 1793 (P.R.O.N.I., T/2884/10).
173 Ibid, Dec. 1793; 23 Dec. 1793 (P.R.O.N.I., T/2884/9-10).

84



match.174 Indeed, evidence suggests that William may have been under an impression 

that Sarah’s fortune was larger than he had expected and the realisation that it was

175not had led him to end their engagement.

William and Sarah’s story, however, did not end permanently. About six 

years later, in August 1799, the pair renewed their courtship, marrying a few months 

later in February 1800. It is important to note that the couple married on exactly the 

same terms as they had initially conceived in 1793 and neither party had increased 

their relative fortunes. Indeed, when William penned a letter to Sarah’s father, John 

Swanwick, apologising for the ‘unhappy suspension’ of the engagement, he 

confessed that his, ‘situation in Life [was] much the same as when [he] first 

addressed’ Sarah.176

Only speculative reasons can be forwarded for why marriage with Sarah was 

now agreeable, but it is likely that in 1799, now aged 45 years of age, and still a 

bachelor, William’s priorities in marriage had changed significantly. For example, in 

letters to his sister Martha, William lamented his bachelor-status and was 

depressingly aware that despite all his exertions to increase his prospects, marriage 

still eluded him.17' Indeed, William’s desire to renew his attachment with Sarah was 

also accompanied by a new, modest outlook on what he desired in marriage. In a 

letter to Martha in May 1799, William admitted that he had ‘totally lost [his] former 

ambition’ for wealth and status, adding that he was ‘sensible not even a little fortune 

would serve to raise [him] an inch higher’ than he was at present.

174 The Drennan-McTier letters, ii, 417.
175 Ibid, i, 579.
176 William Drennan to Sarah Swanwick, 6-8 Aug. 1799 (P.R.O.N.I., T/2884/11).
177 See for example, The Drennan-McTier letters, ii, 369-370.
178 Ibid, ii, 502.
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Similarly, in a letter to John Swanwick, William revealed that his 

expectations of marriage were less ambitious than those he had previously held, and 

he painted an unassuming portrait of married life with Sarah, which was grounded in 

mutual respect, frugality and love:

... it is I think to be hoped ... that times will brighten by the slow but 
sure effect of personal integrity & professional assiduity on my part if 
blessed by a woman who on her part, can at the present prefer a 
retired situation,... in a small circle of dear friends, adorning that

179situation with her own simplicity nearness and quality.

For William, aged 45 years old, the practicalities of marriage negotiations and 

romantic love were now compatible concepts in his idea of courtship, enabling 

himself and Sarah to make the transition from courting to married couple.

Conclusion

Returning to the original question posed at the beginning of this chapter, the above 

discussion has revealed three main points. Firstly, similar to the experience of 

couples belonging to other religious denominations in Ulster and elsewhere in this 

period, members of the community met and married their spouse within the small 

geographical area of the parish. The localised marriage pattern which existed in these 

small, rural communities was bolstered by the ready availability of leisure activities 

and opportunities for sociability which the parish network provided. Likewise, 

individuals also selected a partner of similar age, with most couples marrying from 

their mid-twenties onwards, reflecting wider European patterns.

Secondly, the rural setting in which many of these communities was situated 

was reflected in the types of activities in which courting couples participated and the 

places where they frequented: dances were held in bams, secret meetings in fields,

179 William Drennan to John Swanwick, 6-8 Aug. 1799 (P.R.O.N.I., T/2884/11).
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and markets and fair days drew large numbers of young women and men. Aside from 

these general leisure opportunities, other activities were regarded as belonging 

specifically to courtship itself and the intentions of those who participated in them as 

signalling marriage. Activities such as gift-giving, letter-writing, and even some 

forms of sexual activity all signified that a couple were progressing towards 

marriage.

Lastly, it is also important to note that, outside of the practices of gift-giving 

and letter-writing, the above discussion has also been concerned almost exclusively 

with the courtship customs of the lower and ‘ordinary’ orders of society. That is not 

to say, however, that persons of lower status did not exchange gifts or tokens, nor 

that individuals of the upper-and-middling ranks did not engage in varying degrees 

of sexual contact. Rather, the ‘class dimension’ of these courtship activities can be 

attributed more to the source material available than to a ‘class divide’ in customs 

and attitudes. Indeed, it is perhaps unsurprising that more information is available on 

the sexual (mis)behaviours of those sections of society who were placed under 

greater degrees of supervision (such as servants) than those who were less 

conspicuous to the prying eyes of the local session.

87



'Were I now young again and had my 
choice of all the women in the world 
... I would choose her’-. Marriage.

Introduction

For those couples who successfully navigated their way through the courtship 

market, participated in its rituals, and emerged triumphant, the next step was to 

legitimise their union and contemplate marriage. The purpose of this chapter is to 

examine the ways in which marriage was contracted in the Ulster Presbyterian 

community, and what life was like living as part of a married couple. It will examine 

two main areas. Firstly, it will explore how marriages were performed and regulated, 

highlighting the differences between regular and irregular routes to marriage. 

Secondly, the realities of married life will then be analysed through a selection of 

case-studies of couples who had ties to the wider Ulster Presbyterian community.

Before embarking on a detailed discussion of the performance of marriage, it 

is useful to first give a brief introduction into the legal position of Presbyterian 

marriage in Ulster. In common with adherents of other religious traditions in Ireland, 

members of the Ulster Presbyterian community were expected to follow and obey 

certain rules governing the making of marriage.1 Presbyterian ministers in Ulster 

traced their right to celebrate marriages to their adherence to the principles of the

1 For a discussion of the marriage practices of other religious communities see, P. J. 
Corish, ‘Catholic marriage under the penal code’ in Art Cosgrove (ed.), Marriage in 
Ireland (Dublin, 1985), pp 67-77; S.J. Connolly, Priests and people in pre-Famine 
Ireland, 1780-1845 (Dublin, 1982); Arnold Lloyd, Quaker social history, 1669-1738 
(London, 1950); Hugh Barbour, The Quakers in puritan England (London, 1964); 
Adrian Davies, The Quakers in English society, 1655-1725 (Oxford, 2000).
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Presbyterian Church in Scotland, arguing that because they followed the same

2procedures as their Scottish forefathers their mode of marrying was valid.

The Presbyterian form of marriage and its guidelines were laid out in two 

main articles of belief: the Westminster Confession of Faith and the Directory for 

Public Worship (1645). The former article noted that marriage was instituted by God 

for three main ends: ‘the mutual Help of Husband and Wife, for the Increase of 

Mankind with a legitimate Issue, and of the Church with an holy Seed, and for 

preventing of Uncleanness’.2 3 Marriage was open and free to all, provided that the 

union was not within the bounds of affinity and consanguinity prohibited by church 

law, and that the parties were both free from prior marriage and had reached the age 

of, or obtained from parents or guardians, consent.4 5 Unlike other religious traditions, 

Presbyterianism also made allowances for remarriage and divorce in its standards. 

According to the Confession, divorce could be obtained in cases of‘wilful Desertion’ 

and adultery, enabling the ‘innocent Party’ to ‘marry another, as if the offending 

Party were dead’.'^

The Directory contained a section on ‘The Solemnization of Marriage’, 

which outlined the steps which were to be taken to formalise a marriage. Before 

solemnisation could take place, banns of marriage were to be published in each of the 

couple’s respective congregations on three successive Sabbaths. After the publication 

of banns, the marriage was not to be long deferred, and was to be celebrated in the 

meeting-house, by the minister of the congregation, before a competent number of

2 The Code (1825), p. 40.
3 Confession (1757), p. 131.
4 Ibid, pp 131-33, 495. See also, A.R. Holmes, The shaping of Ulster Presbyterian 
belief and practice, 1770-1840 (Oxford, 2006), p. 212.
5 Ibid, pp 133-34.
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witnesses and at a convenient hour of the day.6 In following these rules, Presbyterian 

bodies in Ulster were in line with those practices adhered to by the Presbyterian 

Church of Scotland.

What made the Ulster Presbyterian case unique, however, was that these rules 

relating to marriage were not shaped in a religious vacuum. Ireland in the eighteenth- 

century was a confessional state, in which access to political power and the 

enjoyment of full civil rights was dependent on adherence to the established 

Anglican faith. Those who dissented from the Established Church, such as 

Presbyterians and Roman Catholics, suffered discrimination as a result of their 

beliefs.7 8 9

J.C. Beckett has argued that of all the forms of discrimination which 

Presbyterians endured, it was the action taken against them in church courts
o

concerning marriage which grieved the laity most. Presbyterian ministers who 

performed marriages were charged with having done so clandestinely, while lay 

persons so married were charged as fornicators.6 The main reason why clergymen of 

the Established Church rejected the claims of Presbyterian ministers to perfonn 

marriages was that if they accepted such marriages as legal they would also in turn 

validate the existence of the Presbyterian faith as a separate, independent religious

6 Confession (1757), pp 495-97.
7 D.W. Hayton, ‘Presbyterians and the confessional state: the sacramental test as an 
issue in Irish politics, 1704-1780’ in Bulletin of the Presbyterian Historical Society, 
xxvi (1997). p.l 1. See also, I.R. McBride, ‘Presbyterians in the Penal era’ in Bullan, 
i (1994), pp 73-86; Ibid, ‘Ulster Presbyterians and the confessional state, c. 1688- 
1733’ in D.G. Boyce, Robert Eccleshall and Vince Geoghegan (eds), Political 
discourse in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Ireland (Basingstoke, 2001), pp 
169-92 and S.J. Connolly, Religion, law and power: the making of Protestant 
Ireland, 7660-7760 (Oxford, 1992).
8 J.C. Beckett, Protestant dissent in Ireland, 1687-1780 (London, 1948), p. 116.
9 Ibid.
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body.10 Although marriages performed by Roman Catholic priests between a 

Catholic and a Protestant were regarded as null and void until 1870, the marriages of 

two Roman Catholics, performed by a Roman Catholic priest were never subject to 

regulation by statute law.* 11 Unlike their Roman Catholic counterparts, Presbyterian 

ministers were not episcopally ordained, something which led sections of the 

Anglican establishment to refuse to accept the validity of their marriages.

In order to safeguard both its lay members and ministers from the persecuting 

influence of the Established Church, the Synod of Ulster enacted various measures 

throughout the eighteenth-century to ensure that marriages performed under its 

direction were regular and legal. In 1761, the Synod reaffirmed a resolution passed in 

1755 which suspended ministers from office for six months for marrying members 

without the proclamation of banns.12 In an effort to placate the clergy of the 

Established Church, the Synod passed a further resolution in 1785 which stated that 

if either party belonged to the Established Church, the minister had to obtain written 

consent of the local clergyman. Presbyterian ministers who married couples not of 

their own congregation and without proper testimonials were to be suspended for 

three months on a first offence, and degraded for a second.13

At a more local level, the Kirk-session was responsible for ensuring that the 

marriages of the congregation conformed to the procedures stipulated in the 

Directory and were given powers to discipline those who transgressed them. A 

resolution passed by the General Synod in 1785 empowered these church courts to 

prosecute unequivocally all persons married by someone other than their minister,

10 Phil Kilroy, Protestant dissent and controversy in Ireland, 1660-1714 (Cork,
1994), p. 197.
11 See, Corish, ‘Catholic marriage’, pp 67-77.
12 Holmes, Shaping of Ulster Presbyterian, p. 214.
13 Ibid, p. 215.
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and to suspend them from privileges until they made a public acknowledgement of 

their offence and submitted to be regularly remarried.14 The rules governing the 

making of marriage in Ulster Presbyterian communities was therefore informed by 

its contentious relationship with, and relative position to, the Established Anglican 

Church of Ireland.

The view that only marriages performed by a member of the Established 

Church were valid persisted throughout the eighteenth and part of the nineteenth- 

centuries. In 1737, however, Presbyterians were given a measure of relief, when an 

act was passed which affirmed that a marriage between two Presbyterians was legal 

so long as the parties involved and the minister took the oaths stipulated in the 1719 

Toleration Act.1^ During the period under investigation, 1780-1844, two further acts 

were passed in parliament which had a significant bearing on the legal position of 

Presbyterian marriages. The first of these was passed by the Irish parliament in 1782, 

and it ratified that marriages between Protestant Dissenters performed by a Protestant 

Dissenting minister were as good in law as those of the Established Church. The 

degree of validity offered by this act, however, was not definitive, as it still left open 

the question as to whether or not a Protestant Dissenting minister could legally marry 

two people, one of whom was not a Presbyterian.16

This legal ambiguity was later settled in 1844, when an act was passed by 

Westminster which confirmed the legality of Presbyterian marriage. The impetus for 

this act came from the popular out-cry over the infamous Regina vs Millis marriage 

case. George Millis, a soldier, had been married to a woman named Esther Graham

14 RGSU iii. 90.
15 Holmes, Shaping of Ulster Presbyterian, p. 213; Beckett, Protestant dissent, p.
122.

16 Ibid.
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by the Reverend John Johnston, Presbyterian minister of Tullylish congregation on 

10 January 1828. After leaving his wife, and moving to England, he married Jane 

K ennedy in 1836 according to the form of the Established Church. Millis was 

arrested in Belfast in 1841 and charged with bigamy. The defence acting on the part 

of Millis, however, argued that his marriage to Graham was null and void as both 

parties did not belong to the Presbyterian Church.

The case passed through a series of courts, from the Antrim Spring Assizes, 

to the Court of the Queen’s Bench, until it was finally settled in the House of Lords. 

Millis was acquitted of being a bigamist, with the Irish Chief Justice stating that, ‘the 

Law of this country does not recognise the orders of the Presbyterian Church, 

because it is not episcopal and conformable to what the Act of Uniformity had before 

made the law’. It was decided that in order to prevent further cases like that of 

Regina vs Millis, and to remove legal loop-holes in marriage legislation, a general 

marriage law should be implemented in Ireland to bring it as near as possible to that 

of England. The Marriages (Ireland) Bill became law in 1845, and it confirmed that 

marriages between two Presbyterians, or between a Presbyterian and a non- 

Presbyterian, celebrated by a Presbyterian minister were valid in law.17

(I) Regular and Irregular Marriage

Turning to our examination of the making of marriage, it is important to first qualify

what we mean by ‘regular’ and ‘irregular’ marriages. As noted above, in order for a

marriage to be deemed ‘regular’ it had to conform to three main stipulations: the

parties were to be free from any prior marriage or contract, banns were to be

published on three consecutive Sabbaths in their respective congregations, and the

17 The above discussion is indebted to J.M. Barkley, ‘Marriage and the Presbyterian 
tradition’ in Ulster Folklife, xxxix (1993), pp 30-1.
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couple were to be married by their local Presbyterian minister. Parental consent, 

though desirable, was not essential to make a marriage regular. Although the 

Directory did state that parental consent should be obtained in cases where the 

parties were under age, as well as for marriages of persons who had obtained the age 

of discretion, it also made it clear that parents could neither force children to marry 

against their will, nor deny their consent without just cause.19

The most common reason for a marriage to be deemed irregular was that it 

was performed by a person who was not the couple’s Presbyterian minister.20 

Marriages celebrated in this way were usually conducted by one of three types of 

person: a clergyman of the Established Church, a Roman Catholic priest, or a 

degraded Presbyterian minister (sometimes known as buckle-beggar). The grounds 

on which the Presbyterian Church regarded these marriages as irregular were quite 

complex. On the one hand, all these types of marriage were theoretically valid, as the 

presence of a minister was not technically required to formalise a union. The minister 

was only to declare the couple married, ratifying the consent each party had given to 

the marriage. For example, writing in 1702, John McBride stressed that the 

presence and prayer of a minister was not absolutely necessary for a marriage to be 

performed, stating that, ‘The want of Ministerial Benediction ... can never make it

18 Holmes, Shaping of Ulster Presbyterian, p. 217.
19 Confession (1757), p. 495
-l) This was also the case in Scotland, see, Rosalind Mitchison and Leah Leneman, 
Sexuality and social control: Scotland, 1660-1780 (Oxford., 1989), p. 102.

Mitchison and Leneman, Sexuality and social control, pp 79-85; Ibid, ‘Clandestine 
marriage in the Scottish cities, 1660-1780’ in Journal of Social History, xxvi, no. 4 
(Summer, 1993), pp 845-61; T.C. Smout, ‘Scottish marriage, regular and irregular, 
1500-1940’ in R.B. Outwaite (ed.), Marriage and society: studies in the social 
history’ of marriage (London, 1981), pp 204-36; R.B. Outwaite, Clandestine 
marriage in England, 1500-1850 (London, 1995).
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void.’22 The role of the minister was to regulate the civil aspects of marriage, 

protecting its ‘sacredness’ from adultery, polygamy and incest. His presence at 

marriage was to ‘bless’ the couple’s union, and instruct them in the duties incumbent 

to the married state, such as faithfulness and fidelity.24 It was affirmation of consent 

which made a marriage, not the presence of a minister.

This technicality could sometimes lead to confusion as to whether or not a 

marriage could be judged valid, and demonstrated a difference between what some 

sections of the lay community and the local session regarded as constituting regular 

marriage. A good example of this can be found in the case of William Jackson, who 

appeared before the session of Cahans in December 1833. It appears that William 

asked for his child to be baptised and the session, having no record of his having 

been married by the minister, asked him to produce proof of his marriage and 

legitimacy of the child. The minutes record that William, ‘pleased that on January 1st 

1833 he and his wife became pledged to each other according to the form in the 

Directory for Marriage and that of course his child was lawfully begotten’.2^ This 

admission bamboozled the Kirk-session and they submitted the following question to 

the advice of the Presbytery:

If a man and woman bind themselves privately to each other by that 
form acknowledged to be right when used before witnesses are they 
guilty of fornication if they cohabit together as man and wife?26

The problem for the session was that the couple had declared their mutual consent to

the union, following the rules outlined in the Directory. They had also consummated

22 John McBride, A vindication of marriage, as solemnised by Presbyterians, in the 
north of Ireland (Belfast, 1702), p. 22.
23 Ibid.
24 The Code (1825), p. 99.
25 Cahans Kirk-session minutes, 29 Dec. 1833 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/25/B/2).
26 Ibid.
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the marriage, produced a child, and cohabited as man and wife. The marriage was by 

all accounts valid, but lacked the blessing of a minister. It is likely that for this reason 

the Presbytery decided that the couple were guilty of fornication and denied them 

access to baptism.27

The fact that Presbyterianism was not the established faith of Ireland 

complicated how the church regulated marriage. Kirk-sessions were faced with a 

dilemma. On the one hand, it regarded all marriages performed by persons other than 

the couple’s minister as irregular and censurable. On the other hand, marriages 

conducted by an Established Clergyman could not be deemed invalid as they were 

legitimate in the eyes of civil law. Essentially, the Presbyterian church only had 

authority over those marriages conducted by its own ministers. It could not interfere 

in marriages conducted by an Anglican clergyman in the same way it could in cases 

of marriage by a degraded minister.28 What the local session could do, however, was 

to ensure that the marriages of its members followed the more formal elements of the 

marriage process, such as the proclamation of banns and receipt of marriage 

certificates. If these elements were missing in cases of marriage performed by an 

Established clergyman, the local session could enforce censure by declaring such 

marriages as ‘irregular’ on the basis that they were performed contrary to the order of 

the Church of Scotland.

The discipline of marriages performed by degraded ministers was much more 

straightforward. The Code (1825) explicitly stated that such ministers were not 

considered qualified to celebrate marriages and all ‘personspretending to have been

27 Cahans Kirk-session minutes, 29 Dec. 1833 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/25/B/2). 
'8 Holmes, Shaping of Ulster Presbyterian, p. 221.
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married by any such persons’ were to be ‘suspended from privileges till they

29offer[ed] themselves to be married regularly’.

It should also be noted that individual sessions proceeded differently against 

cases of irregular marriage. The Kirk-session minutes of Cammoney record a total 

number of 157 cases of marital offence, but only eight of these were recorded 

explicitly as irregular.30 The remaining 149 cases involve individuals who appeared 

to ‘prove’ their marriage before the session. In proving their marriage, couples had to 

appear with their marriage certificate and a number of witnesses. The majority of 

these minutes also make reference to the marriage having been performed by a 

clergyman of the Established Church, not a Presbyterian minister. Indeed, in none of 

the eight cases explicitly described as ‘irregular’ or ‘disorderly’ was the marriage 

officiated over by a member of the Established church. Rather, all these marriages 

were performed by four degraded Presbyterian ministers: John Abemethy, James 

Simson, Mr. McAuly and Andrew Hume.31 The Synod of Ulster, with which the 

congregation of Cammoney was affiliated, did not recognise the validity of

2,) The Code (1825), pp 42-43. Emphasis author's own.
30 See, Cammoney Kirk-session minutes, 1786-1821 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC 1 P/37/4/9). 
The cases and dates are as follows:
John O’Boys and his wife Margaret, 2 Jun. 1796; John Jones and his wife Margaret 
Basfort who were married by Mr MccAulay of Island Magee, 7 Jun. 1798; David 
Young who was married by Mr. Hume, 2 Aug. 178; David Lough and his wife 
Margaret Alexander who were married by Mr. Abemethy, 31 Jan. 1799; Thomas 
McKinney and Hannah McDowell who were married by Mr. Abemethy, 6 Aug. 
1801; Robert MccContry and Martha Rodgers who were married by Mr. Abemethy, 
3 Jun. 1802; Andrew Kerr and Margaret Moore, 3 Jun. 1802 ; Janet Luirey and John 
McGlaghlin who were married by Mr. Abemethy, 8 May 1811.
31 Mr. John Abemethy and Mr. Andrew Hume were both deposed from ministerial 
office for celebrating marriages irregularly, the former in 1802 and the latter in 1783. 
Mr. McAuly was suspended from his pastoral office in June 1799 after complaints 
were made by the congregation of Islandmagee about his conduct, and he resigned 
from his post in July 1799. Mr. James Simson was implicated in the 1798 rebellion 
and removed to America in 1799. See, RGSU iii. 17, 25-27, 81, 130, 217. For further 
details of the case of John Abemethy, see: Minutes of Templepatrick Presbytery, 
Nov. 1801; May 1801; 30 April 1802; 3 Aug. 1802 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC1P/85/1).
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marriages performed by degraded ministers. This fact may explain why the session 

only termed those marriages performed by debarred ministers as ‘irregular’.

The Kirk-session of Glascar, by contrast, recorded marriages conducted by 

both ministers of the Established church and degraded Presbyterian ministers as 

‘irregular.’ Indeed, of the 94 marital offences recorded in this community between 

1780 and 1818, nine of these explicitly noted the involvement of a minister of the 

Established church.“ It is likely that the difference in attitude towards irregular 

marriage in these congregations was due to their respective outlooks. Glascar was a 

Burgher-Seceding congregation, which adhered strictly to the Westminster standards. 

Following the procedure of its parent Scottish church, the Seceders termed such 

marriages as being ‘contrary to the order of the Church of a Scotland’ and therefore 

censurable.33

Now that we know what the differences were between regular and irregular 

marriage, how often did each type of marriage occur? Did members of the 

community for the most part follow the guidelines laid down by the church and 

marry according to the recommended form, or did they take the irregular route and 

have their union solemnised by someone other than their minister? We can gain an 

insight into these questions by comparing the incidence of regular and irregular 

marriage recorded in sources such as marriage registers and Kirk-session minute

32 See, Glascar Kirk-session minutes, 1780-1818 (P.H.S.I.). These nine cases include: 
William Douglas, 18 Nov. 1781; Agnus Polough, n.d.; Mary Porter, n.d.; Elisebeth 
Hudson, 29 Oct. 1785; Mary Gillespy, 24 Oct. 1785; marriage performed by a Mr. 
Mills, 30 Mar. 1788; Henry Balin, 7 Apr. 1793; Jain Tod, 7 Sept. 1807; Sarah 
Anesly, 14 Oct. 1807.
33 This was the reason given by the session of Cahans for deeming the marriage of 
Thomas Kerr and Lovery Bradsha ‘unregular.’ See, Cahans Kirk-session minutes, 29 
May 1791 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/25/B/2).
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books. Figure 7(a) below displays this information for four Ulster Presbyterian

• • 34communities.'

Figure 7(a): Proportion of regular and irregular marriages recorded in four 
Ulster Presbyterian congregations, c. 1780-1844.
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As demonstrated above, the majority of couples in these four congregations married 

according to Presbyterian guidelines, returning over 70% of all recorded marriages. It 

should be noticed, however, that although most couples did choose the regular route, 

a reasonably large minority of almost 30% did not. The proportion of irregular 

marriages also varied considerably between congregations, from a relatively high 

43% in Loughaghery to a relatively low 13% in Garland, suggesting that factors 

other than obedience to Presbyterian guidelines affected the route to marriage.

34 Sources for regular marriage: Marriage register of Garland Presbyterian 
congregation, 1770-1802 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC1P/28/1); Marriage register of Carnmoney 
Presbyterian congregation, 1708-1807 (P.R.O.N.I., T1013/1); Proclamations of 
marriage of Loughaghery Presbyterian congregation, 1801-1845 (P.R.O.N.I.,
CR3/8/1); Marriage register of Rathfriland Presbyterian congregation, 1805-1842 
(P.R.O.N.I., T1539/2). Sources for irregular marriage, Garland Kirk-session minutes, 
1780-1802 (P.H.S.I.); Carnmoney Kirk-session minutes, 1786-1821 (P.R.O.N.I.,
MIC 1 P/37/4/9); Loughaghery Kirk-session minutes, 1801-1844 (P.R.O.N.I., 
CR3/8/1); Rathfriland Kirk-session minutes, 1805-1837 (P.R.O.N.I., T1539/2).
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We can also examine the extent to which the incidence of regular and 

irregular marriage changed over time. Figure 7(b) below displays the proportion of 

marriages recorded in these same four communities:

Figure 7(b): Change over time in the frequency (%) of regular and irregular 
marriage in four Ulster Presbyterian communities, c. 1780-1844.
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As shown above, regular marriages almost consistently outnumbered those 

performed irregularly throughout the period 1780-1844. Two developments, 

however, are notable.

Firstly, for the last two decades of the eighteenth-century, the proportion of 

persons marrying irregularly began to increase slightly, from almost 16% by 1784, to 

28% by 1799. This small increase may have been a knock-on effect of the changes 

which took place in marriage legislation from 1782 onwards. As noted above, from 

1782 marriages between two Presbyterians which were performed by a Presbyterian 

minister were regarded as good in law as those performed by ministers of the 

Established church. We can speculate that the degree of validity these changes gave

100



Presbyterian marriage in civil law may have actually increased the proportion of 

marriages regarded by the Presbyterian church as irregular, as members of the 

community sought the services of any Presbyterian minister to solemnise their union.

Secondly, from the early nineteenth-century, the proportion of persons 

marrying irregularly almost doubled, holding a steady majority of approximately 

60% of marriages between 1810 and 1829, before again falling to less than 20% after 

1830. This pattern, however, does not seem to rise and fall in accordance with those 

developments in marriage legislation outlined above, suggesting that the route some 

couples took to marriage was determined by factors other than adherence to 

Presbyterian guidelines.

In light of the fact that couples who married irregularly could be subjected to 

discipline and required to confirm their marriage before the congregation, the 

question which arises is why would they run the risk and marry contrary to 

Presbyterian rules? Indeed, evidence survives which suggests that some individuals 

tried to get married by as many irregular ways as possible rather than by their own 

minister. For example, when Thomas Kerr stood before the session of Cahans in 

October 1824 for being irregularly married by a degraded clergyman, the session 

minutes note that he had also applied to a member of the Established church and a 

Presbyterian minister to solemnise his marriage, both of whom had turned him 

down.35 Thomas Kerr’s case may be an extreme example, but the question still 

remains as to why individuals chose to be married irregularly when the regular 

course could be taken just as easily.

35 Cahans Kirk-session minutes, 17 Oct. 1824 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/25/B/2).
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One reason why some couples married irregularly may have been to hide a 

pre-marital pregnancy.36 As discussed in the previous chapter, young couples 

participated in a range of sexual behaviours, with some sexual activities regarded as 

belonging specifically to courtship and the intentions of those who participated in 

them as signifying marriage. During the course of the medieval and early modem 

period, a route to marriage known as verba de futuro, a future promise of marriage
TO

followed by sexual intercourse, was taken by many couples. Although this was not 

a valid form of marriage accepted by the Presbyterian Church, historians such as 

Paul Gray and Andrew Blaikie have noted that pre-marital intercourse was a 

customary practice in some parts of Ulster.36 It is therefore conceivable that some 

couples may have sought the services of couple-beggars in order to conceal a pre

nuptial pregnancy. A forged marriage certificate may have been sufficient enough in 

some cases to deter a session from investigating whether or not a child was 

conceived out of wedlock.

36 Roisin Browne, ‘Kirk and community: Ulster Presbyterian society, 1640-1740’ 
(M.Phil. Thesis, QUB, 1999), p. 154.
'7 See chapter one, pp 59-72.
TO

See J.R. Gillis, For better, for worse: British marriages, 1600 to the present (New 
York and Oxford, 1985), pp 126-28; Richard Adair, Courtship, illegitimacy and 
marriage in early modern England (Manchester and New York, 1996), pp 101,46; 
Maria Buddy, Matters of deceit: breach ofpromise to marry cases in nineteenth- and 
twentieth-century Limerick (Dublin, 2011); Kenneth M. Boyd, Scottish church 
attitudes to sex, marriage and the family, 1850-1914 (Glasgow, 1980), pp 46-49; 
Leah Leneman, ‘ “No unsuitable match”: defining rank in eighteenth and early 
nineteenth-century Scotland’ 'm Journal of Social History, xxxiii, no. 3 (Spring, 
2000), pp 665-82; Mitchison and Leneman, Sexuality and social control, pp 85, 99- 
100.
39 Mitchison and Leneman, Sexuality and social control, pp 99-100; Andrew Blaikie 
and Paul Gray, ‘Archives of abuse and discontent? Presbyterianism and sexual 
behaviour during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries’ in R.J. Morris and Liam 
Kennedy (eds), Ireland and Scotland: order and disorder, 1600-2000 (Edinburgh, 
2005), pp 61-84; Holmes, Shaping of Ulster Presbyterian, pp 225-26. See also, 
Buddy, Matters of deceit, pp 47-57.
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Indeed, there is evidence to suggest that this type of marriage contract was 

entered into by some members of the Presbyterian community. For example, when 

John Erwin and Mary Pollock appeared before the session of Loughaghery in 

February 1803 acknowledging their irregular marriage, the session noted that ‘no 

Witness [was] required’ to prove that the marriage had taken place as the couple 

admitted that they had committed ante-nuptial fornication as well as gained the 

consent of their parents before ‘declaring themselves Husband & Wife’.40

For others, however, the promise of marriage was not always fulfilled, even 

after sexual intercourse had taken place. For example, when Mary Graham appeared 

before the session of Cahans in January 1784 and announced that she was pregnant 

with Robert Harris’s child, she stated that they had ‘repeated the words in the 

Confession of Faith’ before engaging in sexual intercourse.41 Although Robert Harris 

confirmed Mary’s story, stating that ‘they swore to go together to Cookseys’ (a 

buckle-beggar) and ‘said over the words of the Confession of Faith’ before having 

‘criminal correspondence’, he did not agree that their actions made a marriage. 

Instead, Harris stated that he did not intend to marry Mary and did not believe that 

the child she was carrying was his.42 Similarly, when Rebecca Vint appeared before 

the session of Cammoney in October 1814 for the sin of fornication with John 

McGaa, the session noted that he had afterwards ‘deserted her’.43

40

41

42

Loughaghery Kirk-session minutes, 13 Feb. 1803 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/8/1). 
Cahans Kirk-session minutes, 9 Jan. 1784 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/25/B/2). 
Ibid.

43 Cammoney Kirk-session minutes, 6 Oct. 1814 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC 1 P/37/4/9). See 
also, First Dromara Kirk-session minutes, 3 Oct. 1794; 22 Apr. 1796; 25 Apr. 1800;
4 Oct. 1805 (P.R.O.N.I., T1447/1) and chapter five, pp 268-71, for further discussion 
of deserted wives.
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It is unlikely, however, that the concealment of pregnancy in such cases was a 

major reason for marrying irregularly.44 Some Kirk-sessions appear to have kept a 

close eye on developing pregnancies in the community, and were suspicious of 

couples who sought baptism for an early-delivered infant. For example, when John 

Carithers appeared before the session of Loughaghery in November 1811 to prove 

his marriage with Agness Patterson, the session was more interested in the fact that 

their child had been bom six months after the date entered on their marriage 

certificate, accusing them of fornication.45 Likewise, the session of Magherahamlet 

launched an investigation into the character of John Mcllwain in May 1839 after he 

applied for baptism for his child because it had been bom prematurely.46

Other Kirk-sessions also required couples to present them with solid proof 

that a premature infant had been conceived after marriage had taken place, making it 

difficult for couples to conceal a prenuptial pregnancy. For instance, when Robert 

Reid appeared before the session of Loughaghery in June 1834 requesting baptism 

for his premature infant, he told the session that his wife had given birth early after 

falling over a style and hurting herself. Before granting baptism, the session desired 

Reid to bring Surgeon Rutherford, who had attended the birth, to the next meeting of 

the session to ask him his opinion of the matter. It appears that Rutherford agreed 

with Robert Reid’s version of events, and the child was admitted to baptism three 

weeks later.47

44 Mitchison and Leneman, Sexuality and social control, pp 124-30.
45 Loughaghery Kirk-session minutes, 15 Apr. 1814 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/8/1).
46 Magherahamlet Kirk-session minutes, 12 May 1839; 20 May 1839 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2487/1), pp 36-37.
47 Loughaghery Kirk-session minutes, 22 Jun. 1834; 6 Jul. 1834 (P.R.O.N.I., 
CR3/8/1).
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In addition to the difficulties of proving the age of infants, the interval which 

occurred between the actual date of an irregular marriage and the date at which it 

came to the attention of the session also suggests that factors other than a desire to 

conceal pre-marital pregnancy led couples to marry irregularly. Figure 8 below 

displays the interval in months between the date an irregular marriage was contracted 

and the date it was discovered by the session for a sample of four Ulster Presbyterian

• • 48communities.

Figure 8: Interval in months between date of irregular marriage and the date 
such marriage came to the attention of the session, c. 1780-1844. (%)
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Carnmoney
(1786-1821)

1st Dromara 
(1780-1805)

Loughaghery
(1801-1844)

TOTAL

■ >6 months 44.44 25.18 4.76 10.91 20.54

■ >12 months 22.22 25.18 61.90 29.09 29.46

< 1 year 33.33 49.64 33.33 60.00 50.00

Although the length of time which elapsed between the actual date of marriage and 

its notice by the session varied in each community, a relatively large proportion of 

couples were living together as husband and wife for a considerable period of time

48 This information could be gathered for 9 marriages in Boardmills, 139 marriages 
in Carnmoney, 21 marriages in First Dromara and 55 marriages in Loughaghery. See, 
Boardmills Kirk-session minutes, 1784-1816 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC 1 P/72/2); Carnmoney 
Kirk-session minutes, 1786-1821 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC 1 P/37/4/9); First Dromara Kirk- 
session minutes, 1780-1805 (P.R.O.N.I., T/1447/1); Loughaghery Kirk-session 
minutes, 1801-1844 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/8/1).
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before their marriage came to the attention of the session. The fact that the marriages 

of 50% of these couples were not discovered until a year or more had passed 

suggests that a desire to conceal pre-marital pregnancy was not a pressing 

motivation.

Indeed these figures are also similar to those collected by Leah Leneman and 

Rosalind Mitchison in their study of the Scottish Kirk-session of St. Cuthberts, 1711- 

1750. Although their results showed a greater variation over time, with an increase 

between the actual date of marriage and its notice by the session, a sizeable number 

of individuals in this community also cohabited for a relatively long period of time 

before being cited by the Kirk-session.49 What is perhaps more striking about this 

similarity, however, is that Leneman and Mitchison’s study was based in an urban 

environment, whereas the above four communities were all situated in rural settings.

Historians such as Andrew Holmes have argued that the close-knit rural 

environment of many Presbyterian communities facilitated the exercise of discipline 

because the local session was able to exert a greater degree of watchfulness over its 

members/" Given the relatively long time which these irregularly married couples 

cohabited, and the close-knit nature of the communities in which they resided, how 

did they manage to escape the notice of the session for so long? The answer may lie 

in the fact that the Kirk-session or community as a whole were simply not interested. 

It is important to remember that the key ingredient in the making of a valid marriage

49 Leneman and Mitchison, ‘Clandestine marriage in the Scottish cities’, p. 856.
50 A.R. Holmes, ‘Community and discipline in Ulster Presbyterianism, c. 1770-1840’ 
in Kate Copper and Jeremy Gregory (eds), Retribution, repentance and 
reconciliation: studies in Church history, xl (Woodbridge, 2004), p. 268; J.M. 
Barkley, ‘The Presbyterian minister in eighteenth-century Ireland’ in J.L.M. Haire 
(ed.), Challenge and conflict: essays in Irish Presbyterian history and doctrine 
(Antrim, 1981), pp 48-49; Leah Leneman and Rosalind Mitchison, Sin in the city: 
sexuality and social control in urban Scotland, 1660-1780 (Edinburgh, 1998), p. 7.
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was the exchange of free consent by the parties involved. The fact that many of these 

irregularly married couples were able to reside within their communities for a 

relatively long period of time, without being reported to the session, suggests that 

their marriages were tacitly accepted by their neighbours, despite their irregularity. 

Moreover, it may also be the case that so long as these marriages were relatively free 

from scandal, such as the concealment of pregnancy, bigamy, or incest, there was no 

urgency to report couples so married.

Indeed, Kirk-sessions seem to have taken into consideration the local 

community’s awareness of the circumstances of irregular marriages when deciding 

how to proceed in individual cases. For example, when Mary Irwin and her husband 

appeared before the session of Loughaghery in April 1811 to prove they had been 

married a year previously by a couple-beggar named Blakely, the session took into 

account the local community’s knowledge of the case and, ‘Notoriety of the 

mar[riage] at the time’ when deciding how to proceed.'’1 Similarly, when Agnes and 

Charles Jamison appeared before this session later in October 1825 confessing the 

irregularity of their nine year marriage they were admitted without censure because 

the marriage was, ‘known and publick’. Given the length of time these couples 

resided in their community as husband and wife before coming to the notice of the 

session, it is unlikely that they had married irregularly in order to conceal a pre

marital pregnancy.

Another reason why some couples chose to marry irregularly may have been 

to escape the emphasis laid on parental consent in the making of marriage. Although 

parental consent was not strictly necessary for a marriage to take place, evidence

51 Loughaghery Kirk-session minutes, 25 Apr. 1811 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/8/1).
52 Ibid, 3 Oct. 1825 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/8/1).

107



suggests that considerable importance was attached to its attainment as part of the 

normal route to marriage. For Presbyterians and members of the Established church 

alike, the obtainment of parental consent played a vital role in keeping improvident 

and bigamous marriages at bay. For example, after the community of First Dunboe 

voted to lay aside the custom of proclaiming banns in April 1802, the session 

resolved that couples wanting to be so married had to ascertain the consent of both 

sets of their parents before they could proceed to marriage. Couples who did not 

meet this stipulation were either denied the services of their minister, or forced to 

publicise their intended marriage and have banns read.53 Without banns to discover 

impediments to marriages, parents were tasked with ‘preventing] the 

embarrassments that otherwise arise when the parties actually appear to be 

married’.54

Similarly, during the discussions which took place over the proposed 

Marriage (Ireland) Bill 1844, the absence of parental consent was highlighted as one 

of the main causes of unhappy and reckless marriages. A document entitled ‘Evils of 

the present Laws in Ireland’, contained in the papers of Lord Primate Beresford 

relating to the proposed Bill, made it clear that parental consent was not only 

desirable it was also a critical part of the marriage process. On the one hand, it 

equated lack of parental consent with misery for the parties involved, noting that ‘the 

families of Dissenters are left exposed to the intrigues of unprincipled persons, 

without any power of preventing marriages of the most deplorable kind, entailing 

misery & ruin upon children’s children’." On the other hand, it also maintained that

53 First Dunboe Kirk-session minutes, 13 Apr. 1802 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC1P/412/A/1). 
For a discussion of the proclamation of banns and its decline, see below, pp 117-19.
54 Ibid.
55 Letters and papers of Beresford about the Presbyterian marriage bill (P.R.O.N.I., 
D3279/C/24/13).

108



a marriage bill was needed for Ireland in order to protect the interests and secure the 

peace of all families of every religious persuasion, which was caused by, ‘a wish to 

avoid publicity, or a desire to hasten the marriage, or any obstruction from the want 

of consent of parents’.56 Avoidance of parental consent was highlighted as a 

motivating factor in the practice of marrying secretly.

Indeed, for some sections of the wider community too, parental consent was 

not only desirable it was a key part of the marriage process. For example, for some 

young people like Eliza McCracken, the idea of getting married without first 

obtaining parental consent was unthinkable.57 As noted in Chapter One, Eliza refused 

to accept Robert James Tennent’s proposals for engagement because her father was 

opposed to the match, citing Robert’s lack of independent wealth as his main 

objection.58 Indeed, at the time Robert made his first proposal to Eliza he had yet to 

settle into a steady career, and was preparing to travel to England to train in the 

English bar, a path which would take at least three years to complete.69 Believing 

that it was only Robert’s unsteady financial position which stood in their way, both 

Robert and Eliza agreed to postpone their plans of marriage until that objection could 

be removed.60

56 Letters and papers of Beresford about the Presbyterian marriage bill (P.R.O.N.I., 
D3279/C/24/13).
67 For a discussion of the correspondence exchanged between Eliza McCracken and 
Robert James Tennent during their courtship, see chapter one, pp 78-81.
68 Eliza McCracken to Robert James Tennent, 12 Aug. 1827 (P.R.O.N.I.,
D1748/G/378/4B); Robert James Tennent to Eliza McCracken, 27 Sept. 1827; n.d.; 
n.d. (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/H/46/4A&4B; 7A&7B; 11).
59 Eliza McCracken to Robert James Tennent, 12 Aug. 1827 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/G/378/4B).
60 Robert James Tennent to Eliza McCracken, 27 Sept. 1827; n.d. (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/H/46/4A:4B; 7A&7B); Eliza McCracken to Robert James Tennent, 10 Sept. 
1827 (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/G/378/10).
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It should also be noted, however, that even children as dutiful as Eliza

McCracken recognised the limits of parental authority. Although she described her 

father as the ‘chief arbiter’ of her fate, Eliza admitted to Robert that she was only 

obedient to her father’s directions as she too agreed that marriage in their present 

situation was unwise:

I really cannot bear the idea of being engaged against my father’s 
wishes. [0]n your return should my father still object I will really take 
the liberty of thinking for myself as I will feel [his] opposition to be 
unreasonable. [A]t present however I think he is right, & it is the duty 
of every child to obey the commands of a parent so long as they are 
consistent with reason.61

Robert also voiced his agreement with John McCracken’s objections, but resolved 

that in the event that her father still continued to oppose the match after he had made 

himself financially independent, he would marry Eliza regardless: ‘I only give way 

for the present upon prudent grounds & that when these are removed ... I will marry 

you in spite of the devil himself.62 Robert too recognised the limits of parental 

authority and counselled Eliza that ‘reason & religion’ authorised her to ‘throw off a 

submission which [her father] had perverted into a slavery’.63

In cases where children proceeded towards marriage without their parent’s 

consent or even knowledge, such marriages were often met with recrimination and 

were the cause of family disputes. For example, the tensions and subsequent fall-outs 

which occurred in the Tennent family of Roseyards, County Antrim, over the 

‘irregular’ marriages of three of their children is demonstrative of the authority

61 Eliza McCracken to Robert James Tennent, 10 Sept. 1827; 10 Nov. 1827 
(P.R.O.N.I., D1748/G/378/10;19B). See also, Eliza McCracken to Robert James 
Tennent, 23 Sept. 1827; 14 Aug. 1827 (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/G/378/13A;5), the latter 
letter wherein Eliza told Robert she believed her father was only afraid of losing his 
housekeeper, a comment for which she later apologised.
62 Robert James Tennent to Eliza McCracken, c. 23 Sept. 1827 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/H/46/11).
63 Ibid, n.d. (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/H/46/12).
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which parents felt they had over their children’s marriage choices. In October 1798, 

the Reverend John and Ann Tennent wrote to their eldest son William, then aged 

thirty-eight years old, relating to him a report which was spread in Belfast that he had 

married a Scotch woman. The woman, possibly Ann Henry, had arrived in Belfast 

and claimed to have been married to William in Scotland by a Justice of the Peace 

and subsequently had children with him.64 The Reverend Tennent upbraided William 

for his actions, directing him to acknowledge the alleged marriage if the report was 

true.65 Ann Tennent was much more cutting in her comments to William, stating that, 

‘she w[oul]d grudge & grieve’ to hear of his marriage with any ‘base whores’.66 

Despite their obvious disapproval and anger, the Reverend John and his wife 

exhorted William to own the marriage if the allegation was genuine. The absence of 

their consent did not make the marriage invalid.

Similarly, the elopements of their daughters, Isabella and Margaret, also 

evoked feelings of disappointment and anger. After their eldest daughter Isabella, 

then aged twenty years, eloped in May 1777 with a man named John Shaw, she was 

disowned by her mother. Despite the attempts of Isabella’s brother Robert to 

reconcile the pair, Ann Tennent declined to speak to her daughter and even refused to 

see her grandchildren.67 Indeed, for interfering in the affair, Robert himself earned

64 Reverend John Tennent to William Tennent, 22 Oct. 1798 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/B/1/317/16). For letters between Ann Henry and William Tennent, see Anne 
Henry to William Tennent (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/B/1/136/1-20).
65 Reverend John Tennent to William Tennent, 22 Oct. 1798; 5 Nov. 1798 
(P.R.O.N.I., .D1748/B/1/317/16-17).
66 Ibid, 22 Oct. 1798 (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/B/1/317/16).
67 Robert Tennent to Reverend John Tennent, 12 Aug. 1799 (P.R.O.N.I.,
D1748/A/1/5/3).
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his mother’s displeasure, writing to his father that his mother now looked upon him 

as an ‘enemy’ for his efforts.68

Likewise, the elopement in 1801 of the Tennents’ youngest daughter, thirty- 

year old Margaret (also known as Peggy) to a man named John Stuart was met with 

reproach. When the marriage became public, two of Margaret’s brothers 

corresponded on the affair, and it is telling that the issue of whether or not their sister 

had gained their parent’s approbation was raised first.69 As in the case with his eldest 

sister, Robert again attempted to defuse the situation, pointing out to his parents the 

dangers of disapproving of such marriages:

1 have known the most deplorable consequen[ces] spring from this 
very circumstance; & have heard husbands years after their marriage 
... speak of the cold scornful treatment they had formerly received 
from their wife’s relations.70

More importantly, however, Robert also reminded his parents that whatever their 

feeling on the affair the marriage was one which, ‘no opposition could now undo’.71 

Neither their disapproval, nor the absence of their consent made the marriage invalid.

Couples who wished to contract marriage without their parent’s consent 

could do so by either eloping or engaging in a runaway match. S.J. Connolly, in his 

discussion of marriage practices in pre-famine Ireland, has noted that the runaway 

match was not solely an act of rebellion. Rather, it was conducted via a well-defined 

and well-recognised procedure. The couple would go to the house of a sympathetic

68 Robert Tennent to Reverend John Tennent, 12 Aug. 1799 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/A/1/5/3).
69Ibid, 12 Aug. 1799, 24 Jun. 1801 (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/A/1/5/14).
70 Ibid, 2 Jun. 1801 (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/A/1/5/13).
71 Ibid.
72 S.J. Connolly, Priests and people in pre-Famine Ireland, 1780-1845 (Dublin, 
1982), p. 207. See also, S.J. Connolly, ‘Marriage in pre-Famine Ireland’ in Art 
Cosgrove (ed.), Marriage in Ireland (Dublin, 1985), pp 78-98; Caoimhin 6
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friend or relative, where a company of friends would meet them. The entire group 

would then stay for a night of celebration, sending word the following morning to the 

girl’s parents of her whereabouts. Although these occasions may not have involved 

sexual misconduct, the associations between this behaviour and sexual transgression 

was enough to ensure that the girl was now viewed as ‘compromised’ and that 

subsequent marriage proposals would be out of her reach.74

Indeed, minute recordings in Kirk-session and Presbytery books reveal that 

some sections of the community also resorted to this procedure. The session minute 

book of Cahans, for example, contains nine references to couples who either eloped 

or were involved in runaway matches.75 In five of these cases, the session made a 

connection between their elopement and a desire to evade parental consent. For 

example, William Simson and Ann Harton professed ‘their sorrow for disobeying 

their parents & going off upon the Sabbath’, while Elizabeth Gilroy ‘appeared and 

expressed her sorrow for a violation of her duty towards her parents in connection 

with her marriage’.76 Likewise, when Thomas Steenson appeared for marrying 

without his father’s approbation, the session noted that he had so mamed because he 

anticipated his father would refuse consent.77 Similarly, when Alexander McGregor 

was questioned by the Presbytery of Route as to why they had married irregularly, he

Danachair, ‘Marriage in Irish folk tradition’ in Cosgrove (ed.), Marriage in Ireland, 
pp 99-115; L. M. Ballard, Forgetting frolic: marriage traditions in Ireland (London, 
1998), pp 20-26; James Kelly, ‘The abduction of women of fortune in eighteenth- 
century Ireland’ in Eighteenth-century Ireland: Iris an da chultur, ix (1994), pp 7-43; 
Toby Barnard, The abduction of a Limerick heiress: social and political relations in 
mid-eighteenth-century Ireland (Dublin, 1998), pp 7-13.
73 Connolly, Priests and people, p. 207.
74 Ballard, Forgetting frolic, p. 24.
76 Cahans Kirk-session minutes, 16 Mar. 1785; 30 Oct. 1791; 22 May 1793; 1 Jun. 
1794; 16 Oct. 1796; 13 Sept. 1829; 29 Sept. 1833; 1 Sept. 1839; 28 Mar. 1844 
(P.R.O.N.I., CR3/25/B/2). See also a selection of these cases transcribed by Barkley, 
‘Marriage and the Presbyterian tradition’, pp 36-37.
76 Ibid, 1 Jun. 1794; 1 Sept. 1839 (P.R.O.N.L, CR3/25/B/2).
77 Cahans Kirk-session minutes, 29 Sept. 1829 (P.R.O.N.L, CR3/25/B/2).
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answered that his ‘parents were not satisfied’ and he knew his minister would not 

marry him as a result.78

Cases of runaway matches recorded in session books are strikingly similar to 

the calculated procedures described by Connolly above. For example, when Samuel 

Simpson appeared before the session of Cahans in October 1791 for ‘running away’ 

with Susannah Forgy, he was admonished in private because, ‘they had company 

with them and she returning back and being regularly married’.77 The circumstances 

which led to this couple’s marriage conform to the established runaway pattern: 

going off without consent, accompanied by a group of friends, and returning the 

following day.

These runaway matches were also similar in that such behaviour was 

associated with fears of sexual misconduct. For instance, when William Simson and 

Ann Harton appeared before the session of Cahans for ‘going off upon the Sabbath’ 

they swore that they ‘had no criminal correspondence & waited until they were 

regularly proclaimed & married’.80 Likewise, when Mary McKenna appeared before 

the session of Coronary in 1783 acknowledging her elopement with William Owens, 

the session noted that ‘she gave every person just ground to suspect her chargable of 

uncleanness’, after ‘staying days’ away in his company.81 Parents whose children had 

been involved in these matches were often forced into giving their consent to 

marriages which they may not have approved of initially.

It is important to note that none of these unions was subsequently declared 

invalid, despite the lack of parental approbation. Moreover, the absence of parental

78 Minutes of the Presbytery of Route, 13 Jun. 1820 (P.H.S.I.).
79 Cahans Kirk-session minutes, 30 Oct. 1829 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/25/B/2).
80 Ibid, 1 Jun. 1794 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/25/B/2).
81 Coronary Kirk-session minutes, 1783 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC1P/179/1A&1B).
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consent does not seem to be the underlying cause of their irregularity. Rather, young 

couples were punished for their disobedience in subverting parental authority, as well 

as putting themselves in danger of committing a sexual indiscretion. The session was 

more concerned with discovering that a marriage had taken place and that there was 

no accompanying offence of sexual misconduct than whether or not parental consent 

had been obtained.

Even in cases where parental consent had been given, a marriage could still 

be deemed irregular and the parties involved subjected to church discipline. For 

example, in March 1815 William McQuggan appeared before the session of Cahans 

acknowledging his clandestine marriage conducted by the couple-beggar Blakely 

five years previously. Despite the fact that the pair had witnesses to their marriage, 

including William’s uncle, as well as the consent of their parents, William was still 

rebuked for marrying irregularly. Similarly, John Erwin and Mary Pollock were 

also rebuked for their irregular marriage despite the fact that their parents had given

83consent prior to their union.

