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Abstract. 

 

This thesis examines the influence of Irish Presbyterianism on Ulster Unionism in particular, 

and on the political life of Ireland and Northern Ireland in general between 1905 and 1947. Its 

role has been contentious, under-examined and even the nature of the Church has often been 

misunderstood. 

This study uses official Presbyterian publications and other published and manuscript sources, 

combined with information drawn from the very large body of contemporary newspaper 

reports.  Until recently these newspaper reports have been very difficult to access and utilise 

systematically. 

In 1840 the two largest Presbyterian bodies merged, forming the Presbyterian Church in Ireland 

to which a majority of non-Catholic Christians in Ulster have, consistently, chosen to adhere.  

Irish Presbyterians hold that the ordained leadership of the Church consists of ministers and 

ruling elders, holding the same office and divided only by function. This means that its ordained 

leadership is much less obvious than that of other Irish denominations.   

Part 1. examines the Church’s role in the years before 1905. Many Irish Presbyterians 

supported the Conservative Party and deferred to its landed, Church of Ireland leadership but 

gradually, more assertive Presbyterians who had supported the Liberal Party came to form a 

distinctive part of the Unionist alliance, contributing to its re-orientation towards Ulster.  

Together, they deliberately created an inclusive Ulster-Scots identity which united a very 

diverse non-Catholic Ulster.   

Part 2. concerns the Church’s place in the events leading to the foundation of Northern Ireland.  

This includes the subversion of its institutional machinery by Presbyterian Unionists, its hyper-

patriotic stance in the Great War and the way in which temperance activists sought to impose 

their agenda both upon, and through it.  

Part 3. examines events after the Great War as most of the Church’s potential influence was 

squandered in internal conflict, ending in compromise which limited both its internal and 

external effectiveness.  Nevertheless, it influenced Unionism’s attitude to the Second World 

War and its policies on education. 

In conclusion, we see a community and an ordained leadership which was much more 

influential than the Church as an institution, united only in times of crisis and only in broad 

terms.  The influence of the Church was strongest before the Great War, peaked during the 

Ulster Crisis and declined thereafter to a point where, in 1947, while it retained the loyalty of 

a large membership, its central bodies were often ignored by them and where it was treated 

with merely conventional respect by the government of Northern Ireland.
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Introduction:  Presbyterians, Ulster Unionism and 

the establishment of Northern Ireland 1905-47.   

Christianity is a religion of historians. The destiny of humankind, 

placed between the Fall and the Judgment, appears to its eyes as a long 

adventure of which each life, each individual pilgrimage, is in its turn a 

reflection.  It is in time and, therefore, in history that the great drama of 

Sin and Redemption, the central axis of all Christian thought, is 

unfolded.1   

The role of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland in twentieth century history is 

enigmatic: little regarded, little understood and little studied.  Some scholars explicitly 

choose not to examine it as a distinct body,2 while others treat the Church as though it 

were primarily a component of a pan-Protestant, Unionist analogue to the Catholic 

Church.3  Some adopt a less extreme version of this approach while acknowledging it 

as a distinct body which sometimes acted independently.  Patrick Buckland writes that 

‘Fear of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church could sometimes produce 

a limited response from government’ such as some provisions included in a Housing 

Bill in 1933, 4 but that for any ‘more wholehearted response’ the reformed Churches 

needed not only to act as one, but to have the support of the Orange Order as well.5   

To a greater or lesser extent, this view:  

conflates the various Protestant denominations of Ireland into a single, 

homogenous, ‘Ulster Protestant’ bloc – despite the national 

characteristics of the churches and their historically distinct attitude to 

political involvement.6  

                                                             
1Marc Bloch, The Historian’s Craft (New York, 1953).  p.4. 
2As Daithí Ó Corráin does in: Daithí Ó Corráin, Rendering to God and Caesar: The Irish Churches 

and the two states in Ireland 1949-1973, (Manchester, 2008). p.1. 
3David E. Schmitt in: ‘Bi-communalism in Northern Ireland’ in Publius 18 (2), (1988). pp.34-45. 
4Patrick Buckland, The Factory of Grievances, Devolved Government in Northern Ireland 1921-1939, 

(Dublin, 1979). p.60. 
5Ibid.  
6Nicola Morris, ‘Traitors to their faith?  Protestant Clergy and the Ulster Covenant of 

 1912’ in New Hibernian Review, 15, (2011). pp. 16–35. p.21. 
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This bloc is seen as important both in motivating and in helping the Ulster Unionist 

movement to mount its, partially successful, campaign to frustrate the creation of an 

all-island, Home Rule Parliament.7  According to this view the support of the 

‘Protestant’ Churches was also important in the establishment and maintenance of a 

devolved, Northern Ireland administration and had, at times, a significant influence 

over it.  Scholars such as Patrick Buckland,8 Donald Akenson9 and David Harkness10 

use this argument to a greater or lesser extent in their works on different aspects of 

politics in Northern Ireland.  While this view does not argue that the Presbyterian 

Church in Ireland was uniquely influential, nevertheless, if it was an important 

component of a ‘Protestant bloc’ to which the Unionist Party paid heed, the Church 

must necessarily have had significant influence and must share in both the credit and 

the blame for how Northern Ireland was governed during those years.   

The foundation of the Ulster Unionist Council in 1905 was the decisive event in the 

reorientation of Unionism towards Ulster, towards its business and professional elite 

and away from an all-Irish Unionism dominated by the landlord class.  The Second 

World War and the immediate period of reconstruction which followed it marked a 

change in the government of Northern Ireland which, whatever the previous influence 

of Presbyterianism, saw a decline of that influence.  The landed figures who had 

survived the dissolution of the great estates as very large farmers, regained control of 

the institutions of Ulster Unionism from the Presbyterian professionals who had 

surrounded James Craig and J.M. Andrews in a Party coup in 1943.  They maintained 

this control until the destruction of the Northern Ireland democratic institutions in 

                                                             
7 T. Hennessey, Dividing Ireland: World War I and Partition. (London, 2005). p.18. 
8Patrick Buckland, The Factory of Grievances … 
9Donald Akenson, Education and Enmity:  the Control of Schooling in Northern Ireland  

1920-50. (Newton Abbot, 1973). 
10David Harkness, Northern Ireland since 1920. (Dublin, 1983). 



5 
 

1972.  The key, governmental achievement of the immediate post-war period was the 

Education Act (Northern Ireland) 1947 in which the Presbyterian Church was very 

closely interested.  A few months later, Dáil Éireann