A further reason why some couples married irregularly may have been 

because it was simply the popular trend at the time. In their analysis of irregular 

marriage in early modem Scotland, Rosalind Mitchison and Leah Leneman have 

noted that it is not too far-fetched to assume that many couples married in this way 

because it was fashionable to do so. As we will discover in the next chapter, from 

the latter part of the eighteenth-century onwards, there was a growing desire among 

some sections of the laity for greater privacy in managing their family affairs,

82 Cahans Kirk-session minutes, 12 Mar. 1815 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/25/B/2).
83 Ibid, 13 Feb. 1803 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/25/B/2).
84 Mitchison and Leneman, Sexuality and social control, p. 130; Holmes, Shaping of 
Ulster Presbyterian, p. 217.
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particularly in matters such as baptism.8^ This fashion for greater privacy also seems 

to have been factored into the decision of couples who chose to be married 

irregularly.

One area in which we can clearly trace this growing fashion for privacy is the 

discussions which were held in individual congregations concerning the 

proclamation of banns. During the course of the early nineteenth-century, various 

congregations were given the opportunity to vote on whether or not they wanted to 

continue with this tradition. It appears that, given the choice, many communities 

voted to abolish the custom, demonstrating a dislike of the fuss which it involved.

For example, whereas First Dunboe voted to abolish this tradition in April 1802,

Cammoney did so in April 1821, Loughaghery in January 1830 and Rathfriland in
0/1

December 1831. It was not that the laity wanted to deliberately subvert the rules 

which governed the making of marriage; rather, they voted to discontinue with 

proclamation because they viewed it as outdated. Indeed, the minutes taken in the 

session of First Dunboe concerning this issue reveal how the wider community 

regarded the custom as unfashionable:

With respect to the old rule of proclamation before marriage, as the 
[Gjeneral [S]ynod has given liberty to marry either with or without 
proclamation as may please the taste of the people concerned, & as 
upon an appeal to the members of the congregation it appeared to be

07

their general wish to use this liberty & lay aside proclamation.

In a similar vein to the family-orientated direction which baptism celebrations 

began to take, attitudes towards the marriage ceremony itself also underwent a shift

^ See chapter three, pp 201-09.
86 First Dunboe Kirk-session minutes, 13 Apr. 1802 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC1P/412/A/1); 
Cammoney Kirk-session minutes, 11 Apr. 1821 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC1P/37/4/9); 
Loughaghery Kirk-session minutes, 3 Jan. 1830 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/8/1); Rathfriland 
Kirk-session minutes, 4 Dec. 1831 (P.R.O.N.I., T1539/2).
87 First Dunboe Kirk-session minutes, 13 Apr. 1802 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC 1 P/412/A/1). 
Emphasis is author's own.
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from public to private ceremonies. According to the Directory, the marriage 

ceremony was to be publicly solemnised ‘in the place appointed by authority for 

public worship’, which in most cases was either the meeting house or session 

house.88 The marriage register for the community of Loughaghery (1801-1844), 

however, reveals that very few marriages were solemnised in these places, with most 

couples choosing to be married in their natal home in the presence of a few 

w itnesses. Of those forty-nine marriages where a place of solemnisation was 

recorded, thirty-nine (80%) took place in the parental home of the bride or groom, 

three in the homes of other family members, four in the minister’s house, and only

89one marriage was solemnised in the session house.

Indeed, this fashion for marrying privately, in the presence of cherished 

family members and friends was also favoured by some Presbyterian ministers too. 

For example, when the Reverend Robert Magill married Ann Jane Skelton in 

December 1823, he took pains to ensure that the occasion remained an intimate 

affair:

... after supper the Revd W[ilia]m Wray who had spent the day with 
me walked up stairs in Mr Skeltons to bed as he thought but he was 
wonderfully surprized when I ushered him into the drawing room 
where my dear Ann Jane was standing dress[e]d beautifully in white. 
[H]er sister Ellen and her brother John Standing beside her also her 
Father and Mother. ... we had previously arranged this. I immediately 
on entering the room requested Mr Wray to proceed with the 
ceremony which he accordingly did, and the marriage was thus 
celebrated at 11 oclock at night.90

Contrary to what was recommended in the Directory, Robert Magill married without

first notifying the minister who was to perform the ceremony, held the marriage in

88 Confession (1757), pp 495-96.
80 Marriage register of Loughaghery Presbyterian church, 1801-1844 (P.R.O.N.I., 
CR3/8/1).
90 Diary extracts of Reverend Robert Magill (1821-28), 11 Dec. 1823 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2930/9/5).
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the home of the bride’s parents, and asked to be married at an irregular hour of the 

night. In doing so, however, he was able to satisfy his desire for an intimate and 

family-orientated celebration.

A final reason why some couples married irregularly may have been because 

they were already married in the eyes of the Presbyterian church, making any 

subsequent marriage they entered into bigamous and invalid. Although the 

Confession did make allowances for remarriage and divorce on the grounds of 

desertion or adultery, such cases rarely appear in Presbyterian records.yl There are a 

number of reasons for this. On the one hand, it appears that individuals often found it 

difficult to prove that their case for divorce was genuine and the process itself could 

be time-consuming. For example, George Huston’s petition for divorce took just over 

seven months to be granted, and five years after the marriage was initially 

solemnised, despite him ‘repeatedly’ presenting it to the Reformed Presbytery 

between August 1806 and March 1807. It was only after ‘mature consideration’ that 

the Presbytery accepted the grounds of his case: his wife had eloped with no just 

reason after only six weeks of marriage and she had subsequently bore a child to 

another man.92

Sometimes, however, the restrictions placed on access to divorce by the 

Presbytery were justified. When Robert Wray appeared before the session of 

Ballymoney in May 1829 asking that his marriage with Martha Pinkerton be 

dissolved, he immediately roused the suspicion of the session. Although the reason 

Wray gave for his supplication certainly justified a divorce, Martha had committed

91 Andrew Holmes has noted the existence of three such cases, two in the Presbytery 
of Tyrone and one in the session of Ballymoney. See, Holmes, Shaping of Ulster 
Presbyterian belief p. 223.
92 Minutes of the Reformed Presbytery of Ireland, Aug. 1806; Nov. 1806; Mar. 1807 
(P.R.O.N.I., CR5/5A/1/2A).
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adultery and had bore a child to another man, the session rejected his application on 

the grounds that ‘his only motive [was] his anxiety to get married again’, adding that 

it was ‘well known that his ill treatment of her had forced his wife from him’.93

On the other hand, it seems to have been just as easy, if not easier, for 

individuals to take the irregular route and contract another marriage. It was not 

uncommon for Kirk-sessions and Presbyteries to hear cases where an estranged 

husband and wife were living in close proximity to one another in households with 

their new spouses and children. For example, when John Haslett appeared before the 

Presbytery of Down in March 1786 after marrying ‘with licence’, he revealed that his 

wife, Mary Matyre, had been previously married to a man named Benjamin 

Robinson. According to Haslett, Robinson had deserted Mary approximately ten 

years previous to their marriage and was now ‘living w[i]t[h] another woman as her 

husband and had several children by her’.94 Similarly, when Saragh Guilliland 

appeared before the Presbytery of Monaghan in February 1802 concerning her 

irregular marriage with Joseph Cooper (which had been celebrated eleven years 

earlier) she revealed that not only had her husband eloped from her two days after the 

marriage was celebrated, but that he had also remarried within a year and had lived 

with her and their children ever since.95

In cases of long-term desertion too, it was also fairly common for individuals 

to assume that their spouse was deceased and subsequently remarry, only for their 

estranged partner to return. For example, when Hugh Gebby, a soldier, appeared 

before the Presbytery of Down to explain the circumstances of his bigamous

93 Ballymoney Kirk-session minutes, 9 May 1829; 11 Jun. 1829 (P.R.O.N.I., 
CR3/1/B/4).
94 Minutes of the Presbytery of Down, 15 Mar. 1786; 2 May 1786 (P.H.S.I.).
95 Minutes of the Presbytery of Monaghan, 16 Feb. 1802 (P.H.S.I.).
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marriage, he argued that he had only remarried because he was sure his wife was 

dead. According to Gebby, after he was stationed in England in 1805 the last 

communication he received from his wife was a letter sent from a London hospital in 

1806 informing him that she was confined to bed with sickness. After receiving a 

letter from his brother in 1815 which stated that it was ‘said & believed’ that his wife 

was dead, Gebby remarried. Two years later, however, his estranged wife turned up 

at his house in ‘straitened circumstances’ and disappeared again after receiving 

assistance.96 Likewise, when Thomas Halliday of the congregation of Clarkesbridge 

appeared before the Presbytery of Monaghan in July 1815, he revealed that within 

three weeks of irregularly marrying his supposedly widowed wife, Jane Monaghan, a 

report was spread that her husband was alive and living in Canada. The Presbytery 

subsequently decided that he was chargeable with adultery, and referred him back to 

the session of Clarkesbridge.97

What made these types of scenarios possible were the legal ambiguities 

which plagued Presbyterian marriage up until the passing of the Marriage (Ireland) 

Act in 1844. As long as marriages performed by Presbyterian ministers continued to 

be regarded as legally tenuous, it was relatively easy for individuals to abandon their 

spouse and remarry by alternative (and legally binding) methods. The only powers 

the Presbyterian church had over its members who married bigamously was to 

declare their marriage as irregular and subject the parties to church discipline.

Indeed, in cases where couples were denied permission to marry by their 

minister on account of an existing contract, many chose the irregular route and

96 Minutes of the Presbytery of Monaghan, 18 Feb. 1823 (P.H.S.I.). See also chapter 
five, pp 269-71 for more cases of this type.
97 Ibid, 4 Jul. 1815; 29 Aug. 1815 (P.H.S.I.).
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married regardless. Such a case came before the Seceding (Burgher) Synod in June 

1782, and its complexity renders it necessary to quote in full:

David Clements of the Congregation of Sixmilecross about two Years 
and a half ago went off with one Scot a Member of the established 
Church & was married to her by a degraded Popish Priest which 
Marriage he acknowledged was consumated by cohabiting repeatedly. 
And some Time after he abandoned said Scot & fell in Courtship with 
one Love a Dissenter & applying for Marriage with her in the 
Congregation of Sixmilecross being refused he obtained Licence & 
was married to the last mentioned agreeable to the Form prescribed by

QO

Law established.

Although Clements’s first marriage was irregular, it was by no means invalid: he and 

Scot had exchanged their free and mutual consent and had publicly acknowledged 

the union by living together as man and wife. It is for this reason that the session 

rejected his application for marriage. Unhappy with the session’s decision, however, 

Clements chose the irregular route and married with license, obtaining permission 

from the bishop of the diocese in which he lived to marry. Although this second 

marriage was irregular and bigamous in the eyes of the Presbyterian church, it was 

by all accounts valid in civil law, and therefore could not be nullified by the Synod.

The circumstances of Clements’s case were also not uncommon. A similar 

case, involving an alleged broken promise of marriage, came before the session of 

Coronary in May 1786. According to the minutes of the case, after hearing the banns 

of marriage read for Mary Irwin and John Gilbreath, a man named William Jefferies 

appeared before the session of Coronary and objected to the union, claiming that 

Mary had promised to marry him and no other man." To prove his claim, Jefferies 

described four instances where Mary had promised to marry him. In the first place, 

he alleged that on 4 September 1784, on the top of John Kemaghan’s hill, Mary had

98 Minutes of the Secession Burgher Synod, Jun. 1782 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/46/1/1).
" Coronary Kirk-session minutes, 10 May 1786 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC1P/179/1A&1B).
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‘faithfully promised to be true’ to him for one year. Secondly, after meeting on 

Robert Anderson’s hill in the presence of Samuel Anderson and Mary’s sister, the 

couple had held hands and promised not to be engaged to any other person for one 

year. Thirdly, Jeffries also alleged that in a room in the house of Mann Morgan,

Mary gave him ‘her hand & vowed that she would marry no other person’ but him. 

Finally, after meeting at the home of David Irwin (Mary’s brother) on 24 December 

1784, Mary gave Jeffries ‘her hand’ and ‘promiseld] that she would be true’ to him 

and no other person.100

In response, Mary admitted that she had promised in September 1784 that 

‘she would marry [Jeffries] nor no other man’ for one year, but denied swearing any 

‘other thing’. Mary also denied that she gave a promise of any type to Jeffries either 

on top of Robert Anderson’s hill or in her brother’s house. Moreover, she also 

alleged that the promise Jeffries had extracted from her in Mann Morgan’s house was 

given under compulsion after Hugh McPhillips took her by the arm and ‘pull’d her’ 

and when ‘she struggled against him he took her into his arms & carried her to the 

room [where Jeffries was] ... & thrust her in’ and locked the door.101

The two conflicting versions of this story gave the session much to consider. 

If Jeffries was to be believed, then Mary’s intended marriage with John Gilbreath 

was potentially bigamous and could not go ahead. Jeffries’s account also mentioned 

the presence of witnesses, whose testimony could prove his claim. If Mary was to be 

believed, however, her initial promise of marriage had expired after a term of one 

year in September 1785, and that obtained in the house of Mann Morgan was null

100 Coronary Kirk-session minutes, 15 May 1786 (P.R.O. NT., MIC1P/179/1A&1B).
101 Ibid, (P.R.O. NT., MIC1P/179/1A&1B).
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and void as it had been procured by compulsion. She would then be free to marry 

Gilbreath if she so wished.

Unfortunately, we will never know what the session might have determined 

in this case as ‘not long after’ Mary appeared before them, she and John Gilbreath 

married ‘with licence’.102 We can only speculate, but it is likely that fearing that the 

session would find in Jeffries’s favour, and aware that the session could not 

invalidate a marriage authorised by the Established Church, Mary and John instead 

chose to take the ‘irregular’ route.103

A similar breach of promise case also came before the Presbytery of Down in 

January 1788. After hearing the banns of marriage read for Jean Stuart, a man 

complained to the session of Ballynahinch that she had promised to marry him and 

no other person. Although Jean acknowledged that she had made such a promise, she 

maintained that she was not bound to it, and gave two reasons to support her view. 

Firstly, Jean argued that the ‘young man had delayed his fulfilling his Promise for ... 

almost three years’ and, secondly, that he had ‘made application to other young 

women in a way of courtship’.104 The Presbytery did not agree, and decided that Jean 

was still bound by her promise and resolved that the pair should marry. It appears, 

however, that Jean refused to comply with the Presbytery’s decision. In a minute 

dated April 1788 we learn that ‘shortly after’ hearing the Presbytery’s verdict, Jean 

was ‘married clandestinely’ to her second suitor.105

(II) Married life

102 Coronary Kirk-session minutes, 1 Apr. 1787 (P.RO.N.I., MIC1P/179/1 A&1B). 
,03 Ibid, 27 May 1787 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC1P/179/1 A&1B).
104 Minutes of the Presbytery of Down, 23 Jan. 1788 (P.H.S.I.).
105 Ibid, 16 Apr. 1788 (P.H.S.I.).
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So far we have discussed how marriages were celebrated and the means by which 

they were subject to regulation. The question which remains to be addressed is: how 

did women and men experience life as part of a married couple? The relationships 

between husbands and wives, and between members of the family in general, have 

long been the subject of debate among historians. The publication of Lawrence 

Stone’s ground-breaking monograph, The family, sex, and marriage in England, 

1500-1800 (1977) has informed much of the research conducted on marriage and the 

family to the present day. According to Stone, the rise of what he termed ‘affective 

individualism’ during the course of the early modem period led to a gradual shift in 

the emotional quality of family relationships, with bonds between husbands and 

wives, and parents and children, becoming strengthened by greater emotional 

attachment.106 In particular, Stone’s narrative maintained that marriage became 

increasingly predicated upon the pursuit of emotional satisfaction at the expense of 

mercenary and dynastic interests, leading to an equalisation of relations between 

husbands and wives and the emergence of the ‘companionate’ ideal, which became a

107distinguishing feature of marriage by 1800.

Although agreeing for the most part that relations between husbands and 

wives grew more affective over the course of the early modem period, historians 

have differed in their opinions as to the degree, social location, and timing of this

106 Lawrence Stone, The family, sex, and marriage in England, 1500-1800 (London, 
1977), p. 123. This argument is related to the wider historiography on the rise of the 
nuclear family. See also, Edward Shorter, The making of the modern family (London, 
1976); Ralph Houlbrooke, The English family, 1450-1700 (New York, 1984); Will 
Coster, Family and kinship in England, 1450-1800 (Harlow, 2001).
107 Stone, Family, sex and marriage, p. 325; Martha Howell, ‘The properties of 
marriage in late medieval Europe: commercial wealth and the creation of modem 
marriage’ in Isabel Davis et al (eds), Love, marriage, and family ties in the later 
middle ages (Tumhout, 2003), p. 24.
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change.108 Taking the Irish case as an example, S.J. Connolly has observed that the 

companionate marriage ideal was well-established in Ireland at the time it is said to 

have only begun to emerge among the upper levels of English society.109 Similarly, 

A.P. W. Malcomson has noted that if motivations for marriage among the Irish 

aristocracy had undergone any significant transformation during the eighteenth- 

century, such change would have been reflected in the financial provisions of 

marriage settlements, increased the incidence of exogamic marriage and led to more 

frequent runaway matches. In his study of aristocratic marriage, however, 

Malcomson found no solid evidence to support this view, leading him to conclude 

that if a change did occur, it was only one of degree.110 Despite the important 

contributions which such research has made to our understanding of marriage and 

family life, a number of scholars have pointed out the problems of adhering to this 

static grand narrative. Anya labour, for example, has argued that the companionate 

ideal did not eliminate the differences between men and women, noting that in some

108 For examples of these debates see the following historiographical essays, Alan 
Macfarlane, ‘Review: The family, sex and marriage in England, 1500-1800 by 
Lawrence Stone’ in History and Theory, xvii, no. 1 (Feb., 1979), pp 103-26; 
Christopher Hill, ‘Sex, marriage, and the family in England’ in Economic History 
Review, New Series, xxxi, no. 3 (Aug., 1978), pp 450-63; Ingrid H. Tague, ‘Love, 
honor, and obedience: fashionable women and the discourse of marriage in the early 
eighteenth-century’ in Journal of British Studies, xl, no. 1 (Jan., 2001), pp 76-106; 
T.K. Haveren, ‘The history of the family and the complexity of social change’ in 
American Historical Review, xcvi, no. 1 (Feb., 1991), pp 95-24; Howell, ‘Properties 
of marriage’, pp 17-62. For alternative interpretations see, Alan Macfarlane, 
Marriage and love in England: modes of reproduction, 1300-1840 (Oxford, 1986); 
Amanda Vickery, The gentleman’s daughter: women's lives in Georgian England 
(New Haven, Conn., 1998); A.P.W. Malcomson, The pursuit of the heiress: 
aristocratic marriage in Ireland, 1740-1840 (Belfast, 2006), chp. 5; Randolph 
Trumbach, The rise of the egalitarian family: aristocratic kinship and domestic 
relations in eighteenth-century England (New York, 1978).
109 Connolly, ‘Family, love and marriage’, pp 278, 288.
1 l0Malcomson, Pursuit of the heiress, pp 112-15.
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marriages romantic love and patriarchy were simultaneously celebrated concepts.111 

Moreover, scholars such as Linda Pollock and Allyson Poska have drawn attention to 

the fluidity of masculine and feminine identities in the past, highlighting the errors of 

a framework which presents women’s place in society (and marriage) on either side 

of an ‘agency-subordination’ divide, which itself was subject to change.112

Instead of measuring the emotional quality of marital relationships by the 

degree of ‘companionability’ they exhibited, historians have refocused their efforts 

on uncovering the ways in which couples interacted with patriarchy on a daily basis, 

an approach which reveals the more nuanced aspects of married life.1 L’ It should be 

remembered that patriarchy was not a rigid concept of marriage which was swept 

away by the advent of romantic love and the emergence of the companionate ideal; 

rather, it was a malleable force which was open to negotiation and refinement. For 

example, Katie Barclay’s examination of the marriage of an eighteenth-century 

landed Scottish couple, stressed the flexibility of patriarchal control over 

assumptions of total wifely obedience, highlighting the shifting balance of power 

within marriage.114

111 Anya labour, “The language of love”: the letters of Elizabeth and William Wirt, 
1802-1834’ in Laura McCall and Donald Yacovne (eds), A shared experience: men, 
women and the history of gender (New York and London, 1998), p. 120.
112 A.M. Poska, ‘Unpending patriarchy: rethinking marriage and family in early 
modem Europe’ in A.M. Poska, Jane Couchman and K.A. Mclver (eds), The Ashgate 
companion to women and gender (Famham, 2013), p. 200; Linda Pollock , ‘Teach 
her to live under obedience’: the making of women in the upper ranks of early 
modem England, Continuity and Change, iv (1989), p. 233.
113 See for example Katie Barclay, Love, intimacy and power: marriage and 
patriarchy in Scotland, 1650-1850 (Manchester, 2011).
114 Katie Barclay, ‘Negotiating patriarchy: the marriage of Anna Potts and Sir 
Archibald Grant ofMonymusk, 1731-1744’ 'm Journal of Scottish Historical Studies, 
xxviii (2008), pp 83-101; Ibid, ‘Love and courtship in eighteenth-century Scotland’ 
in Katie Barclay and Deborah Simonton (eds), Women in eighteenth-century 
Scotland: intimate, intellectual and public lives (Famham, 2013), pp 37-54.
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One way in which we can begin to explore how women and men interacted 

with patriarchy on a daily basis in marriage is by examining their letters. In many 

ways correspondence enables us to gain a truer picture of married life than does a 

reliance on prescriptive and didactic texts. Letters enable us to hear the personal 

voices of women and men, recording their intimate thoughts and feelings, as well as 

the issues which they felt were important enough to commit to paper.11 ^ Moreover, 

scholars such as Jane Couchman and Ann Crabb have noted that because letters are 

‘composed texts’, they filter lived experience through the rhetorical forms that shape 

them, giving the reader an insight into the operation of larger social discourses (like 

patriarchy) which ordered the world in which their writer lived.116

Using the surviving correspondence of couples who had ties to the wider 

Presbyterian community, the following analysis aims to reconstruct their everyday 

experiences of married life. In contrast to the majority of those marriages examined 

in the previous section, the following discussion centres on couples who belonged to 

the middling to gentry orders of society, being neither poor nor extremely well-off: 

the Reverend John Tennent and his wife Ann Patton, the Reverend Alexander 

Crawford and his wife Anna Gardner, and William John Campbell Allen and his

115 Rosemary O’Day, ‘Tudor and Stuart women: their lives through their letters’ in 
James Daybell (ed.). Early modern women's letter-writing, 1450-1700 (Hampshire, 
2001), pp 128-29; Jabour, ‘The language of love’, pp 119-40.
116 Jane Couchman and Ann Crabb, ‘Form and persuasion in women’s letters, 1400- 
1700’ in Jane Couchman and Ann Crabb (eds), Women’s letters across Europe, 
1400-1700: form and persuasion (Aldershot, 2005), p. 5; Rebecca Earle, 
‘Introduction: letters, writers and the historian’ in Rebecca Earle (ed.), Epistolary 
selves: letters and letter-writers, 1600-1945 (Aldershot, 1999), pp 2-3; Martyn 
Lyons, ‘Love letters and writing practices: on ecritures intmies in the nineteenth 
century’ in Journal of Family History, xxiv (1999), p. 232; Ylva Hasselberg, 
‘Letters, social networks and the embedded economy in Sweden: some remarks on 
the Swedish bourgeoisie, 1800-1850’ in Rebecca Earle (ed.), Epistolary selves, p. 
103.
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wife Isabella Marshall.117 The fact that these three couples possessed the ability to 

read and write (though to varying degrees) also sets them apart from many of the 

ordinary members of the community, whose own experience of marriage is rarely 

found in the personal written record. Although the experiences of these couples 

cannot be said to be representative of all married couples at this time, their examples 

nonetheless encapsulate some of the broader aspects of married life which many of 

their peers would have recognised: love, obedience and the control of economic 

resources.118

For couples who spent long periods of time apart, correspondence played an 

important role in bridging the physical and emotional distance which such separation 

engendered. Letters were not only used as a means of communicating family and 

household news, they were also an important vehicle through which men and women 

could exchange sentiments of love and affection. Moreover, because letter-writing is 

a collaborative process, the way in which such expressions were articulated and 

received affords us an insight into how love and loving behaviour were subject to 

negotiation in marriage.

For couples like the Reverend Alexander Crawford and his wife Anna 

Gardner, expressions of love formed a large part of the correspondence which passed 

between them. This concern with communicating love was due to the fact that for a 

considerable period of their marriage both partners lived apart as a consequence of 

Alexander’s attachment to the Presbyterian ministry. During the course of their 

thirty-three year marriage, Alexander and Anna travelled extensively, from Scotland

117 For the larger deposits from which this information has been derived see, Tennent 
papers (P.R.O.N.I., D1748); Crawford papers (P.R.O.N.I., D2003); Papers of
William John Campbell Allen (P.R.O.N.I., D1558).
118 This is based on a model followed by Katie Barclay in her examination of the 
operation of patriarchy in the marriage of an eighteenth-century landed Scottish 
couple. See: Barclay, ‘Negotiating patriarchy’, pp 83-101.
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to India, England, and finally Ireland, as Alexander carved out his ministerial career, 

each time enduring varying lengths of separation.

Beginning in March 1823, just two months after their marriage, the couple 

sailed to India, where Alexander was to take up a missionary position, under the 

direction of the Scottish Missionary Society. The pair spent seven years in Bankote, 

India, during which time Alexander embarked on month-long tours performing his 

missionary duties, while Anna remained at home with their three children, Christina 

bom in 1824, James in 1826, and John in 1828. In April 1829, Alexander was 

discharged from missionary duties on account of his bad health and the couple, along 

with their three children, returned to Anna’s family home in Edinburgh.

The couple were again separated in June 1832, when Alexander relocated to 

Brampton Park, Huntingdon, England, to act as domestic chaplain to Lady Olivia 

Sparrow. Anna and their children joined him later in September of that same year, 

after a separation of about four months. After deciding to join the Presbyterian 

ministry in Ireland, Alexander again left his wife and family, and travelled to Ulster 

in July 1836. After a few months spent preaching, Alexander was installed as 

minister of First Randalstown congregation, County Antrim in January 1837, with 

Anna and some of his children joining him there soon after. The couple set up home 

at Mainmount, Randalstown, and here Alexander remained until his death in April 

1856.119

119 P.R.O.N.I., ‘Introduction to the Crawford Papers’
(www.proni.gov.uk/ introduction crawford d2003.pdf.J (Accessed, Sept., 2012); 
Reverend Robert Allen, Three centuries of Presbyterian witness, being the history of 
First Randalstown Presbyterian Church (Belfast, 1955), also located in (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2003/D/2/1/3); Records of the Crawford family, volume two (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2003/B/4/5/1); Records of the Crawford family, volume three (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2003/B/4/6/1).
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The correspondence generated between Anna and Alexander during these 

periods of separation affords the reader an insight into how they understood love 

within marriage. Key to understanding the articulation of love in the Crawford 

marriage is an appreciation of Alexander and Anna’s understanding of their marriage 

as a ‘spiritual partnership’; a construction which was built upon their mutual belief 

that it was their over-arching purpose to labour under God’s direction.

Alexander’s decision to join the missionary effort meant that he needed a

‘missionary wife’, or as he later called Anna, his ‘Ruth in heathen’.120 Indeed, in a

letter to Anna three months before their marriage, Alexander intimated how God had

brought them together for this very purpose:

... we had been permitted to enter onto the work of the Lord, to assist 
each other and strengthen & consolidate that mutual affection which 
exists while we swept over the face of the mighty deep.121

Anna also viewed their marriage in spiritual terms, and believed that her role as a

missionary wife was to provide support and assistance to her labouring partner.

Indeed, Anna found the idea of unmarried male missionaries odd, and in a letter to

her brother Thomas she recalled her conversation with a Mr. Nisbet, a fellow

missionary who happened to be a bachelor:

1 asked Mr N one night why he had not brought one [i.e. a wife] his 
answer as plain as the question because I thought I would have 
enough to do to care for myself. I told him if his wife was as she 
ought to be she would have taken care of him.122

Like her husband, Anna also believed that God had brought them together for the

missionary effort, writing to Alexander in January 1829 that they were ‘as closely

120 Reverend Alexander Crawford to Anna Crawford, 18 Mar. 1828 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2003/A/2/8/2).
121 Ibid, 30 Dec. 1822 (P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/1/1).
122 Anna Crawford to Thomas Gardner, 17 Oct. 1827 (P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/7/12).
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united together, and as nearly allied and supported when seperated as when together

i 7-5

in [the] glorious Redeemer and Lord’.

For the Crawfords, their shared religious values formed the basis of their

marriage, offering them a platform from which to articulate sentiments of love and

loving behaviour, as well as justify the periods of separation they endured. A good

example of how this construction was employed can be found in the couple’s

resignation to their separation after the birth of their third child, John, in January

1828. Two weeks after Anna gave birth, Alexander set out on a month-long

missionary tour across India. Anna wrote to her parents in the days following

Alexander’s departure, and although she confessed she felt ‘the want of him’ she

maintained that she had ‘comfort in knowing that he [was] engaged in the Lords

work’.124 Anna placed her own misgivings about Alexander’s absence in the broader

context of the missionary work he was carrying out, and in this way she justified

their separation. If Alexander was making a contribution to God through his

preaching, she too was able to contribute by her sacrifice as a missionary wife:

... when I look back on the 5 years now past and see how I have lived 
How much of my heart and time have been given to the world and the 
things of the world. I can scarcely believe that I devoted myself as I 
then thought to the service of Christ... may his goodness have the 
effect of leading me to repentance and of living a life of faith on the 
son of God.125

Alexander expressed similar sentiments to Anna once he was settled on the first leg 

of his expedition, describing how his current tour would bring benefits to both the

123 Anna Crawford to Reverend Alexander Crawford, 9 Jan. 1829 (P.R.O.N.I.,
D2003/A/2/9/1).
124

125
Anna Crawford to John Gardner, 1 Feb. 1828 (P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/8/1). 
Ibid.
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local inhabitants and his family: ‘may our endurances be more and more blessed so 

that we may do all to the glory of God. It is a real missionary life we live’.126

Anna and Alexander were able to justify the periods of temporary separation 

they endured as under the terms of their spiritual partnership they were both acting 

according to the will of God. Alexander, for his part, undertook month-long 

preaching tours, while Anna juggled caring for their children with the 

superintendence of three female schools as well as offering instruction in needlework 

and reading to young girls in the local area. As long as both partners contributed to 

this partnership, and sacrificed their time together, their marriage remained solid and 

secure.

Although both Anna and Alexander drew upon this understanding to justify 

their separation, there were times in their marriage when the distance between them 

fostered feelings of neglect and ill-treatment. Rather than separation being the 

symbol of their unity, it became a sign of unloving behaviour and led to quarrels. For 

example, when Alexander relocated to Brampton Park in the summer of 1832, 

leaving his wife and children behind in Edinburgh, Anna accused him of acting 

unlovingly and requested he return home immediately. Initially Anna had approved 

of Alexander’s decision to go to Brampton Park, writing to him in June 1832 that she 

was not ‘over anxious’ about his departure because he had gone there ‘under divine

12(’ Reverend Alexander Crawford to Anna Crawford, 18 Mar. 1828 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2003/A/2/8/2).
127 See, Anna Crawford to Helen Gardner, 23 May 1827; 31 Aug. 1827 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2003/A/2/7/7;! 1); Anna Crawford to William Gardner, 5 Jun, 1827 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2003/A/2/7/9); Reverend Alexander Crawford to Robert Crawford, 1 May 1827 
(P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/7/4).
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direction’.128 Alexander replied in the same vein, noting that their temporary 

separation would reap them both temporal and spiritual benefits:

We are partners in one another’s joys and cares God grant that we 
may stand strong in his love and since his providence has parted us for 
a little time for his work his will may be accomplished in us and by

Anna’s resolve, however, began to waver soon after, and she accused 

Alexander of neglecting to communicate his affection, directing him to return home 

and resign from his post. Anna’s letter does not survive, but it is in Alexander’s reply 

that we discover the source of her complaint. In the first instance, Anna seems to 

have believed that Alexander’s stay in Brampton Park was adversely affecting their 

marriage, causing her husband to forget about her. The evidence Anna offered for 

this accusation was Alexander’s neglect in signing his name to a previous letter he 

wrote to her:

But you did not forget to write your name for you was a little huffed 
because I had forgot to add my signature and that part of your name 
and nature came out as dry as old rags in the opening of your letter. 
[Njever mind that was your name and this is mine we will not mistake 
one another again though we should forget to add the letters of it.1,0

By not signing his name at the end of the letter in his usual form of address, Anna

believed that his affection and regard was waning. Moreover, in Alexander’s reply

we leam that Anna rejected the spiritual benefits which their separation was meant to

bring, preferring instead to have her husband at her side: ‘How you did astonish me

128 Anna Crawford to Reverend Alexander Crawford, 4 Jun. 1832 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2003/A/2/11/2).
129 Reverend Alexander Crawford to Anna Crawford, 9 Jun. 1832 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2003/A/2/11/3).
130 Ibid, 3 Jul. 1832 (P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/11/5). See also, Reverend Alexander 
Crawford to Helen Gardner, 3 Jul. 1832 (P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/11/6).
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with your desire ... You recollect it, and now you say it would just please you have 

me in your arms again in either in Brampton or in Ed[inbu]r[gh]’.i:n

Anna’s comments can perhaps be explained by the difficulties she and 

Alexander encountered in reconciling their ‘spiritual partnership’ to their new living 

arrangement. Whereas in India both partners had clearly defined roles in the 

missionary effort, in Brampton Park Alexander carried out his ministerial duties 

without Anna’s help, removing both the ‘partnership’ element of their marriage and 

the means by which they had articulated their love for and another. In consequence, 

Anna became uneasy about the security of Alexander’s love, equating the absence of 

his signature with coldness and lack of affection. In an attempt to reconcile his wife 

to their situation, Alexander again drew upon the ‘spiritual paradigm’ on which their 

marriage had rested in India, reminding Anna that their estrangement had been 

sanctioned by God: ‘God’s will is best and God’s ways are best’.132 Alexander’s 

efforts, however, do not seem to have been immediately successful. It was only once 

he changed tactic and expressed in more explicit terms both his love and affection for 

his wife as well as outlined a clearer role for her in their spiritual partnership that 

Anna became reconciled to their separation once again. In terms of love, Alexander 

communicated his longing for his wife’s embrace in the elaborate terms Anna 

seemed to crave:

I will count you over Anna when I get you into my arms again!! ...Yes 
when I get you my dear Anna into my arms again I will count you 
over and see God grant that you may have gained other ten talents. I 
am sure I will not weep not weep at that either.133

131 Reverend Alexander Crawford to Anna Crawford, 3 Jul. 1832 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2003/A/2/11/5).
132 Ibid.
133 Ibid, 19 Jul. 1832 (P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/11/9).
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Alexander also reminded Anna of her role as his spiritual companion, drawing 

attention to her important task of instructing their children in his absence:

O my dear wife take every means you can to let religion in fully to the 
soul. That you may be prepared to ... carry it into the hearts of these 
dear little ones of ours who are now wholly hanging on you ... mind 
what I used to say to you and let us provock each other to love and 
good works.134

This out-pouring of affection was exactly what Anna craved, and in her next letter to 

Alexander, she seemed to have begun to reconcile herself again to their separation:

The greatest comfort that I have is in pouring out my heart to God for 
you. This has often relieved my mind when much burdened ... I trust 
He will make this turn out for our mutual good although I have often 
said How can it be that I can be profited by his absence. ... yes my 
dear Sandy I try to say the will of the Lord be done but my f eelings 
are often too strong for my judgement as you may see from the tears 
that have fallen on this.135

It is interesting to note that in reconciling herself again to their separation, Anna 

employed a similar sacrificial paradigm to that she had used in India after the birth of 

her son John. It was only once she was assured of both the constancy of Alexander’s 

love and her continuing role in their marriage, that the idea of separation became 

acceptable to her again.

For the Crawfords, the articulation of love and loving behaviour was 

dependent on their understanding of marriage as a spiritual partnership. Both Anna 

and Alexander used the language of providence to justify the periods of separation 

they endured, confident that their estrangement was sanctioned by God. When their 

partnership broke down, the terms on which they had understood and communicated 

love no longer applied, forcing Alexander to reformulate the ‘spiritual partnership’

134 Reverend Alexander Crawford to Anna Crawford, 3 Jul. 1832; 19 Jul. 1832 
(P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/11/5;9). Emphasis is author's own.
135 Anna Crawford to Reverend Alexander Crawford, 23-24 Jul. 1832 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2003/A/2/11/8).
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paradigm on which their marriage had rested. Love and loving behaviour were fluid 

concepts, subject to negotiation and refinement during the course of marriage.

The second element of the patriarchal marriage ideal which many couples 

would have had some degree of familiarity with was obedience. Conduct and advice 

literature contemporaneous to our period outlined the specific duties which husbands 

and wives should fulfil in order for a marriage to be happy and successful. Wives’ 

responsibilities were circumscribed to the arena of the household, such as the 

education and discipline of children and the management of household affairs. In all 

these facets of household responsibility, however, a wife was expected to be the 

under the direction of her husband. It was through obedience to her husband, that a 

wife demonstrated her ‘love’. Husbands, on the other hand, were tasked with the role 

of household head and provider. A husband demonstrated his love in marriage by 

fulfilling his primary duties of instructing, protecting, and providing for his family.136 

The central elements of authority and obedience underpinned the patriarchal 

marriage ideal which formed part of the social discourse on marriage which operated 

during our period.

Indeed, the facets of this system found their expression in the Presbyterian 

Code (1825), which included love between spouses as one of the duties incumbent 

on persons entering into marriage, making a clear distinction between what was

136 See, Anthony Fletcher, ‘Men’s dilemma: the future of patriarchy in England, 
1560-1660’ in Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, iv (1994), pp 61-81; 
Anthony Fletcher, ‘The Protestant idea of marriage in early modem England’ in 
Anthony Fletcher and Patrick Roberts (eds), Religion, culture and society in early 
modern Britain: essays in honour of Patrick Collinson (Cambridge, 1994), pp 161- 
81; B.A. Hanawalt, The ties that bound: peasant families in medieval England 
(Oxford, 1986), ch. 6; B.A. Hanawalt, The wealth of wives: women, law and 
economy in late medieval London (Oxford, 2007), ch. 6; K.M. Davies, ‘Continuity 
and change in literary advice on marriage’ in R.B. Outhwaite (ed.), Marriage and 
society: studies in the social history of marriage (London, 1981), pp 58-80.
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expected of each respective party: husbands owed their wives protection, and wives, 

in turn, owed their husbands obedience.137 Although in theory, husbands were to 

command and wives were to obey, the extent to which this was reflected in lived 

experience varied considerably. James Daybell, for example, has noted that factors 

such as personal character, age, wealth and individual circumstances dictated the 

degree of wifely submission which women paid to their husbands in marriage.138

At one end of the spectrum, were couples such as the Reverend John Tennent 

and his wife Ann Patton, whose marriage stood in stark contrast to the ideal model 

generated in contemporary conduct literature. Contrary to the roles which the 

patriarchal ideal carved out for men and women in marriage, the Reverend Tennent 

seems to have taken on a submissive role, with his wife Ann acting as the more 

dominant partner in their marriage. Indeed, Ann’s domineering personality ensured 

that she had the final word in family matters, and the influence which she exerted in 

this area can be seen most clearly in relation to family disputes.

In 1796, for instance, Ann Tennent fell out with her eldest son William, then 

aged thirty-six years, after he chose to employ his nephew instead of his brother 

James in the New Sugar House. As we will discover later in Chapter Four, William 

had refused to employ his younger brother after he had been caught embezzling 

goods, leading James to subsequently emigrate to Grenada, West Indies.134 

Moreover, Ann’s anger was compounded by the fact that William had promised to 

help the son of his sister Isabella, whom his mother had disowned after she eloped

137 Tfte Code (1825), p. 99.
138 Daybell, ‘Introduction’, p. 9.
139 See, Reverend John Tennent to John Tennent (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/D/1/5/8- 
9;11;13;16-19;21;24-25;29-30) and chapter four, pp 225-26.
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with her husband John Shaw in 1777.140 Indeed, in a letter to his son John, the 

Reverend Tennent revealed that Ann was so furious that when she received 

William’s letter she ‘tore it to pieces ... for anger tha[t] w[illia]m had so much care 

a[bou]t his Sisters son & so little a[bout] his own Bro[the]r Ja[me]s’.141

Ann apparently did not forgive what she perceived as William’s disloyalty in 

helping his nephew instead of his brother and prevented his sister Margaret from 

going to his home to help with housekeeping. When William wrote later that month 

to inquire why his sister had not arrived as arranged, the Reverend Tennent wrote the 

following at the insistence of his wife:

[Your mother] wishes to intimate the reason why Peggy did not go to 
your House because you said long ago to her she was of no use to you 
& very probably she w[oul]d not trouble you to be of no use to you. 
And Betty Shaw perhaps may better please you than your own Sister 
or Some of John Shaws Crew. But while you have them about you 
neither your Mother nor Sister w[i]t[h] her Shall trouble you this from 
your Mothers mouth.142

In her anger, Ann resolved to cut off all contact with William until he rescinded his 

decision to hire his nephew, and it appears that her threats worked. Five days after 

sending this letter, the Reverend Tennent wrote again to William, relaying Ann’s 

delight that he had complied with her request.143

What is important to note, how'ever, is that the Reverend Tennent took pains 

to ensure that William was aware that his mother’s sentiments were neither a 

reflection of his own, nor those of his sister Peggy, drawing attention to the fact that

140 See, Reverend John Tennent to William Tennent, 2 Feb. 1796 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/B/1/317/5) and above pp 112-14.
141 Reverend John Tennent to John Tennent, 25 Jan. 1796 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/D/1/5/44).
I4“ Reverend John Tennent to William Tennent, 1 Feb. 1796 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/B/1/317/4).
143 Ibid, 6 Feb. 1796 (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/B/1/317/6).
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they were his ‘Mothers writen by me’.144 Indeed, the Reverend Tennent even wrote a 

private letter to William on the whole affair, in which he expressed his approval of 

William’s decision to help out his nephew:

... no doubt before you receive this you will have got a very indelicate 
one from me. But behoved to write it. tho ’ not very agreeable to me 
no doubt w[he]n it was finished she desered me to write what I 
pleased but it was a question what w[oul]dplease her. ... what ever 
rash passion might prevail on her to think or say I firmly believe 
according to your best judgm[en]t you did for all your Bro[the]rs & 
Sisters what appeared to be best. And particularly I take it as peice of 
great kindness to y[ou]r Sister & Children your offer of assistance at 
pres[en]t & also what they need.145

Moreover, the Reverend Tennent also confessed that although he was unable to 

‘write at proper liberty at home’ on the subject, he wanted William to know that he 

thought his offer of help to Isabella’s son was the right thing to do.l4b Despite 

holding an entirely different opinion on the matter, the Reverend Tennent did not 

speak against his wife. Rather than directly challenge Ann’s authority, he preferred 

to communicate his sentiments on the matter in secret to his son.

At the other end of the spectrum (and perhaps more common) was the 

experience of couples like William John Campbell Allen and his wife Isabella 

Marshall. Rather than obedience being a fixed principle in their marriage, with one 

partner owing complete submission to the other, it was a fluid concept, which was 

subject to negotiation and refinement as circumstances dictated. Key to 

understanding the operation of patriarchy within the Campbell-Alien marriage is an 

appreciation of Isabella’s self-fashioned identity as a ‘bit-wife’.

Isabella’s choice of the term ‘bit wife’ was neither accidental nor was it used 

flippantly, rather she referred to herself regularly in this way in correspondence with

144 Reverend John Tennent to William Tennent, 6 Feb. 1796 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/B/1/317/6).
145 Ibid, 2 Feb. 1796 (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/B/1/317/5).
'46
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her husband William, with variations such as ‘absent wife’.147 After marrying in 

1838, the Campbell-Allens spent the first few years of their marriage leading 

seemingly independent lives. While undertaking study and practising law in Dublin, 

William travelled between their marital home in Donegall Street, Belfast and his 

lodgings in Lower Gardiner Street, Dublin. During William’s absence, Isabella 

either remained at their home in Belfast with William’s mother, Jane Campbell, or 

more often, visited her family and friends in Lame, County Antrim. Despite the 

problems which their estrangement later caused, neither Isabella nor William appear 

to have ever seriously entertained the notion of her moving to Dublin to accompany 

him. The couple seem to have agreed that William’s presence in Dublin was 

necessary for him to succeed in his chosen profession of law, dismissing the closest

149choice of Belfast for its lack of similar opportunities for career advancement.

Nevertheless, these periods of separation became a contentious issue in their 

marriage, forming the basis of Isabella’s complaint that she was a ‘bit-wife’.150 

Scholars such as Lisa Wilson, Jane Couchman and Ann Crabb have argued that letter 

writers often drew upon gendered constructions of the self in a deliberate attempt to 

incite particular responses in their readers. Moreover, by acknowledging the 

existence of patriarchal conventions (such as wifely submission), female letter

147 Isabella Allen to William John Campbell Allen, 14Jun. 1839; 6 Nov. 1839; 18 
Nov. 1839; Jan. 18401 18 Jan. 1840 (P.R.O.N.I., D1558/1/3/1/8; D1558/l/3/2/2/4;6; 
D1558/l/3/3/8;15).
145 See, P.R.O.N.I., ‘Introduction to the Campbell Allen papers’ 
(http://www.proni.gov.uk/introduction Campbell alien dl558.pdf.) and Journal of 
Isabella Marshall, 1838-39 (P.R.O.N.I., D1558/2/2A).
140 This became especially apparent during the course of 1841, when William’s slow 
progress in the law profession in Dublin forced him to re-evaluate his career options. 
Having decided that he could not follow a law career in Belfast, he gave up the 
profession altogether, and moved into business with the Ulster Railway and Ulster 
Bank. See, Correspondence between William John Campbell Allen and his wife 
Isabella (D1558/1/3/10/34-39).
150 See for example, Isabella Allen to William John Campbell Allen, 14 Jun. 1839; 6 
Nov. 1839; 18 Nov. 1839 (P.R.O.N.I., D1558/1/3/18; D1558/l/3/2/2;4).

140



writers were able to find space to manoeuvre within the discourses available to 

them.1"1 Considered in this context, Isabella’s self-fashioned identity as a ‘bit-wife’ 

enabled her to criticise her husband for his absence, while simultaneously using it to 

her advantage.

In letters exchanged to her husband William, Isabella poked fun at the 

constraints which marriage was meant to impose upon her, drawing attention to the 

fact that her status as a ‘bit-wife’ freed her from its control. The clearest examples of 

this can be found in those letters which refer to the conventions which governed 

attendance at social gatherings. Isabella attached a great degree of importance to the 

companionability of marriage, and in a letter to William, she made an explicit 

association between his social engagements and her duties as a wife, telling him that 

as his wife she must receive visits and pay them in turn to others. William’s 

commitments in Dublin, however, often meant that the couple spent considerable 

periods of time apart, and in consequence they seldom attended social functions 

together.

In her letters to William on this issue, Isabella made constant reference to the 

fact that their separate attendance at gatherings only served to reaffirm their status as 

‘bit-married’. For example, after receiving a letter from William in which he 

included a detailed account of parties and social events he had attended, Isabella 

jokingly chastised him, telling him that she ‘ would not wish [him] to be so gay & 

sprightly that people would be at a loss to know whether you were married or

151 Wilson, ‘A marriage “well-ordered” ’, pp 85-88; Couchman and Crabb, ‘Form 
and persuasion’, pp 11-12; O’Day, ‘Tudor and Stuart women’, p. 129; Daybell, 
‘Introduction’, p. 9.
152 Isabella Allen to William John Campbell Allen, 29 May 1839 (P.R.O.N.I.,
D1558/1/3/1/4).
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single’.153 The following day, Isabella again took up her pen, and communicated to 

her husband a mocking recollection of why she, herself, had not been invited to any 

parties in his absence:

... the montgomerys of Bessbridge who were visiting the young Ladies ... said 
they could not venture to ask me in the absence of my Husband and I said of 
course not how important!154

A few days later, Isabella again wrote to William news that there was to be a party in 

her father’s house, but questioned the propriety of her attending in his absence, 

saying, ‘I suppose I may venture to go there though my husband be not at home- 

what think you?’155

The sarcastic tone of Isabella’s comments is clear. By drawing attention to 

what she viewed as the inequality in their marriage, contrasting William’s ability to 

attend functions and her inability to do the same, Isabella both reaffirmed her status 

as a ‘bit-wife’ and demonstrated her indifference to the constraints which marriage 

was supposed to impose on her as a ‘wife.’ She was not asking William’s 

permission, she instead mocked the convention that expected her to seek it.

Isabella not only used William’s absences as a means of portraying herself as 

free from his influence, she also used these episodes to attack the prescribed roles 

which the patriarchal ideal carved out for men in marriage. Like those female letter 

writers described in James DaybelTs collection of essays, Isabella also turned the 

principle of obedience on its head by insinuating that William’s absences were in

153 Isabella Allen to William John Campbell Allen, 18 Nov. 1839 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1558/1/3/2/4).
154 Ibid, 19 Nov. 1839 (P.R.O.N.L., D1558/1/3/2/7).
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direct contradiction to the role he was supposed to play in their marriage.1^6 For 

example, in a letter dated 5 June 1839, Isabella deliberately portrayed herself and her 

female companions as ‘damsels in distress’, in need of male protection:

We have just seen our only male protector depart for Ballyclare. ... I 
think what a forlorn household we are three helpless women two of 
them deserted by their natural guardians called husbands. Three 
innocent children left by their mother and two servant maids, four 
chickens, mice and clocks all without a master what can be done we

157must strive to make ourselves contented in our desolate condition. 

Although Isabella’s assault was framed with hyperbolic humour, its message was 

clear: William was neglecting his duty towards her through his continued absence.

He too was a ‘bit-husband’.

The final principle of the patriarchal marriage which was open to negotiation 

was that of the control of economic resources. Ideally, husbands were to act as the 

provider of the family, while wives were to manage the household income, under the 

direction of their spouse. Like love and obedience, however, the way in which this 

principle was adopted by couples varied considerably.

In some marriages like that of the Tennents, the control of economic 

resources was monopolised by one partner, in this case Ann Tennent. Similar to her 

dominance in family matters, Ann appears to have held a tight grip on the couple’s 

household purse, deciding when and on what to spend their money. In contrast, the 

Reverend Tennent did not seem to have any control over the management of their 

finances, and when he did have occasion to make a decision independently, he did so 

in secret. For example, in February 1795 the Reverend John Tennent wrote to his son

156 See: James Daybell (ed.), Early modern women’s letter writing, 1450-1700 
(Hampshire, 2001) and Jane Couchman and Ann Crabb (eds), Women’s letters 
across Europe, 1400-1700: form and persuasion (Aldershot, 2005).
17 Isabella Allen to William John Campbell Allen, 5 Jun. 1839 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1558/1/3/1/6). Emphasis is author’s own.
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John of the intentions of his son-in-law, John Shaw, to set up a grocery business in 

Dervock, County Antrim. It appears that John Shaw had enquired if John Tennent 

Junior would send him goods to the value of £12 to be paid the following May so 

that he could set up his business.1'^8 The Reverend Tennent was supportive of the 

proposal and offered to secure the money on John Shaw’s behalf, adding that ‘young 

beginers in Business ... need all ye assistance of their friends’.159 Despite this 

support, however, the Reverend Tennent was adamant that Ann should not find out 

about the scheme, and instructed his son to direct his reply to John Shaw for fear his, 

‘Mother w[oul]d see it and her hasty temper cant bear every thing tho’ realy right’.160 

The Reverend Tennent’s calls for secrecy seem to be justified when we consider that 

the recipient of this aid was John Shaw, the man with whom her eldest daughter 

Isabella had eloped.161

In other marriages, like that of Campbell-Allens, the way in which household 

resources were managed also diverged from the patriarchal ideal. Rather than sheer 

force of personality, it was Isabella’s access to economic resources independent of 

her husband which enabled her to have influence over this area. Under the terms of 

their marriage agreement, Isabella was to have access to a trust of £500 per annum, 

which was ‘for her own sole and separate use’ and ‘independent of her husband.162 

Isabella was able to use this independent wealth as a bargaining tool in marriage and 

employed it as a tactic on occasions when she felt her independence threatened.

158 Reverend John Tennent to John Tennent, 21 Feb. 1796 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/D/1/5/38).
159 Ibid.
160 Ibid, 21 Feb. 1796 (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/D/1/5/38). See also, Ibid, 6 Apr. 1796; 29 
Aug. 1795; 14 Nov. 1795 (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/D/1/5/39; 42-43).
161 See above pp 110-12.
162 Marriage agreement of Isabella Marshall and William John Campbell Allen, 13 
Aug. 1838 (P.R.O.N.I., D1558/1/4/2).
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One such example can be found in the letters which passed between the 

couple, in the aftermath of a dispute between William’s mother, Jane Campbell, and 

Isabella. Jane Campbell appears to have been jealous of the relationship which her 

son had with his wife. Isabella often lamented to William that despite her continued 

efforts to placate Jane and do all she could do to assist her, his mother continued to 

dislike her.163 In May 1839, when Isabella quit their marital home in Donegal Street 

earlier than planned, leaving William’s mother there alone, a row empted. According 

to Isabella, Jane Campbell unleashed a violent verbal assault upon her, accusing her 

of ‘extravagance’, wasting the family’s wealth and swore if they, ‘had ever a child 

she would see it pitched over the bridge before it should be like’ her’.164 Most 

importantly, his mother also threatened to cut William’s access to the family estate if 

they removed from her house:

She then began saying that if you did not remain at home to take care 
of her, and look after her, she would take a house for herself and her 
property with her, and see how you would do. ... Her property was 
three times as great as your’s, and she would hire a woman to go out 
and in with her, and attend her and leave us to go to our high [hjouse 
and see what esteem you had paid her what you owed her.165

In response to this attack, Isabella decided that she would use her own 

independent wealth in future and did not need to rely upon William to keep her. In 

this same letter, she told William that she intended speaking to her brother about her 

‘own’ money, and had decided to make, ‘its defray [her] own personal expenses’.166 

She went on to estimate her financial keep, noting that in her father’s house £20 had 

served her for clothes, and the remainder would supply extras for herself in the house

163 Isabella Allen to William John Campbell Allen, 29 May 1839 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1558/1/3/1/4).
164
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such as food.167 She ended her direction, telling William that ‘no difference on her 

account need be made’.168 William’s reply does not survive, but within Isabella’s 

next letter we learn that he took offence to her insinuation that he could not provide 

for her:

How could you imagine I made any objections on you when I spoke 
of money, as far as you would have it in your power I know well you 
would give me all I desired but your mother had just told me you had 
no more in your control than I have would repay your expenses and I 
felt I would not wish to be dependent.169

Although reassuring William that she was aware of his ‘desire’ to provide for her 

financially, Isabella also drew attention to the fact that he could not fulfil this wish, 

and that her own independent wealth would be enough for her sole support. In doing 

so, Isabella again drew upon her identity as a ‘bit-wife’, enabling her to criticise 

William while simultaneously asserting her independence. William’s reliance on his 

mother’s wealth to provide for the household, on the other hand, was incongruous 

with the role carved out for him by the ideal patriarchal marriage. If William could 

not provide for her, she would fulfil this duty herself.

Indeed Isabella’s access to independent resources enabled her to negotiate 

with William on how best to manage their finances. In January 1840, their household 

income suffered a blow after a bank in America, with which William had invested, 

encountered financial trouble. William corresponded with Isabella on this issue, and 

although he assured her that the drop in their income would only be temporary, he 

resolved that they needed to live much more prudently, noting that her account of

167 Isabella Allen to William John Campbell Allen, 29 May 1839 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1558/1/3/1/4).
168 Ibid.
169 Ibid, 2 Jun. 1839 (P.R.O.N.L, D1558/1/3/1/5).
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housekeeping was rather meagre.170 In reply, Isabella agreed that they should live in 

a more economical manner, but scolded him for questioning her management skills, 

telling him to ‘quiet his fears on that score’.171 In an effort to both demonstrate her 

financial shrewdness and allay her husband’s worries, Isabella then came up with a 

novel, yet humorous, money-saving idea for envelopes. Isabella proposed that they 

should carefully break the seal of their envelopes so that they could be recycled, 

saving them postage each time of a ‘hundred part of a farthing’.172 William approved 

of her scheme, adding as a postscript in his next letter, ‘I could not but admire your

173notable project for economy: it was really worthy of your long head’.

The above discussion has revealed that despite the fact that each of these 

couples shared a connection to the Ulster Presbyterian community, their experience 

of marriage was very different. Factors other than religious attachment shaped the 

married lives of these couples. In the case of the Crawfords, their understanding of 

marriage as a ‘spiritual partnership’ offered them a language with which they could 

articulate love, as well as reconcile themselves to the periods of separation which 

their marriage endured. The periodic estrangements of the Campbell-Alien marriage, 

on the other hand, led Isabella to style herself as a ‘bit-wife’, a construction that she 

drew' upon to criticise her husband for his continued absences as well as exercise 

considerable freedom in her marriage. In both of these marriages, concepts of love 

and obedience were subject to negotiation and regular refinement, highlighting the 

variety of individual experience.

170 William John Campbell Allen to Isabella Allen, 18 Jan. 1840 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1558/1/3/3/16).
171 Isabella Allen to William John Campbell Allen, Jan,. 1840 (P.R.O.N..L,
D1558/1/3/3/17).
172 Ibid, 12 Jan. 1840 (P.R.O.N.I., D1558/1/3/3/3).
173 William John Campbell Allen to Isabella Allen, 12 Jan. 1840 (P.R.O.N.I.,
D1558/1/3/3/3).
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Of the three marriages, that of the Tennents stands in sharpest contrast to the 

ideal form popularised in contemporary conduct literature. Rather than 

demonstrating how the terms of the patriarchal marriage could be negotiated and 

redefined, the Tennent marriage reveals how patriarchy could be turned on its head. 

Through sheer force of personality, Ann Tennent dominated her marriage both in 

terms of managing her family and the household economy. There does not seem to 

have been a ‘partnership’ dimension to the Tennent marriage, with Ann having the 

final word, and the Reverend Tennent only passing on his disagreement in secret.

Conclusion

Returning to the original question posed at the beginning of this chapter, the above 

discussion has revealed, that with few exceptions, both the performance of marriage 

and the experience of being married in Ulster Presbyterian communities was neither 

consistent across the Presbyterian population, nor entirely distinct from that of other 

religious traditions operating in Ulster at this time.174

With regards to the making of marriage, the important point to remember is 

that, above all other factors, what made a marriage valid during our period was the 

exchange of free consent by the contracting parties. Marriages performed by a 

buckle-beggar or a clergyman of the Established church may have been irregularly 

celebrated in the eyes of the Kirk-session, but they were by no means invalid.

174 The main exception being the Quaker community, who exercised a strict policy of 
marital endogamy, with members who married outside the community suffering 
excommunication. See among others, Phil Kilroy, ‘Quaker women in Ireland, 1660- 
1740’ in Irish Journal of Feminist Studies, ii (1997), pp 1-16; R.T. Vann and D. 
Eversley, Friends in life and death: the British and Irish Quakers in the demographic 
transition, 1650-1900 (Cambridge, 1992); David Hempton and Myrtle Hill, ‘Women 
and Protestant minorities in eighteenth-century Ireland’ in Margaret MacCurtain and 
Mary O’Dowd (eds), Women in early modern Ireland (Edinburgh, 1991), pp 197- 
211.
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Likewise, factors other than religious attachment shaped the marital experiences of 

couples. For those couples examined, age, wealth and personality were more 

important in determining their experiences of marriage than their shared religious 

tradition.

What perhaps sets the marriage customs of the Ulster Presbyterian 

community apart from other religious traditions during our period, however, is that 

its non-established position in a confessional state allowed its members to exercise a 

certain degree of freedom in contracting marriage. Although the Presbyterian 

establishment in Ulster was meant to follow the rules of the Church of Scotland, it 

could not enforce these rules in the same way as its parent church. Adherents to the 

Presbyterian faith in Ulster were therefore able to marry by alternative, legally 

binding methods which forced the church courts to adapt their attitude to the making 

of marriage.

149



‘marriage without children was but 
half marriage’: Parents and Young 
children.

Introduction

Writing to his mother in August 1800 with news of his wife’s pregnancy, William 

Drennan was unable to hide his excitement at the prospect of becoming a father. He 

remarked that he could ‘bear the calamaties incident to the married state, and even 

the loss of a child better ... than the solitary widowhood of barren mamage’ because 

after all, ‘marriage without children was but half marriage’.1 For many couples like 

William Drennan and his wife Sarah, the next natural step after marriage was to start 

a family and have children.

The purpose of this chapter is to explore how members of the Ulster 

Presbyterian community experienced parenthood and what life was like for young 

children growing up in the community. This chapter will examine three areas. Firstly, 

it will investigate how parents prepared for and coped with the emotional stresses of 

events such as childbirth and child-death, focussing on the roles which mothers and 

fathers played during these occasions as well as on how their faith was employed to 

guide them through such life-events. Secondly, this chapter will examine the 

provisions made by parents for the education of their offspring. Lastly, this chapter 

will consider the role which children were ascribed by the church, noting in

1 The Drennan-McTier letters, 1794-1801, ed. Jean Agnew (3 vols, Dublin, 1998- 
99), ii, 616.

150



particular the use of baptism as an opportunity for children to participate in the 

religious life of the community.

(I) Child-birth

In comparison with its English and European counterparts, our knowledge of the 

Irish experience of childbirth is fairly limited. Indeed, as recently as 2012, it was 

acknowledged that, ‘we know relatively little about pregnancy, childbirth and infant 

care’ in the Irish past.2 Reasons which have been forwarded for the dearth of research 

on this topic have ranged from the invisibility and meagre availability of Irish 

sources to the slower paced adoption of women’s, and more particularly, gender 

history, as a field of historical inquiry. 3 Despite this, much of what we do know is 

complemented by findings elsewhere, suggesting that the Irish case was not 

markedly distinct from that experienced in England and Europe. The typical stories 

of childbirth touch on four key themes: the creation of the birthing chamber, 

childbirth as an exclusive female event, the lying-in period, and the role of men 

during pregnancy and childbirth.

As a pregnancy advanced towards its final stages, preparations were made to 

get ready the room in which the expectant mother would give birth. The birthing

2 Elaine Farrell, ‘Introduction’ in idem (ed.), ‘She said she was in the family way’: 
pregnancy and infancy in early modern Ireland (London, 2012), p. 1. For an 
excellent summary of the historiography relating to Ireland, see, Ibid, pp 1-7; Maria 
Luddy and J.M. Smith, ‘Editors’ introduction’ in Eire-Ireland, xliv, no. 1-2 (Spring- 
Summer, 2009), pp 5-7; Clodagh Tait, ‘Safely delivered: childbirth, wet-nursing, 
gossip-feasts and churching in Ireland, c. 1530-1690’ in Irish Economic and Social 
History’, xxx (2003), p. 1.
3 Alice Mauger and Anne MacLellan, ‘Introduction: concepts of childhood illness in 
Ireland’ in Ibid (eds), Growing pains: childhood illness in Ireland, 1750-1950 
(Dublin, 2013), pp 3-5; Clodagh Tait, ‘Safely delivered: childbirth, wet-nursing, 
gossip feasts and churching’, p.l; Ibid, ‘Some sources for the study of infant and 
maternal mortality in later seventeenth-century Ireland’ in Elaine Farrell (ed.), ‘She 
said she was in the family way’, pp 55-57.
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chamber was a room set apart from the rest of the household, or in cases of poorer 

families, cordoned off from the main house by means of fabrics or curtains. In order 

to put both the newborn and mother at ease, the chamber was purposely designed to 

look like a womb: dark, warm and comfortable. English, Scottish and European 

sources, for example, have revealed that key-holes were blocked up to prevent the 

passage of air between the birthing chamber and the rest of the house, and windows 

were covered to prevent the entrance of light.4

Evidence survives from Ulster Presbyterian sources which corroborate this 

picture. John Caldwell of County Antrim, for example, noted in his memoirs that he 

was bom ‘in the blue room being the best bedchamber of our house in the Town of 

Ballymoney’.5 The fact that his mother was allocated the ‘best bedchamber’ of the 

house in which to give birth confirms this focus on comfort and separation from the 

rest of the household, as well as the value attached to the process of childbirth itself.

Similarly, letters written by Anna Crawford, wife of the Reverend Alexander 

Crawford, about her pregnancies and experiences of childbirth also reveal the 

preparations which accompanied an approaching birth. Over the course of their

4 See for example, Adrian Wilson, ‘The ceremony of childbirth and its interpretation’ 
in Valerie Tildes (ed.). Women as mothers in pre-industrial England: essays in 
memory of Dorothy McLaren (London, 1990), pp 68-69; M. E. Wiesner, Women and 
gender in early modern Europe (Cambridge, 1993), ch. 2; Peter Fleming, Family and 
household in medieval England (Hampshire, 2001), ch. 2; Lianne McTavish, 
‘Maternity’ in A.M. Poska, Jane Couchman and K.A. Mclver (eds), The Ashgate 
research companion to women and gender in early modern Europe (Famham, 2013), 
pp 179-93; Linda Pollock, ‘Childbearing and female bonding in early modem 
England’ in Social History, xxii, no. 3 (1997), pp 286-306; Ibid, ‘Embarking on a 
rough passage: the experience of pregnancy in early modem society’ in Valerie 
Fildes (ed.), Women as mothers in pre-industrial England: essays in memory of 
Dorothy McLaren (London, 1990), pp 39-67; Anne Cameron, ‘Female birthing 
customs and beliefs’ in Katie Barclay and Deborah Simonton (eds), Women in 
eighteenth-century’ Scotland: intimate, intellectual and public lives (Famham, 2013),
pp 20-21.
s John Caldwell Junior, ‘Particulars of a North county Irish family, 1850’
(P.R.O.N.I., T3541/5/3), p. 2.
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marriage, Anna gave birth to ten children, three of whom were bom in India, one off 

the coast of the Isle of Man, one in Scotland, two in England and three in Ireland.

The circumstances surrounding the birth of their second child, James, bom in India in 

Febmary 1826 are particularly revealing of the preparatory steps taken in anticipation 

of birth. In a letter to Anna’s father, Alexander sketched out ‘the little history’ of the 

event/’ Although some elements of Alexander’s account are more applicable to the 

colonial setting in which the birth took place, such as the family’s removal to an area 

where a doctor was present, other features of the birth are reflective of the typical 

experience recorded in English and European sources.* * 7 For example, Alexander’s 

description of the preparations which took place within the bungalow itself is 

consistent with accounts which detail the creation of the birthing chamber in 

England. The bungalow comprised two living quarters; the ‘main house’ which 

contained a bedroom and sitting room, and a ‘veranda’ which had two small 

bedrooms and a bathing room.8 It was in one of these rooms, set apart from the main 

house, with a western view of ‘a beautiful valley stretching forward to the sea’ and 

amid the ‘dolorous sound’ of the jungle that Anna gave birth to James.9

A second theme present in accounts of childbirth is that of the almost 

exclusive female presence within the birthing chamber. Childbirth and its associated 

rituals have generally been cast as gendered activities, which were marked by an 

almost exclusive female presence and a noticeable absence of male involvement. 

Indeed, up until the mid-eighteenth century, childbirth was an event which was 

attended to largely by women, with men denied access on the grounds of prudence,

Reverend Alexander Crawford to John Gardner, 17 Feb. 1826 (P.R.O.N.I.,
D2003/A/2/6/1).
7 Ibid.
8 Ibid.
9 Ibid.
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propriety and custom. Those women who attended the delivery tended to be the local 

midwife and close friends and family of the pregnant woman, who usually had some 

experience of childbirth themselves. Traditionally, male medical practitioners were 

only granted access to the labouring woman when problems arose with the progress 

of the delivery. Men did, however, gradually establish themselves in the birthing 

room, with male midwifery flourishing in England at the latter end of the eighteenth- 

century, and in some cases even earlier on the continent.10

The ‘female experience’ of childbirth is also borne out in sources which 

survive for the families in this study, such as the births of the children belonging to 

the Reverend Robert Magill and his wife, Ann Jane Skelton. As minister of Millrow 

Presbyterian congregation, County Antrim, Robert Magill kept meticulous diaries of 

his daily activities, recording his visits to members of the community, baptisms he 

performed, and the illnesses of children in the local area. Within these diaries are 

also scraps of information relating to the births of his three children, Sarah bom in 

May 1825, William John bom in October 1827, and an unnamed stillborn girl bom 

prematurely in November 1828. When put together, Robert’s fragmentary references 

to his children can be pieced together to recreate the circumstances of their births.

10 Wilson, ‘The ceremony of childbirth’, pp 68-73; Ibid, Ritual and conflict: the 
social relations of childbirth in early modern England (Famham, 2013), pp 153-211; 
Anthony Fletcher, Gender, sex and subordination in England, 1500-1800 (Fondon, 
1995), pp 256-58; David Cressy, Birth, ritual, religion, and the life-cycle in Tudor 
and Stuart England (Oxford, 1997), chs 1-4; Pollock, ‘Childbearing and female 
bonding’, pp 286-306; Faura Cowing, ‘Secret births and infanticide in seventeenth- 
century England’ in Past and Present, no. 156 (Aug., 1997), pp 87-115; McTavish, 
‘Maternity’, p. 178; Philomena Corey, ‘Managing midwifery in Dublin: practice and 
practitioners, 1700-1800; in Margaret Preston and Margaret OhOgartaigh (eds), 
Gender and medicine in Ireland, 1700-1950 (New York, 2012), pp 123-37; 
Rosemary Raughter, “‘A time of trial being near at hand”: pregnancy, childbirth and 
parenting in the spiritual journal of Elizabeth Bennis, 1749-79’ in Elaine Farrell 
(ed.), 'She said she was in the family way’, pp 79-80; Cameron, ‘Female birthing 
customs’, pp 17-35.
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What is most noticeable about Robert’s description of the events surrounding 

the birth of his son is that there was a visible and dominant female presence in the 

birthing chamber, with women outnumbering the male medical attendants who were 

present. According to Robert, present at the time of delivery were Ann Jane’s 

mother, Mrs Pat McLorinan, and Mrs Donnelly.11 These three women were also 

supposed to be joined by two servant girls, who happened to be out of the house at 

the time of the labour.12 In addition to the planned assistance of these five women, 

two local doctors were also meant to be on hand at the time of delivery, a Dr. Letham 

who was not at home, and a Dr. Molyneaux who arrived after William John had been 

delivered safely.13 This scene of female medical attendance also continued in the 

days following the birth when Ann Jane took ill, with her mother and Mrs Donnelly, 

who had attended during her labour, ‘sitting up all night’ with her.14

The birth of the couple’s stillborn daughter, however, was not marked by this 

same scene of female activity. On 22 November 1828, Robert recorded that Ann Jane 

had suddenly taken ill, and he called for the assistance of Mrs Donnelly, Dr 

Molyneaux, and Dr Letham. All three persons attended, but could not save the infant 

who was stillborn ‘3 months before the time’.15 The relative absence of female 

attendants in this case could be a result of one or two reasons. On the one hand, it is 

possible that the premature onset of labour did not allow Robert and Ann Jane 

sufficient time to assemble together the same number of women that they had 

arranged in the case of William’s birth, perhaps explaining why Mrs Donnelly was

11 Life of Reverend Robert Magill (1831), (P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/15).
12 Ibid.
13 Ibid. See also: J.G. Kenny (ed.), As the crow flies over rough terrain: 
incorporating the diary 1827/1828 and more of a divine (Newtownabbey, 1988), p. 
324.
14 Kenny (ed.). As the crow flies, 12 Oct. 1827, p. 324.
15 Ibid, 22 Nov. 1828; 23 Nov. 1828, p. 389.
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the only female present. On the other hand, the urgency with which the labour took 

place and the fatal outcome may have called for the assistance of only those thought 

to possess enough skill to manage the birth. If this was the case, it is probable that 

Mrs Donnelly had been acting in the capacity of a midwife.

Indeed, when one investigates the elusive figure of Mrs Donnelly in more 

detail, it is likely that she was recognised in the community as particularly skilled in 

matters of childbirth. For example, Robert recorded in his diary how he had paid Mrs 

Donnelly with gifts in kind for her help and assistance during the births of his 

children. After the birth of William John, he noted that he and Ann Jane had 

presented her with a stone-weight of sugar, two pounds of candles, and eight yards of 

cotton, which cost a total of 15s 3d.16 Similarly, after the birth of their stillborn 

daughter, Robert recorded that he gave her eight bushels of potatoes and promised 

her four bushels more.17 It should be noted, however, that despite the invaluable 

assistance and recognised talents of Mrs Donnelly, she was paid relatively little in 

comparison with the payment given to Dr Letham, who was sent five pounds ‘as a 

grateful acknowledgement of [his] marked attention’ during William John’s fatal 

illness in 1832, or that given to Dr Forsythe, who was paid three pounds for his 

attendance at the delivery of Sarah in 1825.18 Indeed, midwives and other 

experienced women were regarded by contemporaries as less skilful than their male

l(> Kenny (ed.), As the crow flies, 3 Nov. 1827, p. 327.
17 Ibid, 27 Dec. 1828, p. 397.
18 Diary of Reverend Robert Magill (1832) 24 Aug. 1832 (P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/11); 
Diary extracts of Reverend Robert Magill (1821-28), 21 Jun. 1825 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2930/9/5).
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counterparts, with Robert Magill himself noting that the death of his friend’s wife, 

Mrs Jenny Beatty in May 1812, had been ‘occasioned by an unskilful midwife’.19

A similar experience of childbirth can also be found in sources which survive 

for the Crawford family. Returning to the ‘little history’ of the birth of James in 

February 1826, the issue of female versus male medical aid is also evident. When the 

family relocated to the Murwood Ghat in order to be in closer proximity to medical 

assistance, they were also accompanied by the wife of a fellow missionary, Mrs

20Cooper, who took up residence in one of the side bedrooms situated in the veranda. 

As it happened, Mrs Cooper’s attendance proved to be invaluable, as Dr. Young, 

who was to oversee the birth, and whose presence in the Murwood area had 

motivated their coming there, contracted fever in the days preceding the event and 

left for Bombay. Dr. Young’s exit also coincided with the onset of Anna’s labour,

forcing Alexander to seek the assistance of a native woman, who together with Mrs

22Cooper, safely delivered James.

Indeed, Anna Crawford and the other missionary wives seem to have bonded 

very closely during each other’s pregnancies and played important roles as assistants 

during one and another’s labours. For example, writing home to her sister Margaret 

in August 1825 news of the health of Mrs Cooper’s son Johnny, Anna made 

reference to her direct involvement in his birth: ‘Little Johnny Cooper is a very stout

19 Diary extracts of Reverend Robert Magill (1807-32), c. 1812 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2930/9/1).
20 Reverend Alexander Crawford to John Gardner, 17 Feb. 1826 (P.R.O.N.I.,
D2003/A/2/6/1).
21
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healthy boy. I was with Mrs C when he was bom & was the first who dressed him 

and got the first kiss’.

There is also evidence to suggest that missionary wives expected one and 

another to assist at their deliveries, regardless of whether or not a doctor was present. 

For example, in a letter to her father in May 1825, Anna recalled the events of the 

birth of Mrs Mitchell’s daughter, noting that, ‘Mrs M had on the whole a good time 

she was only about two hours ill, I was not with her at the time, it happening in the 

nighttime and fewer servants being with them than usual Mr M himself went for the 

Doctor’.24 Anna’s comments suggest that had the birth occurred during the day time, 

she most likely would have been present, along with the doctor, who would have 

been fetched under normal circumstances by the servants of the household.

The absence of medical aid was also regarded by Alexander and his fellow 

missionaries as more dangerous than the want of assistance which could be provided 

by other women. For example, in the same letter in which Alexander communicated 

news of James’s birth, he also recalled the story of Mrs Stevenson, who was believed 

to have suffered a miscarriage and was very much reduced in strength. Her case was 

made worse by the ‘want of medical assistance’, with no doctors available in the 

surrounding area.26 Indeed, upon learning of the removal of Dr. Young on account of 

fever, Alexander decided not to tell Anna of his absence, fearing it would leave a bad 

impression on her mind.27 The medical experience of a doctor was clearly valued 

over that which could be provided by women alone. The assistance of the native

23 Anna Crawford to Margaret Gardner, 22 Aug. 1825 (P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/5/2).
24 Anna Crawford to John Gardner, 7 May 1825 (P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/5/1).
25 Ibid.

Reverend Alexander Crawford to John Gardner, 17 Feb. 1826 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2003/A/2/6/1).
27 ru;j
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woman and of Mrs Cooper, although key to the safe delivery of James, was believed 

to be of secondary value and useful only when expediency required it.

The third theme present in research into childbirth concerns the lying-in 

period, or lying-in month. As the description suggests, the lying-in period was 

designed to offer a new mother time to recover after the labours of childbirth before 

resuming her usual household duties. In reality, however, the length of time that a 

woman could retire from her work was dependent on her health and on her economic 

circumstances.2X In her study of Irish upper-class women in Munster, for example, 

Maeve O’Riordan has noted that recovery times for wealthier women were 

considerably longer than those of the lower classes. Indeed, one woman in her 

sample, a Lady Elizabeth Leigh, was not permitted to read letters or speak to certain 

family members during her recovery for fear of exciting her constitution.29 For most 

women, however, the idea of a lying-in month was far removed from their personal 

experience.

Analyses which deal with this topic tend to concentrate on two related issues: 

the lying-in period as an extension of the female space of the birthing chamber, and 

the hiring of nurses to supplement female labour. In the first instance, the continued 

perception of the birthing chamber as an almost exclusive female space also meant 

that the needs of the lying-in mother were thought to be best attended to by her 

female friends, with male access to the new mother restricted to close relatives.30 

Secondly, the fact that the lying-in period lasted for around one month meant that the 

household or farm was denied the attendance and labour of the recovering mother. In

28 Raughter, ‘“A time of trial being near at hand’”, p. 80.
29 Maeve O’Riordan, ‘Home, family and society: women of the Irish landed class, c. 
1860-1914. A Munster case study’ (PhD Thesis, National University Ireland, Cork, 
2014), pp 206-08.
30 Fletcher, Gender, sex and subordination, pp 257-58; Wilson, ‘The ceremony of 
childbirth’, p. 76; Tait, ‘Safely delivered’, p. 17.
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order to make up this shortfall, many households hired a nurse or took advantage of 

the assistance of female family members to help look after other children and take on 

the duties normally carried out by the mother.31

These themes can also be explored using information available on the lying- 

in experience of Ulster Presbyterian mothers and their families. The diaries of the 

Reverend Robert Magill, for example, contain scraps of information relating to the 

duration of his wife’s lying-in period. The end of Ann Jane’s lying-in was normally 

marked by the resumption of her usual social activities. For instance, just over three 

weeks after the birth of William John in October 1827, Robert noted in his diary that 

Mr. Anderson, Ann Jane and himself had drunk tea in the home of his wife’s parents, 

adding with emphasis: ‘William John there for the 1st time. Mr. Skelton gave him Zi 

Sovereign’. Similarly, exactly one month after Ann Jane was delivered of a 

stillborn girl in November 1828, Robert recorded the following: ‘Dined in Mr. 

Skeltons. Ann Jane there. She was at the meeting today for the 1st time since her 

illness’. For Robert, these little outings were significant evidences of Ann Jane’s 

recuperation and reintegration into the normal pattern of life.

A more complete picture of the activities which took place during the lying-in 

period can be found in the correspondence of the Crawford family. Writing to her 

father two weeks after the birth of her second son John, bom in India in January 

1828, Anna sketched the timeline of events which occurred as well as the assistance 

she received in the days following the birth. With regards to the length of her 

convalescence, Anna noted that ‘this time’ she had ‘felt very little loss of strength’, 

which occasioned her to keep to her bed for just five days, leaving her room on the

31 Wilson, ‘The ceremony of childbirth’, pp 76-77.
32 Kenny (ed.), As the crow flies, 4 Nov. 1827, p. 327.
33 Ibid, 21 Dec. 1828, p. 396.
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eighth day, and attending to her ‘family duties as usual’ from that time.14 Her use of 

the comparative ‘this time’ suggests that her experience of lying-in after the birth of 

John was shorter than that she had enjoyed after the birth of Christina in 1824 and 

James in 1826. Anna also attributed her ‘safe and speedy recovery’ to the ‘care of her 

dear friends under God’, naming in particular the assistance of Mrs Mitchell, another 

missionary wife, who visited her up to three times a day and washed her baby until 

she was able to do so herself.35

Anna also assisted the wives of other missionaries in India in the days 

following their own deliveries. For example, Anna’s letters to her father reveal that 

she assisted Mrs Mitchell after the births of at least two of her children. The first 

being the birth of Mrs Mitchell’s daughter in May 1825, after which Anna was ‘with 

her every day till the 10th’ when she ‘left her sitting up’.3oAnna’s presence in the 

days following the birth proved to be necessary, as within seven days of the delivery 

Mrs Mitchell was attacked with a severe pain and required the assistance of both 

Anna and a doctor to soothe her.37 Anna also assisted Mrs Mitchell after the birth of 

her son William in March 1827. In a letter conveying the news of the birth to her 

father, Anna revealed both the problems which Mrs Mitchell had endured during her 

lying-in, as well as her own role in assisting with the infant. It appears that within 

just five days of giving birth, Mrs Mitchell ‘got up ... and thought herself very strong
TO

and used too much freedom with herself. This premature ending of her recovery 

resulted in a rupture in her breast, which pained her back for many days.39 With Mrs

34

35

36

37

38

39

Anna Crawford to John Gardner, 1 Feb. 1828 (P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/8/1). 
Ibid.
Ibid, 7 May 1825 (P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/5/1).
Ibid.
Ibid, 1 Mar. 1827 (P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/7/3).
Ibid.
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Mitchell again confined to bed, Anna noted how she went over to her home every 

day to bathe baby William.40

As well as offering Mrs Mitchell assistance in looking after her infant and 

personal health, Anna also took on a share of her responsibilities as a missionary 

wife. In the same letter which told of baby William’s birth, Anna also noted how 

since the time of Mrs Mitchell’s confinement, she had ‘been more than usually 

engaged having the superintendance of all the female schools’ instead of sharing the 

load with her friend.41 Interestingly, and perhaps reflective of the strong bonds of 

friendship between the two women, Anna also admitted that she had felt obliged to 

devote all her spare time to Mrs Mitchell, ‘as she could do nothing with her sore 

breast either for herself or her babe’, leaving her own two children in the care of 

servants in the process.42

The Crawford correspondence also sheds light on the steps which were taken 

in the hiring of professional nurses to assist after childbirth. Anna appears to have 

breast-fed all her own children, including those bom in England and Scotland, 

desiring to hire only dry-nurses to help with childcare and household duties. There 

are numerous references in the couple’s letters about their gratefulness that Anna had 

been blessed with plenty of milk, as well as the effects of nursing on her health and 

well-being.43 For example, in a letter to Anna’s sister Helen in the months following 

the birth of their daughter Olivia, bom in England, Alexander revealed that, ‘Anna 

... had very sore nipples and the baby a sore mouth’ which had caused Anna to ‘shed

40 Anna Crawford to John Gardner, 1 Mar. 1827 (P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/7/3).
41 Ibid.
42 Ibid.
43 See for example, Reverend Alexander Crawford to John Gardner, 17 Feb. 1826; 28 
Jan. 1828 (P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/6/1; D2003/A/2/8/1); Anna Crawford to Christian 
Gardner, 24 Mar. 1826 (P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/6/3); Anna Crawford to John 
Gardner, 7 May 1825; 1 Mar. 1827 (P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/5/1; D2003/A/2/7/3); 
Anna Crawford to Thomas Gardner, 17 Oct. 1827 (P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/7/12).
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many a tear’ and the baby ‘to look very pale’.44 Indeed, Anna even asked Helen to let 

her son John know that she was able to ‘give Baby a suck without pain’, explaining 

that he had often sympathised with the trouble she had in breast-feeding Olivia.4'

Indeed, it was not until the family had relocated to Brampton Park, England, 

and finding herself pregnant again for the sixth time, that Anna took calculated steps 

to hire a suitable dry-nurse. Anna’s lying-in period after the birth of Jane in February 

1833 was not as relaxed as that she enjoyed after the birth of John in 1828. In a letter 

to her sister Helen, Anna noted that she did not leave her bed for nine days after the 

birth and from that time had continued to ‘be very careful’ moving around.46 In the 

absence of the supportive network of her missionary friends, Anna revealed that she 

had taken steps to employ a nurse to assist her. She had engaged the services of the 

mother of her servant-girl Sarah for a period of two weeks to assist in bathing the 

infant while Anna was in bed, as well as helping with the general washing and 

dressing duties of the other children.47

At the end of her lying-in Anna released Sarah’s mother from these duties, 

but finding it difficult to manage the care of four children under nine years of age, as 

well as a new-born infant, Anna inquired as to whether a nurse called Kattey, who 

had attended to her brother William’s wife was available and willing to travel to 

England, offering a wage of three pounds and payment of her expenses. It appears 

that Kattey agreed to the proposal, as in the next surviving letter to Helen, Anna

44 Reverend Alexander Crawford to Helen Gardner, 10 Apr. 1835 (P.R.O.N.I.,
D2003/A/2/14/4).
45

46

47

48

Anna Crawford to Helen Gardner, 9 May 1835 (P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/14/7). 
Ibid, 4 Mar. 1833 (P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/12/2).
Ibid.
Ibid.
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noted that Kattey was doing as well as could be expected and that they got on 

‘comfortably’.49

Whether wet-or-dry, the character and qualities of a nurse were important 

factors to be taken into consideration by prospective employers. Nurses could form 

long-lasting and emotional bonds with their charges, which could lead deep 

impressions on their memories and characters. For example, John Caldwell fondly 

remembered his nurse, Ann Orr, as ‘the very best authority’.50 He recalled in his 

memoirs, when he was six years old, being taken by Ann to the top of a hill one 

midsummer’s eve, ‘where the young and the aged were assembled around the blazing 

bonfires to celebrate’ the British victory over the Americans at the Battle of Bunker 

Hill.51 Her words to him, ‘Look, Johnny, dear, look yonder at the west. There is the 

land of liberty and there will be your country’ were poignantly remembered by 

Caldwell, when he later emigrated to America in the aftermath of the 1798 

rebellion. ^2 In stark contrast to these memories stand the comments of Robert James 

Tennent, who scorned his childhood experience for the ‘Success[io]n of nurses’ who 

looked after him following the death of his mother, Eliza Macrone/3 The loss of his 

mother shortly after his birth had denied him the benefits of a mother’s love, 

something Robert believed could never be compensated for by nurses.54

Letters exchanged between William Drennan and his eldest sister Martha 

McTier on how best to choose a nurse to assist his wife Sarah are revealing of both 

the importance attached to finding a suitable nurse as well as the qualities which

49 Anna Crawford to Helen Gardner, 4 Mar. 1833 (P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/12/2). 
30 John Caldwell Junior, ‘Particulars of a north county Irish family’ (P.R.O.N.I., 
T3541/5/3), p. 2.
51 Ibid, p. 4.
52 Ibid.
53 Robert James Tennent, ‘Reminiscences of my childhood, 1824’ (P.R.O.N.I.,
D1748/G/804/1 A& 1B).
54 Ibid.
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were found most attractive. Although it may seem strange that it was Sarah’s 

husband and his childless sister who took the lead in these decisions and not Sarah 

herself, it should be noted that William’s professional background in midwifery, and 

Martha’s extensive social connections placed them in a much better position to locate 

a suitable nurse than Sarah. It should also be remembered that Sarah was relatively 

new to life in Dublin, having relocated there from England on her marriage to 

William at the beginning of 1800. Martha did, however, make an effort to involve 

Sarah as much as possible in the decision-making process, writing to ask her 

thoughts and directions on the subject, as well as reminding William that overall his 

wife was to be the judge.55

The Drennan’s original plan was for Sarah to have the assistance of a dry- 

nurse, with William communicating to Martha his disapproval of both the use of 

‘nurse-tenders’ and the ‘custom and prejudice [of the] lying-in room’ which 

supported their employment.^6 In this same letter he also outlined that the perfect 

nurse was to embody a good balance of age and experience: ‘young enough to like 

children, but old enough not to cast them from her arms up to the ceiling’.57 

Although Martha somewhat mocked William’s pickiness, it was her own interviews 

and considerations of possible candidates that proved to be the most critical.58 

Despite William’s decision to employ the nurse who had attended to Sarah’s sister, 

Mrs Hutton, during her lying-in, Martha continued to relate information of her 

searches for suitable women.59

55 The Drennan-McTier letters, ii, 656, 659-60, 667-69.
56 Ibid, 655.
57 Ibid.
58 Ibid, 656.
59 Ibid, 658-59.
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In all, Martha identified three prospective candidates whom she regarded as 

possessing suitable qualities ideal for a nurse. The first was a woman of about fifty 

years of age and of good connections, but, after learning that she had once sold meat 

belonging to the house in which she was employed, Martha dismissed her as a 

candidate.60 The second woman interviewed also seemed to be a good candidate: she 

had reared three children of her own; she was married with a ‘well looking’ husband, 

and was relatively young. In spite of this, the young woman had, ‘something in a 

pretty eye’ which Martha did not like.61 It was the final candidate, Elizabeth 

Messcamel, who eventually proved successful. Martha received two testimonials to 

the character of Elizabeth, and communicated to William and Sarah that she was 

twenty-four years of age, was ‘neither ugly nor pretty’, had a good reputation and 

seemed ‘innocent’, and finally, that she came from a good country family w'ith five 

siblings.62 Elizabeth, or Betty as she is later referred to in the correspondence, was to 

be paid six guineas per year, and would be called to her charge after Sarah had given 

birth.63

As it turned out, there were fears that Sarah would not be able to continue to 

nurse her new-born son Thomas, and a wet-nurse was engaged for a period of a 

fortnight to assist Sarah.64 This was, however, a short term measure, which was to 

end once Sarah was capable of breastfeeding the infant herself. Betty was hired 

nevertheless, and seems to have fulfilled her duties for the most part well, being in 

charge of feeding little Thomas ‘common milk’ in the morning. She was, however,

60 The Drennan-McTier letters, ii, 659-60, 665-66, 668.
61 Ibid, 668.
62 Ibid, 668,671-72.
63 Ibid, 668, 680, 685.
64 Ibid, 686.
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judged to be too heavy a sleeper to have the oversight of the infant at night-time, 

with Thomas placed in a crib by his parent’s bedside instead.65

The final theme to be examined is the role of men in pregnancy and 

childbirth. As noted above, outside those who had medical experience, men were 

traditionally kept outside of the birthing chamber and were excluded from its events. 

The withdrawal of pregnant women into the female-controlled space of the birthing 

chamber has led a number of historians to conceptualise childbirth as a site of 

expression of female culture and solidarity to the exclusion of men. Although there 

are considerable differences among scholars as to the nature and quality of female 

relationships within the birthing chamber, most historians continue to agree that 

childbirth and its associated rituals were the concerns of women, and that outside of 

male medical professionals, men’s involvement was limited. Traditionally, men’s 

roles have been reduced to the practice of‘nidgeting’, i.e. fetching those who were to 

attend the birth, awaiting news of the birth with a company of their male friends, and 

taking responsibility for payment of a midwife and nurse.66

In recent years, however, there has been a renewed interest among scholars in 

uncovering the role which fathers played in pregnancy and childbirth. There is now a 

growing body of opinion that the experiences of men need to be reconsidered, and 

that their role in these events was probably much larger than has been previously 

thought. Working on early modem Germany, for example, Ulinka Rublack has 

shown that not only did men nurture, entertain and comfort pregnant women, they 

were held to account by the local community if they did not show their wives due

65 The Drennan-McTier letters, ii, 697-98.
66 See, Wilson, ‘The ceremony of childbirth’, pp 68, 70, 86; Pollock, ‘Childbearing 
and female bonding’, pp 286-306; Gowing, ‘Secret births and infanticide’, pp 87-
115; Cressy, Birth, marriage and death, pp 35, 44, 57; Wiesner, Women and gender, 
p. 66; Cameron, ‘Female birthing customs’, pp 19-20.
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respect and care.67 Becky R. Lee, writing on English fatherhood and childbirth, has 

also concluded that although men may have been barred from entering the physical 

space of the birthing chamber, their personal, political and dynastic interests were 

able to penetrate its walls, blurring the boundary between male and female spaces.68 

There is now a growing consensus that the gendered boundaries which were drawn 

around the birthing chamber, rather than being opaque and impassable, were in fact 

permeable and fluid.In comparison with the new directions these analyses are taking 

research into European and English fatherhood, we still know very little about Irish 

fatherhood and the ways in which fathers reacted to their partners’ pregnancies and 

labours.66 We can begin to redress this imbalance by interrogating sources belonging 

to some families who had ties to the Presbyterian community in Ulster.

Although fragmentary, evidence does survive which suggests that husbands 

were attuned to their wives’ pregnancies and were aware of the changes which 

pregnancy made to their health and needs. For instance, diary entries made by the 

Reverend Robert Magill in the months preceding the birth of his son William John 

reveal an acute awareness of his wife’s changing health as her pregnancy progressed. 

For a period in March 1827, his wife took ill, and Robert anxiously recorded in his 

diary the state of her health, medical treatments such as blood-letting, and whether or 

not she was confined to bed.70

A similar recognition of the early signs of pregnancy can also be found in the 

correspondence of William Drennan. In a letter to his sister Martha McTier in July

67 Ulinka Rublack, ‘Pregnancy, childbirth, and the female body in early modem 
Germany’ in Past and Present, no. 150 (Feb., 1996), pp 84-110.
68 B.R. Lee, ‘A company of women and men: men’s recollections of childbirth in 
medieval England’ in Journal of Family History, xxvii, no. 2 (Apr., 2002), p. 92.
69 Farrell, ‘Introduction’, p. 3.
70 Diary extracts of Reverend Robert Magill (1821-28), 10-15 Mar. 1827 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2930/9/5).
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1800, he mentioned that his wife Sarah was, ‘very sick in her stomach at intervals 

chiefly before and after breakfast’ and had been complaining of ‘lassitude and
71 .weakness’ which had led her to lie down regularly. These early signs of morning 

sickness were confirmed one month later, with William writing an elated letter to his 

mother announcing the pregnancy. Other men, such as the Reverend Alexander 

Crawford, also recognised the effects which pregnancy and childbirth would have on 

their wives’ ability to perform their usual duties. In a letter to his brother-in-law for 

example, Crawford made reference to the progression of Anna’s pregnancy in terms 

of her everyday routine: ‘Anna is still on foot and in very good health and spirits but
7 T

we expect that 1 will be called very soon to write Father and Mother’.

Of the six families studied, there were no instances of fathers reacting 

unfavourably to the news of their wives’ pregnancy. Rather, fatherhood seems to 

have been welcomed with excitement. William Drennan, for example, reacted 

ecstatically to the news that his wife Sarah was pregnant. In a letter to his mother 

announcing the news he exclaimed his ‘tears of joy’ and noted how his, ‘wedding 

day was not one hundredth part so delightful as the day ... of seeing my Sarah and 

myself united in child’.74 For William, becoming a father was a symbol of his status 

as a married man, and would make his marriage complete.

Even for fathers such as Alexander Crawford, who received this news at 

inconvenient and impecunious times, the prospect of fatherhood was greeted with 

happiness. For example, when Anna announced her fifth pregnancy in July 1832, 

Alexander was living in Brampton Park, England, scraping a living as a domestic

71 The Drennan-McTier letters, ii, 612.
72 Ibid, 616-17.
73 Reverend Alexander Crawford to William Gardner, 20 Dec. 1825 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2003/A/2/5/8).
74 The Drennan-McTier letters, ii, 616-17.
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chaplain, while his wife and four children were lodging with Anna’s parents in 

Edinburgh. In contrast to Anna’s worried comments concerning money, and how 

they would cope in their present separated situation with the addition of another 

child, Alexander was relatively relaxed about the matter. He replied to her anxious 

missive in a rather teasing manner: ‘And another you talk of. About which I know 

nothing. [Y]ou cheating me Anna!’75 Although it could be argued that Alexander’s 

light-hearted reaction was intended to assuage his wife’s fears, it is telling that he 

was delighted with the news in spite of the inconvenient timing.

Although these men may have been happy to learn of their approaching 

fatherhood, not all men belonging to the Ulster Presbyterian community accepted 

their fatherly responsibilities or greeted the prospect gladly. Minutes recorded in 

church courts, for example, contain many references to cases of disputed paternity 

and complaints brought against men who tried to shirk their responsibilities. In cases 

such as this, it was the prerogative of the session to investigate the claims made to 

ascertain the truth and witnesses were often called to provide testimony. For 

example, when Maragaret Girvan appeared before the session of Cammoney in April 

1811 accusing Samuel M[clClintock of being the father of her child, she brought a 

woman named Margaret Margress along with her, who testified that M[c]Clintock had 

asked her to bring spirits to Girvan to aid her during her lying-in period. For 

Margaret Girvan, the gift of spirits represented an indirect admission of paternity.76

As well as displaying an awareness of their wives’ health and pregnancy, 

some men also showed a lively interest in the events of childbirth, exchanging letters

76 Reverend Alexander Crawford to Anna Crawford, 30 Jul. 1832 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2003/A/2/11/11).
76 Cammoney Kirk-session minutes, 6 Mar. 1811; 3 Apr. 1811 (P.R.O.N.I.,
MIC 1 P/37/4/9).
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on the progression of pregnancies, confinements, and even breast-feeding habits of 

female members of their family circles. Outside of writing the obligatory 

announcement letter to Anna’s parents of the births of their children, Alexander 

Crawford also kept up a regular correspondence with male members of their 

respective families about their own experiences of marriage and fatherhood. There 

are two relatively long letters passed between Alexander and his brother-in-law, 

William Campbell Gardner, in which the pair exchanged stories of the confinements 

of female members of their families, the births of children, and the health and 

progress of their nieces and nephews, alongside news of the missionary effort.77 

Retelling the story of the birth of their nephew Thomas, William Gardner expressed 

his gratefulness that Margaret, the child’s mother, had been able to nurse him herself, 

and how breastfeeding had promoted her health: ‘I was out... seeing her two days 

ago ... 1 knew a marked difference upon her to the better. I never saw her look so 

stout & healthy like nor in better spirits’. Similarly, he also revealed his knowledge 

of the poor health and skeletal appearance of a family friend named Anna Christie, 

noting that she was ‘soon to be confined in the family way’ and was not expected to 

be able to carry through the pregnancy as a result.79

Whilst stationed in India as part of the missionary effort, Alexander also kept 

up a regular correspondence with other male missionaries on the health and 

development of their children. For example, in the weeks following the Crawford

family’s departure from India on account of Alexander’s health, James Mitchell, a

fellow missionary, wrote a letter to Alexander, in which his main interest was the

77 William John Campbell Gardner to Reverend Alexander Crawford, 2 Sept. 1825 
(P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/5/7) and Reverend Alexander Crawford to William John 
Campbell Gardner, 20 Dec. 1825 (P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/5/8).
78 William John Campbell Gardner to Reverend Alexander Crawford, 2 Sept. 1825 
(P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/5/7).
79 Ibid.
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well-being of his children. After inquiring whether they had suitable clothing and 

toys, he went on to give a description of the progress and health of their friends’ 

children: ‘Mr [and] Mrs Cooper and Maxwell are well, he is a fine thriving child.

Our little John within these some weeks has improved very much. [H]is flesh has got 

very firm ... he is not walking but sits along very firmly and creeps all over the 

house’.80 James Mitchell also displayed a sentimental interest in his children’s 

development, and communicated messages from his children to the Crawford family, 

matching the spelling of their words to show how they pronounced them: ‘William 

bids me send his kisses to Crawford papa and mama and Kisteena and Jamie and 

Johnny and I say there is a wee wee baby, he says wee baby ... kissie’.81

Men’s accounts of their involvement in childbirth are rare, and where 

information is recorded, the majority only give brief details such as the time of birth 

and sex of the infant. For example, when Robert Tennent wrote to his father, the 

Reverend John Tennent of Roseyards, County Antrim, conveying news of the birth 

of his niece Letitia, he summed up the event in one line, placed at the end of his 

letter: ‘Mrs Tennent was safely delivered of a girl the 27th Feb[ruary] & her & it 

continue pretty well’.82 Similarly, the Reverend Robert Magill recorded the birth of 

his daughter Sarah in 1825 as follows: ‘Mrs Magill gave birth to Sarah at !4 before 8 

oclock this morning’.83

There is evidence, however, that rather than standing on the periphery of the

birth chamber as onlookers, husbands were conscious actors in childbirth and the

80 James Mitchell to Reverend Alexander Crawford, 10 Nov. 1829 (P.R.ON.I., 
D2003/A/2/9/9).
81 Ibid.
82 Robert Tennent to Reverend John Tennent, 7 Mar. 1806 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/A/1/5/25).
83 Extracts from the diary of Reverend Robert Magill (1821-28), 9 May 1825 
(P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/5).
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events which followed. For example, the role played by the Reverend James Morell, 

minister of Ballybay Presbyterian congregation, can be inferred from comments he 

made in his diary after the birth of his son in 1816. In an entry dated 10 March of that 

year, he recorded that his wife had, ‘presented [him] with a fine Boy about half past 

5 this morning’ and that, ‘She was but a short time ill’.84 The only evidence that he 

had been involved to some degree in the delivery, or her care afterwards, is his 

admission that he, ‘had not time to make much preparation for the service of this day, 

and therefore preached an old sermon’. His disclosure suggests that his duties to his 

wife had impinged on the time he needed to complete a sermon for the following 

morning. Similarly, Robert Magill also recorded having ‘sat up all night’ with his 

wife Ann Jane after the birth of their stillborn daughter in 1828.86

The most complete information on the active participation of husbands in the 

birthing chamber and the days which followed can be found in the correspondence 

and papers of the Reverend Alexander and Anna Crawford. Although these letters 

are perhaps unusual in the degree of detail they contain, with more information 

available on those children bom in India, it should be remembered that Alexander 

included as much detail as possible for the benefit of Anna’s parents and family in 

Scotland. Absent from their daughter during this important time, it is probable that 

the Gardners’ expected to receive an in-depth account of the events.

Although we know that Alexander himself was present during his wife’s 

labours, what he actually did and how he assisted is less clear. In only one of ten 

accounts of his children’s births is mention made of Alexander’s direct, hands-on

assistance in helping to deliver a baby. After being discharged from the missionary

84

85

86

Diary of Reverend James Morell, 10 Mar. 1816 (P.H.S.I.). 
Ibid.
Kenny (ed.). As the crow flies, p. 389.
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society in April 1829, Alexander together with a pregnant Anna and their three

87children boarded a ship and sailed for England. While on board Anna gave birth to 

a daughter, and in a letter to her father after the event she hinted at the role 

Alexander had played: ‘I had a remarkably easy time ... We had no female on board 

and of course a great deal of labour fell to my dear husband’.88 We can infer two 

points about the nature of Alexander’s assistance. Firstly, his hands-on involvement 

in this instance was unusual, and was only occasioned by their being on board a ship, 

without access to the usual means of assistance. The fact that he did not perform any 

similar duties in any of the births of his other children suggests this also. Secondly, it 

is likely that he assisted a doctor in the delivery of his daughter, and did not act 

alone. Anna’s reference to there being ‘no female on board’ more probably points to 

the lack of a midwife or woman experienced in childbirth rather than the absence of a 

medical professional.

The depth of detail Alexander recorded of events which took place during the 

birth of his son James in February 1826, however, suggests that he was present in the 

birthing chamber as a supportive onlooker and hands-on assistant in the hours 

following delivery. For example, the ‘little history’ of James’s birth contained a 

comprehensive timeline of events as they occurred, and deserves to be quoted in full:

on the morning of the sixteenth at Zi past 12 o clock my dear Anna 
was assured that the event could not be far distant. [A]t one o clock 
the regular labour pains commenced, with five minutes of interval, 
and in three quarters of an hour James Gardner Crawford was one of 
our little company. Fifty five minutes after that the remaining part of 
the labour was over. By that time the little fellow was dressed and had 
had his bowels opened and was commenced to suck his hand. Before 
4 o clock all was over and all again through the rich mercy of God 
laid down to repose in sleep. The child suckled immediately, and

87 Medical certificate discharging Reverend Alexander Crawford, 31 Apr. 1829 
(P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/9/3).
88 Anna Crawford to John Gardner, 8 Oct. 1829 (P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/9/8).
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engaged a nap, but Anna did not sleep she was however much 
refreshed and cool. Throughout the day she slept a good deal, and 
baby had other three motions in his bowels & c. During the night both 
were nicely refreshed by sleep. James cried a little from pain and I 
gave him a little Dabby. And now (one o clock) when all are dressed 
and washed we find everything right, all well.89

Alexander’s account reveals that not only was he present during the birth, and in

close enough proximity to know the timing of events as they happened, but that he

also kept watch over Anna and the infant in the hours following the birth, counting

James’s bowel movements and administering medicine. Such an intimate knowledge

of the events as they occurred in real time suggests that Alexander was not standing

on the periphery of the birthing chamber looking in, but that he was involved as a

concerned father and supportive husband.

Alexander also appears to have been a hands-on assistant in the days 

following the births of his children, whether in India or England, and helped Anna 

during her lying-in period. For example, after the birth of Jane in February 1833 at 

Brampton Park, England, Anna wrote to her sister Helen praising Alexander for his 

assistance during her time in need, noting that ‘a more careful tender nurse cannot be 

than my dear husband’.90 According to Anna, Alexander had moved his bed into her 

room and attended her during the night, ensuring that she was comfortable and well 

looked after.91

Indeed, Alexander seems to have fulfilled the functions of ‘nurse’ to his wife 

on more than one occasion and his caring talents did not go unnoticed among the 

wider Crawford family circle. For instance, writing to Anna in August 1828 after the 

birth of her second son John, bom in India, Anna’s mother admitted that although

89 Reverend Alexander Crawford to John Gardner, 17 Feb. 1826 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2003/A/2/6/1).
90 Anna Crawford to Helen Gardner, 4 Mar. 1833 (P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/12/2).
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she was sorry she had not been able to attend the birth, she was confident in 

Alexander’s ability to care for her: ‘Although you were far from a mother’s care I am 

well satisfied you did not miss it. you had your dear husband who 1 am convinced is 

better to you than all your friends together’.92 Indeed, Anna wrote to her parents and 

revealed that Alexander had remained in the house for the full eight days she lay-in, 

and that he was ‘always at hand to see how [she] was going on’.93 As well as 

checking in on her, Anna noted that they ‘spent a happy while together in prayer and 

reading the scriptures’.94

Child-death

The joy and thankfulness which many parents experienced after the births of their 

children was closely associated with their feelings of gratitude towards God’s 

merciful providence in ensuring that both mother and child have survived the labours 

of childbirth. As Christian Gardner reminded her daughter in August 1828, after 

hearing of the birth of her grandson John , T need not put you in mind that when the 

Lord gives any special good he has a right to take it again when he pleases. May we 

all be prepared to part with our dearest comforts in the trying hour’.95 Childbirth and 

child-death were almost inseparable events in the minds of parents during our period. 

In measuring infant and child mortality, English historians such as Carole Levin have 

noted that twenty to fifty per cent of children bom in the early modem period did not 

survive to adulthood.96 Childhood diseases such as measles, worms and croup, as

92 Christian Gardner to Anna Crawford, 20 Aug. 1828 (P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/8/3).
93 Ibid.
94 Ibid.
95 Ibid.
96 Carole Levin, ‘Parents, children, and responses to death in dream structures in 
early modem England’ in N.J. Miller and Naomi Yavneh (eds), Gender and early 
modern constructions of childhood (Famham, 2011), p. 41.
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well as a greater susceptibility to epidemics like cholera made young childhood a 

precarious life stage. In addition to these ailments, young children who wandered off 

unsupervised also died from accidental drowning or injuries sustained from falls or 

household fires.97 Indeed, for each of the parents already discussed above, the pain of 

child-death touched their lives sometimes on more than one occasion.

The ways in which parents responded to tragic events such as child-death has 

been the subject of debate amongst historians. The publication of Philippe Aries’s 

Centuries of Childhood (1973) launched a series of historiographical debates which 

continue to shape the direction of research conducted on childhood and parenthood 

to the present day. Indeed, it has become an almost obligatory custom to begin any 

historical analysis of childhood with a critique of Aries and others such as Lawrence 

Stone, who suggested that the idea of childhood as a distinct and valued life-stage 

was a modem concept which had developed over the course of the early modem 

period. The issue most contested, however, concerned the portrayal of parent-child 

relationships in the past as being characterised by indifference and neglect. In 

reaction to this claim, using sources spanning the period 1500 to 1800, historians 

such as Linda Pollock sought to locate sites of love and devotion, and argued for a 

degree of continuity in affectionate relations between parents and children.98 

Although agreeing for the most part that parent-child relationships became more 

affective, historians have been divided over the timing of this development, with

97 The Reverend Robert Magill recorded in his diaries the names of children and 
adult members of his congregation who he visited when sick, as well as the treatment 
he prescribed. See: Diary of Reverend Robert Magill (1821) (P.R.O.N.I.,
D2930/9/6). For a discussion of accidental deaths in children, see, B.A. Hanawalt, 
‘Child-rearing among the lower classes of late medieval England’ in Journal of 
Interdisciplinary History, \m, no.l (Summer, 1997), pp 1-22.
98 Linda Pollock, Forgotten children: parent-child relations from 1500-1800 
(Cambridge, 1983).
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some arguing that relationships became progressively more defined by emotional 

attachment, while others have stressed the permanence of affectionate ties."

Despite the important contributions which such research has made to our 

understanding of parenthood and childhood, historians have recently begun to tire of 

this fixation with measuring the degree of love and emotional attachment which 

existed between parents and their children.100 For example, in a recently published 

essay, Joanne Bailey has reckoned the current historiography on English parenting to 

be akin to a ‘cul-de-sac’, suggesting that its current direction leaves no room for 

progression.101 Similarly, Naomi J. Miller and Naomi Yavneh have noted that the 

continued interest in answering the question, ‘Did parents love their children?’ has 

stagnated the progress of historical inquiry, circumscribing our focus on parents, 

rather than the experiences of children themselves. In seeking to understand 

parental reactions to child-death in the past, the question to ask is not if parents loved

99 See for example, Lawrence Stone, The family, sex and marriage in England, 1500- 
1800 (New York, 1977); Alan Macfarlane, ‘Review: The family, sex and marriage in 
England, 1500-1800 by Lawrence Stone’ in History and Theory, xvii, no. 1 (Feb., 
1979), pp 103-26; Christopher Hill, ‘Sex, marriage, and the family in England’ in 
Economic History’ Review, New Series, xxxi, no. 3 (Aug., 1978), pp 450-63; T. K. 
Haveren, ‘The history of the family and the complexity of social change’ in 
American Historical Review, xcvi, no. 1 (Feb., 1991), pp 95-24; Alan Macfarlane, 
Marriage and love in England: modes of reproduction, 1300-1840 (Oxford, 1986); 
Randolph Trumbach, The rise of the egalitarian family: aristocratic kinship and 
domestic relations in eighteenth-century England (New York, 1978); Edward 
Shorter, The making of the modern family (London, 1976); Ralph Houlbrooke, The 
English family, 1450-1700 (New York, 1984); Will Coster, Family and kinship in 
England, 1450-1800 (Harlow, 2001).
100 M.L. King, ‘Concepts of childhood: what we know and where we might go’ in 
Renaissance Quarterly, lx, no. 2 (Summer, 2007), p. 372.
101 Joanne Bailey, ‘Reassessing parenting in eighteenth-century England’ in Helen 
Berry and Elizabeth Foyster (eds), The family in early modern England (Cambridge,
2007), p. 210.
102 N.J. Miller and Naomi Yavneh, ‘Introduction: early modem children as subjects: 
gender matters’ in Ibid (eds), Gender and early modern constructions of children 
(Famham, 2011), p. 6.
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their children, but how supportive networks such as religious belief were employed 

as coping mechanisms by grieving parents.

The assistance of God in ensuring the survival of both mother and child was 

recognised by parents as essential. For example, Anne McLellan, a childhood friend 

of Anna Crawford, wrote her a ‘hurried’ letter in the days leading up to her 

confinement. After apologising for her short letter, she added that, ‘if God be pleased 

to spare my life and bring me through this difficulty I shall endeavour to write you a 

longer and better letter soon’.103 For some parents like Alexander and Anna 

Crawford, providence played a much larger and more decisive role in childbirth than 

that of either a doctor or midwife. The ‘little history’ of James’s birth reveals that 

amidst the absence of a doctor and panicked procurement of the aid of a native 

woman, Alexander and Anna had remained steadfast in their belief that providence 

was on their side: ‘we ... waited the event trusting in him who has assured us that she 

shall be saved in childbearing of they continue in faith and charity and holiness and 

sobriety’.11,4 Indeed, the couple believed that their bad luck in procuring the 

assistance of Dr Young had been engineered by God, ‘to draw our attention towards 

him & to awake strains of gratitude and wonder and praise and confidence and 

love’.105

The strong belief held by parents such as the Crawfords in the role of 

providence enabled them to resign themselves to the deaths as well as the births of 

their children.106 The account of the birth of their daughter whilst on board a ship

103 Anne McLellan to Anna Crawford, 23 Aug. 1828 (P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/8/4).
104 Reverend Alexander Crawford to John Gardner, 17 Feb. 1826 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2003/A/2/6/1).
105 Ibid.
106 For a discussion of this in a Methodist context see, Raughter, “‘A time of trial 
being near at hand’”, pp 81-88.
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sailing from India to England is revealing of the role which God was believed to play 

in both the giving and taking of life. As already noted, Alexander assisted Anna in 

the birth as there were no other females on board the ship. His ability to cope with 

this situation was attributed above all to the, ‘Lord [who] has been wonderfully 

present with his gracious assistance’.107 A few lines after giving thanks for God’s 

intercession, Anna began to recount to her father the illness with which the infant 

became afflicted shortly after birth, noting how the baby ‘suffered greatly ... with 

strong convulsions ... till she breathed her last’ within just twenty-four hours of 

life.108

Anna’s subsequent comments on this tragic event, and peculiarly the only 

surviving letter in which the death of this unnamed infant is mentioned, is 

demonstrative of how faith could be employed as a coping mechanism in the face of 

grief:

This dispensation though peculiarly touching to us, has I trust been 
greatly blessed to our souls. We were enabled before her death to 
resign her freely unto the hands of our gracious Saviour to do with her 
as he saw meet, (and since her death we have been greatly comforted 
by the consolation of the gospel).100

Just as the circumstances surrounding the events of James’s birth were attributed to 

the actions of God, so too was providence allotted responsibility for the death of the 

baby. The Crawfords’ sense of grief, however, was tempered by the strength of their 

conviction that their young daughter was in the hands of God.

The Reverend James Morell was also touched by the pain of child-death in 

July 1815, when his infant daughter died. After returning from the meeting house one 

Sunday, James found his daughter gravely ill, and by the following day she had

107 Anna Crawford to John Gardner, 8 Oct. 1829 (P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/9/8).
108 Ibid.
109 Ibid.
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declined so much that she died on his knee that afternoon.110 In contrast to Anna 

Crawford, however, James Morell recorded a much more emotive description of his 

daughter’s final moments:

Having commended her soul to God by the most fervent prayers I was 
capable of... She breathed her last without any appearance of Pain, 
with a serene and heavenly smile on her countenance, leaving a 
confident impression on my mind, that she had tasted of the joy of 
Heaven, even before her little heart had ceased to beat upon Earth. 
May my latter end be a peaceful and as serene as hers.* 111

James Morell’s description reveals the tensions which parents felt between resigning

their feelings to the will of God, and expressing their grief after the death of a child.

On the one hand, his comment that the prayers he used were those he was ‘capable

of is telling of the heartache he felt in that moment. On the other hand, however, the

description of his daughter’s death as peaceful, and even beautiful, has much in

common with contemporary notions of how to die ‘well’.112

In a similar vein to the Crawfords, James Morell also believed that the death 

of his daughter had been an act of providence, designed to make him walk more 

closely with God. One year later on the anniversary of the child’s death, for example, 

he recorded in his diary that.

a year has passed by and she is still fresh in my heart & memory. May 
the Lord grant trial visitations may have been enough to bring me to

113himself... that other trials may be unnecessary.

110 Diary of Reverend James Morell, 30 Jul. 1815 (P.H.S.I.).
111 Ibid.
112 For a discussion of this event in the context of ideas of ‘assurance of salvation’, 
see, A.R. Holmes, The shaping of Ulster Presbyterian belief and practice, 1770-1840 
(Oxford, 2006), pp 230-50, and especially pp 249-51. See also, Pat Jalland, Death in 
the Victorian family (Oxford, 1996), ch. 6; Julie Rugg, ‘From reason to regulation, 
1760-1850’ in P.C. Jupp and Clare Gittings (eds). Death in England: an illustrated 
history (Manchester, 1999), pp 202-29; Ralph Houlbrooke, ‘The age of decency, 
1660-1760’ in Jupp and Gittings (eds), Death in England, pp 174-201.
113 Diary of Reverend James Morell, 31 Jul. 1816 (P.H.S.I.).
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In all other aspects of his family life too, James Morell attempted to submit himself 

to the will of God, believing that the illnesses of his children or their involvement in 

serious accidents, were trials sent by God to test his faith and strengthen his 

beliefs.114

A theme less discussed by historians is how child mortality impacted upon 

parents as part of a married couple. For some, like James Morell and his wife, the 

pain of losing a child brought tension into their household and relationship. Five days 

after burying his daughter, ‘in a retired little spot in the north east side of the burying 

ground’, James noted in his diary that he had, ‘Spent the evening in labor melancholy 

at home’.1 ' ^ The source of this melancholic mood was his wife, who felt, ‘most 

severely the Loss of her Infant’.116 In an effort to make her realise the ‘great 

blessing’ the event would bring to her soul, James resolved to have family worship 

every day rather than only on the Sabbath, an activity he noted pleasingly in which 

his wife had participated.117

James’s comments on their first joint visit to the grave also reveal how each 

partner had reacted differently to the death: ‘We visited this day the grave of our 

Dear Child, it had been the first time for my Poor wife, and she bore it badly’."8 We 

can infer from this comment that although it was his wife’s first visit to the grave, it 

was not James’s. Moreover, James’s wife does not seem to have resigned herself to 

the death of their infant as stoically as her husband. Indeed, the underlying cause of 

this difference may be found in the nature of each partner’s relationship to God and

114 Diary of Reverend James Morell, 27 Jun. 1816; 25 May 1817; 5 Apr. 1818; 9 Jun. 
1822 (P.H.S.I.).
115 Ibid, 30 Jul. 1815; 6 Aug. 1815 (P.H.S.I.). 
ll6Ibid, 6 Aug. 1815 (P.H.S.I.).
117 Ibid.
118 Ibid, 18 Sept. 1815 (P.H.S.I.).
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their subsequent acceptance that the death of their daughter was the will of 

providence. This is an important point as it reveals that even within the same family 

different reactions could arise to events such as child-death, and that the marked grief 

of one partner should not be overshadowed by the stoic acceptance of the other.119

The marriage of the Reverend Robert Magill and Ann Jane Skelton was also 

touched by the pain of child-death on two separate occasions, with just one of their 

three children surviving childhood. Firstly in 1828 with the birth of a stillborn 

daughter, and secondly in March 1832 when their son William John died aged five 

years old, after an illness of three months.120 We do not know how the couple reacted 

to their son’s death in the days and months immediately following the event as 

Robert’s diary ceases from this point and is not resumed until July 1832. It was not 

until tragedy struck again in September of that same year, when Ann Jane died from 

cholera that we learn of how their son’s death impacted upon their marriage.

While sorting through his wife’s effects, Robert came across a poem which 

‘she composed & addressed to [him] shortly after W[illia]m John died’.122 A reading 

of this poem gives us an insight into how the death impacted Ann Jane as both a 

mother and a wife. It merits transcribing in full:

Thy love is true as love can be.
And long may it be so
And I could trust my life to thee
In this dark vale below

119 Joanne Bailey has made a similar point in her discussion of parents’ differing 
approaching to childcare. See, Bailey, ‘Reassessing parenting’, p. 217.
120 See, Extracts from the diary of Reverend Robert Magill (1807-32), 5 Jan. 1832- 
13 Mar. 1832 (P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/1).
121 Diary of Reverend Robert Magill (1832), 14 Sept. 1832 (P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/11). 
For a discussion of Ann Jane’s death and the impact of widowhood on Robert, see 
chapter five, pp 320-24.
122 Diary of Reverend Robert Magill (1832) (P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/11).
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May I ne’er cause thine eye a tear 
Thy heart to heave a sigh 
And long may happiness be thine 
And comfort from on high.

And may our child our only child 
a comfort to us be 
And long may providence protect 
Her life to thee and me.123

What is most striking about this verse is that it reads almost like a love poem, with 

the narrator declaring her romantic attachment and promises to always uphold those 

feelings of love for their surviving child, Sarah. Indeed, if the third stanza were 

missing one would not be aware that the poem was written as a reaffirmation of 

marital love in the midst of parental grief. This association between marital love and 

parenthood is also strikingly similar to the comment made by William Drennan 

above, that, ‘marriage without children was but half marriage’.

(II) Educating children

With the birth of children, women and men took on new roles as parents. The 

transition in status from married couple to family unit also brought with it new 

responsibilities, the most important of which was the rearing of the next generation. 

Regardless of religious persuasion, authors of advice literature for parents stressed 

the key role they were to play in the moulding of their children. Daniel Defoe’s, The 

complete family instructor (1715), for example, drew no distinction between the type 

of advice given to Dissenters and members of the Church of England on how best to 

educate their offspring, noting that the ‘Catechising of children, and instructing ... in 

the principles of the Christian Religion, has been a practice as antient as religion

123 Diary of Reverend Robert Magill (1832) (P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/11).
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itself.124 In common with other mainstream Protestant traditions such as 

Anglicanism, Presbyterians believed that it was essential for the laity to be able to 

engage independently with the Bible in order to deepen their understanding and 

commitment to their faith. The ability to read, and less so write, were therefore vital 

skills which parents had to ensure their children, both female and male, possessed.

Education began as soon as parents felt that their children were of an age 

where they had sufficient understanding. In general, parents seem to have believed 

that their children were capable of learning independently between the ages of two 

and three years old. Robert Magill, for example, attached significant importance to 

both his daughter’s and son’s second birthdays, composing poems to mark the 

occasion.12^ That written for his daughter Sarah is particularly revealing of how 

Robert believed that by her second birthday, she was no longer an infant, but had 

reached the age of understanding:

My little Sarah thou art now 
Upon this 9th of May 
2 years of age though life at best 
Is like a fleeting day.

Thy infant days are quite forgot 
Like days of Mortal fame

I promised by a Sacred Vow 
To train thee in the way,
That thou shouldst go -and early teach 
Thy infant heart to pray.

124 Daniel Defoe, The complete family instructor: in five parts ... (Liverpool, 1800), 
pp 5-6. Parts I-III of this work was first published in 1715, and parts IV and V were 
later published in a corrected version in 1718. For a similar work printed in Belfast, 
see, John Willison, An example ofplain catechising upon the assembly’s shorter 
catechism: humbly offered as an help for instructing the young, with a preface, by 
the Reverend Mr. John Willison (Belfast, 5th ed., 1784).

See: Diary of Reverend Robert Magill (1832) (P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/11) and 
Kennedy (ed.). As the crow flies, 9 May 1827, pp 302-03.
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That thou mightst early seek and find.
The Lord of thy immortal mind.

And now my Sarah, may that God 
Whose grass is rich and free,
For ever bless thee in this Love 
And still provide for thee.
Dispelling all thy coming fears 
And guiding all thy future years.126

Moreover, now that Sarah had reached the beginning of the age of understanding, 

Robert believed that she was ready to receive God’s guidance. Indeed, a few months 

after her third birthday, Robert noted that Sarah was attending the meeting-house

1 77school with the other children of the congregation.

Similarly, Robert Magill entered William John as a student in a school ran by 

John Suffem in Millrow when he was four years old. His obituary, published in 

the Belfast News-Letter, reveals that by just five years old, William possessed 

‘evinced talents’ in psalm singing, and was notable for his retentive memory.129 

Likewise, the Reverend Alexander Crawford and his wife Anna also began educating 

their children as early as possible. Their daughter Christina, for example, was 

introduced to family worship and psalm singing when she was around eighteen 

months old. In a letter to her parents in December 1825, Anna recalled how despite 

Christina’s young age and inability to be reasoned with, Alexander and she thought it 

important to begin training her ‘into the custom of waiting on ordinances’, noting 

how Christina joined them ‘with her book in hand’ during psalm singing.130 Thomas 

Drennan, the eldest son of William and Sarah Drennan, was not only expected by his

P(> Kennedy (ed.), As the crow flies, 9 May 1827, pp 302-03. Emphasis author's 
own..
127 Ibid, 9 Feb. 1828, p. 341.
128 Life of Reverend Robert Magill (1831), 8 Mar. 1831 (P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/15). 

Belfast News-Letter, 13 Apr. 1832.
130 Anna Crawford to John Gardner, 5 Dec. 1825 (P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/5/6).
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father to be able to read by the time he had reached four years old, but to do so with

feeling and correct pronunciation.131

At home, parents used a variety of books designed to help children learn how 

to read. Picture books in particular were used to stimulate and engage children’s 

interest in reading, revealing an awareness of the necessity of tailoring education to 

suit the age of student. Anna Crawford, for example, wrote to her sister Helen in 

1827 asking for, ‘some little books’ for three year old Christina ‘with coloured 

pictures and large type for her amusement as well as to encourage her to read’.132 

Martha McTier, who cared for her nephew Thomas Drennan, also directed his 

parents on what reading materials were suitable for the two-year old’s little 

collection. In contrast to William Drennan’s rather formal approach to reading, such 

as his instructions that Thomas should commit to memory the first two stanzas of 

William Cowper’s On the loss of the Royal George, Martha urged the purchase of 

‘true infantine little books’, which contained stories that both amused and instructed 

their readers with their easy language and capture of the imagination.133 Martha 

considered herself especially skilled in choosing books which children would find 

both delightful and educational. One book in particular she noted was popular among 

children, and one she wanted William to purchase, began with the words: ‘there was 

a little boy, a very little boy, for if he had been a big boy, etc, etc.’134 This was in fact 

a line from Mrs Barbauld’s Lessons for children of three years old. Part I (2 vols, 

Dublin, 1779), which was notable for its lively and engaging stories.135 Another

131 The Drennan-McTiers letters, iii, 202, 206.
132 Anna Crawford to Helen Gardner, 31 Aug. 1827 (P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/7/11).
133 The Drennan-McTier letters, iii, 168.
134 Ibid, 167.
135 Other editions of Mrs. Barbauld’s works for children which were printed in 
Belfast included, John Aikin and Anna Laetitia Aikin, Miscellaneous pieces, in prose 
(Belfast, 1774); Mrs. Barbauld, Poems, by Anna Laetitia Aikin (Belfast, 1774).
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favourite of Martha’s was The renowned history of Giles Gingerbread; a little boy 

who lived upon learning, which was sold in Dublin at the time for just two pence, the 

protagonist of which also learned to read and spell his letters during the story.136

From around the age of four years old, parents began to place their children 

into more formal schooling. Before the introduction of the National Schools System 

(1831) there were two main options available to parents for the education of their 

children: attendance at a hedge school or at a Sunday School. For a small fee, hedge 

schools taught both female and male pupils basic reading and writing skills. For 

example, John Tennent recalled in his memoirs having attended two schools 

alongside his elder sister Margaret during their early childhood. The first of these 

was in Billy, County Antrim, with a Mr. McKewn, where they learned the ‘rudiments 

of reading and writing’, and the second in Ballyrobin, with a Mr. Richard, where he 

enjoyed his lessons so much that he was ‘happier than a King’.137

These schools were managed by both lay persons and members of the main 

religious traditions operating in Ulster at this time. The Reverend James Morgan, for 

example, received his ‘elementary education’ to the age of fifteen years old, under 

the tutelage of Arthur Devlin, a Roman Catholic, at a village school in Cloghog, 

County Antrim, and then at a school in Cookstown managed first by a Mr.

136 The Drennan-McTiers letters, iii, 171. This book was advertised in a list of 
publications sold by G. Bonham, at no. 37 William Street, Dublin. See: The 
Brother’s gift; or, the naughty girl reformed. Published for the advantage of the 
rising generation (Dublin, 1775), pp 27-28.
137 Leanne Calvert, ‘The journal of John Tennent, 1786-90’ in Analecta Hibernica, 
no. 43 (2012), pp 87-89.
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Magouran, also a Roman Catholic, and then by the Reverend Thomas Millar, a

• • • 1 Presbyterian minister.

The appearance of Sunday Schools in Ulster, from the latter end of the 

eighteenth-century, has been noted by historians as one of the most significant

i t q

developments in the provision of education during the early modem period. 

Originally intended as free schools for the labouring poor, Sunday Schools 

effectively filled the educational void in many communities, providing schooling for 

the majority of children in the local parish.140 A Sunday School affiliated with the 

Presbyterian congregation of Third Cookstown, for example, had a total of 431 

pupils on its books between May and October 1837. This school was also fairly 

evenly attended by both girls and boys, returning a total of 232 female and 199 male 

pupils. Age information for these students is quite limited, with only the ages of 38 

pupils being recorded. Based on this small sample, the median age of students was 

eleven years old, with only nine recorded as aged over fourteen years.141

Similarly, the Sunday School attached to the Presbyterian congregation of 

Loughbrickland was opened to children of the local parish every summer from 1842. 

At the close of the summer of 1845, the school had a total of 419 pupils on its books, 

with an average Sabbath attendance of 313 pupils per week. The school was also 

fairly evenly balanced with regards to the gender of its pupils, with 209 female and 

210 male scholars enrolled. Most of the pupils were also aged fourteen years or

l3S James Morgan, Recollections of my life and times: an autobiography by the 
Reverend James Morgan, D.D., late minister of Fisherwick Place Church, Belfast, 
with selections from his journal, edited by his son (Belfast, 1874), pp 2-3.
139 Holmes, Shaping of Ulster Presbyterian, p. 270.
14(1 A.B. Boylan, ‘Sunday Schools and changing Evangelical views of children in the 
1820s’ in Church History, Ixviii, no. 3 (Sept., 1979), pp 320-22.
141 Sunday School attendance book of Third Cookstown Presbyterian congregation, 
1837 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC1P/460/G/1).
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younger, with only 40 out of 419 pupils aged over fifteen years. For the vast majority 

of these students (almost 66%) the education they received at the Sabbath School 

was the only formal education to which they had access. Only 33% of pupils on the 

roll books of Loughbrickland school also attended a day school during the week. 

There were small gender differences, however, in the attendance rates between day 

schools and the Loughbrickland Sunday School, with boys much more likely to avail 

of the services of both than girls. According to the Loughbrickland reports, less than 

30% of girls received an education at both a Sabbath and day school, whereas almost 

40% of boys attended both.142

At both these types of schools, children were taught to recognise and 

pronounce letters, as well as basic spelling. The 1845 report for Loughbrickland 

Sabbath School, for example, recorded that 108 of 419 of its pupils were learning the 

alphabet and basic spelling, whereas the school in Cookstown had a total of 141 

pupils registered in classes in which only spelling books were used.143 Educational 

guides which were used for this purpose included those written by the county Antrim 

school master, David Manson, such as his, Spelling Primer, which was the text used 

at the village school which taught the Reverend Robert Magill to read and write.144

Once pupils had grasped the rudiments of spelling and letters, they 

progressed to more developed texts for reading and writing. Materials which were

141 Reports of Sabbath School of Loughbrickland Presbyterian church, 1845-46 
(P.R.O.N.I., MIC1P/181/A/2).
143 Ibid; Sunday School attendance book of Third Cookstown Presbyterian 
congregation (P.R.O.N.I., MIC1P/460/G/1).
144 Life of Reverend Robert Magill (P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/15). Other books published 
by Manson included, An accurate pronouncing and spelling dictionary, and 
complete English depositor (Belfast, 1774); Directions to play the literary cards... 
(Belfast, 1764); A new pocket dictionary ... (Belfast, 1762). See also, Thomas 
Hamilton, ‘Manson, David (1726-1792)’ in Oxford Dictionary of National 
Biography (Oxford, 2004) and Linde Lunney, ‘David Manson’ in James McGuire 
and James Quinn (eds), Dictionary of Irish Biography (9 vols, Cambridge, 2009).
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popular included catechisms, short bible passages, and testaments. The Shorter 

Catechism, in particular, was regarded as especially suitable for young children. John 

Willison, a Scottish minister, for example, advocated its use because its short 

question and answer format made it an accessible text for ‘young Persons of good 

Memories ... And for those whose Memories are weaker’.145 The Reverend Robert 

Magill also recorded in his diaries the achievements of children in the parish who 

had learned to read and recite long passages of text from the Bible, as well as from 

catechisms. An entry dated 1 January 1821, for example, noted that seventy-nine 

children had repeated the whole of the Shorter Catechism in the meeting house, 

while a further seventy-seven could repeat the greater part of it.146 An additional 

comment noted that these children were to meet again in May, when a guinea was to 

be shared among those who could repeat the first twenty Psalms.147

There is strong evidence to suggest that the efforts of Sunday Schools in

teaching children to read were very successful. The Sunday School of Third

Cookstown, for example, had a total of twenty-one testament classes, which taught

162 girls and 128 boys. Of these 290 children, 159 have added entries detailing their

reading levels, which can be categorised into five main reading indices: 1 - very well;

2 - pretty well; 3 - middling; 4 - tolerably; 5 - badly; and 6 - knowledge of a specific

text. Approximately 37% of children were reading at the highest level of index 1,

1with almost 80% reading at a middling level or above.

147 John Willison, An example of plain catechising upon the Assembly's shorter 
catechism: humbly offered as an help for instructing the young ... with a preface 
(Belfast, 1784), p. xvii.
146 Diary of Reverend Robert Magill (1821), 1 Jan. 1821 (P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/6).
147 Ibid.
148 Sunday School attendance book of Third Cookstown Presbyterian congregation 
(P.R.O.N.I., MIC1P/460/G/1).

191



It is arguable that the educational opportunities offered to young children by 

parents, hedge and Sunday Schools was relatively gender neutral. The deliberate aim 

of early education was to give children basic reading and writing skills, which were 

important for both girls and boys. It was not until children progressed to more formal 

education, from around age seven years, that their instruction became gendered. John 

Tennent, for example, attended school alongside his sister Margaret until he enrolled 

at that managed by a Mr. McMullan at Roseyards, where he was taught the classics 

such as Ovid.149 From this point, John attended school with his elder brother Robert, 

enrolling at another school with a Mr. Ford soon after.150 No further mention is made 

of Margaret’s education after this point, which may suggest that her schooling was 

completed.

Children whose parents were fortunate enough to be able to pay for a more 

advanced level of education could also be sent to privately managed academies, 

where the curriculum offered to boys and girls differed. The two eldest children of 

the Reverend Alexander and Anna Crawford, for example, were elected into the 

Merchant Company Hospital and Merchant Maiden Hospital schools based in 

Edinburgh in October 1833. For thirty pounds per year, seven year-old James was to 

receive a ‘complete education’ in English, Latin, Greek, history, geography, 

mathematics, arithmetic, writing and French.151 For the same price, nine year-old 

Christina, was to also receive her ‘complete education’ but in English, French,

152arithmetic, writing, history, geography, sewing and knitting.

149 Calvert, ‘Journal of John Tennent, 1786-90’, p. 88.
150 Ibid, pp 88-89.
151 John Gardner to Reverend Alexander Crawford, 17 Aug. 1833 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2003/A/2/12/6).
152 n-:,i
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There is evidence to suggest that an attachment to the Presbyterian faith may 

have led some parents to form a rather open-minded attitude to the creation of 

feminine and masculine identities for their children. Some parents, like the Reverend 

Alexander and Anna Crawford, attached a far greater significance to religious values 

than academic achievements. In a letter to his son James in April 1835, for example, 

Alexander told him that he ‘would rather see [him] a poor unbettered shephered or 

ploughman with the knowledge of Christ in [his] heart than as learned as Newton ...

1 CT

with no knowledge of [Christ]’. In order to help James learn, Alexander sent him a 

present of a ‘pretty little testament’ in which he had marked specific passages for his 

learning, highlighting the parts of the ‘verse where the doctrine [was] contained’ as 

well as marking with ‘three dots’ the words that referred to the ‘doctrine’. 154

Indeed, Alexander’s relatively un-gendered approach to education was most 

likely a result of his wish to ensure his children were capable of ensuring their own 

salvation. An excellent example of this can be seen in a letter written to his daughter 

Christina, then aged nine years old, in which he revealed he expected her to learn 

Hebrew.15^ Alexander was keenly aware that Hebrew was not a typical language 

offered to girls and warned his daughter that ‘some would laugh at the trial of a girl 

learning Hebrew’.156 In spite of this, he was adamant that she should learn the 

language, which was more profitable and useful than French; a ‘fashionable’ 

language which young ladies were supposed to learn, but which had, in his opinion,

153 Reverend Alexander Crawford to James Crawford, 21 Apr. 1835 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2003/A/2/14/6).
154 Reverend Alexander Crawford to Christina Crawford, 21 Apr. 1835 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2003/A/2/14/6).
155

156
Ibid.
Ibid.
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no use in securing her salvation.157 Likewise, when Christina asked permission to 

learn music, Alexander consented on the condition that she use her skills for ‘sacred 

music’ only.1’8

(Ill) Baptism

The third question to be addressed is that of the role young children were ascribed in 

the church community. This is a difficult area to explore on account of the relative 

invisibility of children in the church record. Young children are most usually only 

mentioned in connection with discipline cases such as those involving illegitimate 

pregnancy, or recorded in congregation censi as an occupant of a household, they 

almost never appear as the focus of concern of the local Kirk-session. Indeed, of the 

eleven Kirk-session minute books analysed in this study, there was only one instance 

which the session noted the contribution of a child to the proceedings of a discipline 

case, rather than their being the indirect subject of its notice.159 One area, however, 

where young children are particularly visible in the record is that relating to the 

ceremony of baptism.

Baptism was only one of two sacraments recognised by the Presbyterian 

church; the other being the Eucharist. The Presbyterian form of baptism and its 

interpretation of that rite were laid down in two main documents: the Westminster

157 Reverend Alexander Crawford to Christina Crawford, 21 Apr. 1835 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2003/A/2/14/6).
158 Ibid. See also, Reverend Alexander Crawford to Helen Gardner, 10 Apr. 1835 
(P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/14/4).
159 This case, which arose in the community of Loughaghery in 1805, cast doubt on 
the propriety of accepting the evidence of Jane Scot, granddaughter of Simon Stuart, 
as a witness to the irregular marriage of Samuel McRobert and Mary Young, as she 
was ‘very young.’ There is no other indication in the minutes as to her age, but we 
can infer that she was below the age of discretion or suitability for marriage, which 
was twelve years for girls and fourteen for boys. See, Loughaghery Kirk-session 
minutes, 7 Apr. 1805 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/8/1).
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Confession of Faith and the Directory for Public Worship, with a somewhat updated 

and revised version reprinted in The Code (1825). Although there were some 

theological differences between the different strands of Presbyterianism over issues 

such as the means to salvation, their respective understandings of baptism were fairly 

similar.160 Baptism was designed to act as a sign of one’s entrance into the ‘visible 

church’, i.e. the congregation of believers, as well to represent a ‘sign or seal of the 

Covenant of Grace’, i.e. the promise between God and his people.161 In contrast to 

the beliefs of other religious traditions operating in Ulster at this time, baptism 

neither ensured salvation, nor did its end rely on a profession of faith by the believer.

These two beliefs are of central importance to the current discussion of 

parenthood and early childhood. The crucial point to remember is that baptism, 

according to the official standards of the Presbyterian faith, did not ensure one’s 

place in heaven because its efficacy was, ‘not tied to that very Moment of Time 

wherein it is administered’.162 Moreover, following this understanding, the ceremony 

of baptism itself was also not strictly necessary. Both the older and revised versions 

of the guidelines concerning baptism note the crucial point that it, ‘ is not so 

necessary, that through the want thereof, an infant dying unbaptized perishes 

everlastingly, or that the parents are guilty, if they have ... neglected the ordinance ... 

where it might have been obtained’.163 Indeed, Andrew Holmes has noted that it is 

this understanding of the efficacy of the sacrament of baptism, one which denied the

160 For a discussion of these differences see, Holmes, Shaping of Ulster Presbyterian 
belief pp 202-03.
161 Confession (1757), p. 143.
162 Ibid, p. 145.
163 The Code (1825), p. 93; Confession (1757), p. 145.
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doctrines of baptismal regeneration and believers’ baptism, which distinguished 

Presbyterians from other religious traditions in Ulster.164

In common with the directives regulating the performance of marriage which 

were discussed in the previous chapter, members of the Presbyterian tradition were 

also expected to follow and adhere to certain guidelines governing the administration 

of baptism. These rules covered both the eligibility of persons to be baptised, as well 

as the practical elements of the ceremony itself. With regards to access, baptism was 

open to all those who professed faith in Christ, as well as the infants of believing 

parents, or in some cases, parent, if only one was a regular member of the church.165 

Baptism could only be dispensed once in a person’s lifetime, and preferably during 

their infancy. The main rule as to its timing, however, was rather vague, with the 

Directory’ advising only that it should ‘not unnecessarily ... be delayed’ after birth.166

Similar to marriage, baptism was to be administered only, ‘by a Minister of 

Christ’ and not, ‘in any Case by any Private Person’.167 As in the case of the couple- 

beggars of the marriage ceremony, the interference of persons who were not 

members of the Presbyterian ministry in the ritual of baptism was also rejected. The 

ability of midwives, for example, to perform an emergency baptism in cases where 

the life of the infant was threatened, acceptable within the teachings of the Roman 

Catholic church, was dismissed because it neither had biblical precedent nor did its 

efficacy ensure salvation.168 Lastly, the ceremony was to take place publicly, in the 

meeting house, and before the congregation. The preference for public baptism, 

however, became an issue for the laity and church alike. Whereas private baptism

164

165

166

167

168

Holmes, Shaping of Ulster Presbyterian, pp 201-02.
Confession (1757), p. 144.
Holmes, Shaping of Ulster Presbyterian, p. 488; The Code (1825), p. 93. 
Ibid.
Confession (1757), pp 144-45.
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was the normal practice in some communities, others (such as Seceding 

congregations) insisted upon the ceremony being performed in public.169 During the 

1830s, the Synod of Ulster pressed for a return to public baptism, and was made law 

when the Presbyterian Church of Ireland was formed in 1840. It should be noted, 

however, that the church’s insistence on public baptism irked some of its members so
1 ”7 A

much that they left their congregation.

The form which the ceremony was to take changed only slightly between the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, retaining its emphasis on simplicity and 

rejection of superstition and ‘popery’. After giving the minister notice in advance of 

the baptism, the infant was to be presented by either one or both parents, or in special 

circumstances, by a sponsor or specially elected friend. The minister was then to 

‘use some words of Instruction’ explaining the use and ends of the sacraments, and 

reminding parents and others of their duties to bring up children in the knowledge of 

Christ.172 Importantly, the baptism of a new member of the visible church was also 

used an opportunity to ‘stir up’ the faith of all those present so that they would ‘make 

right Use of their [own] Baptism’ covenants.173 The parent or sponsor would then 

present the child, calling it by name, and the minister would seal the sacrament by 

sprinkling the child’s face with water and ‘without adding any other ceremony’.174

In many communities, access to the sacrament of baptism was closely 

regulated, with members of the congregation who were not in favour with the church
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Holmes, Shaping of Ulster Presbyterian, 203. 
Ibid, 209-10.
The Code (1825), p. 93.
Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.
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denied this privilege for their children.175 The session of Ballykelly for example, 

drew no distinction between the ‘openly profane Immorale [and] vicious’, who had 

no care about the religious welfare of themselves or their children, and those ‘so- 

called ... Harmless and Innofensive men ... known to live in the neglect of the visible’ 

church, but who sought access to its ordinances regardless of their lack of 

commitment.176 In communities such as Ballykelly, access to baptism was restricted 

to those who demonstrated commitment to their faith, in family and private worship, 

church attendance, and submission to discipline, as well as those who could be 

trusted with the important task of raising the next generation of believers.

In order to be eligible for baptism, parents had to be free from censure and

demonstrate evidence of their commitment to the church. The type of offence a

person was charged with had no bearing on their eligibility, in the eyes of the session

all were denied access until they submitted to discipline. For example, Frederick

Curry of Ballykelly congregation was denied baptism for his children in November

1803 until he had produced a certificate exculpating himself from a charge of petty

theft.1 7 Similarly, Eliza Sproat, of the congregation of Loughaghery, was also

refused baptism for her child until she submitted to a rebuke for being irregularly

married to a Roman Catholic. In addition to these types of misdemeanours, those

who were found lacking in sufficient knowledge of what their role as sponsor would

entail, were also denied access to this rite. For example, the session of minutes of

Loughaghery noted in August 1808 the appearance of three men who had been

denied baptism for their children on account of their bad attendance at public

worship, irregular conduct on the Sabbath and their general, ‘Ignorance of the

175 See chapter four, pp 251-54 for a discussion of the regulation of the Eucharist.
| 7(> Ballykelly Kirk-session minutes, 15 May 1808 (P.H.S.I.).
177 Ibid, 1 Nov. 1803; 1 Jan. 1804 (P.H.S.I.).
178 Loughaghery Kirk-session minutes, Mar. 1835 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/8/1).
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principles of the Gospel necessary for parents to know as sponsors’.179 It was only

after they had been rebuked, and their case published to the congregation, that their

180children were admitted to baptism.

It should be noted, however, that not all communities followed this process. 

Andrew Holmes has noted that some Kirk-sessions were flexible in their approach to 

baptism, and allowed the baptism of infants whose parents were non- 

communicants.181 Moreover, in spite of the session’s efforts to regulate baptism, 

some parents did gain access regardless of their spiritual suitability. John Townsley, 

of the congregation of Ballykelly, had his child baptised in May 1808 despite having 

been previously ‘denied fathers privileges’ for maligning and slandering another 

member of the congregation. After an inquiry was made as to how he had by-passed 

baptism regulations, it appeared that the case had ‘escaped’ the minister’s mind and 

the clerk who certified the baptism had not been present when Townsley first 

appeared before the session.182 In addition to the negligent management of session 

business, the movement of persons between congregations also enabled some to 

circumvent the usual rules governing access. Such a case seems to have came to the 

notice of the session of Loughaghery in September 1831, when it rebuked Robert 

Erwin and his wife Margaret for the sin of antenuptial fornication. The minutes of 

this case adding as a postscript: ‘NB They are both in full communion in Drumlough 

were married & received baptism for two children by Revd Mr Curry without any 

cognisance’.183
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Loughaghery Kirk-session minutes, [1808] (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/8/1).
Ibid.
Holmes, Shaping of Ulster Presbyterian, p. 206.
Ballykelly Kirk-session minutes, 8 May 1808 (P.H.S.I.).
Loughaghery Kirk-session minutes, 11 Sept. 1831 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/8/1).
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Much less common were discipline cases involving parents who had their 

child baptised outside of the Presbyterian tradition. Indeed, of the eleven Kirk- 

session minute books utilised in this study, there was only one case in which a parent 

was rebuked for this offence. The relative absence of this type of offence could be 

a result of one of two factors. On the one hand, it is possible that such cases had 

escaped the notice of the local session. Parents who had their children baptised by a 

curate could always have their children baptised again by a Presbyterian minister if 

suspicions were raised. On the other hand, it is also possible that such cases were 

simply uncommon, and that the vast majority abided by the regulations concerning 

baptism.

Understanding the reasons behind the relative infrequency of such cases,

however, is less important than exploring why parents submitted themselves to

discipline in the first place. It is crucial to remember that baptism was neither strictly

necessary, nor were parents who neglected to have their child baptised subject to

discipline. The central issue in such cases was not that the child had been baptised

elsewhere, but that the parent or sponsor had betrayed their own covenant by

participating in the rituals of another religious tradition. Similarly, it was the parent

who was ‘unworthy’ of access by virtue of their spiritual suitability, not the infant.

Why, then, was baptism so important to Presbyterian parents?

lh4 This was George McQuigan of the congregation of Loughaghery, who committed 
the ‘evil’ of having his child baptised in the Episcopal church of Hillsborough. See: 
Loughaghery Kirk-session minutes, 7 Apr. 1811 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/8/1). The only 
other case this author came across, originates from the earlier part of the eighteenth- 
century, outside of the time-span of this study, in the case of Alexander Ferns of the 
congregation of Cahans, who appeared in 1753 for having his child baptised in an 
Anglican church. See, Cahans Kirk-session minutes, 3 Jun. 1753 (P.R.O.N.I., 
CR3/25/B/1), p. 28.
1X5 This is also a point made by Clodagh Tait to explain variations in birth-baptism 
intervals, with larger intervals in the interregnum period perhaps being explained by 
the ‘mopping up’ of non-conformists who had previously neglected baptism. See, 
Tait, ‘Some sources for the study of infant and maternal mortality’, pp 59-61.

200



Historians such as Andrew Holmes have noted that one reason why parents 

subjected themselves to scrutiny was because they feared that their neglect to do so 

would impact on their child’s immortal soul, revealing a popular belief in the 

regenerative effects of baptism not taught by the Presbyterian faith.186 Certainly, 

many Presbyterian parents grappled with what the standards of their faith taught 

them on the one hand, and their own beliefs and fears for the spiritual welfare of their 

children on the other. Diary entries by the Reverend Robert Magill, for example, 

reveal that ministers sometimes bent the rules to placate the needs of the laity. 

Technically, ministers were only to perform the baptisms of members of their own 

congregation, and had to seek permission before baptising those of other 

communities.187 Robert Magill’s diaries reveal, however, that sometimes the sickness 

of infants and fears of parents led ministers to by-pass these rules. For example, in 

April 1827, Robert recorded how he rode to Croscannan and baptised John Barber, 

son of Francis Barber, a member of Donegore congregation. His reason for baptising 

a child not of his own congregation was because, ‘the child [was] sickly’. This 

concession was not a usual pattern of his behaviour, however, and seems to have 

been prompted by the illness of the infant, as just a few months later Robert refused

186 A.R. Holmes, ‘Community and discipline in Ulster Presbyterianism, c. 1770- 
1840’, in Kate Copper and Jeremy Gregory (eds), Retribution, repentance and 
reconciliation: studies in church history (Woodbridge, 2004), p. 273; Ibid, Shaping 
of Ulster Presbyterian, pp 206-07; Andrew Blaikie and Paul Gray, ‘Archives of 
abuse and discontent ? Presbyterianism and sexual behaviour during the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries’ in R.J. Morris and Liam Kennedy (eds), Ireland and 
Scotland: order and disorder, 1600-2000 (Edinburgh, 2005), pp 67-69; Paul Gray,
‘A social history of illegitimacy in Ireland from the late eighteenth to the early 
twentieth century’ (PhD Thesis, QUB, 2000), pp 112-16; Roisin Browne, ‘Kirk and 
community: Ulster Presbyterian society, 1640-1740’ (M.Phil. Thesis, QUB, 1999), p. 
99.
187 The Code (1825), p. 43.
188 Kenny (ed.), As the crow flies, 20 Apr. 1827, p. 300.
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to baptise the seemingly healthy son of John Fox because he was not a member of his 

congregation.189

Without dismissing the psychological support and peace of mind baptism 

gave parents, a stronger case can perhaps be made for explaining the lay 

community’s engagement with baptism with reference to its larger social 

functions.190 In a similar vein to the discussion in the previous chapter concerning the 

reasons why couples married irregularly, a fashion for greater family privacy also 

seems to have coloured the laity’s view of the ceremony of baptism.191 Indeed, this 

trend for family intimacy and conviviality can be traced to the negotiations which 

occurred between the laity and the church over two aspects of the performance of 

baptism: timing and place.

The measuring of the interval which passed between the date of birth and date 

of baptism has mainly been used by historians of population to investigate matters

. . . . .1QT
such as illegitimacy and infant mortality. The general consensus among scholars is 

that birth-baptism intervals were relatively short in the sixteenth- and seventeenth- 

centuries, occurring within the space of one or two weeks of birth. The eighteenth- 

century, however, witnessed a lengthening of the time between birth and baptism.

189 Kenny (ed.), As the crow flies, 15 Aug. 1827, p. 316.
190 See also Holmes, Shaping of Ulster Presbyterian, pp 206-11.
191 See chapter two, pp 115-17.
192 Tait, ‘Some sources for the study of infant and maternal mortality’, pp 59-60; 
Ibid, ‘Spiritual bonds, social bonds’, p. 304; Colin Thomas, ‘Family formation in a 
colonial city: Londonderry, 1650-1750’ in Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy, 
C, no. 2 (2000), p. 97; E.A. Wrigley, ‘Family limitation in pre-industrial England’ in 
Economic History’ Review, xix (1966), pp 82-109; P.E.H. Hair, ‘Bridal pregnancy in 
earlier rural England further examined’ in Population Studies, xxiv, no. 1 (Mar., 
1970), pp 66-67.
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with historians such as Paul Kitson suggesting median figures of eight days in 1700, 

increasing to one month by the later nineteenth-century.193

It is possible to explore whether any similar patterns existed within the 

Presbyterian community by analysing material recorded in baptism registers. The 

Code (1825) directed ministers to keep a record of all baptisms performed by them in 

their respective congregations, citing how it was, ‘often of great consequence to 

individuals to be able to prove the time and place of their baptism’.194 These registers 

were to include details such as the parents’ names and residence, the mother’s 

maiden name, and both the date of birth and the date of baptism.195 Figure 9 below 

displays the birth-baptism intervals of individuals belonging to a sample of three 

Ulster Presbyterian congregations.196

193 Paul Kitson, ‘Religious change and the timing of baptism in England, 1538-1750’ 
in Historical Journal, Ixii, no. 2 (Jun., 2009), pp 272-75. See also, Cameron, ‘Female 
birthing customs and beliefs’, p. 30.
194 The Code (1825), p. 43.
195 Ibid.
I % Of a total of 115 baptisms recorded in Loughbrickland, both birth and baptism 
dates were available for 101 infants, of a total of 488 baptisms recorded in Lame, 
both dates were available for 453 infants, and of 226 baptisms recorded in Rademon, 
158 recorded both the date of birth and baptism. See, Loughbrickland baptism 
register, 1841-1844 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC 1 P/181 A/2); Baptism register of Lame and 
Kilwaugher non-subscribing church, 1826-1929 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC1B/6A/3); Baptism 
register of Rademon non-subscribing church, 1830-92 (P.R.O.N.I., CR4/2/A/1).
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Figure 9: Birth-baptism intervals (days) of a sample of three Ulster 
Presbyterian congregations, c. 1826-44.
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As displayed above, although there was some variation between each congregation, 

baptism generally took place upwards of one month after the birth of an infant, with 

almost 62% of baptisms occurring more than four weeks after birth.

Using the records of Loughbrickland, we can also compare the birth-baptism 

intervals of those which occurred publicly before the congregation, and those which 

were performed privately, in the homes of the child’s parents or other family 

members. Of the total 115 baptisms performed in this community, 70 were public 

and 45 were private. The table below displays this information.

Table 3: Birth-baptism intervals (days) for public and private baptisms, 
recorded in the register of Loughbrickland, 1841-44.

Mean Median Mode Range

Private 59.52 28.50 7.00 (542-7)= 535

Public 70.10 50.00 19.00 (379-1)= 378
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As shown above, private baptism occurred considerably earlier in this congregation 

than that performed publicly, returning median values of 29 and 50 days 

respectively. It should also be noted that of the six baptisms recorded in the register 

as having been administered ‘out of necessity’ all six had been conducted privately 

within twenty-two days of birth. Reasons offered for such speedy services included 

the births of two sets of twins and one case where an infant was thought to be

1 O'? ...
dying. This is important, as it reveals that in only a minority of cases was baptism 

associated with fears of child mortality. The overwhelming majority of baptisms, on 

the other hand, were conducted publicly around fifty days after birth.

Although conclusions cannot be drawn about the Presbyterian community as 

a whole, the data above does suggest that for these three congregations at least, the 

connection between submission to discipline, baptism, and child mortality may not 

have been very strong. Perhaps instead, the standards taught by the church and the 

beliefs held by the laity in these congregations concerning the efficacy of baptism 

were not very far apart. Indeed, Robert Magill recorded in his diaries cases of 

children being baptised as toddlers and even as young adolescents. For example, he 

noted in his diary in March 1821 that he baptised William Moore, aged one year old, 

whose baptism had been neglected as a consequence of a dispute between the child’s 

mother and the local session. Similarly, some parents like the mother of nine year 

old James Burke, only decided to baptise their children when faced with the prospect 

of their own mortality, asking the minister to fulfil their ‘dying wish’ and baptise

197 The Reverend Classon Porter was also called on ‘suddenly’ to baptise an 
illegitimate infant, named Mary Mcllvenna, who was believed to be dying on 13 
January 1842. See, Baptism register of Lame and Kilwaughter non-subscribing 
church, 1826-1929 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC1B/6A/3).
198 Diary of Reverend Robert Magill (1821), 30 Mar. 1821 (P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/6),
p. 82.
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their child.199 More extreme was the case of Elizabeth Owens, who was baptised, 

aged nineteen years, a few minutes before her marriage to Patrick McNeilly.200

If some parents were in no rush to have their children baptised, the preference 

for a longer interval between birth and baptism may then have been a consequence of 

a desire among the laity to celebrate the more congenial and social aspects of 

baptism itself. Clodagh Tait, in her analysis of baptism and godparenthood in St. 

Catherine’s parish, Dublin, has proposed that the length of time which elapsed 

between birth and baptism may have been lengthened deliberately in order to allow 

families sufficient time to organise celebrations, or to ensure the attendance of 

desired family members.201

Indeed, evidence survives which suggests that this practice was followed in 

some Presbyterian communities. Robert Magi 11, for example, recorded that a 

company of twenty people drank tea after the baptism of Elizabeth Martin in 

February 1821, whereas that of Ann Eliza McCrory a few months later was attended 

by a party of twenty-five persons. The Reverend Alexander and Anna Crawford 

also delayed the baptism of their daughter Jane in April 1833 on account of there 

being no suitable Presbyterian minister in their neighbourhood of Huntingdonshire to 

perform the ceremony. After asking her father’s advice on whether they should allow 

an English minister to carry it out instead, John Gardner replied that he did, ‘ not 

think it necessary to be in a hurry about that duty ... [as] there may perhaps be an

Kenny (ed.), As the crow flies, 18 Feb. 1828, p. 343.
200 Diary of Reverend Robert Magill (1832), 30 Aug. 1832 (P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/11).
201 Tait, ‘Spiritual bonds, social bonds’, p. 305.
202 Diary ofReverend Robert Magill (1821), 27 Feb. 1821; 21 Sept. 1821 
(P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/6), pp 55, 200.
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opportunity of a Scotsh minister coming’ to their neighbourhood who could, 

‘dispense that ordinance agreeable to all’.

There is also evidence to suggest that, similar to marriage, the laity’s 

perception of the baptism ceremony was much more family orientated than that 

envisioned by the official standards of the church. The Kirk-session of Loughaghery, 

for example, passed a total of five resolutions detailing the procedure of baptism, 

four of which were passed within the space of nine years.204 The overwhelming 

majority of these resolutions concerned the issue of whether baptism should be 

celebrated publicly in the meeting house, or privately in the family home.

Although the session advocated the use of public baptism, it also conceded 

that there were some circumstances in which private baptism could be administered 

instead. For example, a resolution passed in January 1818 set out five scenarios in 

which private baptism was acceptable: when the family home was more than two 

miles from the meeting-house in winter season; when the sickness of the child, 

parent or sponsor would render it unsafe to carry the child to the meeting-house; if 

there were two consecutive wet Sabbaths after application; when the sponsor was 

female; and if any aged or tender members of the family were too ill to attend public 

worship.20^ Despite these favourable concessions made for the convenience of the 

congregation, the laity remained ‘unwilling to have baptism publicly administered’ 

and the session passed a further two resolutions in July 1834 and September 1835

203 John Gardner to Anna Crawford, 4 Apr. 1833 (P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/12/3). For 
Alexander’s disapproving comments on his English neighbours’ baptism practices, 
see, Reverend Alexander Crawford to Anna Crawford, 3 Jul. 1832; 19 Jul. 1832 
(P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/11/5;19).
204 Loughaghery Kirk-session minutes, 2 Jan. 1818; 17 Jul. 1834; 28 Sept. 1835; 26 
Jun. 1836; 14 Apr. 1843 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/8/1).
205 Ibid, 2 Jan. 1818 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/8/1).
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reaffirming that public baptism could only be avoided through illness or when the 

parents’ home was more than two miles distant.206

The issue which these members of the laity seem to have had with public 

baptism is that it clashed with their perception of the ceremony as a family occasion, 

separate from the prying eyes of the wider community and local session. For 

example, on 23 June 1836, William McAuley presented a petition to the session of 

Loughaghery asking for baptism to be administered privately in his home on account 

of his father’s inability to attend public worship. For others, baptism seems to have 

been an occasion reserved for the family only, and the thought of sharing the 

intimacy of the event with outsiders was unpalatable.

A good example of this can be found in a draft letter written by the Reverend 

Alexander Crawford to an unnamed member of his congregation at Randalstown. 

From Alexander’s comments we learn that he wrote this letter after having a heated 

conversation one Sabbath over the issue of public baptism. It appears that this 

unnamed person had threatened to ignore the directions of the church by having his 

child baptised privately. In response Alexander outlined the reasons for public 

baptism and chastised his correspondent for the ‘threat of disobedience’ to the 

church. Interestingly, however, Alexander also suggested an alternative location for 

the baptism to take place, offering the use of the school house ‘for any day you may 

be pleased to name’.208 Indeed, this willingness to find a middle-ground, between a 

large public affair and a smaller audience, is also illustrated by a compromise made 

by the session of Ballymoney in May 1839, which allowed baptism to take place ‘on

206 Loughaghery Kirk-session minutes, 17 Jul. 1834; 28 Sept. 1835 (P.R.O.N.I., 
CR3/8/1).
207 Ibid, 23 Jun. 1836 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/8/1).
208 Reverend Alexander Crawford to anonymous, n.d. (P.R.O.N.I., D2003/A/2/16/9).
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the occasional opportunities afforded during the week’ as well as before a full 

congregation on the Sabbath.209

(IV) Conclusion

The purpose of this chapter was to cast light on the relationships between parents, 

their young children, and the Presbyterian church. The evidence has suggested that, 

in many ways, the Presbyterian experience of parenthood was very much like that of 

their counterparts living elsewhere in Ireland, England and Europe during this period. 

In childbirth, for example, the preparations made by parents in creating the birthing 

chamber, the dominant female presence during delivery, and the type of assistance 

offered to mothers during the lying-in period are remarkably similar to that recorded 

in the English historical record. Faced with the heartache of child-death too, 

Presbyterian parents drew on their faith to reconcile themselves to such tragic events. 

Being a member of the Presbyterian tradition, however, did not mean that there was a 

universal reaction to the death of a child. Even within the same families, and between 

husbands and wives, the death of an infant impacted upon individuals in a specific 

way. Death was a personal experience.

Conversely, however, there are also many ways in which the Presbyterian 

experience of parenthood and childhood was different from that of other religious 

traditions. In education, the emphasis placed upon an individual’s persona! 

engagement with Christ in evangelical traditions such as Presbyterianism, meant that 

it was equally important for both girls and boys to be able to read and write. Early 

education was therefore not pursued in a gendered manner. It was not until children 

progressed to a more advanced level of education, and began to engage with the

209 Ballymoney Kirk-session minutes, 12 May 1839 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/1/B/4).
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socio-cultural conventions which underpinned wider society that education became 

geared toward turning out respectable young women and men; a theme which will be 

explored in the next chapter.

It should also be noted that the Presbyterian experience of events such as 

childbirth and baptism encountered significant change over time between 1780 and 

1844. In particular, sources which detail the role of men in pregnancy and childbirth 

tend to be more available for the later part of our period, illustrating the growing 

acceptance of husbands, brothers, and other men to be in the proximity of the 

birthing room. Likewise, the relatively long interval between the date of birth and 

date of baptism of infants in the community is reflective of the desire among 

members of the community for family-orientated ceremonies and festivities, 

mirroring those developments which occurred in the celebration of marriage.

210 See for example, O’Riordan, ‘’Home, family and society’, pp 204-11.
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‘many an unpromising plant has 
come to yield excellent fruit': Youth 
& adolescence.

Introduction

Writing in his diary at the end of December 1789, John Tennent, a seventeen-year

old apprentice, reflected on the changes which had occurred in his life since he left

home and entered service three years previously:

Now, ends, the year of our Lord 1789. What a wonderful change have 
I undergone since 1786 to 1789.1 scarce know myself to have been 
the same person, so altered in stature, knowledge & ideas! Before the 
year 1790 is expired I must launch out into the world. May I be duly 
prepared for it. It is an important want, as it is generally in the early 
period of a persons life that they either lay up their future happiness or 
misery.1

Rather than being the arbitrary musings of a teenager, John Tennent’s observations 

of his maturation towards adulthood offer us a rare glimpse into the world and 

mindset of an adolescent boy growing up in eighteenth-century Ulster. Moreover, 

although John’s experience cannot be said to be representative of all young persons 

at this time, his remarks nonetheless encapsulate some of the wider themes of 

‘growing up’ which many of his peers would have recognised: leaving home and 

entering service, youth as a transitory period between childhood and adulthood, and a 

sense of personal maturation in attitudes and ideas.

The purpose of this chapter is to explore what life was like growing up in the 

Ulster Presbyterian community, and how young persons, like John Tennent,

1 Leanne Calvert, ‘The journal of John Tennent, 1786-90’ in Analecta Hibernica, no. 
43 (2012), p. 109.
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experienced youth and adolescence. It will explore two main areas. Firstly, this 

chapter will examine the role which apprenticeship and training played in the lives of 

the young as they progressed toward adulthood and independence. Secondly, this 

chapter will then consider the role which the young women and men were allotted in 

the church community, noting in particular their attendance at sermons and 

participation in services such as communion.

(I) Youth and apprenticeship

Leaving home and entering some form of service was a common part of the process 

of growing up for many young people during our period. For those of the middling 

orders in particular, apprenticeship offered young men and women an opportunity to 

learn a craft or trade in which they could make their future living. It should be noted, 

however, that in Ireland, the opportunities which service and apprenticeship offered 

young people appear to have been more commonly taken by boys than girls. In 

contrast to the wide availability of literature on English service, and in particular the 

experience of the female apprentice, very little comparable research exists for 

Ireland.2

The main reason for this disparity lies in the different economic structures of 

the two regions. Whereas in England there were various opportunities for girls to 

enter into service, which catered for the poor and wealthy alike, in Ulster

2
Christopher Brooks, ‘Apprenticeship, social mobility and the middling sort, 1550- 

1800’ in Jonathan Barry and Christopher Brooks (eds), The middling sort of people: 
culture, society and politics in England, 1550-1800 (London, 1994), p. 53; Bernard 
Capp, When gossips meet: women, family and neighbourhood in early modern 
England (Oxford, 2003), ch. 4; Margaret Hunt, The middling sort: commerce, gender 
and the family in England, 1680-1780 (London, 1996), ch. 3; liana Krausman Ben- 
Amos, Adolescence and youth in early modern England (London, 1994), pp 135-50; 
K.D.M. Snell, Annals of the labouring poor: social change and agrarian England, 
1660-1900 (Cambridge, 1985), pp 279-82, 293.
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apprenticeship was mainly the reserve of young men who belonged to the middling 

orders of society. It should be remembered that Ulster’s economy in our period was 

very different to that of England. In comparison to the rapid urban expansion and 

large-scale industrialisation taking place in England, which transformed small, rural 

villages into large, enterprising towns, Ulster’s economic development was patchy 

and uneven, with most activity centred on Belfast.3 The decline of the domestic linen 

and cotton industries during the late eighteenth- and early-nineteenth centuries, 

coupled with the increased demand for mechanized spinning and contraction in the 

agricultural sector, removed traditional sources of employment for young men and 

women living in rural Ulster. Opportunities for apprenticeship in Ulster were 

therefore limited, and where they were available, in commercial trades such as 

merchants, grocers and shopkeepers, such places were often affordable only to those 

of the more affluent ranks of society.

It is important to note, however, that girls of the lower orders did find 

employment as farm servants, domestic servants and spinners in factories in towns 

like Belfast. William Hincks’s collections of twelve engravings of the linen industry 

in 1783, for example, portray both women and men working alongside one and 

another.4 These types of opportunities, however, were generally not taken by girls 

who belonged to the rural middling orders of society. Indeed, the occupations of 

most of the women belonging to the six families on which this study is based are 

unknown. For some young women, like Jane Kennedy, daughter of the Reverend 

William Kennedy, neither education nor further training seems to have been offered

3 Philip Ollerenshaw, ‘Business and finance, 1780-1945’ in Liam Kennedy and 
Philip Ollerenshaw (eds), Ulster since 1600: politics, economy and society (Oxford, 
2013), pp 177-81.
4 Hincks’s engravings are reprinted in, W.H. Crawford, The impact of the domestic 
linen industry in Ulster (Belfast, 2005), see especially chs 5 and 9, for a discussion of 
the role of women.
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to them after they learned basic reading, writing, and household management skills. 

Writing to his father in March 1788, for example, Robert Kennedy expressed his 

reservations about plans for his sister Jane to accompany their father to visit family 

in Scotland. The reason for Robert’s apprehension was that ‘Poor Jane’ had been 

‘deprived of a boarding school education’ and he feared that their cousin Sarah 

would be ‘considered as being superior to her’.5

It appears that many of the daughters of these rural, middling-order families 

were kept at home with their parents until they were ready to make a suitable match 

and join the household of their new husband. Similar to their English counterparts, 

these young women worked as companions, housekeepers, seamstresses and 

nursemaids within their natal families, their labour being used to the advantage of 

their wider family.6 For example, when Margaret, the youngest daughter of the 

Reverend John and Ann Tennent eloped without her parent’s consent, the loss of her 

housekeeping services and labour drew comment from her eldest brother Robert. 

Writing to his parents in June 1801, Robert noted how his, ‘mother’s situation 

particularly’ would be ‘affected by an event that goes to deprive her of a companion 

& of that domestic assistance which I don’t know how she can ... do without’.7 Two 

weeks later Robert again took up his pen and asked his parents how they were 

‘reconciled with Peggy’s absence’ now that ‘she must... live in the house of her 

husband’.8

5 Robert Kennedy to Reverend William Kennedy, 3 Mar. 1788 (P.R.O.N.I.,
D3215/4/44). See also chapter five, p. 328, for comments on his daughter Elizabeth’s 
talents for housekeeping.
6 Hunt, The middling sort, p. 81.
7 Robert Tennent to Reverend John Tennent, 2 Jun. 1801 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/A/1/5/13).
8 Ibid, 16 Jun. 1801 (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/A/1/5/13).
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Of the duties which Peggy carried out for her parents, it was most likely the 

loss of her assistance during harvest season which affected them most. Letters 

exchanged between the Reverend John Tennent and his sons, for example, contain 

numerous requests for Peggy to return home in time for harvest. For instance, writing 

to his son John in September 1791, the Reverend Tennent noted that they required 

Peggy to return home within three weeks because the harvest was approaching and 

her help was ‘of necessity’, adding that he ‘would rather need a Shearer more than 

lose one to Supply her place’.9

Indeed, like the daughters of the middling orders described by Margaret Hunt,

Peggy appears to have fulfilled the role of assistant not only to her parents, but also

to her brothers in Belfast, while she remained unmarried.10 Letters between the

Reverend John Tennent and his sons make frequent reference to the wide range of

duties which Peggy carried out for her siblings, from caring for her sister Nancy and

brother William when they were ill, to mending and making shirts for John and

Samuel.* 11 Not all young women, however, were content to perform such duties until

a suitable marriage partner could be found. Eliza McCracken, for example, blamed

her father’s objection to her marriage with Robert James Tennent on the fact that he

12would lose ‘his companion & housekeeper’.

9 Reverend John Tennent to John Tennent, 5 Sept. 1791 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/D/1/5/12). See also, Ibid, 21 Feb. 1793 (P.R.O.N.I., D 1748/D/1/5/24).
10 For example, Ellin Stout, the daughter of parents of yeomen rank, acted as an 
unpaid housekeeper and shop assistant to her brother William, and assisted her other 
brothers in their trades. See, Hunt, The middling sort, pp 80-82.
11 See for example, Letters between Reverend John Tennent and John Tennent 
(P.R.O.N.I., D1748/D/l/5/8;12; 24; 35; 44; 47-49; 59; 61) and Reverend John 
Tennent to William Tennent, 5 Nov. 1798; 20 Mar. 1798 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/B/l/317/15;17).
12 Eliza McCracken to Robert James Tennent, 14 Aug. 1827 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/G/378/5).
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The age at which young people left their natal home and commenced 

apprenticeship varied over time, by geographical location and profession of choice, 

but typically most entered service in their early teens, between 12 and 17 years of 

age.13 The length of service also varied, with certain trades demanding longer periods 

of training, but generally most apprentices were bound for a maximum period of 

seven years.14 John Tennent, for example, was bound an apprentice to Samuel Givin, 

a grocer’s merchant of Coleraine, in July 1786, a few months before his fourteenth 

birthday. His agreed length of service, however, was four years not seven.15 John 

Caldwell was bound in February 1784 to Samuel Brown of Belfast, a wholesale 

merchant, when he was fifteen years old. Like John Tennent, Caldwell boarded with 

his master, and served him for just over three years.16 Similarly, Ann Jane Stuart, the 

niece of William Tennent (and only one of two female apprentices uncovered in this 

study) was offered an apprenticeship with Mrs Bartley, a dressmaker in Dublin for 

three years at a fee of three guineas.17

Choosing a future career path was an important decision for young people, 

and parents and other family members were involved to varying degrees in the 

decision-making process. John Tennent, for example, often regretted his rashness in 

being ‘too forward’ and choosing to go to Coleraine without making proper

13 Anne Yarbrough, ‘Apprentices as adolescents in sixteenth-century Bristol’ in 
Journal of Social History, xiii, no. 1 (Autumn, 1979), pp 68-69; E.D. Spindler, 
‘Youth and old age in late medieval London’ in London Journal, xxxvi, no. 1 (Mar., 
2011), p.3; Nicholas Orme, Medieval children (London, 2003), p. 32; Patrick Wallis, 
Cliff Webb and Chris Minns, ‘Leaving home and entering service: the age of 
apprenticeship in early modem London’ in Continuity and Change, xxv, no. 3 (Dec., 
2010), pp 377-86; Peter Fleming, Family and household in medieval England (New 
York, 2001), pp 73-74.
14 Patrick Wallis, ‘Apprenticeship and training in pre-modem England’ 'm Journal of 
Economic History, Ixviii, no. 3 (Sept., 2008), p. 834.
15 See, Indentures and agreement of John Tennent (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/D/2/1 A&1B),
16 John Caldwell, ‘Particulars of a North county Irish family (1850)’, pp 51, 68.
17 Letitia Jackson to William Tennent, 4 Nov. 1818 (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/B/1/155/46).
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enquiries, and lamented that his father had not been more assiduous in securing him a 

better master than Samuel Givin. Indeed, after witnessing streams of parents 

applying to his master for places for their children, he noted in his diary the ‘great 

folly’ of parents in putting their children into service ‘till they be first properly 

learned’.19

Other young men like the Reverend James Morgan were apparently afforded 

little say in their future career choice. According to Morgan, it was assumed by his 

parents that he would become an apprentice to his uncle, who was a solicitor. Not 

long after his twelfth birthday, however, a series of events transpired which led to his 

paternal aunt moving into the household, and it was on this aunt’s recommendation 

that his ‘attention was turned’ to the ministry.20 Again, Morgan was not conversed 

with as to this career option, and he admitted that although he was ‘unconverted and 

unimpressed’ by their choice, ‘No one spoke to [him] on the subject. It was entirely a 

matter of business’.21 Indeed, it was not until his brother’s death that Morgan was 

finally ‘awakened, enlightened and quickened’ to his religious vocation. 22

More commonly, however, adolescent children and their parents took these 

decisions jointly, and sought the help and advice of well-connected family members 

and friends in choosing suitable placements. The Reverend David Young, minister of 

First Derry Presbyterian church, for example, played an instrumental role in securing 

his seventeen-year old son, James Armstrong Young, an appointment at a counting

19
See for example, Calvert, ‘Journal of John Tennent’, pp 89, 111.

Ibid, pp 111-14.
20 It was after his mother’s death and a work-place accident which injured his father 
that Morgan’s aunt came to stay in the household. See, James Morgan, Recollections 
of my life and times: an autobiography by the Reverend James Morgan, D.D., late 
minister of Fisherwick Place Church, Belfast, with selections from his journal, edited 
by his son (Belfast, 1874), p. 4.
21

22
Ibid.
Ibid, p. 7.
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house in London. Initially, the Reverend Young attempted to make his son a cadet in 

the East India Company, and wrote to his sister-in-law, Mrs. Hunter, to put in a good 

word for James with her brother-in-law, Mr. James Dawes, who could help his 

application. James Dawes, however, was unable to procure James an appointment, 

but because Mrs Hunter was, ‘interested in the youth, being [her] nephew’ he was 

able to find him a position as an apprentice clerk in a London counting house 

instead.23

In his letters to the counting house masters, the Reverend Young made sure to 

demonstrate his knowledge of the well-being and activities of persons known to his 

correspondents in London, giving the impression that he too was socially well- 

connected and his son James deserving of his post. For example, in a letter to one of 

the counting house partners, Mr. Thomas Reed, David Young told of the health of 

Reed’s friends, that his brother had sold his home, the well-being of a Councillor 

Lyttle, and his friendship with a man named Captain James Armstrong, a commander 

under Lord Wellesley, after whom his son was named.24 Most young men of James’s 

age would not have had the social contacts and network which was necessary to 

source these types of positions, and were therefore dependent on their families’ 

connections, however tentative. Indeed, after a heated conversation with one of the 

counting house masters, James reported to his father that he was told he had only got 

into the house by his father’s request, and that his future at the establishment 

depended now on his own exertions.

23 James Dawes to Mrs Hunter, 21 Feb. 1801 (P.R.O.N.I., D3874/1/60A).
24 Reverend David Young to James Law, 1 Apr. 1802 (P.R.O.N.I., D3874/1/66A). 
2:1 James Armstrong Young to Reverend David Young, 26 Jun. 1802 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D3874/1/75).
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Similarly, when the eldest son of Reverend William Kennedy, Robert, 

expressed his intention to go to the East Indies, his father asked the advice of a Mr. 

Westlake, a Mr. White and a Mr. Murray, who all agreed that Robert should remain 

in his current place in London until European affairs were more settled, and he was 

better qualified for service abroad.26 Likewise, when the Reverend Kennedy was 

deciding what business would best suit his youngest son, Andrew, he wrote to Robert 

about the prospect of making him ‘a good Clerk’, noting that he ‘made a pretty good 

proficiency in some of the higher Branches of Arithmetick’.27 Robert disagreed, 

however, and outlined his reasons for putting Andrew into ‘some branch of 

mercantile business’ instead; a plan which William Kennedy was unsure of, because 

of the length of time it took for ‘a young man ... [to] do much for him self.28 In the 

end, Andrew ended up in a store house, owned by his Uncle Simpson, who also 

employed his elder brother John.

For many of the middling parents in this study, securing an apprenticeship 

place for their adolescent children was the easy part, paying for their upkeep was the 

larger challenge. As part of the apprenticeship contract, parents usually paid a sum of 

money known as an apprenticeship premium. These sums varied depending on the 

profession of choice, but could be anything from a few pounds to several hundred.30 

The Reverend John Tennent, for example, agreed to pay his son’s master a premium 

of £50, as well as an additional sum of 6 shillings so that he could have Tibirty to go

26 Reverend William Kennedy to Robert Kennedy, 2 Aug. 1781 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2315/4/14).
27 Ibid, 20 Sept. 1782 (P.R.O.N.I., D2315/4/16).
28 Ibid, 17 Jan. 1783 (P.R.O.N.I., D2315/4/21).
29 Ibid, 28 Nov. 1783; 30 Oct. 1783 (P.R.O.N.I., D2315/4/24; 20).
30 Brooks, ‘Apprenticeship, social mobility and the middling sort’, p. 60.
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to scholl’.31 Samuel Givin’s next apprentice, a boy called Hamilton, paid a lesser fee
-j 7

of £20. Less common were the fortunes of apprentices like John Caldwell, whose 

master refused to accept any apprentice fee and offered free board and lodging. ' 

Indeed, the fact that the costs of apprenticeship would have eaten quite heavily into 

even the annual incomes of members of the middling sort, meant that it was often a 

route unavailable to persons of the lower orders, who could not afford to pay such 

fees and costs.34

The greater strain on the household budget in financing an apprenticeship, 

however, was the general upkeep of children while they were in service. Although 

most apprentices boarded in their master’s household, and were supplied with basic 

food and lodging, they were very rarely paid any wages.35 The Reverend William 

Kennedy, for example, travelled from Gortnaglush, County Tyrone to Ballywalter, 

County Down, in December 1786 in order to settle the matter of a salary with his 

son’s master, Mr. Adams. It appears that his son, John, had entered service with 

Adams in 1783, and for the previous three years had received no salary. Although 

Adams argued that his previous apprentice Thompson had received nothing during 

his five years of service, William Kennedy had heard from others that Thompson had 

in fact got ten pounds in his third year and five every year thereafter until he had 

accumulated £25 in total.36 For parents like William Kennedy, the cost of 

maintaining their children continued even after they left the family household, and 

their children had nothing to send back home in return.

31 Agreement relating to John Tennent’s indenture, 9 Aug. 1786 (P.R.O.NI., 
D1748/D/2/1/B); Calvert, ‘Journal of John Tennent’, p. 76.
32 Calvert, ‘Journal of John Tennent’, p. 128.
33 John Caldwell, ‘Particulars of a North county Irish family’, p. 51.
34 Brooks, ‘Apprenticeship, social mobility and the middling sort’, p. 68.
35 Wallis, ‘Apprenticeship and training’, p. 835.
36 Reverend William Kennedy to Robert Kennedy, 23 Aug. 1783; 1 Dec. 1786 
(P.R.O.N.I., D2315/4/19;37).
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Letters exchanged between parents and their adolescent children reveal the 

financial burden which many families endured in their efforts to ensure their children 

received an adequate start in life. The Reverend David Young, for example, found it 

very difficult to meet the cost of his son’s apprenticeship. Unlike most arrangements, 

David Young was to bear all the expenses of board and lodging for his son while he 

was employed at the counting house. James was also to receive no salary until the 

second year of his service, when he would begin earning £50 per annum, rising at a 

rate of £10 every year, and David Young was promised, ‘that in a few years [James 

would] not be of any further charge’ to his purse.37

In June 1802, however, James was questioned by the counting house masters 

as to whether he wanted to remain in the house, and the offer of a salary for his 

second term was rescinded. It appears that James was inclined to slothful habits, and 

was found ‘frequently ... planted at the fire or doing other different things’ when he 

should have been working.38 When this was reported to his father, David Young 

immediately wrote to Thomas Reed reminding him of the terms under which he had 

assented to James’s entering the house, and he stated quite frankly that he was ‘not 

ashamed to acknowledge’ that he could no longer support James without the prospect 

of a salary.39 Indeed, around this same time David Young had been forced to resign 

from his post as minister of First Derry Presbyterian church, after malicious rumours 

were spread accusing him of adultery. In a letter to his friend, William Plunket, in the 

wake of his resignation, David Young admitted that the costs of supporting James

37 James Dawes to Mrs Hunter, 21 Feb. 1801 (P.R.O.N.I., D3874/1/60A).
38 James Armstrong Young to Reverend David Young, 10 Jun. 1802; 26 Jun. 1802 
(P.R.O.N.I., D3874/1/74-75).
39 Reverend David Young to Thomas Reed, 9 Jul. 1802 (P.R.O.N.I., D3874/1/76).
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and the rest of his family had already exceeded his annual £200 income for the past 

two years, and now with no earnings he could no longer meet these expenses.40

Fortunately for David Young, however, the matter was settled a few months 

later in August of that same year. Impressed with James’s resolution to commit 

himself wholly to the counting house, Thomas Reed promised that he would begin to 

give him the salary which had been initially agreed, and offered to find James 

another position if he could not keep him after a period of two years.41 That the 

receipt of a salary was vital to both James’s future success and the economic survival 

of his family is evident in letters written from David Young to his son on the subject. 

In a letter dated September 1802, for example, the Reverend Young explained to his 

son that the livelihood of the family rested on his seventeen-year old shoulders:

... your avowal at Mr Law’s of adhering to the Compting house has 
given this family uncommon satisfaction. Any thing else would have 
ruined both you & us. Our circumstances are peculiarly distressing. ... 
Labour for fav[ou]r from y[ou]r employers. ... For your own sake; for 
your afflicted mother’s & sisters; & for God’s sake exert y[ou]r self in 
your employment... & you may yet raise the hopes of this unfortunate 
family. I may say all depends upon your good Conduct.4-

Indeed, this appeal to be successful seems to have made an impression on James, and

in future correspondence with his father he took pains to communicate his desire to

release him from the expense of his maintenance.43

Similarly, in spite of his best efforts, the Reverend William Kennedy also 

found it difficult to support his children financially. For example, in a letter to his

40 Reverend David Young to William Plunket, 19 Aug. 1802 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D3874/1/79).
41 Thomas Reed to Reverend David Young, 27 Aug. 1802 (P.R.O.N.I., D3874/1/80).
42 Reverend David Young to James Annstrong Young, 6 Sept. 1802 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D3874/1/82).
43 See for example, James Armstrong Young to Reverend David Young, 14 Dec.
1802 (P.R.O.N.I., D3874/1/85) and Thomas Reed to Reverend David Young, 25 
Mar. 1803 (P.R.O.N.I., D3874/1/93).
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nineteen-year old son Robert, who was at that time apprenticed in a shop in London, 

the Reverend Kennedy admitted that although he did not have enough money to pay 

his own rent and creditors, he would rather distress himself than disappoint Robert of 

an opportunity of improvement.44 Robert, however, does not seem to have had a 

penchant for frugality, and was frequently directed by his father to be a ‘good 

oeconomist’ and to keep track of his expenses.45 Indeed, between leaving home 

sometime in 1781 aged seventeen years, and the last surviving letter exchanged 

between himself and his father in 1791, Robert had been involved in no less than five 

occupational endeavours, putting a huge strain on the Kennedy household purse.46

In order to meet the financial demands of apprenticeship, the Kennedy family 

relied on the assistance of their wider kin. Letters between William Kennedy and his 

son Robert reveal an acute knowledge of the financial fortunes of their cousins, aunts, 

and uncles, particularly in the way of remittances from family members who were 

out in the West Indies. For instance, the pair discussed news of Alexander, the son of 

Uncle Calvin, who had sent a ‘very considerable remittance’ home to his father 

despite only being in India for four or five years.47 Aware of the good fortunes of his 

kin, the Reverend Kennedy directed Robert to draw upon his uncles and cousins for 

money whenever he needed, confident that they would ‘do every thing in [their] 

power to serve’ him.4x Indeed, Robert was not shy about asking his wider family for

44 Reverend William Kennedy to Robert Kennedy, 17 Jan. 1783 (P.R.O.N.I.,
D2315/4/21). See also, Ibid, 6 Jul. 1785 (P.R.O.N.I., D2315/4/27).
45 Ibid, 10 Apr. 1781; 22 Nov. 1784 (P.R.O.N.I., D2315/4/13;25).
46 We know that Robert was employed in a shop in London in 1781, in 1782 he 
acquired a position in an apothecary which catered for the royal family, in 1784 he 
was employed on a vessel called the ‘cutter’ with the East India Company, in 1785 
he asked his father for money to attend anatomical lectures at Edinburgh university, 
and in 1786 he was inquiring about buying a shop and setting up business in Belfast.
47 Reverend William Kennedy to Robert Kennedy, 20 Sept. 1782 (P.R.O.N.I.,
D2315/4/16).
48 Ibid, 17 Jan. 1783 (P.R.O.N.I., D2315/4/21).
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financial assistance, and in a letter to his cousin Ann, he remarked that although it 

‘grieve[d]’ him to think that he was so ‘troublesome’ to his friends, he was 

nevertheless, ‘convinced they wou’d contribute all in their power to render [him] 

reputable’ in his profession.49

Of the six families studied, the Tennents are perhaps the best example of a 

family unit working together to meet these types of demands. At the nucleus of the 

Tennent family was William, the eldest son of the Reverend John and Ann Tennent. 

William was particularly successful, having made his fortune as a banker and 

businessman, holding positions such as partner in the New Sugar House, Belfast, and 

co-founder of the Belfast Commercial Bank.50 William’s financial success and social 

contacts meant that he was often called upon by his parents to help set up his 

brothers and other family members in business. Indeed, when William was 

imprisoned for his part in the 1798 rebellion, his family rallied together to ensure that 

his business interests and household were kept in order for the good of the entire 

family group.51 In the months following William’s arrest, the Reverend Tennent 

instructed his daughter Margaret to go to William’s home and Took over ye affairs of 

his house & Strive in a modest & prudent way to save from ruine & loss what may 

kept safe & used to the best advantage of family’.52

William played an instrumental part in setting up his three youngest brothers, 

John, James and Samuel, in business. In July 1790, he took on seventeen-year old

49 Robert Kennedy to Ann Huggins, 10 Jul. 1785 (P.R.O.N.I., D2315/4/28).
50 See, W.A. Maguire, 'Banker and absentee landowner: William Tennent in County 
Fermanagh, 1813-32' in Clogher Record, xiv, no. 3 (1993), pp 7-10.
51 As a prominent member of the United Irishmen, William had been arrested just 
before the 1798 uprising occurred and was imprisoned without trial, first on a ship 
stationed in Belfast Lough and then in Fort George prison in 1799. He was later 
released in 1802 after breaking his leg. See, W.A. Maguire, ‘Tennent, William 
(1760-1832) mDIB.
52 Reverend John Tennent to Robert Tennent, 20 May 1799 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/C/1/211/9).
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John, who was freshly finished his apprenticeship, and James, aged fifteen years, at 

the New Sugar House, Belfast.53 Later, in 1796, when Samuel reached seventeen- 

years of age, William was called upon by his parents to put him, ‘in a way of 

Business [of] doing Something for’ himself.54 Of these three, John seems to have 

fared the best under their eldest brother’s charge. In a letter to their father, William 

reported that whereas John was ‘slow’ but improving, James was ‘young and foolish’ 

and had a bad habit of distracting the servants and others from their work.55 Indeed, 

within less than a year, William had resolved to turn James out of his business, after 

discovering that he had been either embezzling goods or stealing money.56 Like his 

brother James, Samuel also seems to have had a penchant for unruliness, refusing to 

go to church services and turning up late for his work duties, and his troublesome 

behaviour was a constant feature of letters sent from the Reverend Tennent to his 

brothers in Belfast.57 Indeed, his behaviour seems to have been so bad that William 

recorded in his diary in August 1803 how an officer on guard had told him, ‘that Sam 

was the greatest plague that they met w[i]t[h] in the Street’ and if he had not been
CO

William’s brother, ‘he w[oul]d have been sent to the Barracks’.

53 See. Calvert, ‘Journal of John Tennent’, pp 123-24; Reverend John Tennent to 
John Tennent, 30 Jul. 1790 (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/D/1/5/1).
54 Reverend John Tennent to William Tennent, 29 Aug. 1796 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/B/1/317/10).
55 Reverend John Tennent to John Tennent, 17 Jan. 1791 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/D/1/5/6).
56 Ibid, 18 Mar. 1791 (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/D/1/5/8). Despite this falling out, William 
was still responsible for his brother’s fortunes. He sent James to an academy to leam 
navigation and mathematics, with the intention of sending him to sea. In 1793, in the 
company of Mr. White, William’s partner in the New Sugar House, James set out for 
Grenada. See: Reverend John Tennent to Robert Tennent, 19 Jul. 1791; 21 May 1793 
(P.R.O.N.I., D1748/C/1/211/4;6) and Reverend John Tennent to John Tennent, 18 
Mar. 1791 (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/D/1/5/8).
~ See for example, Letters from Reverend John Tennent to William Tennent 
(P.R.O.N.I., D1748/B/1/317/13; 21; 29; 33-50) and Robert Tennent to Reverend 
John Tennent (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/A/1/5/1-16).
58 Diary of William Tennent, 19 Aug. 1803 (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/B/3/3/6).
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Indeed, it should also be noticed that William financed the apprenticeships 

and medical bills of two of his nieces, Ann Jane and Margaretta Stuart, the daughters 

of his youngest sister Peggy and her husband, John Stuart.59 Although these are the 

only female apprentices to be uncovered by this study, it is notable that their entry 

into the dressmaking and millinery profession is reflective of the routes taken by 

their middling and gentry English counterparts. Moreover, the two girls were obliged 

to relocate from their natal rural parish of Layd, County Antrim to the growing city 

of Dublin in order to find suitable employment. In his analysis of apprenticeship in 

five English counties, for example, Keith Snell revealed that there were noticeable 

differences in the types of trades in which poor girls and those of the middling orders 

were apprenticed. Whereas those of poorer backgrounds were apprenticed to a wider 

range of trades, including those commonly associated with men such as 

blacksmithing, girls of the middling orders tended to be apprenticed into “genteel” 

trades, such as dressmaking, millinery and mantua-making.60

Aside from the issue of cost, one other aspect of service could be 

troublesome: relations between apprentices and their masters. Upon agreeing to enter 

into service, apprentices and masters entered into a mutually bound contract which 

set the parameters of their relationship. While these contracts contained economic 

terms, such as fees and costs of boarding, the emphasis was placed on the behaviour 

expected from both parties.61 Typical of most agreements was the apprenticeship 

contract of John Tennent and his master Samuel Givin. For John’s part, he pledged

59 See, Letters between Mrs C. Little and William Drennan, 1822-30 (P.R.O.N.I.,
D1748/B/1/181/1-8); Letters between Margaretta Stuart and William Tennent, 1830 
(P.R.O.N.I., D1748/B/1/297/1-2); Letters between Ann Jane Stuart and William 
Tennent, 1820 (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/B/1/293/1-2).
60 Snell, Annals of the labouring poor, 279-82, 293; Hunt, The middling sort, p. 90.
61 Hanawalt, “The childe of Bristowe”’, p. 159; Brooks, ‘Apprenticeship, social 
mobility and the middling sort’, p. 53.
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his obedience and fidelity to Givin, vowing to serve him faithfully, and promised not 

to commit fornication, contract a marriage, or partake of unlawful amusements such 

as dice and cards or haunt places of ill-repute like taverns and ale-houses. In return, 

Samuel Givin pledged to instruct and teach John his craft with ‘due correction’, and 

provide him with meat, drink, washing, lodging and ‘all other necessaries befitting an 

apprentice’.63

Under these arrangements, masters were ideally to act as surrogate parents to 

young adolescents under their charge, training them not only to be competent in a 

craft, but to be respectable members of society.64 The Reverend David Young, for 

example, wrote to his son’s master, Thomas Reed, and entreated him to ‘supply the 

place of a Parent’ and offer his son James moral guidance.65 Similarly, Ann Jane 

Stuart’s proposed placement with Mrs Bartley, a dressmaker in Dublin, was believed 

to be suitable because Mrs Bartley was ‘a woman of strict morality’ who offered to 

‘treat [Ann Jane] as she does her own child’.66

Certainly, some masters and apprentices did form good relationships, built on 

mutual trust, attachment and respect. Historians, such as Barbara Hanawalt, have 

noted that some masters left their young apprentices bequests in wills, and others 

even married their daughters to young men under their charge.67 Apprentices too 

became attached to their masters, and some held fond memories of their time spent in 

service. John Caldwell, for instance, recalled in his memoirs ‘with satisfaction’ how

62 See, Indenture of apprenticeship of John Tennent, 9 Aug. 1786 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/D/2/1/A).
63 Ibid.
64 Ralph Houlbrooke, The English family, 1450-1700 (London, 1984), p. 175.
65 Reverend David Young to Thomas Reed, 6 Sept. 1802 (P.R.O.N.I., D3874/4/81).
66 Letitia Jackson to William Tennent, 4 Nov. 1818 (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/B/1/155/46).
67 Hanawalt, “‘The childe of Bristowe’”, p. 163; Brooks, ‘Apprenticeship, social 
mobility and the middling sort’, p. 74.
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his master would frequently say “I have lost my right hand” when he was absent 

from work.68 Indeed, Caldwell seems to have had such a good relationship with his 

master that at the expiration of his service he was offered a share in the business as a 

partner; an offer which he referred to as ‘the most flattering compliment which could 

be paid’.69

Other apprentices, however, were not so fortunate. Historians such as E.D. 

Spindler have noted that disputes and abuses were a typical feature of service, with 

both masters and apprentices accusing one and another of failing to keep up their 

side of the apprenticeship contract. Common complaints brought against 

apprentices included idleness, theft and waywardness, whereas masters were most 

commonly accused of physical abuse or insufficient instruction. '1 The idle behaviour 

of apprentices like James Armstrong Young earned them the displeasure of their 

masters. As alluded to earlier, James seems to have been inclined to laziness, much 

to the chagrin of his employers. Despite his previous promises in August 1802 to 

devote himself wholeheartedly to the counting house, these habits seem to have not 

only continued but grew worse. By March 1803, Thomas Reed was again writing to 

the Reverend Young, complaining of James’s ‘lethargic’ habits. In fact, he alleged 

that James’s behaviour was now so bad that he was a danger to himself and others:

[James] has had a very heavy lethargick habit upon him ... & that 
Drowsiness is irrivirsible,... it has frequently occurred that his 
Drowsiness has continued almost to a scene of Danger, by Fire, this 
Circumstance in novimber last made me accede to his absenting

68 John Caldwell, ‘Particulars of a north county Irish family, 1850’, p. 57.
69 Ibid, p. 68.
70 Spindler, ‘Youth and old age’, p. 9; Peter Rushton, ‘The matter in variance: 
adolescents and domestic conflict in the pre-industrial economy of northeast 
England, 1600-1800’ in Journal of Social History, xxv, no. 1 (Autumn, 1991), pp 89- 
107.
71 Rushton, ‘The matter in variance’, pp 94-96.
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himself of an Evening or Staying at home till the Spring & the long 
days shou’d enable us to do without candles.72

Fed up with his seemingly indifferent attitude to his employment, the masters 

of the counting house tried again to persuade James to enter another more suitable 

mode of business; causing David Young to become involved in the affair. It was 

not until Thomas Reed offered to help James find a position in the East India 

Company that the Reverend Young assented to this change in his son’s situation. 

After a first failed attempt in January 1804 due to a mix-up over James’s age,

Thomas Reed was able to swap his nomination for a cadet in the Bombay marines for 

the following season (a nomination he had been keeping for a ‘poor relation’), and 

secure James an appointment.74 Indeed, David Young would again use his 

connections with Thomas Reed to secure an apprenticeship in another counting 

house for his younger son, George Gordon Young.7S

Apprentices also complained of the bad treatment they received from their 

masters. For example, in letters to her father, Ann Jane Stuart described the cruel 

treatment she received from her mistress, Mrs Bartley, during her time in service, 

and appealed to her father to remove her from the situation.76 According to Ann Jane, 

Mrs Bartley ridiculed her on a daily basis, failed to instruct her properly, and read all

72 Thomas Reed to Reverend David Young, 8 Mar. 1803 (P.R.O.N.I., D3874/1/92A). 
See also: Ibid, 28 Apr. 1803 (P.R.O.N.I., D3874/1/102).
77 See, Letters between Reverend David Young and Thomas Reed,8 Mar. 1803; 25 
Mar. 1803; 20 Mar. 1803 (P.R.O.N.I., D3874/1/ 92-94) and Letters between 
Reverend David Young and Patrick Crawford Bruce, 3 Apr. 1803; 27 Apr. 1803 
(P.R.O.N.I., D3874/1/96; 101).
74 See, Letters between James Armstrong Young and Reverend David Young, 10 Jan. 
1804; 18 Jan. 1804; 4 Feb. 1804 (P.R.O.N.I., D3874/l/121;123;126;128) and Letters 
between Thomas Reed and Reverend David Young (P.R.O.N.I., D3874/1/104- 
118;122; 128).
72 Letters between Reverend David Young and Thomas Reed, 14 Sept. 1806; 7 Aug. 
1807; 5 Jan. 1808 (P.R.O.N.I., D3874/1/153B; 166; 168).
76 Ann Jane Stuart to John Stuart, n.d. (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/B/1/317/294/2).
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of her private letters before she was allowed to send them.77 In an effort to release his 

daughter from Bartley’s service, John Stuart wrote to his brother-in-law William 

Tennent, who had arranged the apprenticeship, and relayed in detail the ‘cruel usage’ 

which Ann Jane was receiving from Bartley, calling her a ‘wicked inhuman

> 78woman .

It appears that Ann Jane was successful, for just over one year later she was 

writing to her Uncle from Dublin, where she was working as a dressmaker’s 

apprentice to a Mrs C. Little. Her younger sister, Margaretta Stuart, was also 

apprenticed to this same woman a few years later. Unfortunately for the Stuart girls, 

however, this new situation does not seem to have been much of an improvement. 

Ann Jane, for example, alleged that Mrs Little was spending her allowance (which 

was provided by William) to her own benefit, using it to pay for goods made in her 

establishment, which ‘at first price are infinitely more than in the Irish dress’.79 

Similarly, Margaretta also held a bad opinion of Mrs Little, believing her to be 

untrustworthy. Indeed, Margaretta declined to enter into a business partnership with

Mrs Little in December 1830 because she feared her mistress would ‘take many

80advantages’ of her inexperience.

For masters and apprentices alike, a shared living arrangement engendered a 

potentially uncomfortable mix of familial and professional roles.81 The diary kept by

77Ann Jane Stuart to John Stuart, n.d. (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/B/1/317/294/2).
78 John Stuart to William Tennent, 14 May 1819 (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/B/1/294/1). See 
also, William Patton to William Tennent, 18-19 May 1819 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/B/1/251/1).
79 Ann Jane Stuart to William Tennent, 21 Nov. [n.d.] (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/B/1/293/2).
80 Margaretta Stuart to William Tennent, 7 Dec. 1830 (P.R.O.N.I.,
D1748/B/1/297/1).
81 Hanawalt, “The childe of Bristowe’”, p. 160. John Tennent, for example, recalled 
his diary how his father had asked him if he had ‘seriously considered’ whether he
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John Tennent during his apprenticeship with Samuel Givin, for example, gives us a 

fascinating insight into how relationships between masters and their live-in 

apprentices could sour easily. John Tennent clearly did not like Samuel Givin, 

believing him ‘fit to be a master hardly for a savage’.82 His diary is littered with 

insults levelled against his master, believing that his treatment of him was ‘unfair’ 

and ‘harsh’: he was required to undertake errands in stormy weather; he was 

prohibited from visiting his parents whenever he desired; and he was not allowed the
O')

time he wanted to devote to study. Indeed, it appears to have been this lack of 

education which nettled John most. As part of the terms of his apprenticeship, he was 

to attend school as well as receive training from Samuel Givin. John, however, 

complained on many occasions that he was not receiving adequate schooling, 

believing that his master prevented him from doing so deliberately out of spite.84

Although personal dislike did play a part, the disagreement seem to have 

stemmed more from the difficulties they encountered in reconciling the power 

dynamics of their relationship in a shared domestic environment. While in the shop, 

John paid Samuel Givin the obedience he believed he owed him as an apprentice, but 

outside of it he was much less deferential to his master’s commands. Two incidents 

in which the pair clashed over authority illustrate this. Firstly, at the beginning of 

January 1790, John recorded in his diary that he was in ‘the back house doing some 

thing’ when he was called to the shop by Givin to weigh a pound of molasses. 

Believing that the request was ‘a triffle’ and that Givin had only asked him ‘merely

could ‘serve a strange man four years.’ See, Calvert, ‘Journal of John Tennent’, p. 
128.
82 Calvert, ‘Journal of John Tennent’, p. 106.
83 Ibid, pp 89-90, 97, 111.
84 See for example, Ibid, pp 77-79, 82-83, 111, 114.
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to show his authority’ John noted that he ‘did it very angrily’.83 Noticing his attitude, 

Samuel Givin questioned him and the pair exchanged angry words, with John 

accusing his master of not instructing him sufficiently and Givin charging John with 

having ‘a bad hand’.86

Although John did vent his displeasure in carrying out the task ‘angrily’, it is 

important to note that this did not stop him obeying Samuel Givin’s command. Even 

when the pair exchanged words, John was mindful of the obedience he owed Givin 

as his master: ‘I thou[gh]t I had no reason to be afraid of telling him my mind tho I 

was bound to him provided that I did not exceed the rule of good manners’. Indeed, 

despite being ‘nettled’ and wishing to ‘give an answer that would ... vex’ him, John 

noted that he was prevented from doing so by people coming into the premises.88 

While inside the bounds of the shop, the master-apprentice dynamic remained intact, 

enabling Givin to exercise his authority over John, who was obliged to obey his 

commands.

One week later, another incident occurred in which John resisted the 

authority of Samuel Givin, but being outside of the shop, was much less obedient. On 

7 January 1790, John recorded in his diary that he had went out into the country and 

took a gun from the house in case he happened ‘to ... see any fowls’. Soon after, he 

spotted Samuel Givin running after him and, stopping to see what he wanted, was 

told that ‘there was no occasion’ for him taking a gun. In contrast to the scene in the 

shop, however, John did not accede to his master’s request, telling Givin that, ‘it did

Calvert, ‘Journal of John Tennent’, p. 109 
Ibid 
Ibid 
Ibid
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not concern him whether [he] took a gun or not’.89 Outside of the shop, Samuel Givin 

had less authority over his apprentice, a fact of which the two men seem to have been 

aware. Indeed, faced with John’s obstinacy and unable to do anything about it, Givin 

‘made a pretence that he came after [John] to ... call at a man for some money’.90

Within the household itself, John and his master also encountered problems 

in sharing space and possessions. For instance, John noted in his diary on a number 

of occasions how the teapot had caused discord within the household. In September 

1788, for example, Samuel Givin found that someone had put tea in the teapot, and 

finding that it did not belong to John and believing that the servant girl, Nancy Kelly, 

could not afford ‘to buy tea & use it every day’ he accused John of giving her some 

of his ‘property in an unlawful manner’.91 The following day, however, a woman 

called Beaton came to the household and testified that Nancy Kelly had in fact 

bought the tea from her, much to John’s delight.92

Although on first reading we might regard Samuel Givin’s accusatory 

behaviour as unfair, later diary entries by John reveal that when his master was out of 

the house for the evening, the servants and other apprentices often helped themselves 

to his stock of tea. In March 1790, for instance, John noted that when Samuel Givin 

went out for the evening, another apprentice named Ben would order the ‘kettle to 

[be] boyled & made tea unknown’, until one ‘night [Givin] came in so unexpectedly, 

that he saw us all at it’.93 Indeed, this instance was not a one off, and it happened so

89 Calvert, ‘Journal of John Tennent’, p. 110.
90 Ibid.
91 Ibid, pp 78-79.
92 Ibid, p. 79.
93 Ibid, p. 117.

233



frequently that John noted that he had thought the household drank tea every evening 

when he first came to Coleraine.94

The use of other household items, such as candles, was also a source of 

contention between the two men. John complained on a number of occasions in his 

diary that Samuel Givin would not allow him to bum candles and would often tell 

him to put them out; an objection he attributed to his master’s meanness and dislike 

of reading.9:,It should be remembered, however, that like tea, candles were an 

expensive commodity. Rather than objecting to John’s use of candles, it is more 

likely that Givin was being economical. Similarly, John’s resentment at being 

chastised for writing his name in paint on a wall in the house in October 1788 does 

not seem justified when we consider that he was actually guilty of destroying his 

master’s home.96

For some apprentices, relations between themselves and their masters grew so 

bad that they either absconded from service or were dismissed from their positions.9' 

The diary kept by John Tennent during his time in service, for example, contains 

numerous references to young apprentices whose unruly behaviour earned them 

dismissal from their situation: William Gregg was turned out after he was caught 

‘having slept out of his master’s house different times’; James Simpson had made a 

‘ruin’ of his business by ‘whoring and drinking’; and Robert Henry, who was a ‘great

94 Calvert, ‘Journal of John Tennent’, p. 117.
95 Ibid, pp 81-83.
96 Ibid, p. 80.
97 The drop-out rate of apprentices in London between the sixteenth- and 
seventeenth-centuries was around 50%. See, liana Krausman Ben-Amos, ‘Failure to 
become freemen: urban apprentices in early modem England’ in Social History, xvi, 
no. 2 (May, 1991), p. 155; Wallis, ‘Apprenticeship and training’, p.839; Spindler, 
‘Youth and old age’, p. 7.
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drinker’ fell out with his master after he ‘got a child by a whore’.98 Being dismissed 

from service left a stain on the character of many young men, marking them out as 

untrustworthy and hindering their chances of reputable employment. Indeed, this was 

a fact known to apprentices themselves. Reflecting on the fates of his friends, John 

Tennent remarked that having to leave service ‘before his time is out’ was ‘the 

greatest misfortune that can befall a young man ... for the world will too readily 

blame the boy’.9) Indeed, when Samuel Givin offered to end John’s term three weeks 

early on account of an offer of employment with his brother William and a new 

appi entice being due to arrive within a few days, John refused, noting in his diary 

that he would be afraid ‘to trust him for any advantage’.100

Other apprentices who disliked their situation, but did not want to break the 

terms of their contract, sometimes tried to persuade their masters to allow them to 

substitute a family member in their place. In December 1788, for example, Samuel 

Givin had rejected an earlier offer to allow John’s younger brother James, then aged 

thirteen-years, to serve out the remainder of his term.101 This tactic was used by the 

Tennents again in 1793, when it was proposed that James, by then aged eighteen 

years, should replace his elder brother Robert in Kingstown, Jamaica, allowing him 

to return home after almost nine years abroad.10" Just as this plan was being put into 

action, however, a partner of William’s, Mr. Martin, agreed to take James with him 

to Grenada, an offer with which James and the rest of the family agreed.103

98 Calvert, ‘Journal of John Tennent’, pp 93-94, 102-03, 112.
99 Ibid, p. 93.
100 Ibid, pp 123-24.
101 Ibid, p. 84.
102" Reverend John Tennent to Robert Tennent, 21 May 1793 (P R O N I 
D1748/C/1/211/6).
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(II) Youth and the Presbyterian church

The second area to be addressed is that of the role which young women and men 

were ascribed in the church community. In common with other religious traditions 

operating in Ulster and elsewhere during this period, Presbyterianism also recognised 

the importance of securing the spiritual adherence of the youth of their 

communities.104 Pamphleteers, such as the Scottish minister John Willison, singled 

out the age of youth as the best ‘Season’ in life to become acquainted with Christ. 

According to Willison, not only had God commanded that youth was to be spent in 

the service of God, it was during this stage that a person was most receptive and their 

‘Heart... more tender and tractable’ to religious conversion than it would be 

afterwards.105

This appreciation of the special nature of youth also led some ministers to call 

for age-specific methods of instruction, tailored to both suit and appeal to the 

younger members of their communities. The non-subscribing clergyman John 

Nelson, for example, doubted that ‘creeds and confessions’ were ‘well calculated for 

the instruction of young people’, noting that their ‘manner of expressions [were]

104 See for example, Ian Green, The Christian's ABC: catechisms and catechizing in 
England, c. 1530-1740 (Oxford, 1996); Philippa Tudor, ‘Religious instruction for 
children and adolescents in the early English Reformation’ in Journal of 
Ecclesiastical History, xxxv, no. 3 (Jul., 1984), pp 391-413; S.J. Wright, 
‘Confirmation, catechism and communion: the role of the young in the post- 
Reformation Church’ in S.J. Wright (ed.), Parish, church and people: local studies in 
lay religion, 1350-1750 (London, 1988), pp 203-37; Susan Brigden, ‘Youth and the 
English Reformation’ in Past and Present, no. 95 (May, 1982), pp 37-38.

John Willison, The young communicant’s catechism: or, a help both short and 
plain, for instructing and preparing the young to make a right approach unto the 
Lord’s Table. With a proposal, for public Renewing of the Baptismal Covenant 
(Belfast, 9th ed., 1754), pp iii-iv.
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generally too abstracted to be readily entered into by a youthful giddy mind’.106

Instead, he preferred to intermix ‘instruction and entertainment’, by relating the

actions of God with stories.107 Indeed, Nelson argued that this method was the only

way of engaging the attention of youth as, ‘in this period of life their judgments are

? 108weak, but their memories very tenacious of interesting facts’.

In addition to youth being the optimum time for religious conversion, it was 

also regarded as the phase of life in which religious instruction was most necessary. 

The importance of religion in laying the foundations of a good moral character 

during youth was a message expounded by ministers, moralists and parents alike. A 

selection of hymns printed for, and sang by, Lisburn Presbyterian congregation in 

1787, for example, contained references to the guiding influence of God during 

youth. In particular, the fourth and fifth stanzas of the forty-seventh hymn of 

thanksgiving of this collection, originally composed by Joseph Addison around 1699, 

drew special attention to the role which Christ played in keeping the young from the 

paths of vice and immorality:

When in the slipp’ry paths of youth,
With heedless steps I ran,
Thy hand unseen convey’d me safe,
And led me up to man.

Through hidden danger, toil and death,
It gently clear’d my way,
And through the pleasing snares of vice,
More to be fear’d than they.109

106 John Nelson, A letter to the Protestant-Dissenters in the parish of Ballykelly; 
occasioned by their objections against their late minister (Belfast, 2nd ed., 1770), pp
9-10.
107 Ibid, p. 11.
108 Ibid.
109 Hymns for the use of the Presbyterian congregation in Lisburn (Belfast, 1787), p. 
54.
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That such hymns were popular and their ideas imbibed by the laity can be seen in the 

common-place book of Alexander Matthews, who transcribed verbatim the fourth 

stanza of this hymn. Although he converted from the Presbyterian faith to that of the 

Established Church sometime in his twenties, he included this verse in a ‘short 

sketch’ of his life for the instruction of his ‘dear children’.110

Parents also believed that a solid grounding in religious principles would 

encourage their children to conduct themselves morally and with good sense, and 

letters written from parents to their adolescent children directed them to put their 

faith in God for moral guidance. The Reverend William Kennedy, for example, told 

his son Robert that it was his ‘earnest desire & prayer’ that he would be saved by 

God’s ‘Blessing from the follys & vices of an ensnaring world’ and that if he feared 

God, ‘every good quality w[oul]d follow’.* 111 Similarly, the Reverend John Tennent 

wrote frequently to his five sons, impressing upon them the importance of religion.112 

Writing to his nineteen-year old son Robert in September 1784, as he was preparing 

to leave Belfast for Jamaica, the Reverend Tennent took pains to ensure that he was 

well-equipped for his journey. In addition to sending Robert a quantity of shirts, 

socks and stockings, he also encouraged him to cherish that Tittle book’ above all 

else:

My Dear take my advice and carry it along with you wherever you go, 
& read it with attention, and study to have the whole of it, to be your 
constant exercise, that so it be exemplified in your whole Life & 
Conversation. And as perhaps you may go abroad, if you had your

110 Commonplace book of Alexander Matthews (P.R.O.N.I., D2738/5/6), pp 9-11.
111 Reverend William Kennedy to Robert Kennedy, 9 Apr. 1782; 6 Jul. 1785 
(P.R.O.N.L, D3215/4/11;27).
112 See, Reverend John Tennent to John Tennent (P.R.O.N.L, D1748/D/1/5/1-62); 
Reverend John Tennent to Robert Tennent (P.R.O.N.L, D1748/C/1/211/1-52); 
Reverend John Tennent to William Tennent (P.R.O.N.L, D1748/B/1/317/1-65).
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Bible, and it with you, you need not be destitute of the means of 
Grace and Salvation.113

Indeed, the Reverend Tennent’s instructions to his children continued even when they

became adults themselves. Writing to his eldest son William, then aged forty-three

years old, after his release from Fort George prison, the Reverend Tennent

highlighted the opportunity which imprisonment had offered him to reassess his

former ways and lead a more religious manner of life:

I hope you have been striving to find out the real Cause or Causes for 
God doth noting in Vain. It was ye doing of the Lord ... respecting the 
reasons of your double Calamity ... there are Several Seasons & 
schools for learning, youth is ye first prosperity & adversity may be 
added. The academys of prison tortures & Bonds & c are not desirable 
but they may be & have been beneficial.114

For the Reverend Tennent, William may have missed his opportunity in youth to

become acquainted with God and suffered the consequences, but his recent trial

offered him new hope.

Other parents, however, recognised the wider benefits which a life of 

religious devotion could bring their children. The Reverend David Young, for 

example, urged his eighteen-year old son James to attend church every Sabbath day 

because he would be observed and encouraged by good people; all which would be 

beneficial to his future prospects."5 Interestingly, the religious denomination of his 

son’s chosen church seemed to matter less than ensuring that he attended regularly.

In this same letter he directed his son only to ‘attend the most convenient Church’,

1,3 Reverend John Tennent to Robert Tennent, 25 Sept. 1784 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/C/1/211/1).
114 Reverend John Tennent to William Tennent, 25 Mar. 1802 (P.R.O.N.I.,
D1748/B/1/317/28). The ‘double calamity’ is a reference to both William’s 
imprisonment and his broken leg.
115 Reverend David Young to James Armstrong Young, 6 Sept. 1802 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D3874/1/82).
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adding that he did not ‘mean presbeterian’.116 Indeed, he urged James to ‘cultivate 

the acquaintance of some sensible Quakers’, believing them to be ‘the purest sect of 

Christians’, notable for their good qualities of frugality and temperance, and most 

importantly, commendable for their ‘most friendly attachment to the spiritual & 

temporal welfare of their own members’.117 For Young, the social network of 

church-going was just as important as the moral messages of the minister.

Considering the special role which religion was believed to play in the lives 

of the young, we should expect to find ample evidence of the participation of youth 

in the spiritual life of the community. Surprisingly, however, this does not seem to be 

the case. Historians such as S.J. Wright have noted that, ‘apart from ... references to 

the “ungodly” activities of the young all too little is known about the early years of 

the individual’s spiritual career’. Indeed, information seems to be most 

forthcoming from analyses which focus on the disobedience and unruliness of youth, 

and the relative success (or failure) of the church to control such behaviours.114 To be 

sure, young persons were the subject of ecclesiastical discipline and church minutes 

document various cases of misbehaviour. As discussed in Chapter One, concerns 

were raised across various Kirk-sessions about the immoral behaviour of the youth of

116 Reverend David Young to James Armstrong Young, 6 Sept. 1802 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D3874/l/82).This may also have something to do with his recent resignation from his 
charge. See above, pp 221-22.
117 Reverend David Young to James Armstrong Young, 6 Sept. 1802 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D3874/1/82).
llx Wright, ‘Confirmation, catechism and communion’, p. 203.
119 See for example, Martin Ingram, Church courts, sex and marriage in England, 
1570-1640 (Cambridge, 1987), p. 123, 354-56; Paul Griffiths, Youth and authority: 
formative experiences in England, 1560-1640 (Oxford, 1996), p. 191; Green, 
Christian’s ABC, p. 123; Robert von Friedeburg, ‘Reformation of manners and the 
social composition of offenders in an East Anglican cloth village: Earls Colne,
Essex, 1531-1642’ in Journal of British Studies, xxix, no. 4 (Oct., 1990), pp 347-85.
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their communities, and young persons were censured for both social and sexual 

misdemeanours.120

Discipline, however, was only one aspect of the relationship between the 

church and the young of the community. It should be remembered that those persons 

who were cited for discipline were those who had transgressed (sometimes allegedly) 

the normal rules of behaviour which were kept by the rest of the community. 

Moreover, numerically, the numbers of persons who appeared before the local 

session were relatively small. As noted in Chapter One, in a sample of eleven 

Presbyterian communities, only two returned an average of more than two cases of 

fornication and pre-nuptial fornication per annum.121 Discipline does not therefore 

tell us anything of that more numerically significant group of youth whose 

experiences fell in the middle ground between the two extremes of absolute piety and 

unruliness. How do we then uncover the experiences of the ordinary young person, 

the “compound youth” who mingled aspects of conformity and opposition?122 We 

can begin to answer this by focussing on two inter-related questions: did young 

people go to church, and were any provisions made to involve the young in the 

religious life of the community?

The church-going habits of the young have generally been difficult to 

uncover, mainly on account of the absence of detailed registers of attendance and 

recorded ages of church attendees. ' Moreover, sources such as pew-rent lists which 

do record church attendance generally only record the family name or that of the

120 See chapter one, pp 59-71.
121 See chapter one, p. 71. The two communities were Carnmoney, which returned 
4.14 cases per annum, and First Dromara which returned the highest number of 8.92 
cases per annum.
122 Griffiths, Youth and authority, pp 176-78.
123 Ibid, pp 92-93; Orme, Medieval children, p. 212.
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head of household who was responsible for payment. Using piecemeal and anecdotal 

evidence, however, scholars have shown that young people did attend church. liana 

Krausman Ben-Amos, for example, has noted that complaints were often raised by 

church members over the disruptive presence and disorder of the young during 

church services, suggesting that a younger element of the congregation did attend 

sermons.124 SJ. Wright too, has pointed to diary entries by young contemporaries, 

such as Nehemiah Wallington, who recorded their church-going activities as 

evidence that some young people did in fact attend services.125

Similar, although fragmentary, evidence also exists for the Presbyterian 

community in Ulster. John Caldwell, for example, recalled in his memoirs the tales 

of youthful misbehaviour retold to him by the wife of his master, Mrs Brown. On one 

occasion, a ‘young rogue’ called John Holmes, switched the assigned psalm reading 

with that of the pages of a ballad book, which was subsequently read out in church 

on the annual fast day. According to his mistress, ‘theyonwgpeople were nearly 

convulsed with laughter and ran out of the house, and the old could scarcely preserve 

their gravity’.126 On another occasion, this same John Holmes was sent to the session 

room to copy out the names sent into the church for prayers for the sick and the 

banns of marriage. Operating under an impression that, ‘the old widows and 

widowers had no right to introduce a new generation to the world’. Holmes 

transferred the banns of marriage of Widow Sutherland and Archibald Scott to the

124 Ben-Amos, Adolescence and youth, p. 190; Christine Trevett, Women and 
Quakerism in the seventeenth-century (York, 1991), pp 104-05.
125 Wright, ‘Catechism, confirmation and communion’, p. 206; Paul Seaver, 
Wallington's world: a Puritan artisan in seventeenth-century London (London, 
1985), p. 37.
126 John Caldwell, ‘Particulars of a North county Irish family, 1850’, p. 81. Emphasis 
is author’s own.
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‘sick Sheet’. When the prayer was read for the couple “baith o them troubled in 

mind” the ‘risible faculties of the hearers’ were greatly affected.127

The diary kept by John Tennent also permits us a rare glimpse into the 

attitudes of a young adolescent boy to church-going. Unsurprisingly, as the son of a 

Presbyterian minister, John took an interest in the ministerial activities of his father, 

and took note of when he travelled to meetings of the Synod or his involvement in 

solving disputes within congregations.128 Tennent also regularly attended church 

services held by his father. In fact, his absence at his father’s communion sermon in 

November 1788 was so unusual that it merited a diary entry of its own: ‘Sunday my 

fathers Communion Sabbath. I did not go to it, the first I ever staid from since my 

coming to Coleraine’.129

In addition to those services held by his father, John also regularly attended 

services held by other Presbyterian ministers, such as in September 1788 when he 

heard an ‘excellent sermon’ by Mr. Holmes, or how his master’s servant girl, Nancy 

Kelly, had thrown a jug of water over him during an argument they had after 

meeting.130 That his attendance at sermon was a regular part of his routine is also 

suggested by his comment in November 1789 that he had been prevented from going 

for the past seven weeks on account of a cough.131 Indeed, other diary entries are 

tinged with disappointment and resentment when his master refused to allow him 

leave to go home and attend such services.132

127 John Caldwell, ‘Particulars of a North county Irish family, 1850’, pp 81-82.
128 Calvert, ‘Journal of John Tennent’, p. 77, 80.
129 Ibid, p. 82.
130 Ibid, pp 79, 84.
131 Ibid, 104.
132 Ibid, p. 97, 99, 105.
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In addition to these examples, the surviving records of the community of 

Third Cookstown also suggest that the audience at sermon contained a significant 

youthful element. A religious census of this congregation, compiled between 1842 

and 1843, includes comments made by the minister on the attendance of a section of 

the community at public worship. Of a total of 1479 individuals recorded in this 

census, attendance information was noted for 555, of which age information was 

available for 502 individuals. ' Generally, these comments take the form of 6 main 

index categories: 1- Regular; 2 - Occasional, sometimes; 3 - Seldom; 4 - Irregular, 

not for a long time; 5 - Never; 6 - Those who were excused on account of infirmity 

or illness. The graph below displays the attendance (indices 1- 4) of individuals by 

age cohort.

Figure 10(a): Attendance at public worship by age cohort (%), Third 
Cookstown (1842-43).
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m It is unclear whether the remaining 924 persons attended church services or not, 
as neither their attendance nor their non-attendance was recorded by the minister. 
The following discussion is then limited to the 502 persons whose attendance and 
age information was recorded. See, Religious census of Third Cookstown 
Presbyterian congregation, 1842-43 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC 1P/460/G/1).
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As demonstrated above, the most visible age group in attendance at public worship 

were those aged 15-19 years old and 20-24 years old, returning approximately 15% 

and 13% respectively. From age 30 years onwards, attendance rates began to steadily 

decline, with just over 4% of those recorded as attending service aged 55 years and 

older.

Indeed, when we examine the ages of those who were recorded as either 

never attending, or who were excused from attendance on account of an illness or 

infirmity, a similar age pattern of religious observance emerges. Figure 10(b) below 

displays this information.

Figure 10(b): Non-Attendance at public worship by age cohort (%), Third 
Cookstown (1842-43).
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As displayed above, non-attendance at public worship was much less frequent among 

persons aged 24 years and under, returning approximately 2% of the total, and 

greatest among persons aged 25 years and older.
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That there was a significant age dimension to attendance at public worship in 

this community is also suggested hy the regularity with which individuals attended 

church services. Young people not only comprised a large proportion of the 

congregation, they also frequented services much more regularly than their elder 

peers. Figure 10(c) below displays the proportion of each age group by index 

category of attendance.

Figure 10(c): Proportion of individuals in each age group by attendance index, 
Third Cookstown (1842-43)

>14 15-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65-74 75+

Age group

As displayed above, although all age groups, excepting those aged 75 years and 

older, for the most part attended public worship fairly regularly (blue and red 

columns), only those in age cohorts 14 years and younger and 15-24 years 

maintained a steady regular attendance. After age 25 years, attendance rates began to 

vary, with the proportion of persons who attended either rarely or never showing 

evidence of a steady increase. Indeed, as probably expected, the majority of those 

who could not attend because of illness or infirmity were aged 75 years and older.
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Although these findings cannot be said to be representative of all Presbyterian 

communities, it is important to note that they stand in stark contrast to that reached 

by other scholarship on the attendance of the young at religious services. Generally, 

the young have been cast as unruly members of their communities, whose greater 

propensity for geographical mobility and independence of mind made them less 

amenable to directives made by the church in areas such as sermon attendance and 

ecclesiastical discipline. Martin Ingram, for example, has argued that, in comparison 

to settled householders, young people and servants were generally neither expected 

nor encouraged to attend church services regularly.134 Similarly, S.J. Wright has 

argued that it became more difficult for the church to enforce attendance on the 

young once they reached aged twenty years, adding that if the young did attend 

church it was more likely to be as part of a household than with their peers.135

How do we account then for the levels of religious observance shown by the 

young of the community of Third Cookstown? Did they attend out of obligation to 

their families, a sense of personal religious conviction, or a mixture of both? We can 

try to gain an insight into this question by comparing the attendance rates of young 

people in the community of Third Cookstown with that of the head of their 

household. Taking age 24 years as a cut-off point, attendance information was 

available for 140 young persons and their head of household. Figure 10(d) below 

displays this information.

134 Ingram, Church courts, p. 106; Griffiths, Youth and authority, p. 191.
135 Wright, ‘Catechism, confirmation and communion’, pp 204-09.
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Fig. 10(d): Attendance at public worship of young persons (aged 24 years and 
under) and their head of household, Third Cookstown (1842-43).
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As displayed above, there seems to have been a close relationship between the 

attendance of young people and that of the head of their household. Taking those 81 

young persons who attended regularly, for example, over 62% of the heads of the 

household they belonged to also attended public worship on a regular basis. 

Similarly, of the 26 persons who attended only on seldom occasions, almost 35% of 

their heads of household did so too.

That individuals who were reared in a ‘godly’ household attended church 

more regularly than those whose parents were not as strict in their own religious 

observance is not that surprising. We should not assume, however, that family 

obligations and pressures underscored the attitudes of the young to their faith. 

Although the above evidence suggests that many young persons attended public 

worship as part of a family group, it should be noticed that a significant minority 

demonstrated different church-going patterns from their families. Of the 81 young 

persons who attended public worship most regularly (see column one), 17% of their
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corresponding heads of household attended much less regularly, either rarely, 

irregularly, or not at all. Similarly, in the one case where a young person never 

attended church (see column four), their corresponding head of their household 

attended regularly. It is also important to remember that Presbyterianism was not the 

established faith in Ireland at this time, and as a result neither ecclesiastical discipline 

nor requirements for church attendance could be enforced on its adherents. Rather, 

submission to Presbyterian directives was voluntary. Some young people then 

attended church services because they wanted, not because they were required to do 

so.

Indeed, it should also be remembered that the young, like their adult peers, 

could hold conflicting attitudes to their faith, swinging between piety, laxity, and 

occasional indifference.136 For some young people, their expectations of religious 

services did not always match the reality. The experience of Ann Jane Stuart for 

example, the granddaughter of the Reverend John Tennent of Roseyards, of her first 

communion fell far short of the personal religious engagement she had imagined. In 

a letter to her cousin, Robert James Tennent, about her experience, she explained 

how the form of ceremony was not what she had expected:

When I was admitted to the congregation your father took me without 
saying a word to me to the foot of the pulpit where I saw the other 
young communicants secured a brief address which I thought very 
unpleasant and from that feeling received no benefit.137

136 Ben-Amos, Adolescence and youth, pp 190-91. Paul Griffiths has also argued a 
similar point, noting that the church-going habits of the young should probably be 
placed somewhere between the two poles of those who kept a pious Sabbath and 
those who joined the ranks of excommunicates. See, Griffiths, Youth and authority, 
p. 190, 200.
137 Ann Jane Stuart to Robert James Tennent, 1 Apr. 1833 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/G/264/3).
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Indeed, in this same letter Ann revealed to Robert that she had written to the 

minister, Dr. Bryce, inquiring as to the lack of instruction or words of encouragement 

offered, and was told that, ‘those that were admitted the last time ... went forward 

and received (without a word being said) their tokens of admission to the communion 

table’.138 Despite her less than impressive experience, however, Ann encouraged her 

cousin to partake of the sacrament, adding that it was her ‘earnest prayer’ that he too

i -in

would know God.

If, as has been suggested, public worship attracted a significant proportion of 

young people, were there any services offered by the Presbyterian church which were 

geared toward this youthful audience? As discussed in the previous chapter, efforts 

were made to immerse children in the life of the church from an early age. Beginning 

with baptism, which was generally administered in infancy, children were introduced 

into the wider community. From this point, further efforts were made to educate 

young children in the principles of the Presbyterian faith through educational 

initiatives such as Sunday Schools, which generally catered for children aged eleven 

years and younger.140 Despite their participation in these aspects of church life, 

however, young children only enjoyed de facto membership of the church; they were 

part of the wider community but not the spiritual congregation. Full membership of 

the church, and access to the privileges and services which this entailed, could only 

be secured after receiving the second sacrament offered by the Presbyterian church: 

communion.

138 Ann Jane Stuart to Robert James Tennent, 1 Apr. 1833 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/G/264/3).
139 Ibid.
140 See chapter three, pp 188-92.

250



Communion, like baptism, was a sign of an individual’s covenant with God, 

and sealed their membership of the wider community.141 Unlike baptism, however, 

this rite also signified one’s membership of the spiritual community; it was a ‘bond 

and pledge of their communion with [Christ], and with each other, as members of his 

mystical body.’142 Like other services offered by the Presbyterian church, the 

dispensation of communion was subject to rules and regulations which governed 

when and how this rite was to be administered.

With regards to its timing, the Directory advised only that communion was to 

be celebrated ‘frequently’, after morning sermon, and when ‘most convenient for the 

comfort and edification’ of the congregation.143 Generally, however, communion was 

held bi-annually, around May and October. The ceremony itself was also to be 

administered in a simple and orderly fashion. After morning sermon, the minister 

was to make a short exhortation, ‘expressing the inestimable benefit’ gained by 

communion, ‘together with the ends and uses thereof. Following this, he was then to 

warn all those who were ‘ignorant, scandalous, profane, or that live in any sin or 

offence’ not to approach the communion table, and also to invite and encourage all 

those worthy members of the congregation to partake of the sacrament. Those who 

were communicating were to sit ‘orderly’ around the communion tables, which had 

been ‘decently covered’ and ‘conveniently placed’. The minister was then to sanctify 

and bless the elements of bread and wine, setting them apart to represent Christ’s 

body and blood. After this blessing, the minister himself was to communicate, 

followed by members of the congregation. The ceremony was then ended by prayer

141 Confession (1785), pp 260-61.
142 Ibid, p. 261.
143 Ibid, p. 180.
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and a collection for the poor.144 Although there were some theological differences 

between liberal and orthodox Presbyterians over issues such as the meaning of 

Christ’s death, and the manner in which Christ was present in the elements of bread 

and wine, both were in agreement of the importance of the Lord’s Supper to the 

identity and membership of their faith.145

As with other rites, communion was denied to persons who were deemed 

‘ignorant and scandalous’.140 In order to make sure that only those who were 

‘worthy’ gained access to the Eucharist, local Kirk-sessions administered a system of 

examination and discipline which ensured that only those who had sufficient 

knowledge of their faith and possessed good moral characters were able to 

communicate.147 Ministers were instructed to issue a ‘public warning’ to the 

congregation in advance of the communion Sabbath so that, ‘all may come better 

prepared to that heavenly feast’.14* During this interval, which increased from one to 

four weeks over the course of our period, those members of the congregation who 

wished to receive communion were encouraged to submit themselves to discipline 

for any offences they had not yet received censure.149 The session of Cahans, for 

example, convened a special meeting in November 1820 in order ‘to hear such cases 

as might need the exercise of discipline previous to the public sacrament’.150 

Similarly, when the session of Loughaghery met in April 1833 in order to ‘transact

144 Confession (1785), pp 180-83.
145 For a clear explanation of the different theological views held on the Eucharist, 
see: Holmes, Shaping of Ulster Presbyterian, pp 185-86.
146 Confession (1785), pp 180, 262.
147 Holmes, Shaping of Ulster Presbyterian, p. 166.
148 Confession (1785), pp 180-81.
149 Whereas the Directory’ advised that a public warning should be given the Sabbath 
day before the administration of communion, the Code (1825) proposed the interval 
should be four Sabbaths in advance. See, Confession (1785), p. 180; The Code 
(1825), p. 94.
150 Cahans Kirk-session minutes, 15 Nov. 1820 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/25B/2).
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business’ for the approaching ‘sac[ramen]t supper’, they also considered the case of 

Alexander Harper, who desired to be restored to communion.151 It appears that 

Alexander had been ‘separated’ from the communion of the church on account of his 

swearing a false oath against two other members of the congregation. After 

conversing with him on the sense he had of his sin, the session, ‘advised [him] to 

submit to public censure as without this discipline he could not be admitted’ to 

communion.152

The window of opportunity for members of the community to submit to 

censure was also subject to regulation. As the day of dispensation approached, a 

series of events were celebrated in what became known as the ‘communion season’. 

Generally, this commenced with a fast day on Thursday, those intending to 

communicate undertook spiritual preparation and reflection on Friday, the sacrament 

was then celebrated on the Sabbath, and services of thanksgiving were held on 

Monday.155 Those persons wishing to partake of the sacrament were required to 

submit to censure before the close of the fast day before the Sabbath. The session of 

Ballymoney, for example, directed that Nancy McLise was to be rebuked for 

fornication on the morning of the fast day, while Margaret Patton was to be rebuked 

three times for the offence of adultery before the commencement of the fast.154

Persons who applied too late for censure, or whose cases required greater 

examination had to wait until the communion season had ended to be restored to the 

church. The session of Loughaghery, for example, delayed the case of Samuel Mack, 

a former elder, in April 1822 because he had, ‘applied only on ... the fast day before

151 Loughaghery Kirk-session minutes, 25 Apr. 1833 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/8/1).
152 Ibid.
153 See Holmes, Shaping of Ulster Presbyterian, p. 164.
154 Ballymoney Kirk-session minutes, 18 May 1827 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/1/B/4).
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admin[istratio]n of L[or]ds supper’.155 Similarly, the session of Cahans delayed the 

settlement of a case of fornication in April 1791, after the female party, Mary Lister, 

claimed that she had been ‘forced’ by John Barber into committing the act; an 

allegation which he denied.156

Although discipline played a fundamental part in the administration of 

communion, what has been less considered is the role which communion played in 

the attainment of adulthood, and how preparations for this rite of passage marked the 

experience of ‘growing up’ for many members of the community. Aside from the 

emphasis placed on having a clean moral character, access to communion was 

dependent on an individual’s knowledge of their faith. Whereas an infant secured 

membership of the community through the profession of belief of one or both of their 

‘believing’ parents; in communion, the onus was placed primarily on the individual 

to demonstrate knowledge of their faith. Participation in this rite was therefore 

symbolically tied to the attainment of religious majority. Indeed, the key difference 

between each of these rites was the emphasis placed on the attainment of 

‘understanding’, an important aspect of the process of growing up.

It is also important to note that the language of communion itself was 

couched in the vocabulary of youth. Although neither the Confession nor the 

Directory stipulated when communion was to be first dispensed, the Code (1825) 

made reference to there being an appropriate age of eligibility through the use of age- 

related terms such as ‘above a certain age’ or ‘of sufficient age . Reaching the age 

of ‘discretion’ and having the ability to examine one’s conscience was viewed as a

155 Loughaghery Kirk-session minutes, 28 Apr. 1822 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/8/1).
156 Cahans Kirk-session minutes, 15 Apr. 1791 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/25B/2).
157 The Code (1825), pp94, 101.
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mark of maturity and something which was beyond the capabilities of children.1^8 

John Tennent, for example, measured his own progression toward adulthood with 

reference to having mastered his thoughts and feelings. Writing in his journal in 

March 1789 aged seventeen, John noted how the first ‘real sorrow’ he ever felt was 

when his brother Robert left home, but, aged twelve years old, ‘ no one would [have] 

thought that [he] was sorry because children can not express their own feelings’.159 

He also observed that it was impossible to ‘convey an adequate idea of [his] mind 

when a child’ because his ‘outward actions [and] inward feelings’ were too far 

apart.160 Similarly, the youngest of the five Tennent brothers, Samuel, could not 

escape responsibility for his bad behaviour because, aged twenty, he was no longer 

considered a child. In a letter to his father about Samuel’s conduct, Robert Tennent 

remarked: ‘He is now no child, he is come to years of descretion, let him answer for 

himself.161

Partaking in communion also had wider implications for an individual’s 

relationship with wider ‘adult’ society. In addition to granting its recipient full 

membership of the church community, communion also held the key to unlocking 

other services and privileges. Rites of passage such as baptism and marriage were 

strictly regulated by one’s relationship with the church. As we saw in the previous 

chapter, baptism was sometimes denied to children whose parents were out of favour 

with the church.162 In cases of marriage between individuals of different 

congregations too, couples had to produce written testimonies of their good conduct 

and proof that they were ‘in communion’ with their local session. Indeed, some

158 Green, The Christian 's ABC, pp 37-38.
159 Calvert, ‘Journal of John Tennent’, p. 88.
160 Ibid, p. 88. See also, Ibid, pp 81, 84.
161 Robert Tennent to Reverend John Tennent, 29 Nov. 1799 (P.R.O.N.I.,
D 1748/A/1/5/7).
162 See chapter three, pp 196-201.
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commentators, like the Scottish minister John Willison, made this connection 

explicit. In the preface to his Young Communicant's catechism (1754), Willison 

explained to young communicants the connection between first communion and 

adulthood:

... there is no Time in Youth so critical as the Time of our first 
Communicating ... for now it is you are to renew your Baptismal 
Covenant, and become Christians by your own free Choice. Now you 
are to enter into the State of adult Church-members, and to be 
admitted into full Communion with the Church, and to share of the 
Privileges of God’s Children, sealed to you in baptism.163

Partaking of communion then signalled that an individual had assumed adult status in

both the spiritual and temporal communities.

If first communion was equated with the assumption of adult responsibilities, 

were its recipients drawn from those age groups which were seeking access to church 

privileges? Using a combination of sources belonging to the communities of 

Dromore, County Down, and Third Cookstown, County Antrim, it is possible to 

create a rough age profile of communicants. Of the surviving records belonging to 

the fonner, there exists a list of young communicants for the years 1836-38, as well 

as a congregational census which was compiled in 1831.164 By means of elimination, 

it is possible to match the names of 22 out of 32 of these communicants to 

individuals named in the census. A religious census compiled of the community of 

Third Cookstown between 1842 and 1843, also includes information on the age of 

communicants.165 Similar to comments made by the minister on the congregation’s 

attendance at public worship, remarks were also included on the regularity with

163 John Willison, The young communicant's catechism, p. v. Emphasis is author’s 
own.
164 Young Communicants register of Dromore Presbyterian church, 1836-38 
(P.R.O.N.I., MIC1P/247/A/1&2) and Census of families belonging to Dromore 
Presbyterian church, 1831 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC1P/247/A/1).
165 Census of Third Cookstown congregation, 1842-43 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC 1 P/460/2).
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which some members of the congregation attended communion. Remarks on 

attendance take three main forms: 1 - Regular, with us; 2 - Not for some time; 3 - 

Never, not members. Of a total of 1470 individuals recorded in this census, remarks 

were made on 373. Put together with those individuals whose date of birth was also 

recorded, we can form a rough estimate of age and attendance (indices 1 and 2) at 

communion for 314 persons. The table below displays the ages of communicants in 

these two communities.

Table 4(a): Age of communicants in the communities of Dromore (1836-38) and 
Third Cookstown (1842-43).

Congregation Mean Median Mode Range

Dromore 26.77 26.00 26.00 (34-23)= 11

Third
Cookstown

42.25 38.00 31.00 (90-8)= 82

Although there is a difference in the median age of communicants of these two 

communities of 12 years, it should be noticed that whereas the figures for Cookstown 

are based on total participation in this rite, those for Dromore are limited to persons 

communicating for the first time. As is shown above, initial participation in this rite 

seems to have occurred for members of Dromore when they were in their mid

twenties. Indeed, if we examine the relative proportions of communicants by age 

cohort for Third Cookstown, we find a similar age pattern of induction.
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Fig. 11(a): Communicants by age cohort (%), Third Cookstown congregation 
(1842-43).
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As displayed above, communion attendance increased dramatically among persons 

aged between 15-19 years and 20-24 years, before hitting its peak in age cohort 30- 

34 years, with almost 18% of the total number of communicants between these ages.

Although this sample is relatively small, a number of tentative observations 

can be drawn. Firstly, it is possible that the increase in participation of this rite from 

roughly age twenty years and upwards may be directly related to the age of marriage 

and child-bearing. As discussed in Chapter One, members of the community married 

in their mid-to-late twenties, with the communities of Ballyeaston and Third 

Cookstown returning a median age at first marriage of 27 and 29 years for men, and 

23 and 24 years for women respectively. It is therefore likely that the increased 

observance of communion among these age groups is directly related to the desire of

couples to wed, and parents to have their children baptised. Similarly, the relative 

decline in attendance from age 54 years onwards may also reflect the inability of
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older persons to frequent communion celebrations, from either infirmity or failing 

health.166

This pattern of the ‘older’ communicant still leaves unanswered the place of 

younger members of the congregation. If, as has been suggested above, communion 

was the final step in an individual’s spiritual and social journey from childhood to 

adulthood, where did youth figure in this transition? Were any provisions made to 

prepare young people for this step? Previous to participation in the Eucharist, persons 

who were communicating for the first time were directed to submit themselves to be 

‘examined, instructed and approved’ by their minister.167 According to the Code 

(1825), there were two main practices followed by the majority of ministers. One 

method, which was regarded as ‘highly worthy of imitation’, was to hold a monthly 

examination of all members of the congregation who were ‘above a certain age’ and 

who had not yet communicated.168 Admittance to communion depended on the 

regular attendance at these lessons for six months.169 A second method involved 

holding weekly classes for intending communicants, for a period of four to five 

weeks, in the run up to the communion season.

These ‘examinations’ or classes became known as Young Communicants’ 

classes and were designed mainly to educate and prepare individuals who were 

intending to partake of the sacrament for the first time. Although those who had 

previously received communion could attend these classes to shore up their 

knowledge, as the name suggests, they were primarily intended to educate the youth

166 Indeed, special provisions for private baptism were made in communities such as 
Loughaghery to allow old and infirm members of the community to attend services. 
See chapter three, p 207-08.
167 The Code (1825), p. 94.
168 Ibid, pp 94-95.
169 Ibid.
170 Ibid, p. 94.
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of the community. Indeed, the Reverend James Morgan noted in his autobiography 

that he specifically invited young persons who had ‘grow[n] up in the congregation 

from childhood to manhood, to his class for communicants, which he held every 

Sabbath evening.171

As well as preparing the young for spiritual adulthood, these classes also 

played a role in turning out respectable members of the social community. Unlike 

Sunday Schools, young women and men were taught together in mixed-sex groups. 

Under the supervision of the minister and members of the session, young persons of 

both sexes were permitted to socialise together, without fears of immoral 

consequences. Indeed, intending communicants often bore witness to the discipline 

of sexual offences; a practice which was designed in part to instill both religious and 

moral values into their hearts. The session of Ballymoney, for example, directed on a 

number of occasions that persons who had committed fornication were to be 

censured before the young communicants of their congregation.172 Similarly, young 

communicants were also drafted in as witnesses to the baptism ceremonies of infants. 

In the community of Loughbrickland, for example, 'A of baptisms performed in 1844 

were conducted in the presence of the young communicants’ class. As well as 

being an activity offered for the education of young people, these classes may also 

have been an alternative (and morally safer) form of leisure offered by the Church 

for its younger members.

That these classes bridged the gap between baptism and communion and, in 

extension, between childhood and adulthood, is also suggested by the ages of those

171 Morgan, Recollections of my life, pp 130, 82.
1 /2 See for example. First Ballymoney Kirk-session minutes, 25 May 1828; 26 Oct. 
1828 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/1/B/4).
173 See, Loughbrickland baptism lists, 1841-44 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC 1 P/181 A/2).
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participating in communion and public worship. Figure 11(b) below displays the 

ages of persons who were recorded as attending both communion and public worship 

in the community of Third Cookstown.

Figure 11(b): Attendance at communion and public worship by age (%), Third 
Cookstown (1842-43).
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As displayed above, there seems to have been an age-dimension to attendance at both 

public worship and communion. Public worship was most regularly attended to by 

persons aged less than 19 years. After this point, participation in communion 

suipassed that at sermon, never to recover. It is possible that it was between these 

two age cohorts, 15-19 years and 20-24 years that the youth of this community were 

involved in young communicants’ classes, resulting in the greater observance of 

public worship among younger members of the community.

Those who attended these classes tended to be drawn from the ranks of the 

Sunday Schools they had frequented when children. Ministers such as James
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Morgan, for example, credited these classes with forming the basis of church 

membership, noting that they were the ‘nursery of the church’.174 Indeed, evidence 

suggests that young communicant classes produced a small, yet steady stream of 

young converts to the Presbyterian faith. Table 4(b) below displays the number of 

young communicants in four Presbyterian communities.

Table 4(b): Number of young communicants in four Ulster Presbyterian 
communities, c. 1819-44.175

Name of Congregation Total number of
Young Communicants

No. Seasons
covered

Average 
number per
season

Dromore (1836-38) 32 5 6.4

Loughaghery (1824-44) 435 27 16.11

Newry (1819-42) 649 44 14.75

Newtownhamilton
Second (1823-44)

242 26 9.31

TOTAL 1358 102 13.31

174 Morgan, Recollections of my life, p. 82.
177 These registers belong to the following communities,
Dromore Young communicants register, 1836-38 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC1P/247/A/1&2); 
Second Newtowhamilton Young Communicants, 1823-44 (P.R.O.N.I., 
MIC1P/443/1); Newry Young Communicants, 1819-43 (P.R.O.N.I., CR4/1/C/1); 
Loughaghery Young Communicants, 1824-44 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/8/1). Communion 
was generally dispensed bi-annually, a season in this case referring to the month 
communion was administered.
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In addition to recording the number of young communicants, the register which 

survives for the community of Newry also records the total number of persons who 

communicated each season, for 31 seasons between 1820 and 1838. Young 

communicants in Newry made up between 1-9% of the total number of 

communicants in any one season, returning a median percentage of almost 3%, a 

steady if not remarkably high figure.

In terms of membership, there were no significant differences in the gender of 

those who attended these classes. Table 4(c) below reveals that of the 1108 pupils 

recorded as attending communicants’ classes in a sample of four communities, 

approximately 53% were female and 47% were male.

Table 4(c): Gender of persons attending Young Communicant classes in 4 Ulster 
Presbyterian communities, c. 1823-44.

Dromore

(1836-38)

Loughaghery
(1824-44)

Newry

(1824-
42)

Second
Newtownhamilton

(1823-44)

TOTAL

Female 14 219 229 126 588

Male 18 216 170 116 520

Total 32 435 399 242 1108

Although gender may not have influenced one’s attendance at these classes, it does 

seem to have had an impact on the ability of some students to understand what was 

being taught. Similarly to the practices followed in Sunday Schools, students in these 

classes were taught the principles of religion by committing to memory and repeating 

passages of the bible and scripture. In addition to the Shorter Catechism, which was 

a popular educational tool for younger children, young communicants were also
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expected to learn, understand and repeat sections of the Larger Catechism, which 

was deemed to be suitable for those who had, ‘made some proficiency in the 

knowledge of the grounds of religion.’176 The Reverend Robert Magill, for example, 

recorded in his diary in 1821 how he had distributed 100 tracts to those young 

communicants who had successfully repeated the catechism from memory, as well as 

how he had examined them on topics such as ‘the institution of the Sacrament’.177

In a similar fashion to the practice of grading children by their reading levels 

followed in Sunday Schools, the minister of the community of Loughaghery also 

made comments on the ability of young communicants to read and understand what 

was taught in each class. Of a total of 435 young communicants, comments were 

made on 102 young persons in the run up to their examination. There were five main 

indices of ability: 1 - Advanced, Intelligently, Very well; 2 - Well, Good; 3 - 

Tolerable, middling; 4 - Weak; 5 - Unsatisfactory, very weak. Approximately 34% of 

young communicants were in the top level of ability of index 1, with just over 75% 

in the category of middling and above.

Evidence suggests, however, that at the advanced level of the Young 

Communicants’ class, young men were much better equipped than their female 

counterparts to engage with more complex reading materials. At the top index of 1, 

which included those whose abilities were marked as ‘intelligent’ and ‘advanced’, 21 

out of 35, or 60%, were male. Indeed, if we calculate the number of young men and 

women in each rank as a proportion of their total number, young men seem to have 

had an educational advantage over their female counterparts. Table 4(d) below 

displays this information.

176 Confession (1785), p. 268.
177 Diary of Reverend Robert Magill, 28 Jan. 1821; 2 Sept. 1821 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2930/9/6).
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Table 4(d): Proportions of young men and women by reading index, 
Loughaghery Young Communicants’ class, c. 1824-32.

Rank Young Men Young Women

N % N %

1 21 42.86 14 26.42

2 7 14.29 13 24.53

3 9 18.37 13 24.53

4 9 18.37 12 22.64

5 3 6.12 1 1.89

TOTAL 49 100.01 53 100.01

In contrast to young men, who predominated in the upper ranks of ability, young 

women were spread out fairly evenly across ability levels one to four. These 

differences are likely to be attributable to the cessation of education for most girls 

after they had learned the rudiments of reading and writing. As discussed in the 

previous chapter, boys were much more likely than girls to receive additional 

education and therefore generally possessed more advanced reading skills.

Conclusion

Returning to the original question posed at the beginning of this chapter, the above 

discussion has suggested that, in many ways, the experience of growing up as part of 

the Presbyterian community in Ulster was very similar to that experienced by young 

people elsewhere. For many young people of the middling orders, regardless of 

geographical location, apprenticeships offered them an opportunity to learn a craft or 

trade in which they could make their livelihood. The costs of apprenticeship also 

acted as a barrier for the advancement of persons who were less well-off, and even
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those of the middling orders became reliant on the financial assistance and social 

networks of their parents, siblings, and wider kin to pay for their upkeep. Wider 

factors, such as economic circumstances, family connections, and personal 

relationships were more important in determining the experience of apprentices than 

faith.

It is important to qualify, however, that the Irish experience of apprenticeship 

and service differs from that of its English counterpart in one important aspect: 

gender. Unlike in England, young Irish women of the middling orders seldom 

entered into apprenticeship, with those crafts and trades, which were popular among 

their urban English counterparts, largely unavailable in small, rural communities. 

Indeed, the decline of the linen industry from the early nineteenth-century onwards 

removed an important source of income for many young women, especially those of

1 78the lower orders, limiting their ability to contribute to the family economy.

Moreover, factors such as wealth and socio-economic class also determined whether 

or not a young woman would or could enter apprenticeship. For many daughters of 

the rural middling orders, their future hinged on making a suitable match, not on 

learning a craft or trade. For many young women, apprenticeship and service were 

not viable options.

With regards to religion, the Presbyterian church, like those of other 

traditions, recognised the importance of securing the adherence of the younger 

members of their communities. Targeted efforts were made to gauge the attention of 

young people, in the form of catechisms adapted specifically for younger audiences 

and classes, such as those for young communicants, to prepare them for spiritual 

adulthood. Young people themselves also responded in a variety of ways to the

178 O’Dowd, ‘Women in Ulster’, p. 50.
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efforts of the church to win them over. Some young people, like John Tennent, 

attended church services very regularly and with much eagerness, whereas others, 

like Anne Jane Stuart, held high expectations of their faith which were not achieved.
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‘And now I’m left alone of worldly 
company... I hope God will be my 
Guide': Widowhood.

Introduction

For those members of the community who successfully navigated their way through 

the courtship market, contracted a marriage, and went on to have children (or not in 

some cases), one thing was certain: at some point death would carry away 

themselves or their spouse, and they would become widowed.

The purpose of this chapter is to explore how members of the Ulster 

Presbyterian community experienced this life-changing event, and what becoming 

widowed meant for their everyday lives. It will explore three main areas. Firstly, this 

chapter will investigate who the ‘widowed’ were in the community by exploring 

whether there were any discernible demographic features of this section of the 

population in terms of age and gender. Secondly, this analysis will then consider the 

role which the wider community and Presbyterian church itself played in making 

provisions for the widowed, noting in particular the distribution of poor money, and 

the establishment of the Presbyterian Widows’ Fund. Thirdly, by means of three 

mini-case studies, the following discussion will also explore how becoming widowed 

transformed the ‘social world’ of widowed persons.

Before embarking on a demographic analysis of the widowed population, we 

must first ask ourselves what we mean by the term ‘widowed’ and which persons we 

should include under this descriptor. According to the OED the basic definition of
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widowhood encompasses, ‘The state or condition of a widow or widower, or 

(contextually) the time during which one is a widow or widower; the condition of a 

wife bereaved of her husband, or of a husband bereaved of his wife’.1 2 The loss of a 

spouse, and therefore dissolution of marriage by death of a partner, is commonly 

associated with the onset of widowhood. Historians such as Sandra Cavallo and 

Lyndan Warner, however, have highlighted the problems inherent in such a simple 

definition, arguing that the condition of a widow or widower was never as 

straightforward as the term suggests. Citing the examples of concubines, mistresses, 

and deserted wives, Cavallo and Warner have reminded us of the existence of 

‘irregular’ relationships which are not covered by this definition, and that our 

understanding of widowhood is in fact shaped by the efforts of the early modem 

church, parish, and emerging state to establish conformity in marriage practices.3

Indeed, as demonstrated in Chapter Two, the legal ambiguities which plagued 

Presbyterian marriage during our period often led to confusion as to whether a 

marriage could be deemed valid. Women like Elizabeth deny and Elizabeth Walker, 

whose husbands had either ‘went off or ‘eloped’ from them, after marrying 

irregularly, occupied an ambiguous position, being married but without a husband.4 

Likewise, for individuals who remarried without proof of death of their wayward 

partner, and without seeking permission from the Presbytery, their marriage was 

likely to be deemed censurable and bigamous.

1 Oxford English Dictionary Online, ‘widowhood’ 
(http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/228920) (4 Apr. 2014).
2 Sandra Cavallo and Lyndan Warner, ‘Introduction’ in idem (eds), Widowhood in 
medieval and early modern Europe (Harlow, 1999), p. 4.
3 Ibid, pp 5-6. See also Julia Crick’s essay, ‘Men, women and widows: widowhood 
in pre-conquest England’ in Cavallo and Warner (eds), Widowhood, pp 24-36.
4 First Dromara Kirk-session minutes, 3 Oct. 1794; 25 Apr. 1800 (P.R.O.N.I., 
T1447/1).
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Such a scenario occurred in the community of Glascar in April 1813, when 

Mary Stewart appeared before the session to answer to ‘obstacles’ which stood in her 

way of admittance to communion. Mary had been married to a man named Robert 

Stewart ‘comfortably for 15 years’, after which time he enlisted in the army. After a 

period of five years had elapsed, and Mary had received no news of Stewart, she 

married again to a man named John McChumess. It appears then that ‘some time 

after’ the death of her second husband, Mary then heard an account of Robert 

Stewart’s death, making her second marriage bigamous.5 A similar case occurred in 

this community four years later, when a man named John Gillespie was publicly 

rebuked for bigamy, after it appeared that the first husband of his now deceased wife, 

Agness Logan, had in fact been living for the first five years of their marriage.6 In 

refusing to admit Mary Stewart to communion and censuring John Gillespie for 

bigamy, the session of Glascar confirmed the invalidity of each of their marriages.

What is less clear, however, is whether this meant that neither of them 

became ‘widowed’ after the death of their partner. Did the existence of a previous 

spouse, either unknown or considered to be deceased, cancel out the years each party 

spent ‘married’? Strictly speaking, in the eyes of the church, the union was bigamous 

and invalid, and therefore the parties were never married and could not technically be 

widowed. For persons like Mary Stewart, however, who had exchanged their mutual 

consent to their union and lived together as a married couple for many years, the loss 

of their spouse meant that they were indeed widowed. The ambiguities surrounding 

the validity of marriage in this context even reached as far as determining for what 

offence a person should be disciplined. For example, when Hannah Cleg appeared

5 Glascar Kirk-session minutes, 14 Apr. 1813 (P.H.S.I.); Down Presbytery minutes, 
27 Apr. 1813 (P.H.S.I.).
6 Down Presbytery minutes, 7 Apr. 1818 (P.H.S.I.); Glascar Kirk-session minutes, 17 
Apr. 1818 (P.H.S.I.).
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before the session of Cahans in March 1785 confessing her sorrow for the sin of 

‘uncleanness’ the session was unsure of whether to censure her for adultery or 

fornication. The reason for their uncertainty lay in the fact that Hanna’s husband had 

left her almost 10 years ago and she had heard no word of his death.7 8 Hanna, it 

seems, like Mary Stewart, occupied a liminal position, being neither a spouse nor a 

widow.

A second problem highlighted by scholars in identifying the ‘widowed’ is 

that of the feminised nature of the condition of widowhood. Historians have been 

quick to point out the ironic invisibility of the widower in comparison to his female
o

counterpart in the historical record. At the crux of the absence of the term ‘widower’ 

in most sources lies an embedded belief that widowhood affected the lives of women 

and their immediate families in real terms more than that of men. For historians such 

as Margaret Felling, the change in status which accompanied widowhood meant 

different things for men and women, and the associations between dependency and 

femininity meant that the term ‘widow’ was used much more commonly for women 

than men. Unlike in the case of women, the loss of a spouse did not affect a man’s 

ability to hold property, his claim on children, his occupational definition, or his 

civic or legal status.9 In those contexts where men were referred to by the term

7 Cahans Kirk-session minutes, 16 Mar. 1785 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/25B/2).
8 Margaret Felling, ‘Finding widowers: men without women in English towns before 
1700’ in Cavallo and Warner (eds), Widowhood, p. 37; Pamela Sharpe, ‘Survival 
strategies and stories: poor widows and widowers in early industrial England’ in 
Cavallo and Warner (eds), Widowhood, p. 220; Cavallo and Warner, ‘Introduction’, 
p. 3
9 Felling, ‘Finding widowers’, p. 42.
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‘widower’, Felling has argued that it was applied not universally to all men who had 

lost their wives, but to those about to marry for the second time.10

In a similar vein, the figure of the female widow occupied an ambiguous 

position in the social milieu of contemporary society. On the one hand, she was a 

pitiable figure who mourned the loss of her husband and protector in a patriarchal 

society. On the other hand, however, she was also a woman of independent means 

and previous sexual experience who presented a direct threat to the stability of this 

very same patriarchal order.* 11 A change in a man’s identity from married to 

widowed, however, did not transform his place in society in this same way. In her 

analysis of poverty and poor relief, Pamela Sharpe has argued that the term ‘widow’ 

conferred a new local identity on a woman, because she became ‘Widow Smith’ in 

the lists of poor relief, charity recipients, as well as in common usage.12 The identity 

of‘widow’ became as much a signifier of social standing, as it did of bereavement 

and marital status.

(I) Who were the widowed?

Moving on to our analysis of the demographic features of the widowed population, 

the importance of clarifying the terminology of widowhood becomes evident. Figure 

Twelve below displays the widowed populations of five Ulster Presbyterian

10 Felling, ‘Finding widowers’, p. 38. For gendered conceptions of widowhood and 
dependency see also, D.E. Vassberg, ‘The status of widows in sixteenth-century rural 
Castile’ in John Henderson and Richard Wall (eds), Poor women and children in the 
European past (London, 1994), pp 180-95
11 See for example, B.J. Todd, ‘The virtuous widow in Protestant England’ in 
Cavallo and Warner (eds). Widowhood, pp 66-83; Ibid, ‘The remarrying widow: a 
stereotype reconsidered’ in Mary Prior (ed.), Women in English society, 1500-1800 
(London, 1985), pp 54-92; Dagmar Freist, ‘Religious difference and the experience 
of widowhood in seventeenth- and eighteenth- century Germany’ in Cavallo and 
Warner (eds), Widowhood, pp 164-77.
1 7 Sharpe, ‘Survival strategies’, p. 224.
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communities, based on an analysis of census material collected for each 

congregation. These figures are representative of persons who were specifically 

labelled as being either a ‘widow’ or a ‘widower’ in each census.

Figure 12: Number of persons termed ‘widow’ and ‘widower’ in Five Ulster 
Presbyterian congregations, c. 1813-43,
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The most striking feature of this graph is the relative absence of widowers in each 

community, with the congregations of Ballyeaston and Third Cookstown returning 

no evidence of widowed men in their populations. Indeed, the census of Third 

Cookstown is remarkable for the total absence of widowed persons in general.

Two points, however, should be qualified. Firstly, given the above discussion 

concerning the feminised use of the term ‘widow’, these results should not be

13 See, Census of Ballyeaston congregation, 1813 (P.R.O.N.I., T1013/1); Census of 
Third Cookstown Presbyterian congregation, 1842-43 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC 1 P/460/2); 
Registry book of United congregations of Creggan and Newtownhamilton, 1833 
(P.R.O.N.I., CR3/74/1); Stonebridge Visitation book, 1834 (P.R.O.N.I.,
MIC IP/165/1); Census of First Monaghan, 1821 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC1P/199/1) and 
reproduced in, Theo McMahon and Maire O’Neill, ‘Census of First Monaghan 
Presbyterian congregation, 1821’ in Clogher Record, xix, no. 1 (2006), pp 94-110.
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surprising. It was not uncommon for male widowers to be unrecorded. Secondly, it 

should also be noted that the congregation of Third Cookstown was relatively young, 

having been established in 1835. The absence of a long-tradition of family worship 

and attachment may partly explain its lack of widowed persons. Despite these 

reasons, however, the number of widowed persons in relation to their respective total 

populations of their community of origin is low enough to cause concern.

In their analysis of the widowed population of Carrick-on-Suir (1799), 

Clarkson and Crawford noted that the proportion of widowed women in Carrick was 

high compared to elsewhere in Ireland and England, accounting for 6.1% of the total 

population and 11.4% of the female population of that area.14 Their comparative 

female population figures were those offered by Laslett’s 100 English communities 

(1574-1821) of 8.7%, Armagh (1770) of 7.1%, and Lisburn (1820-21) of 4.9%.15 The 

table below displays the corresponding figures for our sample of five Ulster 

Presbyterian communities.

14 L.A. Clarkson and E.M. Crawford, ‘Life after death: widows in Carrick-on-Suir, 
1799’ in Margaret MacCurtain and Mary O’Dowd (eds), Women in early modern 
Ireland (Edinburgh, 1991), p. 237.
15 Clarkson and Crawford, ‘Life after death’, pp 241-242. See, Peter Laslett, ‘Mean 
household size in England since the sixteenth century’ in idem and Richard Wall 
(eds), Household and family in past time (Cambridge, 1972), p. 145; L.A. Clarkson, 
‘Household and family in Armagh city, 1770’ in Local Population Studies, no. 20 
(Spring, 1978), pp 14-31; L.A Clarkson and Brenda Collins, ‘Proto-industrialization 
in an Irish town: Lisburn 1820-21’ in Proceedings of VIII International Congress of 
Economic History (Budapest, 1982).
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Table 5(a): Widowed population as a proportion (%) of the total population, 
female population and male population of five Ulster Presbyterian communities, 
c. 1813-43.16

Total
Population

Total Female Population Total Male Population

N % N % N %

Ballyeastou 2010 1.79 975 3.69 1035 0.00

Third Cookstown 1479 0.00 736 0.00 743 0.00

Creggan and 
Newtownhamilton

1106 3.07 493 4.46 580 2.07

Monaghan 1367 4.31 666 6.16 701 2.57

Stonebridge 929 3.23 481 4.78 422 1.66

Ail 6891 2.31 3351 3.64 3481 1.06

As is evident from the above table, with the exception of Monaghan, the female 

widowed populations of our sample (3.64%) were low in comparison to those figures 

offered by Clarkson, Crawford and others. This suggests that the total number of 

widowed persons identified in our sample is not representative of the true size of the 

widowed population.

I(> The total population figures of Creggan and Newtownhamilton and Stonebridge do 
not match their corresponding male and female population totals. This is because the 
census material for these communities records some individuals simply as ‘child’ and 
does not allow a gender to be assumed. The corresponding number of individuals 
recorded in this manner were 33 in Creggan and Newtownhamilton, and 26 in 
Stonebridge.
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In order to gain a truer estimate of the size of the widowed population it is 

therefore important to expand our search to include ‘assumed’ widows and widowers 

as well as those tenned specifically as being widowed. This new criteria includes two 

types of persons. Firstly, those persons who resided as head of a household, which 

included their unmarried and/or married children and no spouse, are assumed to be 

widowed. For example, an assumed widower named Thomas Art can be found in the 

following household recorded in the census of Third Cookstown (1842-43): Thomas 

Art aged 42, George aged 13, Mary Ann aged 11, and Sally aged 9. Thomas Art is 

recorded as head of this household, which contains three unmarried children, and no 

evidence of a spouse. We can assume then that Thomas Art is the widowed father of 

these three children.17

Secondly, those persons who reside as a dependent in a household headed by

their offspring, and without the presence of their spouse, are also presumed to be

widowed. For example, an assumed widow named Mary Crory can be traced in the

following household recorded in the registry book of the congregations of Creggan

and Newtownhamilton (1833): John McKee, Elizabeth Crory, Mary Crory

grandmother, Mary Anne, Amelia, Anne, Robert, and Eliza. In this example, Mary

Crory is most likely the grandmother of the head of the household’s wife, Elizabeth

Crory. Her husband is not recorded as living in this household, and we can therefore

18assume that she is widowed.

Using these expanded criteria, it is possible to increase the net number of 

widowed persons in our sample of five congregations from 159 out of a total

17 Census of Third Cookstown Presbyterian congregation, 1842-43 (P.R.O.N.I.,
MIC 1 P/460/2).
18 Registry book of United congregations of Creggan and Newtownhamilton, 1833 
(P.R.O.N.I., CR3/74/1).
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population of 6891, to a widowed population of 316 persons, accounting for an 

increase of almost 99%. Figure Thirteen below displays the number of both 

determined and assumed widowed in our sample.

Figure 13: Total number of determined and assumed widows and widowers in 
five Ulster Presbyterian congregations, c. 1813-43.
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The most significant outcome of our expanded criteria is the growth in the male 

widowed population, from just 37 to 120 persons, or an increase of 224%.

That these figures are probably much more representative of the true net 

widowed population is suggested by the proportionate increase of widowed persons 

in relation to the total population of their respective congregations. Table 5(b) below 

displays this information.
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Table 5(b): Widowed population as a proportion (%) of the total population, 
female population and male population of five Ulster Presbyterian communities, 
c. 1813-43.

Ballyeaston
(1813)

Third
Cookstown
(1842-43)

Creggan and
Newtownhamilton
(1833)

Monaghan
(1821)

Stonebridge
(1834)

All

% of Total 
Population

2.94 4.19 4.34 6.44 6.35 4.59

% of Female 
Population

3.79 4.89 6.09 8.26 7.90 5.85

% of Male 
Population

2.13 3.50 3.10 4.71 4.98 3.45

The corresponding figures for the widowed female population as a proportion of the 

total (5.85%) are now much closer to those offered by Clarkson and Crawford for 

Carrick-on-Suir, Armagh and Lisburn.

At this point it should be acknowledged that proceeding with our sample of 

determined and assumed widows and widowers has both its advantages and 

disadvantages. With regards to the former, there are three main benefits of using 

these expanded criteria. Firstly, as displayed above in table 1(a), the widowed female 

population as a proportion of the total female population (3.64%) was relatively low, 

suggesting that the widowed population was underrepresented in our initial sample. 

By expanding our search parameters to include ‘assumed’ female widows, this 

proportion rose to 5.85%, a much more satisfactory result. Secondly, by including 

the ‘assumed’ widowed in our sample, it is possible to identify a further eighty-three 

male widowers, a section of the population which has historically been difficult to 

detect. Indeed, this expansion allows for the identification of widowers in the 

congregations of Ballyeaston and Third Cookstown, which had previously recorded 

none. Thirdly, our expanded criteria also allow for the better identification of
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widowed persons who live as a dependent person in another household. The issue of 

independence and co-residence will be explored in detail later, but for the purposes 

of this section it is important to note that the number of widowed persons living as a 

dependent increased from two widowers and eighteen widows, to eight widowers 

and thiry-five widows using these standards.

This method, however, has one main problem. In order for a person to be 

counted among the ‘assumed widowed’ they need to co-reside in a household with 

others who can be identified as their offspring. The presence of children, either 

unmarried or married, is used as an indicator that the ‘widowed’ person was involved 

in a sexual relationship which produced children. Although this is positive in the 

sense that it would allow for the inclusion of deserted wives and husbands like the 

cases of Elizabeth deny and Elizabeth Walker discussed above, as well as persons 

involved in bigamous marriages, it also acts to exclude those widowed persons who 

were either childless or did not reside with children. It should therefore be noticed 

that the total number of ‘assumed’ solitary widows and widowers is probably 

underestimated in our sample. The following discussion of widowhood is therefore 

based on our sample of‘determined and assumed’ widows and widowers, now 

known simply as our widowed population.

Turning to our examination of widowhood, the first area to be addressed is 

whether or not there were any specific demographic features of the widowed 

population. We can begin to answer this question by examining whether or not a 

person’s age made them more at risk of being placed in the widowed population. 

James E. Smith, in an article discussing widowhood and ageing in early modem 

England, has argued that key to understanding widowhood in this period is an
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appreciation of what it meant to be a ‘younger’ widow.19 According to Smith’s 

figures, whereas in 1981 more than % of widows were aged over 65 years old, in pre

industrial England 2/3 of female widows were aged less than 65 years.20

Although modem day widows may be typically much older than their early 

modem counterparts, it is important to remember that life expectancy played a 

central role in shaping age at widowhood. For example, in his study of widows and 

widowers in nineteenth-century Netherlands, Frans von Poppel noted that the 

average age at death for married men was 55 years and married women was 50 

years. In Ireland and England during the two decades before the Famine, life 

expectancy was approximately 38 years and 40 years respectively.22 Indeed, Leslie 

Clarkson’s study of the demography of Carrick-on-Suir (1799) revealed that the local 

population had a relatively low life expectancy of less than 30 years of age.23 In this 

context, the fact that more than half of all widows in Carrick were aged under 55 

years old is not surprising. Moreover, considering that the average age of a widow in

19 J.E. Smith, ‘Widowhood and ageing in traditional English society’ in Ageing mid 
Society, iv, no. 4 (1984), p. 433; M.E. Wiesner, Women and gender in early modern 
Europe (Cambridge, 1993), pp 73-81; Lisa Wilson, Life after death: widows in 
Pennsylvania, 1750-1850 (Philadelphia, 1992), pp 1-2; Sylvia Hahn, ‘Women in 
older ages- “old” women?’ in The History of the Family, vii, no. 1 (2002), pp 36-38.
20 Smith, ‘Widowhood and ageing’, p. 433.
21 Frans von Poppel, ‘Widows, widowers and remarriage in nineteenth-century 
Netherlands’ in Population Studies, xlix, no. 3 (Nov., 1995), pp 421-22.
22 Liam Kennedy and L.A. Clarkson, ‘Birth, death and exile: Irish population history, 
1700-1921’ in B. J. Graham and L.J. Proudfoot (eds), An historical geography of 
Ireland (London, 1993), p. 169. See also, Valerie Morgan, ‘Mortality in Magherafelt, 
County Derry, in the early eighteenth century’ in Irish Historical Studies, xix, no. 74 
(Sept., 1974), pp 125-35; Ibid, ‘A case study of population change over two 
centuries: Blaris, Lisburn, 1661-1848’ in Irish Economic and Social History, iii 
(1976), pp 5-16; William Macafee and Valerie Morgan, ‘Mortality in Magherafelt, 
County Derry, in the early eighteenth century reappraised’ in Irish Historical Studies, 
xxiii, no. 89 (May, 1982), pp 50-60.
23 L.A. Clarkson, ‘The demography of Carrick-on-Suir, 1799’ in Proceedings of the 
Royal Irish Academy, Ixxxvii, C (1987), p. 170.
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Carrick was 53.5 years old, it is perhaps more correct to describe them as ‘old’ rather 

than ‘young’.24

It is possible to investigate whether a similar pattern of widowhood existed 

within the Ulster Presbyterian community by examining the relative proportions of 

widowed persons by age cohort. Of the five congregation registers analysed in this 

study, those belonging to Ballyeaston (1813) and Third Cookstown (1842-43) permit 

such an analysis as they note the age of most members of their communities. It 

should be noted, however, that these population listings allow us to calculate the 

relative proportions of widowed persons in a specific age cohort and are not an 

indication of the age at which widowhood occurred.

Of a widowed population of 121 persons, age information was available for 

113, with 56 widowed persons belonging to Ballyeaston and 57 to the community of 

Third Cookstown. Figure 14(a) below displays the relative proportions of the 

widowed populations of these two communities by age cohort.

24 Clarkson and Crawford, ‘Life after death’, p. 237.
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Figure 14(a): Relative proportions of the widowed populations of two Ulster 
Presbyterian communities by age cohort, c. 1813-43.

As demonstrated above, widowed persons could be found in all age cohorts between 

20 and 85 years, with the overwhelming majority of widowed persons aged 55 years 

and upwards. There were, however, slight differences in the age structure of each 

community’s widowed population, with Ballyeaston returning a peak proportion in 

the 55-59 years cohort, whereas Third Cookstown returned the greatest proportion of 

widowed persons in age cohorts 60-64 years and 70-74 years.

Indeed, if we examine the relative proportions of persons who were 

unmarried, married, and widowed in these same cohorts, it becomes clear that from 

age 55 years, the likelihood of being widowed increased significantly. Both age and 

marital status information was available for 1317 out of 1339 unmarried persons, and 

597 of 612 married persons belonging to the community of Ballyeaston. The 

respective figures for the community of Third Cookstown were 969 of 1005
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unmarried persons, and 365 of a total of 412 married persons. Figures 14(b) and 

14(c) below display this information.

Figure 14(b) Proportion of persons in the community of Ballyeaston by marital 
status and age cohort, 1813,

Figure 14(c) Proportion of persons in the community of Third Cookstown by 
marital status and age cohort, 1842-43.

9c
The relative increase in the unmarried share of the population from aged 60 years 

and upwards can most probably be attributed to the loss in our sample of those 
widowed persons who were either childless or did not have co-resident children in 
their household.
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As can be seen in these two graphs, widowhood began encroaching into the general 

population from roughly age 30 years, with only two widowed persons aged less than 

25 years old being returned in Ballyeaston.26

In both communities a clear pattern also emerged between the relative 

proportions of married and widowed persons. Taking first the community of 

Ballyeaston, from age 25-49 years, the majority of the population were married, with 

the proportion of the widowed population for this age cohort returning a low 16.87%. 

After age 49 years, the decline in the proportion of the married population was 

matched by a relative increase in the proportion of the widowed population, 

particularly between age cohorts 50-54 years and 55-59 years, when the widowed 

population increased roughly from 6 to 16 per-cent.

In the community of Third Cookstown a similar pattern also emerged, but at a 

relatively later stage. The married population began to predominate from age 30 

onwards, hitting its peak in the 50-54 year cohort, with a proportion of almost 85%. 

After age 59, however, the married population began to decline steadily, from almost 

82% in the 55-59 years cohort to roughly 67% by ages 60-64. During this same 

period of decline, the widowed population rose from 0 to 30%.

We can also investigate whether this general pattern of widowhood was 

similar for both men and women. Figures 15(a) and 4(b) below display the widowed 

populations of these two communities by both gender and age cohort.

These two persons were, Widow Mackay, aged 24 years old, who resided in a 
household with her three children, aged 5, 4, and 1.5 years old; and Thomas 
Drummond, aged 24 years old, who resided in a household with his daughter, Jennet, 
aged 4 years old.
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Figure 15(a): Widowed population of Ballyeaston by gender and age cohort, 
1813.

25

i Widower (M) 10 10 20 15 10 15
Widow (F) 2.78 5.56 11.1 5.56 8.33 8.33 22.2 22.2 5.56 2.78 2.78 2.78

Figure 15(b): Widowed population of Third Cookstown by gender and age 
cohort, 1842-43.

■ Widower (M)

■ Widow (F)

The above graphs reveal that, in each community, female widows were both younger 

than their male counterparts, as well as more likely to be widowed before they
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reached age 55 years. For example, in Ballyeaston whereas 42% of widows were 

aged less than 55 years, only 30% of widowers could be found in this age group. 

Similarly, whereas the greatest proportion of widowers in Third Cookstown could be 

found in the age cohort 70-74 years (c. 35%), female widows were most numerous in 

age cohort 60-64 years (c. 21%). Indeed, the median age of widowhood for men and 

women in the community of Ballyeaston was 59.50 years and 56.00 years 

respectively. The corresponding ages for widowed men and widowed women in 

Third Cookstown was 71 years and 57.50 years.

Although both communities conform to this pattern, it should be noticed that 

widowed men in Third Cookstown were roughly 13 years older than their female 

counterparts, compared to an age difference of just over 3 years between widowed 

men and women in Ballyeaston. It is unlikely that this disparity is the result of a 

substantial difference in age at marriage for both men and women. As demonstrated 

in chapter one, men and women tended to marry partners of a relatively similar age, 

with the community of Third Cookstown returning a median age at first marriage of 

29 years for men and 24 years for women.

It is probable that this trend has something to do with the age structure of the 

community of Third Cookstown. Figure 15(c) below displays the age and gender 

structure of this community.
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Figure 15(c): Gender and age structure of the community of Third Cookstown, 
1842-43.
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As shown above, the age cohort of 70-74 years, which held the greatest proportion of 

male widowers, was also overwhelming male, with women accounting for less than 

32% of this cohort. Similarly, age cohort 60-64 years, which held the greatest 

proportion of female widows, was also predominately female at almost 60%. It is 

probable then that the operation of age-specific mortality contributed in some ways 

to the age of widowed persons in this community.

The picture which emerges from this analysis is that whereas widowhood was 

not specific to one particular age group, from age 55 years, the likelihood of 

becoming widowed was at its greatest. There was also a gendered dimension to age 

and widowhood, with female widows being both younger in general, and more likely 

to be widowed before age 55 years than their male counterparts. In common with the 

wider historiography, widowhood became a common feature of everyday life from 

around age fifty-five.
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The second question to be addressed is who was most likely to be counted 

among the widowed, men or women? The above discussion has already revealed that 

female widows outnumbered their male counterparts in our sample of five 

communities, with a combined total of 196 widows (62%) to 120 widowers (38%). 

Indeed, this point gains new significance when a gendered lens is placed on the 

marital status of all persons belonging to these five communities. Figure Sixteen 

below reveals that while men held a slight predominance in the unmarried and 

married categories, women significantly outnumbered men among the widowed 

population.

Fig. 16: Gender distribution of persons by marital status in a sample of five 
Ulster Presbyterian communities, c. 1813-43.

100%

47.79 49.87
62.03

52.21 50.13
37.97

Unmarried Married Widowed

Taking into consideration the fact that our expanded sample should have reduced the 

risk of omitting male widowers, what else could be the cause of the over

representation of women in the widowed population as a whole?

■ Female

■ Male
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One reason forwarded by historians of both British and European contexts is 

that of the greater tendency of the male widower to remarry. Scholars such as 

Barbara J. Todd have argued that men’s experience of widowhood was short-lived 

because they remarried more often and more quickly than their female 

counterparts.27 S.J. Wright’s study of the widowed in eighteenth-century Ludlow, for 

example, revealed that whereas two-fifths of widowers remarried, fewer than 1 in 10 

widows did so.28 This gender-specific remarriage pattern has also emerged from

29scholars researching in early modem Germany, Spain and the Netherlands.

Although the exact duration of widowhood varied according to region, most scholars 

agree that widowers remarried substantially earlier than did widows.

Is it possible then that the disproportionate number of women among the 

widowed population of our five communities is the result of a greater tendency of 

male widowers to remarry? Returning to our sample of fifteen marriage registers 

analysed in chapter one, of a total of 1294 marriages only 12 (0.93%) can be

27 Todd, ‘The remarrying widow’, pp 54-92. There is a vast literature on remarriage 
and widowhood. See, among others, Smith, ‘Widowhood and ageing’, pp 435-36; 
Olwen Hufton, The prospect before her: a history of women in western Europe, 
1500-1800 (London, 1995), pp 218-21; John Knodel and K.A. Lynch, ‘The decline 
of remarriage: evidence from German village populations in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries’ \n Journal of Family History, x (1985), pp 34-59; Poppel, 
‘Widows, widowers and remarriage’, pp 421-41; Alan Bideau, ‘A demographic and 
social analysis of widowhood and remarriage: the example of the Castellany of 
Thoissey-en-dombes, 1670-1840’ 'm Journal of Family History, v (1980), pp 28-43.
28 S.J. Wright, ‘The elderly and the bereaved in eighteenth-century Ludlow’ in 
Margaret Felling and R.M. Smith (eds), Life, death and the elderly: historical 
perspectives {London, 1991), pp 102-33.
29 Knodel and Lynch, ‘The decline of remarriage’, pp 34, 44; Bideau, ‘A 
demographic and social analysis of widowhood’, p. 38; Freist, ‘Religious difference’,
p. 66.
30 Frans van Poppel’s work on two cities, Gouda and Breda, in nineteenth-century 
Netherlands has revealed that men in these two regions remarried within 1.8 years 
and 2.3 years respectively, whereas women remarried after 2.3 years and 3.7 years. 
Alan Bideau, working on France, found that whereas widowers remarried in less than 
12 months, the duration of a woman’s widowhood before remarriage exceeded 32 
months. See, Poppel, ‘Widows, widowers, and remarriage’, p. 433; Bideau, ‘A 
demographic and social analysis of widowhood’, p. 38.
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identified as remarriages.31 In all twelve of these cases, the remarrying partner was 

also female, with no evidence of male remarriage returned in this sample. On initial 

examination, this data seems to suggest that it was more common for women to 

remarry than men. It is more likely, however, that the greater visibility of women is 

the result of the under- or lack of recording of male remarriage. Remarriage brought 

with it a change in both status and residence for women. Widowed women who 

remarried, especially those who brought children with them, held the potential to 

disrupt inheritance plans. New children would have to be provided for in wills and it 

is likely that this made registration of such details important. Widowed women 

would also be more likely to join the household of their new spouse, moving from 

one residence to another. The movement of individuals from one household to 

another would then also be recorded.

In contrast, one can propose instead that men were actually more likely to 

remarry than women, and that the gender-specific pattern suggested above is a result

31 Marriage register of Garland Presbyterian congregation, 1770-1802 (P.R.O.N.I.,
MI Cl P/28/1); Marriage register of Greyabbey Presbyterian congregation, 1835-43 
(P.R.O.N.I., MIC1B/9/1); Marriage register of Lame and Kilwaughter Presbyterian 
congregation, 1826-32; 1834-44 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC1B/6A/3); Marriage register of 
various congregations belonging to Tyrone Presbytery, 1819-1828 (P.R.O.N.I., 
MIC1P/460/B/7); Marriage register of Loughaghery Presbyterian congregation, 
1801-1917 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/8/1); Marriage register of Rathfriland Presbyterian 
congregation, 1805-1842 (P.R.O.N.I., T/l 539/2). See also chapter one, pp 30-1.
32 The females who remarried and their respective congregations are as follows, 
Cookstown- Widow Graham to Hugh Mcllvene, 30 Dec. 1820.
Greyabbey- Margaret Bumie to John McCarre, 1 Oct. 1838.
Lame and Kilwaughter- Margaret Sloan alias Bell to John Bell, 2 Jul. 1828; Sarah 
Smyth alias Beggs to Andrew Snoddy, 10 Mar. 1829; Margaret Blair alias Thompson 
to David Moore, 7 Oct. 1830; Widow McCullough to Henry Boyle, 20 Jan. 1835; 
Margaret Maxwell alias McDowell to James Girvan, 18 Feb. 1836; Agnes Boyd alias 
Crozier to John Campbell, 28 Jan. 1839.
Loughaghery- Widow Philpot to Robert Serit, 8 Feb. 1838; Knelby Magnahan alias 
Gordon to Morrison, 27 Aug, 1837.
Magherafelt- Mary Dale Widow to Sam Brunton, 9 Mar. 1820.
Minterbum- Jane Stewart alias Cumin to Henry Johnston, 8 Dec. 1819.
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of the under-recording of male remarriage. We can detect male remarriage by 

searching for terms such as ‘Second wife’, ‘child by first husband’ or by the 

inclusion of a double alias, such as ‘Mary Clark alias Preston alias Coulter.’ In 

addition to this method, we can also assume that a marriage was a remarriage from 

the relative ages of both spouses and co-resident children in a household. For 

example, the census of Third Cookstown recorded an instance of assumed remarriage 

in the household listing of James Bell, aged 52 years, and his wife Margaret Bell, 

aged 36 years. The couple resided in their household with ten unmarried children, the 

eldest being Thomas aged 29, and the youngest, Robert, a newborn. Taking Thomas 

to be this couple’s first bom child, we can calculate a crude estimate of the age at 

which James and Margaret married. For example, if we subtract Thomas’s age (29), 

plus one year for conception and birth, from that of his father’s age (52), James Bell 

would have been 22 years old when he married. Applying this same method to 

Margaret, however, places her at just six years old when married, and seven years old 

at motherhood, making her extremely unlikely to be James Bell’s first wife, and 

Thomas’s mother. We can therefore assume that James Bell had been married more 

than once, and that Margaret was probably his second wife.

Using these criteria, a re-examination of the population listings of our sample 

of five communities returned a total of twenty-one incidences of remarriage, with 

men accounting for almost 67% of remarrying partners. Figure Seventeen below 

displays the proportion of remarriages by gender for our sample of five communities
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Figure 17: Proportion of remarriages in five Ulster Presbyterian communities, 
c. 1813-43.
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Two points can be made. Firstly, remarriage seems to have been relatively rare, with 

the overwhelming majority of unions being between persons marrying for the first 

time. Secondly, where remarriage did occur, most were precipitated by the marriage 

of a widower, not a widow. In line with the conclusions reached by the wider 

historiography, men tended to remarry more often than women in the Ulster 

Presbyterian community.

If men remarried more often than their female counterparts, can it also be said 

that they remarried more quickly too? We can shed some light on this question by 

calculating a crude measurement of age at widowhood and age at remarriage for a 

number of couples. Such an estimate relies on age information for spouses and co

resident children, as well as an indication of the parenthood of each child. 

Unfortunately, this level of detail is only available for four households belonging to 

the congregation of Third Cookstown, two of which were formed by male remarriage 

and two by female remarriage. Although this sample is very small, and does not
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permit solid conclusions, the results are reflective of wider trends in the 

historiography of remarriage and widowhood in general. Of the two men who 

remarried, their widowhood lasted three years and two years respectively, whereas 

the duration of widowhood for the two women was nine years and eleven years 

respectively.33

For example, in one of our male cases, John Strange, aged 56 years old, 

resided in a household with his second wife Margaret, aged 46 years, and seven 

children, three of whom were home by Margaret. If we subtract John’s age from that 

of his eldest child, James aged 26, plus one year for conception and birth, we can 

estimate he first married at aged 29 years old. His age at widowhood can be 

estimated by subtracting the age of his youngest child borne by his first wife, Anne 

aged 20, from his current age of 56, making him 36 years old at widowhood. We can 

then estimate his age at second marriage by subtracting the age of his eldest child 

borne by Margaret, Rachel aged 16, plus one year for conception and birth, from his 

current age, making him 39 years old when he remarried. This would mean he was 

widowed at age 36 and remarried at age 39; a widowhood of roughly 3 years.

Similarly in one of our female cases, Elizabeth Ferguson aged 45 years, 

resided in a household with her husband Andrew, aged 50 years, and their five 

children, four of whom were fathered by Andrew. We can estimate that Elizabeth 

was first married at age 23 by subtracting the age of her eldest child Martha, aged 21 

years, plus one year for conception and birth, from her present age of 45 years. Her 

age at remarriage can then be estimated from that of the age of her eldest child

33 These four households are, John Strange, aged 56 years, and his second wife 
Margaret, aged 46; John Blair, aged 40 years, and his second wife, Margaret, aged 
30; Elizabeth Ferguson, aged 45 years, and her second husband, Andrew aged 50; 
and Sarah Mackey, aged 40 years, and her second husband, William Mackey, aged 
74.
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conceived with her second husband, James aged 12, making her 32 years old at 

remarriage. This would mean she was widowed at age 23 and remarried at age 32; a 

widowhood of roughly 9 years.

(II) Support of the widowed

The second question to be addressed is that of the role played by the wider 

community and the Presbyterian church itself in making provisions for the widowed. 

In a similar fashion to other religious traditions operating in Ulster and elsewhere 

during this period, members of the Presbyterian community also believed that it was 

their Christian duty to alleviate the sufferings of the less fortunate. Popular objects of 

charity included groups such as orphans, the sick, the poor and the aged. Of these 

categories of ‘deserving’ poor, however, it was the figure of the distressed widow, 

who figured most prominently in popular imagination as in need of relief.

It should also be noted that the poor widow who represented ‘society’s 

archetypal needy person’ was decidedly female.34 The belief that widows, and 

specifically female widows, were in most need of charitable aid was underpinned by 

a gendered conception of both poverty and widowhood. For example, David 

Vassberg, writing on widowhood and poor relief in sixteenth-century Spain, 

concluded that maidens and widows were considered to be poor, ‘not because a 

temporary physical condition made it impossible for them to work for a living, but 

rather because of their gender’.35

Contemporaries considered the sufferings of the female widow to be greater 

and more long-lasting than those experienced by her male counterpart. At the root of

34 Sharpe, ‘Survival strategies’, p. 221.
35 Vassberg, ‘The status of widows’, p. 185.
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her distress was the loss of her husband’s economic support, in the form of wages, 

labour and protection.36 The widow, especially if she had young children, was unable 

to supplement these sources of income by her own efforts, leaving her impoverished 

through no fault of her own. In contrast to the plight of the widow, that of the 

widower was regarded as much less severe. Widowhood left him bereft of his wife’s 

‘service’ support, which included tasks such as the management of the household and 

childcare, jobs which could be fulfdled by female family members or hired domestic 

servants. The ability of the male widower to continue his labour, largely unaffected, 

meant that he was awarded no privileged status in the eyes of wider society as 

‘deserving’ of aid.38

The female widowed themselves were also not a homogenous group who 

experienced widowhood the same way. Factors such as wealth, children, health and 

age impacted on the ability of the widow to earn a living, maintain herself and her 

household, or even consider remarriage. For this reason it should be recognised that 

two types of formal support were available to two different types of widow who 

belonged to the Ulster Presbyterian community during our period: poor money funds 

and the Presbyterian Widows’ Fund.

Taking first poor relief, this type of support was theoretically available to any 

member of the community, especially widows, who were distressed and in need of 

assistance. The amounts distributed to the poor depended on both the wealth of each 

individual congregation as well as the willingness of the laity to contribute to the 

fund. The local Kirk-session raised monies for the poor by means of weekly or

36 Poppel, ‘Widows, widowers and remarriage’, p. 423; Wright, ‘The elderly’, p. 126.
37 Ida Blom, ‘The history of widowhood: a bibliographic review’ in Journal of 
Family History, xvi, no. 2 (1991), p. 195.
38 Sharpe, ‘Survival strategies’, pp 221-22, 229.

295



monthly poor money collections, which were then distributed as either a monetary 

sum or in the form of goods or services. Records relating to the distribution of poor 

relief in the community of First Drornara, for example, reveal how, in addition to 

small monetary sums of one shilling, individuals received items such as clothing, and 

help towards the payment of coffins and funeral expenses. 39 Other communities were 

more specific in what type of assistance they gave to the poor. The congregation of 

Millrow, for example, established a committee in 1821 for the specific purpose of 

clothing the poor. Robert Magill, the minister of that congregation, recorded in his 

diary visits he undertook to the poor householders of the community in order to form 

a ‘correct idea of their wants’.40 His visits of the parish between November and 

December of 1821 culminated in the distribution of 130 articles of clothing to those 

identified as in need of assistance.41

In order to receive poor relief, the needy had to make known their situation 

and enter a claim for aid. Although the local Kirk-session and minister did 

sometimes give aid to passing beggars and mendicants who asked for alms at the 

meeting-house door, most individuals had to apply for assistance.42 There is a 

consensus among historians that not only were widows a persistent recipient of this 

type of charitable aid, but that their qualification for such assistance rested more on 

the fact that they were widowed, and less on their actual poverty. For example, W.

Poor money list of First Drornara congregation, 1769-99 (P.R.O.N.I., T1447/1).
40 Diary of Reverend Robert Magill (1821), 29 Nov. 1821 (P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/6).
41 Ibid, 10 Dec. 1821; 15 Dec. 1821 (P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/6).
42 For example, Robert Magill recorded how he gave an old schoolfellow, Nancy 
Patterson, 6d in charity, bestowed her shoes, and fed her dinner on account of her 
being poor and penniless. He did not, however, grant her the purpose of her original 
visit- the baptism of her child- because she was not a member of his congregation. 
See, Diary of Robert Magill (1832-33), 15 Jan. 1833 (P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/11). The 
poor lists of First Drornara congregation also make reference to monies distributed to 
‘poor woman’, ‘the poor at the door’, see: Poor money list of First Drornara 
congregation (P.R.O.N.I., T1447/1).
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Newman Brown, in his examination of poor relief in early-modern Aldenham, 

Hertfordshire, noted that whereas widows and widowers constituted little over 20% 

of household heads, they accounted for almost 60% of regular adult collectioners.43 

Similarly, James Smith’s analysis of the distribution of poor relief in four English 

communities has led him to conclude that it was ‘widowhood per se' rather than any 

other factor peculiar to communities in general which accounted for the receipt of 

relief by widow-headed households.44

It is possible to investigate whether a similar pattern existed in the 

distribution of poor relief in the Presbyterian community by examining the lists of 

names of persons who applied for and received charitable relief. In addition to 

keeping a record of the financial business of the congregation, the clerk of the local 

session also kept a note of which members of the community were in receipt of aid. 

Widows are easily identified in these lists because they are referred to with the prefix 

‘Widow.’ Besides the itinerant and unknown poor who are sometimes assigned the 

title of‘the poor at the door’, the majority of recipients were denoted solely by their 

full name. It is impossible to draw conclusions as to the marital status of these 

individuals, they could be married or unmarried. Figure 18(a) below displays the

43 W.N. Brown, ‘The receipt of poor relief and family situation: Aldenham, 
Herfordshire, 1650-90’ in R. M. Smith (ed.), Land, kinship, and life-cycle 
(Cambridge, 1984), p. 412. Brown also makes the important point that female 
widows received relief more frequently than their male counterparts.
See also, Thomas Sokoll, ‘The household position of elderly widows in poverty: 

evidence from two English communities in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries’ in John Henderson and Richard Wall (eds), Poor women and children in 
the European past (London, 1994), p. 207; Sharpe, ‘Survival strategies’, p. 224; 
James Winter, ‘Widowed mothers and mutual aid in early Victorian Britain’ in 
Journal of Social History, xvii, no. 1 (Autumn, 1983), p. 116; R.M. Smith, ‘Charity, 
self-interest and welfare: reflections from demographic and family history’ in Martin 
Daunton (ed.). Charity, self-interest and welfare in the English past (London, 1996), 
pp 23-49.

4 Smith, ‘Widowhood and ageing’, p. 44.
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proportion of widows, men and other women who claimed relief in a sample of six 

Ulster Presbyterian communities.45

Figure 18(a): Proportion of widows, men and other women who received relief 
in a sample of six Ulster Presbyterian communities, c. 1780-1840.

As demonstrated above, the proportion of widows in receipt of relief in any one 

congregation varied, from a relatively low 14% in Donacloney, to a relatively high 

50% in Ballynahinch. Interestingly, as a single group, men outnumbered both 

widows and other women as recipients of aid. It is possible that some of these men 

were widowers, but in the absence of identifiable information we cannot draw 

conclusions. Taken as a whole, however, just over 1/5 of poor relief recipients in 

these six communities were widows.

4:1 These figures are drawn from the poor lists of the following communities, First 
Dromara poor fund, 1769-99 (P.R.O.N.I., T1447/1); First Dunboe poor list, Apr. 
1830 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC 1 P/412/C); Ballynahinch poor householders, 1840 
(P.R.O.N.I., MIC1P/302/1); Donacloney poor list, 1831 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC1P/342/C); 
Minutes and accounts of Killinchy Presbyterian poor relief committee, 1800-1901 
(P.R.O.N.I., T1342/1); Millrow poor relief in Diary of Reverend Robert Magill 
(1821), Dec. 1821 (P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/6).
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We can also explore to what extent widows were a regular feature on poor 

relief lists over time. Of our sample of six poor relief registers, that belonging to the 

community of First Dromara is most extensive, covering the period roughly from 

1769 to 1799. Taking the period 1780-90 as a ten year sample, relief was dispensed a 

total of 1,356 times to a group of just 211 persons. When we examine how often 

these 211 individuals received relief, widowed women figure most prominently. Of 

the 1,356 times relief was dispensed, widowed women accounted for the most 

regular recipients, collecting aid 514 times. Men, on the other hand, although 

outnumbering both widows and other women on poor relief lists, only collected aid 

on 502 occasions. Other women received relief 340 times. Figure 18(b) below 

displays the proportions of widows, men and other women who received relief in this 

community.

Figure 18(b): Proportion of widows, men and other women who received relief 
in the community of First Dromara, 1780-90.

% of those receiving relief % of total times relief was
dispensed

Widows

Unmarried and married women 

Men

As shown in column one, widows accounted for the smallest proportion of persons 

who applied for relief (19%), with over 50% of those registered on poor lists being
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men. Column two, however, reveals that these widows claimed relief more often than

did either men or other women, comprising almost 38% of the total number of claims 

made between 1780 and 1790. This suggests that widows were perhaps more 

dependent on this type of support than other members of the community.

Given the frequent distribution of aid to widows in this sample, can it also be 

said that it was the widowed status of these women which made them eligible for 

relief? For the majority of recipients of poor relief, the only detail which is recorded 

is their name, with the reason for distress noted in only a handful of cases. For 

example, besides receiving applications for specific goods or services, the Kirk- 

session of First Dromara also aided a man who house had burned down in a fire, and 

another man whose son ‘was out of his reason.’46 It could be argued, that adding the 

prefix ‘widow’ to the names of these women set them apart from others, including 

married and unmarried women, who were also applying for relief. It is therefore 

possible that, similar to the means by which poor relief was distributed in the English 

communities examined by James Smith, the condition of being widowed in the 

Presbyterian community also justified one’s claim for charitable aid.

It is possible to test this theory with reference to the surviving records of 

Killinchy Presbyterian poor-relief committee. Of the six poor fund registers 

examined, those relating to this community are most complete, containing the history 

and basic principles of the society, the criteria by which persons were deemed 

eligible, and the means by which funds were to be collected, spent and distributed. 

After a meeting of the congregation was held on 26 January 1800 to discuss the ‘high 

price of provisions and the melancholy situation of the poor’, it was agreed that a

46 First Dromara poor fund, 1781 (P.R.O.N.I., T1447/1).

300



relief fund was to be established for the sole benefit of ‘poor Householders.’47 A 

subscription was to be paid on the first day of each month into the hands of a 

‘Superintending Committee’ that was then, on the third day of each month, to pass 

the collected monies on to a ‘General Committee.’ This latter body was responsible 

for purchasing with the raised monies provisions such as meat and potatoes, as well 

as a store ‘as near the centre of the Congregation as possible’ in which to house 

them.48 The store, which was based at the session house, was to open on one or two 

days of the week and persons who wished to make a claim for relief were to come 

and state their case. In order to receive provisions from the committee, poor persons 

were required to have the validity of their claim authenticated by three individuals 

from their townland of residence.44

The committee tested the claims made by individuals and their families for 

relief on eight criteria: the age of the person making the claim, their mode of 

industry, how many children they had and the ages of the oldest and youngest, which 

children lived with them and were ‘burthensome’, whether any family members were 

afflicted with disease, the length of time they resided in the parish, and which church 

they belonged to.50 Depending on their answers to each of these questions, the relief 

awarded to each person varied.51

47 Minutes and accounts of Killnchy Presbyterian poor relief committee, (P.R.O.N.I., 
T1342/1), p. 2.
48 Ibid, pp 3-4.
49 Ibid, pp 3-4, 9.
50 Ibid, p. 4. Unlike the other poor relief registers in our sample, poor monies 
collected by the Killinchy Presbyterian committee made support available to persons 
of other religious persuasions. Indeed, 8 recipients were Roman Catholic, and 2 
belonged to the Church of Ireland. Rowena Dudley, in her examination of poor relief 
in the Dublin parishes has also remarked on the use of this type of questioning by 
parish officials, and interestingly has called for further research to be undertaken on 
parishes which maintained multi-denominational poor lists, citing only the existence
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The poor were to be divided into four ‘classes or rates’ which determined the 

frequency with which they were to receive provisions. Those in the first class were to 

receive provisions weekly, those in the second class every fortnight, those in the third 

class every three weeks, and those in the fourth class every four weeks.52 All classes 

were to receive the same amount of provisions, which were to alternate between one 

stone of oat meal or one bushel and half of potatoes, together with twelve herrings.53 

Indeed, in order to ensure that no mistakes were made in the distribution of relief, 

each claimant was to be awarded a ticket, signed by the President of the Committee, 

mentioning their name, place of residence, and how much they were to receive. This 

ticket was to be presented each time they visited the store.'’4

Using this classification system, we can investigate whether or not widows 

were regarded as being more deserving of aid than others members of the 

community. Table six below displays the number of widows, other women and men 

in each poor class.

of Ballywillan, County Antrim (1754). See: Rowena Dudley, ‘The Dublin parishes 
and the poor: 1660-1740’ in Archivium Hibernicum, liii (1999), pp 80-94.
51 Minutes and accounts of Killnchy Presbyterian poor relief committee, (P.R.O.N.I., 
T1342/1), p. 5.
52 Ibid, p. 10.
53 Ibid, p. 10.
54 Ibid, p. 5.
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Table 6: Number of widows, men, and other women in each class of charitable 
aid, Killinchy poor relief committee, 1801.

Class one Class two Class three Class four All

Widows 2 1 1 12 16

Men 1 1 5 21 28

Other 0 0 2 14 16

women

All 3 2 8 47 60

Although widows accounted for a majority of persons in the neediest classes of the 

poor, the proportion of widows in these categories as a whole was relatively low in 

comparison to the third and fourth classes. Figure Nineteen below displays the 

proportion of widows, men and other women in each class of charitable aid.

Figure 19: Proportion of widows, men, and other women in each class of 
charitable aid, Killinchy poor relief committee, 1801.

100%

75.00 75.00 ■ Class four
87.50

Class three

■ Class two

■ Class one

Other womenWidows
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As demonstrated above, the overwhelming majority of persons who made claims for 

relief, regardless of whether or not they were widowed, were assigned to class four, 

and received provisions every four weeks. This suggests that something other than 

being widowed determined one’s eligibility for relief.

An alternative factor which may have determined which class a poor person 

was placed was how many dependents they supported, and their ability to meet this 

responsibility. Table seven below displays the number of dependents supported by 

claimants of each class of the poor.

Table 7: Number of dependents supported by each class of poor person, 
Killinchy 1801.

First class Second class Third class Fourth class

Mean 5.00 0.50 2.25 1.40

Median 4.00 0.50 1.50 1.00

Mode 4.00 - 0.00 0.00

Range (7-4)= 3 (1-0)= 1 (6-0)= 6 (8-0)= 8

As is shown above, there seems to have been a direct relationship between the 

number of dependents a poor person supported, and the class of relief which they 

were eligible for. If we compare this same information for widows, the trend is also 

the same. At the two extremes of class one and class four, widows in the former had 

a mean number of four dependents, whereas those in the latter had zero.

Indeed, if we examine the claimant certificates for some of these widows, it 

becomes clear that their eligibility for relief rested not on their widowed status, but 

their ability to support their household. For example, the claimant certificate for 

Widow Lenighan, who was placed in the first class, reads as follows:
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Widdow Lenighan 66 years of age, has 4 Orphan children the oldest 
14 years of age the youngest 5 years. The 2 oldest very unhealthy 
having the falling sickness & not fit for service. Resident 60 years. 
Dissenter.55

In comparison, the claimant certificate for Widow Magennis, who was placed in the 

fourth class, reads as follows: ‘Widdow Magennis is 60 years of age has one Child 

with her & 3 at service. Resident 11 years. Roman Catholic’.56 Although these 

women are similar in that they were both widows, and each had four children, what 

made Widow Lenighan’s claim for relief more pressing is the fact that she had 

responsibility for the sole support of all her children. The illness of her eldest two 

children had prevented them from going into service, both depriving her of their 

income and continuing her responsibility for the sole support of the household. Three 

children belonging to Widow Magennis, on the other hand, were away at service, 

leaving her with only one child to support. It is probable that she received some 

income from those children at service, or at the very least, their absence put less 

strain on the household budget.57 It was the poverty of women like Widow Magennis 

and Widow Lenighan, which accounted for their placement in each category of the 

poor, not their widowed status.

Further evidence for this proposition can also be drawn from an examination 

of the list of subscribers to the Killinchy poor-relief committee. For the month of

^Minutes and accounts of Killnchy Presbyterian poor relief committee, (P.R.O.N.I., 
T1342/1), p. 48. These children living with Widow Lenighan may have been placed 
with her as a form of fosterage, their being orphaned suggesting that both natural 
parents were deceased.
56 Ibid, p. 49. Unlike the other relief registers in our sample, Roman Catholics and 
other non-Presbyterians were eligible for relief from Killinchy Presbyerian church.
57 Clarkson and Crawford have noted that more than 'A of widows’ children in 
Carrick-on-Suir (1799) were an economic burden. This is based on a loose economic 
model which categorises children up to age 10 years as a drain on the family budget, 
the cost of children between 11 and 17 years old as being equal to their contribution 
through earnings, and those children aged 18 years and over as making a net 
contribution to the household income. See, Clarkson and Crawford, ‘Life after 
death’, p. 241.
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February 1800, the clerk of the committee noted the eligibility of 758 householders 

who could subscribe to this fund. Of these eligible persons, 700 were male, 58 were 

female, and 44 were widows. In addition to the 17 widows named on the poor fund, a 

total of 61 widows were therefore recorded as living in the bounds of this 

community. Of these 61, whereas almost 28% were recipients of poor relief and in 

need of assistance, approximately 72% were regarded as eligible and of the means to 

assist others. This reminds us that widows were not only the objects of charity, but 

that some also had the means to support themselves, their families, as well as other 

less fortunate members of the community.

The above discussion has presented two important points. Firstly, although 

widows accounted for just over one-fifth of recipients of charitable aid in our sample, 

they were also the most regular recipients, suggesting that they were more dependent 

on this support than other members of the community. Secondly factors other than 

being widowed seem to have qualified these persons for relief. The ability to 

maintain one’s household, and the degree of support available from older children 

and other family members, were also considered in determining suitability for relief. 

Poverty itself, rather than widowhood, entitled persons to assistance.

In contrast to poor relief, the second type of support which was available to 

the widowed of the community was restricted to a select group of widowed women: 

the minister’s wife. Minutes recorded of meetings held by the Synod of Ulster in the 

early part of the eighteenth-century included regular petitions from minister’s 

widows and their families entreating for financial assistance.58 The death of a 

minister, perhaps more so than the death of men involved in other middling order 

professions, impacted most heavily on his widow because her links with the wider

58 See, RGSUii. 306, 314, 315, 326.
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community, which had been cemented by her husband’s ministry, were dissolved at 

his death."9 The minister’s wife could not continue her husband’s occupation, and in 

many cases, she lost both her spouse and her home when she became widowed.60 

Indeed, Cynthia Curran’s research on middle-class widows in Victorian England has 

revealed that men of the emergent middle classes were relatively unable to provide 

for their families after death. Citing in particular the clergy, Curran has noted that 

their average income of £100-£400 per annum was barely adequate to maintain their 

lifestyle itself, never mind make assurances for their families after death.61

Ministers themselves seem to have been keenly aware of the financial impact 

their deaths would have on their wives and families. After being involved in a coach 

accident on his way home from meeting one evening in June 1822, the Reverend 

James Morell took out a life insurance policy at the Royal Exchange Office for 

£1,000. Mulling over the event in his diary, he observed that although it was ‘wrong 

to speculate on life’ he ‘thought it prudent to secure something’ for his family.62 

Similarly, the Reverend James Morgan of Belfast, recorded in his dairy the anxiety 

he felt for his family during periods of sickness:

My feelings are much exercised about my family- a much loved wife, 
and five dear children. The promises of God to the widow and the 
fatherless are enough to sustain my spirit, but I have not been enabled 
so to rest upon these as to be raised above anxiety.6'

59 Freist, ‘Religious difference’, p. 168.
60 Todd, ‘The remarrying widow’, p. 71
61 Cynthia Curran, ‘Private women, public needs: middle-class widows in Victorian 
England’ 'm Albion: A Quarterly Journal concerned with British Studies, xxv, no. 2 
(Summer, 1993), pp 219-20.
62 Diary of Reverend James Morell, 9 Jun. 1822; 14Jul. 1822 (P.H.S.I.).
63 James Morgan, Recollections of my life and times: an autobiography by the 
Reverend James Morgan, D.D. Late minister of Fisherwick Place, Church, Belfast, 
with selections from his journal (Belfast, 1874), pp 213-14.
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Indeed, James Morgan was later to hold the position of chairman of a board of the 

Amicable Assurance Society, and encouraged other Presbyterian ministers to join 

such schemes in order to ‘save’ their wives and families from distress.64

During the course of the eighteenth-century, various schemes were proposed 

by the Synod of Ulster to deal with requests from the widows of ministers for 

financial assistance. In 1717, for example, it was proposed that widows and orphans 

were to continue to receive the proportion of regium donum which had been assigned 

to the minister himself. This entitlement, however, was limited to the period during 

which the congregation remained vacant.65 The question of how to support the 

minister’s widow and their children once a new minister was installed was left open. 

This issue was addressed again in 1748, when a further scheme was proposed to pay 

the minister’s widow £4 per annum once his former congregation had been settled. 

Despite this, however, the scheme had two main flaws. Firstly, eligibility for this 

payment rested on a recommendation from the local presbytery, and secondly, it was 

also restricted to the duration of her ‘widowhood’, leaving open the question of 

remarriage and the support of orphaned children.66

It was not until 1750 that the Synod established a more permanent and 

extensive fund which better met the needs of the widowed and orphaned.67 The 

scheme, which was proposed by Mr. William Bruce, an elder of Wood Street 

congregation, Dublin, had three main features. Firstly, every minister was required to 

pay 40 shillings annually out of their proportion of the regium donum as a 

subscription to the fund. Secondly, on his death, the widow of every minister who

64 Morgan, Recollections of my life and times, pp 111-12. 
b5 RGSUi, 445.
66 Ibid, ii, 339.
67 J.S. Reid, History of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland, iii (London, 2nd ed., 
1853), pp 322-23.

308



had paid into the fund was to receive a lifetime annuity of between £12 and £30 per 

annum. If, however, a widow died within eight years of receiving this annuity, the 

children of her marriage were to receive the amount until the end of this eight year 

period. Children left orphaned by the death of their father were also to receive the 

annuity for a term of eight years. Thirdly, steps were also taken to account for the 

remarriage of the minister’s widow. From the time of her remarriage, one part of the 

annuity was to be given to her, and the other distributed among the minister’s 

children. In the event of the deaths of the minister’s children, however, the whole 

annuity was to return to the mother.68

Between the implementation of this scheme in 1751, and the incorporation of

the Presbyterian Widows’ Fund by act of parliament in 1809, the regulations of the

fund remained fairly similar. There were, however, three main differences in relation

to the raising of funds, and two other changes in the payment of annuities to widows.

With regards to the former, firstly, the amount of annuity which widows received

was reduced to £25 per annum.69 James Seaton Reid has noted that it was discovered

that Bruce’s 1750 scheme had underestimated the number of minister’s widows by

almost half, and in order to meet the needs of the annuitants, it was found necessary

to reduce the amount available. Secondly, enjoining the scheme ministers had to

first pay the full amount of one year’s royal grant, and from then on a fixed annual

subscription of 40 shillings. Depending on the rate of regium donum which ministers

received, they were also required to pay an additional membership fee on top of the

,lS Reid, History of the Presbyterian church, p. 364. It was unclear, however, whether 
a remarrying widow who was childless would receive this annuity after she 
remarried.
69 In 1750, an annuity of between £12 and £30 per annum was the equivalent of 
between £1,021.92 and £2,554.80 as valued in 2005, whereas in 1809, annuity of £25 
per annum was the equivalent of £849.00. RGSU ii. 347. See also: 
(www.nationalarchives.gov.ac.uk/currency.).
70 Reid, History of the Presbyterian Church, p. 325.
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required subscription. Ministers of congregations which were in the first class 

category, and were entitled to £100 of grant, were required to pay an additional £3 

per annum, those of second class congregations in receipt of the £75 grant, paid an 

additional £2 5s., and those of the third class paid an extra 30 shillings, out of their 

£50 grant.71 Thirdly, ministers who remarried had to pay an extra one-off premium 

on top of their annual subscription fee. Ministers marrying for the second time were 

required to pay one years’ annuity, which in 1809 was £25, those marrying for the 

third time were to pay two years’ annuity of £50, and so on in proportion to every 

succeeding marriage contracted.72

The payment of annuities to widows and their children was brought under 

much stricter control. The minutes of the Synod reveal that its treasurers were 

concerned about frauds and abuses of the fund. For example, the minutes detail the 

curious case of the widow of Mr. Hugh Nisbet (d. 1778), minister of the 

congregation of Ballymote, county Sligo. The Synod, operating under a suspicion 

that the marriage of the late minister, and ‘the woman who calls herself Mrs Nisbet’ 

was, ‘collusive & made chiefly with a Lucrative view’ of deriving emolument from 

the fund, refused to admit her as an annuitant. In order to prevent the unlawful 

approbation of monies, a series of overtures were passed in 1758, 1759 and 1766 

requiring Presbyteries to make returns of the number of eligible widows and orphans 

who were living within their bounds.74 A regulation passed in 1809 required the 

receipt of a certificate proving that an eligible widow was alive, or if she was dead,

71 RGSU ii. 346-47. The different subscription rates for ministers of different wealth 
categories was one of the hottest debated aspects of a similar scheme proposed for 
widows of Church of Ireland ministers. See, A clergyman of the Church of Ireland, 
Remarks on a bill for the relief of clergymens widows; with reasons for postponing 
the same to the next sessions of parliament (Dublin, 1784), especially pp 6-7.
72 Ibid, 347.
73 Ibid 14,23,30,38.
74Ibid, 372, 417, 430.
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the date of her decease, and name of the persons entitled to receive the annuity.75 In 

addition to these measures, resolutions were also passed which held the potential to 

invalidate a widows’ claim to the fund. Ministers who resigned their pastoral charges 

in order to take up secular or professional employment were not permitted to remain 

a contributor to the fund, and forfeited the right of their widows and families to 

receive any benefit from its monies.76 Similarly, any ministers who left the kingdom 

to reside abroad also surrendered their membership of the fund.77

One of the obvious benefits of the fund was that any minister attached to the 

Synod of Ulster was eligible to join. Indeed, efforts were made to join together 

ministers of the General Synod and their non-subscribing counterparts of the 

Presbytery of Antrim under this scheme.78 Factors such as age and state of health, 

which are important for modem life assurance policies, were not accounted for, 

enabling cover to be extended to every widow whose husband had paid into the fund. 

Indeed, returns made by the treasurer of the fund between 1791 and 1814 reveal the 

enonnous growth in both capital raised and monies paid out to the widows of 

ministers. In 1791, the capital of the fund stood at £11,682. 12s 3d, with a debit of 

£809. 12s 4d being paid to a total of 64 annuitants.79 By 1814, the number of 

annuitants had grown to 76, withdrawing from the fund £2,930 per annum. The total 

capital of the fund had also increased rapidly, to just over £27,000.80

75 RGSU ii. 349.
76 Ibid, 287, 347.
77 Ibid, 347.
78 Reid, History of the Presbyterian church, p. 326. The Secession Synod had its own 
scheme for the benefits of widows, established in 1783. See, Minutes of the 
Secession Burgher Synod, 1779-1814 (P.R.O.N.I., CR3/46/1/1) and Minutes of the 
Secession (Burgher) Synod, 1815-18 and of the United Secession Synod, 1818-23 
(P.R.O.N.I., CR3/46/1/2A).
1C)RGSU\\. 146.
80 Ibid, 429.
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In spite of this, the fund itself was never able to address the underlying 

problems which minister’s widows endured after the deaths of their husbands. One 

complaint which came before the Synod regularly was that of the failure of 

congregations to settle arrears of stipend. Before a new minister could be installed, 

any outstanding stipend was to be paid to the previous minister’s widow or his 

children. Many congregations, however, either overlooked this regulation or chose to 

ignore it completely. For example, in June 1781, a representative of the Presbytery of 

Tyrone requested the advice of the Synod respecting a disagreement between the 

widow of Mr Kerr and the community of Minterbum, county Tyrone. It appeared 

that the congregation were keen to settle a new minister, but that their efforts had 

been stalled by Mrs Kerr’s claims that the congregation owed arrears in stipend. At 

length, the Synod agreed with the widow and recommended that the congregation, 

‘see speedy Justice done to Mrs Ker’.81 The Synod later noted in June 1782 that the 

congregation and Mrs Kerr had ‘condescended to compromise their differences’ and 

a settlement was made.82 Other disputes did not end so amicably. The congregation 

of Fintona, county Tyrone, for example, was threatened in 1810 that it would be

deprived of ordinances if it did not discharge arrears due to the family of their late
0-1

minister, Mr Moorhead.

The reason why widows of ministers pursued the recovery of these monies 

was because the amount owed was usually substantial enough to assist them after 

their husband’s deaths. The stipend owed to a minister was often irregularly paid and

81 RGSUii. 36.
82 Ibid, 42. See also the cases of Mrs Sprat, Mrs Whiteside, the family of Mr 
Moorhead, and Mr Ker in Ibid, 132, 284, 345, 358, 386.
83 Ibid, 345, 358.
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84short of the fixed amount agreed at ordination. Indeed, the steps taken by the family 

of Mr. John Smyth, the minister of Loughbrickland, county Down, to secure the 

payment of arrears in stipend are fully understandable when one takes into account 

that the congregation owed £230 Os 8d, a sum which has a modem value of almost 

£7,500.85

In addition to the problems which some widows encountered in recovering 

stipends, others also met difficulties in securing their annuity. The Synod dealt with 

complaints from widows such as Mrs Orr and Mrs Barr, who had not received the 

annuities due to them. In the case of the latter, ‘her distressed state’ led to the 

payment of £75 out of the first settlement of royal grant to be paid that year.86 The 

frequency of non-payment or delay in settling annuities can be inferred from a 

resolution passed in the Synod in 1792 which laid penalties on persons who 

commenced law suits for recovery of annuities. By this rule, any expenses incurred 

by the fund as a result of a suit would be deducted out of the annuity to which the 

plaintiff was entitled.87

It is probable, however, that the blame for such delays lies not with the Synod 

or presbyteries themselves, but in the apparent mobility of minister’s wives after the 

death of their husbands. The returns made by Presbyteries to the Synod on the 

number of widows who were residing within their bounds reveal that some women 

left the care of the presbytery without notification. For example, Mrs Caldwell, wife 

of James Caldwell, minister of Ussher’s Quay, Dublin first appeared on the widows’

84 Myrtle Hill, 'Expressions of faith: Protestantism in nineteenth century Tyrone' in 
Charles Dillon and H.A. Jefferies (eds), Tyrone: history and society (Dublin, 2000), 
pp 641-43.
86 RGSU ii. 300-301. Calculated using National Archives, ‘Currency converter’ 
(http://www.nationalarchives.gov. ac.uk/currency.).
86 Ibid, 93, 273.
87 Ibid, 161.
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fund in June 1783, under the care of the Dublin Presbytery. She appeared on the next 

two returns made by this body in 1784 and 1786, and then finally somewhat more 

sporadically thereafter. Between 1790 and 1794, and 1796 and 1798, no reference is 

made to Mrs Caldwell, and then finally in 1800 she was reported as living in 

Strabane. The Presbytery of Dublin repeated in 1801 and 1806 that they believed she 

‘was still living’ and referred her case to the Presbytery of Letterkenny, who should 

have taken her into their care. There is no mention of her by this latter body at all, 

however, and in 1817 she again reappeared on the widows’ fund lists for Dublin 

Presbytery.88 Where Mrs Caldwell had been for those intermittent years, and why she 

had not claimed her annuity is unclear. Other women went even further afield: Mrs 

Davis, widow of the Rev. Jacob Davis of Drumachose congregation, county 

Londonderry, was believed to have emigrated to America, while Mrs Turbitt, widow

OQ

of James Turbitt of First Donagheady, county Tyrone, migrated to Scotland.

In a somewhat sad turn of events, there are references in the minutes of the 

Synod meetings to instances where the location, and even fate, of widows was 

unknown. In 1784, for example, an inquiry was ordered to find out if a Mrs Cochran, 

a widow on the fund, was living or deceased.90 Similarly, in 1794, the Synod 

resolved to pay the annuity of James Jackson, late minister of Ballybay, into the 

hands of a guardian, ‘for the use of the younger children’ as his widow had made no 

claim, nor was it known whether she was alive.91 It appears that Mrs Jackson was

88 RGSU iii. 53, 61, 80, 226, 240, 306, 458.
89Ibid, 217, 253. Others included Mrs Hay, widow of Mr Joseph Hay, minister of 
Donoughmore (d. 1803) removed to Co. Donegal, Mrs Smyth, widow of Mr John 
Smyth, minister of Loughbrickland (d. 1804), removed to Dublin, Mrs Isabella Little, 
widow of Mr Joseph Little, minister of Killyleagh (d. 1813), removed to Banbridge, 
Mrs Rogers, widow of Mr Robert Rogers, minister of Longford congregation (d. 
1791) removed to Dublin. See, Ibid, 294, 524-25, 226.
90 Ibid, 62.
91 Ibid, 170.
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eventually located, for in 1796 the Synod noted that she was now the sole claimant of 

her husband’s annuity. Where she had been for the past two years, and why she was 

living apart from her children, are questions which remain unanswered. It can be 

suggested, however, that widowhood ushered in profound shifts in both the identity 

and place of the minister’s wife in the wider community. The widow’s ties with the 

congregation, which were the product of her husband’s ministry, were loosened at 

his death. A new minister would most likely also bring with him a new wife, 

supplanting her role in the community. The mobility of the minister’s wife could 

have been a product of her widowhood, and made it difficult for the Presbytery and 

treasurer of the fund to allot her annuity.

(Ill) Impact of widowhood

So far we have discussed who the widowed were in the Ulster Presbyterian 

community, and the various types of charitable aid which were available to them in 

their widowhood. The question which remains to be addressed is: how did becoming 

widowed transform the ‘social worlds’ in which women and men resided?

Historians have hitherto used quantitative evidence on household living 

arrangements as a platform from which to discuss the support and care of the 

widowed and elderly in the past. Using population listings, scholars generally agree 

that the households of the elderly and widowed were typified by three main 

characteristics. Firstly, that the majority of elderly persons retained headship of their 

household and remained independent of their children. Secondly, that co-resident 

living arrangements were rare, but where they did occur, it was usually between 

elderly parents and their unmarried children. Thirdly, there were slight gender

nRGSU iii. 191.
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differences in the living patterns of elderly women and men. Elderly women, for 

example, were more likely than their male counterparts to reside as a dependent in 

someone-else’s household. Similarly, elderly men were less likely to inhabit a 

solitary household than were elderly women.

An examination of the living arrangements of the widowed population of our 

five communities by and large confirms these conclusions, and suggests that the 

demographic condition of widowhood in the Ulster Presbyterian community was 

similar to that found elsewhere. Figure Twenty below displays the types of 

households in which widows and widowers resided.94

93 See, H.C. Johansen, ‘Growing old in an urban environment’ in Continuity and 
Change, ii, no. 2 (1987), pp 297-305; Jean Robin, ‘Family care of the elderly in a 
nineteenth-century Devonshire parish’ in Ageing and society, iv, no. 4 (1984), pp 
505-16; Pat Thane, ‘Old people and their families in the English past’ in Daunton 
(ed.), Charity, self-interest and welfare, pp 113-38; Peter Laslett, Family life and 
illicit love in earlier generations: essays in historical sociology (Cambridge, 1977), 
esp. chapter 5; Richard Wall, ‘Elderly persons and members of their households in 
England and Wales from preindustrial times to the present’ in D. I. Kertzer and Peter 
Laslett (eds), Aging in the past: demography, society and old age London, 1995), pp 
81-106; Ibid, ‘The residence patterns of elderly English women in comparative 
perspective’ in Lynn Botelho and Pat Thane (eds), Women and ageing in British 
society since 1500 (Essex, 2001), pp 139-65; S.R. Ottaway, ‘Providing for the elderly 
in eighteenth-century England’ in Continuity and Change, xiii, no. 3 (1998), pp 391- 
418; Ibid, ‘The old woman’s home in eighteenth-century England’ in Botelho and 
Thane (eds). Women and ageing, pp 111-38.
94 See, Census of Ballyeaston congregation, 1813 (P.R.O.N.I., T1013/1); Census of 
Third Cookstown Presbyterian congregation, 1842-43 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC 1 P/460/2); 
Registry book of United congregations of Creggan and Newtownhamilton, 1833 
(P.R.O.N.I., CR3/74/1); Stonebridge Visitation book, 1834 (P.R.O.N.I.,
MIC 1 P/165/1); Census of First Monaghan, 1821 (P.R.O.N.I., MIC 1 P/199/1) and 
reproduced in, Theo McMahon and Maire O’Neill, ‘Census of First Monaghan 
Presbyterian congregation, 1821’ in Clogher Record, xix, no. 1 (2006), pp 94-110.

316



Figure 20: Residence patterns of the widowed population of five Ulster 
Presbyterian communities, c. 1813-43.
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In line with the conclusions reached by English historians, the overwhelming 

majority (c. 81%) of widowed persons retained their position as household head 

during their widowhood, followed by dependent (14%) and then solitary households 

(6%). Widowed women were also much more likely than their male counterparts to 

reside as a dependent in someone-else’s household, returning figures of 18% and 7% 

respectively.

Indeed, if we examine the composition of these widowed households, the 

evidence also displays strong similarities with England on residence patterns. Table 

eight below displays this information.
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Table 8: Composition of widowed households in five Ulster Presbyterian 
communities, c. 1813-43.

Widows (F) Widowers (M) All
Household Head
with:
Children only 67.86 75.00 70.57
Children and
families

6.12 13.33 8.86

Kin 0.51 0.83 0.63
Non-relatives 0.51 0.83 0.63
Sub-Total 75.00 90.00 80.70
Household headed
by:
Child 7.14 3.33 5.70
Parent 3.57 0.83 2.53
Kin 4.08 1.67 3.16
Non-relatives 3.06 0.83 2.22
Sub-Total 17.86 6.67 13.61
Solitary 7.14 3.33 5.70
TOTAL 100.00 100.00 100.01

As shown above, whereas just over 70% of widowed persons resided as head of their 

household with their unmarried children, less than 9% did so with married offspring 

and their grandchildren. Similarly, approximately 6% of widowed persons lived as a 

dependent in the household of one of their children, with female widows much more 

likely than male widowers to reside in this type of household.

Despite the important contributions which these studies have made to our 

knowledge, there is a growing body of opinion among some scholars that household 

listings can only tell us half the story, giving us an insight into the ‘condition of 

widowhood’ rather than the ‘subjective experience’ of being widowed.95 In order to 

cast light on how widowhood transformed household dynamics, and to learn more 

about how becoming widowed impacted on families and individuals, we need to look

95 Freist, ‘Religious difference’, p. 184.
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beyond these demographic sources, and supplement statistics with ‘ego-documents’ 

such as autobiographies, correspondence and diaries.96

The following discussion is based on three case studies involving widowed 

persons who had ties with the wider Presbyterian community, and whose living 

arrangements were transformed by their change in status from married to widowed. It 

should also be noticed that all three examples are based on the experience of male 

widowers. Interestingly, in light of the fact that the male widower is typically more 

difficult to detect in the historical record, there is ample evidence of the impact of 

widowhood on men in correspondence and diaries.

Our first case-study is represented by the Reverend Robert Magill, minister of 

Millrow congregation, county Antrim. On the 14 September 1832, just six hours after 

waking with a choleric fever, his wife Ann Jane Skelton, died aged just twenty-eight 

years old, leaving Robert a widowed father to their only surviving child, seven year 

old Sarah. Recording the events of her death and funeral in minute detail in his diary, 

Robert noted poignantly how Ann Jane had breathed her last with his hand under her 

head, and that he had bestowed one final kiss on his wife before she was coffined.97 

The couple had been married for just nine years when Robert was widowed, aged 

forty-four years.

Becoming widowed had an impact on Robert Magill’s household and social 

circle in two main ways. Firstly, his widowhood ushered in changes to both the 

composition of his household and relationships he held with his family. In the days 

following the death of Ann Jane, his daughter Sarah went to live with his father-and

96 Freist, ‘Religious difference’, p. 175.
97 Diary of Reverend Robert Magill (1832-33), 14 Sept. 1832 (P.R.O.N.I.,
D2930/9/11).
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mother-in-law, Mr and Mrs Skelton. Robert recorded in his diary on 10 January 1833 

that Sarah had spent the previous night at home for the first time since the 21 

September, having stayed with her grandparents since her mother’s death.98 This 

arrangement was also not temporary, as Sarah continued to divide her time between 

her grandparents’ and father’s homes.99 The main reason for this seems to be that 

Robert’s extensive visiting and ministerial duties were not congruous with the 

demands of fatherhood. His mother’s relocation from the townland of Kenbilly, 

county Antrim, where she had resided since April 1825, to the neighbourhood of 

Millrow in November 1832 also seems to have been prompted by her son’s 

widowhood.100 When Ann Jane was alive, the family took regular trips to visit his 

mother.101 It is probable she moved closer in order to assist with the care of Sarah.

Indeed, the sharing of childcare and temporary placement of young children 

into the homes of relatives was a strategy employed by other widowers. William 

Tennent, for example, placed his three year old daughter Letitia into the care of his 

mother-in-law and daughter’s namesake, Letitia Jackson, after the death of his wife 

Eleanor in 1806. His diary entries for the months following Eleanor’s death record 

how Letitia travelled back and forth between Monaghan and Belfast, spending time 

with her father and grandmother. Similarly, after the death of his wife Eliza

98 Diary of Reverend Robert Magill (1832-33), 10 Jan. 1833 (P.R.O.N.I.,
D2930/9/11).
" Robert recorded in his diary on 26 January 1833 that Sarah had went to stay with 
her grandparents again, having not been there for almost a fortnight, see. Diary of 
Reverend Robert Magill (1832-33), 26 Jan. 1833 (P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/11).
100 Ibid, 20 Nov. 1832 (P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/11).
101 Life of Reverend Robert Magill (1831), 31 Mar. 1828; 6 Mar. 1829 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2930/9/15).
102 Diary of William Tennent, 1805-08 (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/B/3/3/5).
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Macrone in 1803 a few weeks after giving birth to their son Robert James, Robert 

Tennent placed him in the care of a ‘Ma Jackson’.103

That such arrangements were not only approved of, but also expected, can be 

seen in the comments of the Reverend John Tennent, the father of these two 

widowers, about the placement of his grandchildren with relatives and nurses. 

Speaking of Robert James, he concluded that, ‘best no doubt [Robert’s] care for the 

infant must be ... those in whose keeping it is might Suffice for some time’.104 

Similarly, after the death of Eleanor Jackson, the Reverend Tennent wrote to William 

inquiring after the whereabouts of Letitia, recommending that she remain a year or 

two with her maternal grandmother.105

Secondly, becoming widowed not only left Robert Magill bereft of his wife’s 

childcare services, more importantly, it robbed him of his companion in life and 

Christ. For example, in April 1833, he added the following dedication to his ‘dear 

and beloved wife’ on the front page of one of her music books:

She was a faithful and affectionate Partner and a warm hearted 
generous Friend ... Her religious vows ... were scripturally clear, and 
evangelically correct... The affection and Love she felt for me I shall 
never forget for never was affection more sincerely true, never was 
Love more faithfully devoted.106

For Robert Magill, it was the loneliness of widowhood which he felt most keenly. 

Indeed, his diary entries reveal how he felt his wife’s absence acutely, especially at 

family get-togethers. On 31 October 1832, for example, he noted how he had drunk 

tea with Sara, Mr and Mrs Skelton, and his sister-in-law. Despite spending his

103 See, Letters between Robert James Tennent and Robert Tennent (P.R.O.N.I.,
D1748/G/667/1 -7).
104 Reverend John Tennent to William Tennent, 10 Oct. 1803 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/B/1/317/41).
105 Ibid, 27 Jan. 1807 (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/B/1/317/63).
106 Ms. Music book belonging to Ann Jane Skelton (P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/17).
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evening in their company, he noted: ‘how lonely compared to former days’ their 

meeting had been.107 Other diary entries were poignantly short, such as that on the 

anniversary of his marriage: ‘It is 9 years this day since I was married’ or the day he

noted how he had moved his bedstead out of the room he had shared with his wife

1 08for the previous seven years and placed it in the front room.

In the weeks and months following Ann Jane’s death, Robert compiled a list

of her belongings, which included items such as clothing, tableware, and pillow

cases, and bestowed them as gifts to family and friends.109 For example, he gave Mrs

Skelton a pair of boots, a bonnet and a ring.110 To Mary and Margaret, his two

servant girls, he gave a gift of two gowns, and to John Ring a coat, in return for the

kindness he showed at Ann Jane’s funeral.111 That such gifts were exchanged in an

effort to honour his wife’s memory and mitigate his loneliness can be inferred from a

verse inscribed on a gold watch he presented to Ann Jane’s sister, Eliza:

Accept This Pledge of my esteem
Eliza friend sincere
I give it for my sister’s sake
A name for ever dear
Her day of life is pass[e]d away
Her bed is in the tomb
Then let this watch still bring to mind
Thy day of final doome.
R. Magill.112

Indeed, it should also be noticed that he gave Eliza this gift on the 18 November 

1832, a day which held great significance for Robert, it, ‘being the anniversary of

107 Diary of Reverend Robert Magill (1832-33), 31 Oct. 1832 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2930/9/11).
108 Ibid, 11 Dec. 1832; 6 Oct. 1832 (P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/11).
109 There is no date on this entry, but the list he entitled as ‘Articles of apparel 
belonging to my Dear wife at her death.’ See, Diary of Reverend Robert Magill 
(1832) (P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/11).
110 Ibid, 18 Sept. 1832; 27 Sept. 1832 (P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/11).
111 Ibid, 18 Sept. 1832; 25 Sept. 1832 (P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/11).
112 Ibid, 27 Sept. 1832 (P.R.O.N.I., D2930/9/11).
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Mrs Magill’s Birthday. Had she lived she would this day have been 29 years of

age’.113

For the widower in our second example, becoming widowed brought with it

both increased parental responsibility as well as a change in the composition of his

household. In early April 1782, after battling a chronic complaint, Martha Bailie, the

wife of the Reverend William Kennedy, died.114 The couple had been married for

roughly twenty-three years, and had seven children, all living at the time of their

mother’s decease: John, Robert, Andrew Thomas, William, Elizabeth, Jane and

Martha.1 ^ Age information for their children is limited, but it is likely that most of

them were eighteen years or under. We know only that Robert, their second son, was

aged eighteen when his mother died, from a declaration signed by his father

certifying that he was bom on 29 November 176411(1 and that William was an

‘infant’, from a letter communicating news of his death from smallpox in the months

following that of his mother’s decease. We can infer, however, that Andrew, Jane

and Martha were relatively young, perhaps less than twelve years old, from

comments made by the Reverend Kennedy about their schooling. Whereas ‘Andie’

was with a Mr. Wier learning arithmetic, the two youngest girls were at school

118learning ‘to write and figure’.

11 ’ Diary of Reverend Robert Magill (1832-33), 18 Nov. 1832 (P.R.O.N.I.,
D2930/9/11).
114 Reverend William Kennedy to Robert Kennedy, 8 Feb. 1782 (P.R.O.N.I.,
D2315/4/15); Family letter to Robert Kennedy, 9 Apr. 1782 (P.R.O.N.I.,
D2315/4/17).
115 J. Carmichael-Ferrall, ‘Note on the Kennedy and Bailie pedigrees’ in The Journal 
of the Royal Historical and Archaeological Association of Ireland, vii, no. 61 (Jan., 
1885), p. 32.
116 Reverend William Kennedy to Robert Kennedy, 23 Aug. 1783 (P.R.O.N.I.,
D2315/4/19).
117

118
Ibid, 20 Sept. 1782 (P.R.O.N.I., D2315/4/16). 
Ibid.
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In the weeks following his wife’s death, the two female relatives moved into 

the Kennedy household: an Aunt Higgins, and a Cousin Nancy (Ann) Huggins."9 

Left a widower, with five children living at home, it is likely that these two women 

moved in with William to assist him with childcare. Indeed, that they remained with 

him for a minimum for six years suggests that their arrangement was not temporary 

and made solely to assuage his grief.120 Although Aunt and Cousin Huggins 

contributed towards the household in terms of rent and money towards goods, their 

presence in the household was valued by William more for their company and 

personality.121 For example, in a letter to his son Robert, William referred to Aunt 

Huggins as ‘a good well minded friendly woman’ and praised Cousin Nancy’s 

pleasurable company which had, ‘help’d to bear [him] up’.122 In his eyes, there was 

‘no better young woman; few as good’ as Cousin Nancy.123

In contrast to the preferred company of these women, he also outlined in this 

letter to Robert the distaste he felt for the company of a Mrs Lindsay, who had ‘a 

turn for Censure’ and was, ‘far from the amiable disposition of your mother’.124 

Supplementing the role which Martha Bailie had played in managing household 

affairs was his eldest daughter, Elizabeth. That Elizabeth was a young adult can be

1 l9Reverend William Kennedy to Robert Kennedy, n.d.; 9 Apr. 1782; 20 Sept. 1782 
(P.R.O.N.I., D2315/4/10-11;16).
120 The first mention of this living arrangement is in a letter dated c. 1782, just after 
Elizabeth Bailie’s death. The last reference to their residence is a letter dated 
February 1788. See, Reverend William Kennedy to Robert Kennedy, c. 1782; 18 
Feb. 1788 (P.R.O.N.I., D2315/4/10;43).
121 In a letter to his son Robert, in which he reported that he was experiencing 
financial difficulties caused by the distress of Garland congregation, William 
Kennedy admitted that were, ‘it not for my two worthy Lodgers your [Aunt] & 
Cousin I shou’d be exceeding ill.’ See, Reverend William Kennedy to Robert 
Kennedy, 18 Feb. 1788 (P.R.O.N.I., D2315/4/43).
122 Reverend William Kennedy to Robert Kennedy, 9 Apr. 1782 (P.R.O.N.I.,
D2315/4/11).
123 Ibid.
124 n- .
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inferred from a comment made by her father that she had ‘come to the time of life to 

be a housekeeper’ and he commended her for having such a turn of‘oeconomy’.125 

indeed, Elizabeth showed such skill in this position that her father decided that, ‘it 

would be an affront to set upon another in that place’.126 As far as William 

Kennedy’s surviving correspondence tells us, this extended household arrangement 

seems to have been a happy and enjoyable one, free of family discord. Indeed, in a 

letter to his son Robert, William Kennedy boasted that, ‘perhaps there’s not a family 

in the kingdom enjoys more domesticated peace’ than his at Gortnaglush, County 

Tyrone.127

The final widower in our sample, and also the eldest being seventy-eight 

years old at widowhood, was the Reverend John Tennent, minister of Roseyards 

congregation. On 2 August 1805, his wife of forty-seven years, Ann Patton died, 

aged seventy years. That the Reverend Tennent was heartbroken by his wife’s death 

is evident from missives he sent to his children on the subject. In a letter to his eldest 

son Robert, for example, he told how ‘holy providence’ had taken from him ‘the 

Light of mine eyes’ and that now he was, ‘left alone of worldly company’.128 

Similarly, in a letter of consolation to his son William on the death of Eleanor, John 

Tennent empathised with his son’s distracted state of mind, telling him that his too 

had been, ‘raging like a wild Bull in a net’ after the death of Ann.129

126 Reverend William Kennedy to Robert Kennedy, 9 Apr. 1782 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D2315/4/11). See also, Reverend William Kennedy to Robert Kennedy, 12 Apr. 
1782 (P.R.O.N.I., D2315/4/14).
126 Ibid.
127 Ibid, 28 Nov. 1783 (P.R.O.N.I., D2315/4/24).
I2S Reverend John Tennent to Robert Tennent, 2 Aug. 1805 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/C/1/211/50).
129 Reverend John Tennent to William Tennent, 27 Jan. 1807 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/B/1/317/63).
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In the days following his wife’s death, the Reverend Tennent wrote to his two 

eldest sons asking their advice on how he should spend the remainder of his ‘time 

without distracting or distressing care about [thi]s world’.130 He admitted in a letter 

to William that he did not know how he would cope without the company and 

services of his wife, who had shouldered the burden of looking after the household 

when alive.131 Indeed, John Tennent confessed that he had always believed that Ann 

would survive him, and in that case she would ‘have had ye pleasure of enjoying a 

little terestial paradise’ with William and Eleanor at their home in Mount Vernon, 

Belfast.132

In order to relieve himself of the burdens of managing the household and land 

alone, he outlined to William what he believed were his only two options. Firstly, he 

noted that he could sell his whole property and take rented lodgings for the 

remainder of his life, or secondly, he could sell off part of his land and harvest, 

retaining the house for himself, with the use of two cows and a horse.133 None of 

these options were realised, however, as by the beginning of 1806 the Reverend 

Tennent still retained charged of his household.

In February 1806, a third scheme was proposed, that his daughter Margaret 

(also known as Peggy), her husband John Stuart, and their children, should move into 

his home and form a co-resident household.134 The impetus for this scheme came 

from John Tennent himself. In a letter to William on 12 February 1806 he stated that 

he had resolved to ‘disenta[n]gle’ himself from any ‘trouble’ about his property, and 

imagining that Peggy and John Stuart would ‘wish to be here’ wrote them a letter in

130 Reverend John Tennent to William Tennent, 9 Aug. 1805 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/B/1/317/56).
131

132

133
134

Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid, 12 Feb. 1806 (P.R.O.N.I.., D1748/B/1/317/57).
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which he sketched out what part of the house and land he was willing to part with.13 '’ 

It appears, however, that John Stuart was not pleased with what was offered, replying 

that, ‘that part of ye House from ye Kitchin & downward would not suit him’.136 At 

this, the Reverend Tennent believed that the matter was at an end, but after some 

persuasion from Peggy and a concession on his side that he ‘might exc[h]ange a part 

up for ye convenieny of ye temporary use of ye kitchen’ John Stuart agreed to think

1 17on the proposal.

William did not approve of his father’s scheme for co-residence with Stuart. 

Indeed, in a letter to William at the end of February 1806, the Reverend Tennent 

conceded that he too was not fond of his son-in-law, but that as this scheme had a 

‘reasonable prospect of a comfortable alteration’ in that respect, he had 

‘condecended to [Stuart’s] gratification for a year or two ... to admit him & her 

here’.138 By May 1806, Peggy and her daughter had moved in with the Reverend

1 IQ
Tennent, with the expectation that John Stuart would join them in a few days time.

In a similar fashion to the retirement contracts made between elderly peasant 

landholders and their children elsewhere in Europe during this period, John Tennent 

and his son-in-law sketched out an elaborate household agreement.140 Their contract 

had two main terms. Firstly, John Tennent was to have four acres of land, two cows 

in summer and winter, and a servant maid kept for his own personal service. In 

return, Stuart was to have the oversight of all the land, charge over the servants, and

135 Reverend John Tennent to William Tennent, 12 Feb. 1806 (P.R.O.N.L., 
D1748/B/1/317/57).
136 Ibid.
137 Ibid.
138 Ibid, 25 Feb. 1806 (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/B/1/317/58).
139 Ibid, 23 May 1806 (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/B/1/317/62).
I4(, See, L.K. Berkner, ‘The stem family and the developmental cycle of the peasant 
household: an eighteenth-century Austrian example’ in American Historical Review, 
Ixxvii, no. 2 (Apr., 1972), pp 401-03; Ottaway, ‘The old woman’s home’, p. 115; 
Johansen, ‘Growing old’, pp 297-300.
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pay the rent on the property.141 Secondly, as the agreement was to be for a trial 

period of one year only, Stuart wanted an inventory taken of everything respecting 

the farm land and property. John Tennent also had one further term in mind which 

would keep his property and that of Stuart’s strictly separate, and wrote to William 

asking his advice on the propriety of having two tables in the household.142

It is very likely that were it not for his becoming widowed, John Tennent

would not have contemplated entering into this type of co-resident arrangement.

Indeed, an earlier scheme for co-residence, proposed by Robert in 1802, was rejected

because John Tennent and his wife wanted to retain their independence.143 Three

years later in 1805, now aged seventy-eight years and a widower, the Reverend

Tennent seems to have been keenly aware that he would need some degree of care

and support. For example, in the first letter to William in which he suggested a co-

residential arrangement, the Reverend John lamented how his widowed state had left

him alone and fearful for his future:

I’m now left alone in comparison w[he]n my dear was w[i]t[h] me ... 
And how shall I endure w[he]n I think on times past now & then these 
thoughts are like to strike me to ye very heart, this is an affliction &
[I] must bear it.144

Indeed, the reason why he considered the option of taking lodgings as so distasteful 

was because it would render him ‘comfortless’ for any of his children to come and 

attend to him in illness or old age.143 The change in status from married to widowed 

seems to have made the Reverend Tennent reflect on his own mortality and failing

141 Reverend John Tennent to William Tennent, 23 May 1806 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/B/1/317/62).

143 See, Ibid, 11 Mar. 1803; 14 Mar. 1803; 21 Mar. 1803 (P.R.O.N.I., 
D1748/B/l/317/31-32;39); Reverend John Tennent to Robert Tennent, 2 Apr. 1802 
(P.R.O.N.I., D1748/C/1/211/30B); Robert Tennent to Reverend John Tennent, 30 
Mar. 1802 (P.R.O.N.I., D 1748/A/1/5/21).
144 Ibid, 9 Aug. 1805 (P.R.O.N.I., D1748/B/1/317/56).
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health, prompting him to suggest the joint living arrangement between himself, his 

daughter, and son-in-law.

(IV) Conclusion

Returning to the question posed at the beginning of this chapter, the above discussion 

has revealed three main points. Firstly, the demographic features of the widowed 

population had much in common with those in England and Europe, suggesting that 

the Presbyterian experience was very much like that of other religious traditions 

operating during this period: women not only outnumbered men among the 

widowed, but they were also more likely to be widowed at younger ages than their 

male counterparts.

Secondly, although there were various types of support available to the 

widowed members of the community that offered to ordinary members of the 

congregation differed from that given to the minister’s wife. Whereas it was the 

poverty of ordinary widowed persons which made them suitable for poor relief, it 

was the widowhood of the minister’s wife which made her eligible for aid. Indeed, 

perhaps ironically, in contrast to the communal support offered to the ordinary 

widowed members of the congregations, monies which could have assisted the 

minister’s widow were not forthcoming from the wider community. Widows often 

had to pursue the recovery of funds such as stipend arrears, or even the payment of 

their own annuity.

Thirdly, although widowhood has clear gendered dimensions, in its 

terminology, meanings and application, and has been skewed in a feminised 

direction, the male experience can be recovered from a close examination of sources 

such as correspondence and diaries. The above three case studies have revealed that,
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in addition to losing their spouses’ contribution to the household, widowhood was 

often accompanied by a restructuring of the domestic unit as well as by feelings of 

grief and loneliness. Moreover, these three cases have demonstrated the importance 

of supplementing demographic evidence with subjective experience where possible. 

Relying too heavily on statistics and quantitative evidence can too easily obscure the 

more nuanced negotiations which took place behind household organisation. 

Although two of our widowers resided in an extended household, the arrangements 

which took place between the Reverend William Kennedy and his kin, and those 

between the Reverend John Tennent and his son-in-law, were very different. 

Likewise, in all likelihood, a census taker would record the Reverend Robert Magill 

as residing in his household alone, concealing the fact that his daughter was residing 

in the same neighbourhood with her grandparents.
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Conclusion
Using a selection of family papers, personal con espondence, diaries. Kirk-session 

minutes and other church records, this thesis has endeavoured to illuminate the ways 

in which members of the Ulster Presbyterian community experienced family life, as 

adherents of a distinctive religious tradition. In order to answer this question, this 

study has explored five main themes which shaped the family lives of women and 

men in Ulster, between 1780 and 1844: Courtship, Marriage, Parents and Young 

children, Youth and adolescence, and Widowhood.

The first question we must ask ourselves is: how comparable was the Ulster 

Presbyterian experience to the wider Irish situation during our period? Were the 

experiences of the families included in this study similar or different to those 

recorded elsewhere in Ireland, England, Scotland and Europe? In many respects, the 

stories and experiences uncovered by this study confirm the conclusions reached by 

historians working on similar themes in various geographical contexts. Factors such 

as the socio-economic setting of a particular community, coupled with the relative 

wealth and gender of its inhabitants shaped the experiences of women and men in 

more ways than did their shared religious tradition. As a result, a number of parallels 

can easily be drawn between the Presbyterian community in Ulster and their 

counterparts elsewhere in Ireland, England and Europe.

For instance, in terms of courtship rituals and marriage patterns, what linked 

the experience of the Presbyterian communities studied with that of their 

counterparts living elsewhere in Ireland, England and Europe was their entrenchment 

in small rural communities. Similar to the findings of English historians such as 

Diana O’Hara, activities such as gift-giving, attendance at markets, fairs, popular
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amusements and church services, were common among Presbyterian couples as well 

as those living in rural English villages. The ample opportunities which the parish 

network offered young people to meet and socialise created a localised courtship 

market, in which couples met and married their spouse within the small geographical 

area of the townland or parish.

In relation to marriage patterns, too, this study has shown that the experience 

of the communities included in our sample mirrored that of their counterparts 

elsewhere in Ireland and Europe. In line with the conclusions reached by Irish 

historians such as Liam Kennedy, Kerby Miller and Brian Gurrin, members of the 

Presbyterian community in Ulster married in their early to mid-twenties, reflecting 

broader European patterns. Like the marriages of their Irish counterparts, these 

unions also seem to have been made possible by the relative economic prosperity of 

the region, with most couples establishing independent households at marriage.

Comparisons can also be drawn between the Ulster Presbyterian community 

and their Irish, English, Scottish and European counterparts in relation to the role 

which gender played in shaping their experience of family life. For most of the 

children studied, their young lives were relatively free from the constraints which 

gender would later impose on them as adults. The emphasis placed by the 

Presbyterian faith on the ability to read and understand the Bible meant that it was 

important for both girls and boys to be able to read and, to a lesser extent, write. 

Educational initiatives such as Sunday Schools were therefore aimed at providing 

instruction to both young girls and boys. It was not until children progressed to more 

formal education, from around age seven that their instruction became gendered and 

was geared towards turning out respectable young women and men.
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For most of their adult lives, gender would play an important role in shaping 

the experiences of the wider community. For couples of the middling orders, in 

particular, traditional views of what was acceptable in courtship (and what was not) 

dictated how young women and men corresponded with one and another on the 

subject of marriage and love. This study has revealed how young couples wrote to 

one and another via a well-defined gendered epistolary style, which reflected the 

different meanings which marriage held for women and men. Whereas men wrote 

candidly about their romantic feelings, their female counterparts were frustratingly 

mute in return. Likewise, whereas women demonstrated a greater willingness to 

discuss financial and practical considerations, men relied on the language of love to 

make their case for marriage.

The experiences of the families studied were shaped by gender in other ways 

too. In childbirth, for example, the dominant female presence during delivery, as well 

as the types of assistance offered to women in the days following birth, was 

remarkably similar to that recorded in the English historical record. For most of our 

period, childbirth was regarded as a female event, from which men were traditionally 

excluded. Such traditions, however, were gradually worn away, with men playing 

increasingly larger roles in the events of childbirth and the days which followed. 

Much of the evidence relating to the hands-on assistance of fathers and husbands 

during their wives’ labours and lying-in periods, is dated to the later part of our 

period, from approximately 1810 onwards. Husbands such as the Reverend 

Alexander Crawford and Reverend Robert Magill actively assisted their wives during 

their times of need, and crossed the (artificial) gendered boundaries of childbirth 

when required.

333



One final aspect of family life which was common among the Presbyterian 

community and that of their counterparts elsewhere was their experience of 

widowhood. Similar to the conclusions reached by historians working on Irish, 

English and European widowhood, the majority of widowed persons in the Ulster 

Presbyterian community tended to be women aged fifty-five years and over.

Although to some extent these patterns reflected the operation of gender-specific 

mortality rates, they were also the result of a gendered pattern of remarriage.

Whereas female widows may have been more numerous and younger than their male 

counterparts, male widowers remarried more often and at shorter intervals than did 

female widows. Gender was therefore important in determining both the likelihood 

of becoming widowed as well as the chances of remarriage.

To say that the Ulster Presbyterian experience was entirely indistinct from 

that recorded elsewhere, however, would be wholly inaccurate. Indeed, the 

Presbyterian experience of family life differed from that of their Irish, English and 

European counterparts in three important ways. Firstly, the mainly rural setting of the 

communities in our sample set their members’ experiences of apprenticeship and 

service apart from that of their English and Irish counterparts, particularly those who 

were living in urban areas like Belfast and Dublin. Whereas in England, there were 

various opportunities for girls and boys, of both the lower and middling orders, to 

enter into service, in rural Ulster, the situation was quite different. On the one hand, 

the economic costs of service meant that it was a route which could only be afforded 

by those who possessed sufficient means, with the result that apprentices in Ulster 

tended to be drawn from the middling orders of society.

On the other hand, the lack of similar opportunities for girls living in rural 

areas to enter into ‘genteel female’ trades, such as dressmaking and sewing, which
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were offered to girls of the middling ranks in urban centres such as Belfast and 

Dublin, as well as in England, meant that very few daughters of the middling orders 

of society entered into service. Indeed, the two female apprentices uncovered in this 

study relocated from their natal townland of Killoughag, situated in the rural parish 

of Layd, County Antrim, to Dublin in order to find suitable situations as 

dressmakers’ apprentices. Although girls could find employment as farm and 

domestic servants, and as spinners from the second decade of the nineteenth-century 

in Belfast’s newly established factory mills, these opportunities were generally only 

taken by girls of the lower orders of society. Most girls of the middling orders, 

including the daughters of the Presbyterian families examined in this study, were 

instead kept at home until a suitable match could be arranged, and their labour used 

to the best advantage of the family.

Secondly, the Ulster Presbyterian experience of family life also differed from 

that of other religious traditions operating in Ulster in relation to their understanding 

of baptism. Unlike Roman Catholicism or Anglicanism, the Presbyterian 

understanding of baptism rejected the doctrines of baptismal regeneration and 

believers’ baptism. This study has suggested that the Presbyterian understanding of 

this rite played a key role in shaping the laity’s attitude to private and public 

celebrations. Because Presbyterianism rejected the regenerative effects of baptism, as 

well as the idea of ‘believer’s baptism’, many parents focussed instead on the 

convivial and celebratory aspects of the ceremony. Indeed, some families even 

deliberately delayed a baptism to ensure that certain family members were present. 

The issue for some of the parents analysed in this study seems to have been the 

freedom to celebrate such occasions privately as a family, free from the prying eyes 

of the wider community.
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Thirdly, and perhaps most importantly, the Ulster Presbyterian experience 

differed from that of their Irish counterparts, both Roman Catholic and (Anglican) 

Church of Ireland, with respect to the making of marriage. Unlike the rest of 

Ireland’s population, the ambiguous legal position of Ulster Presbyterianism shaped 

how its members contracted marriage. Even Roman Catholics, who suffered similar 

types of discrimination under the penal laws in Ireland, were exempt from the type of 

regulation which Presbyterians were placed under in respect of their marriages.

Although marriages performed by Roman Catholic priests between a Catholic 

and a Protestant were regarded as null and void until 1870, the marriages of two 

Roman Catholics, performed by a Roman Catholic priest were never subject to 

regulation by statute law.1 Such marriages were valid in civil law as long as they 

were celebrated by a validly-ordained clergyman, which a Catholic priest was in the 

eyes of both civil and canon law. In contrast, marriages performed by Presbyterian 

ministers, whether they were between two Presbyterians, or between a Presbyterian 

and a non-Presbyterian, were subject to various types of legal disabilities throughout 

our period. So long as the Established (Anglican) church rejected the claims of 

Presbyterian ministers to celebrate marriages, and so long as marriage remained a 

religious and not a civil issue, doubts were raised as to the legal validity of 

Presbyterian marriage.

These legal uncertainties also shaped the experiences of the wider 

Presbyterian community in Ulster to the making of marriage. Unlike the tacitly 

accepted jurisdiction the Roman Catholic Church held over the marriages of its 

adherents, the authority that the various Presbyterian Synods claimed over its

1 See, P.J. Corish, ‘Catholic marriage under the penal code’ in Art Cosgrove (ed.), 
Marriage in Ireland (Dublin, 1985), pp 67-77; Mary O’Dowd, A history of women in 
Ireland, 1500-1800 (Harlow, 2005), pp 253-55.
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members was not accepted by the Established church, with the result that changes 

made in Irish statute law to marriage did not always correspond to those made by 

Presbyterians, complicating matters for the laity.2 For example, after 1782, an act of 

Irish Parliament made marriages performed by a Presbyterian minister, between two 

Presbyterians, valid in civil law. In the eyes of the Presbyterian church, however, 

such marriages were irregular, unless the couple were married by the Presbyterian 

minister of their congregation or, if they came from different congregations, had 

received proper testimonials. Likewise, whereas a resolution passed by the Synod of 

Ulster in 1785 ratified that a marriage performed by a Presbyterian minister between 

a Presbyterian and a member of the Church of Ireland was regular so long as the 

minister obtained permission from the local clergyman, such marriages only became 

valid under civil law with the passing of the 1844 Marriage (Ireland) Act.

In addition to the confusion which the existence of two sets of marriage 

regulations created, these circumstances also enabled the community to exercise a 

considerable degree of freedom in the making of marriage. Before the passing of the 

1844 Marriage (Ireland) Act, it was possible for persons married by a Presbyterian 

minister to abandon their spouse and contract another marriage. If a person married 

in this way decided that they wanted out of the union, all they had to do was dispute 

that the marriage had taken place, and, if their claims were rejected by the local Kirk- 

session or Presbytery, they could remarry legally in a marriage solemnised by a 

clergyman of the Established Church. This in turn would invalidate their previous 

union. Indeed, it was the popular outcry which followed the acquittal of George 

Millis of bigamy charges in 1842 which prompted the government to revise its 

position on Presbyterian marriage. This led to the 1844 act which made a marriage

2 Corish, ‘Catholic marriage’, pp 69-70.
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conducted by a Presbyterian minister, between a Presbyterian and a member of the 

Established church, valid in civil law.

As incorrect as it would be to over-state the similarities between the Ulster 

Presbyterian community and that recorded elsewhere, it is likewise inaccurate to 

speak of a specific ‘Presbyterian’ experience of family life, which would imply 

(wrongly) that the lives and experiences of women and men mirrored one and 

another by virtue of their attachment to the Presbyterian faith, obscuring the variety 

of personal experience. Although each of the six families studied in this thesis were 

bound by a shared religious tradition, it should be stressed that their respective 

experiences of family life varied considerably. The marriages of the Crawfords, 

Campbell-Allens and Tennents, for example, were as remarkable for their differences 

as they were for their similarities. Likewise, whereas becoming widowed ushered in 

changes to the households of the three widowers in our sample, the impacts of this 

change varied considerably. Factors such as age, wealth and personality played much 

larger roles in determining the experiences of these families than did their shared 

religious tradition.

This leads us to our final question: how should we characterise the 

Presbyterian experience of family life during our period? This study has suggested 

that the Presbyterian experience of family life had much in common with that of their 

Irish, English, Scottish and European counterparts. As natural phases in the life-cycle 

of most individuals, the Presbyterian experience of courtship, marriage, parenthood, 

youth and widowhood was remarkably similar to that experienced by others during 

this period. It was in areas such as marriage and service, where religious belief 

overlapped with the customs of wider society, that the uniqueness of the Presbyterian 

experience can be detected.
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In the decades following our period, the lives and experiences of Ulster 

Presbyterian families underwent considerable change. Like the population of Ireland 

as a whole, families living in Ulster felt the effects of the Great Famine, which hit its 

peak in 1847. Although Ulster was not as severely affected as the rest of Ireland, 

food shortages, economic depression, disease, mortality and increased emigration 

touched the lives of most families in the province, and would have lasting 

consequences.3

Ulster’s rural economy, in particular, felt the effects of the Famine. Liam 

Kennedy and Peter Solar have noted that by the beginning of the twentieth-century, 

the rural social structure of Ulster was very different from that at the end of the 

Napoleonic era. A combination of higher wages, and increased competition from 

factories speeded up the decline of handloom production, an industry which had 

supported many Presbyterian families during our period. By the eve of the First 

World War, the hand spinner and handloom weaver had completely disappeared 

from rural Ulster society.4

In comparison to textile weavers, Ulster’s farmers were not as severely 

affected. Small-to-middling sized farmers, among whom Presbyterians were well 

represented, came to dominate the rural landscape by the beginning of the twentieth 

century. 5 6 In the decades after the Famine, most farmers had switched from tillage to 

pasture farming, leading to the disappearance of the unattached farm labourer in 

favour of family-driven labour.0 During this period, the position of Ulster farmers

3 Liam Kennedy and P.M. Solar, ‘The rural economy, 1780-1914’ in Liam Kennedy 
and Philip Ollerenshaw (eds), Ulster since 1600: politics, economy and society 
(Oxford, 2013), p. 170
4 Ibid, pp 172, 175.
5 Ibid, p. 175.
6 Ibid, pp 172,75.
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also improved. In response to the land agitation which spread across Ireland during 

the 1880s, the Gladstone administration passed a series of Land Acts in 1881 and 

1882, which enabled tenants to buy out their landlords. By the beginning of the 

twentieth-century, most of Ulster’s farmers were now property holders rather than 

tenants.7 8

The Famine also had a lasting impact on the demographic character of the 

province. Although it is commonly accepted that the Famine did not initiate changes 

in the demographic behaviour of the population, it certainly accelerated changes 

which were already taking place: age at marriage continued to rise and increasing 

numbers of women and men never married at all. Indeed, according to Liam 

Kennedy, Kerby A. Miller and Brian Gurrin, the surge in permanent celibacy from 

1850 onwards, set rural Ulster apart from the wider European experience as a sort of 

‘demographic freak.’9 In the decades after Famine, the marriage patterns of Ulster’s 

population, including those of the Presbyterian community, were increasingly far 

removed from those observed during our period.

Between 1780 and 1844, the Presbyterian experience of family life was very 

much like that recorded elsewhere. Themes such as love, life and the family 

resonated equally among the Presbyterian community as it did among families living 

elsewhere in Ireland, England, Scotland and Europe. An analysis of the Ulster 

Presbyterian community can therefore be placed quite comfortably within the 

framework of wider research into the history of the family.

7 Kennedy and Solar, ‘The rural economy’, pp 174-75.
8 Liam Kennedy, K.A. Miller and Brian Gurrin, ‘People and population change, 
1600-1914’ in Kennedy and Ollerenshaw (eds), Ulster since 1600, p. 66.
9 Ibid, p. 67.
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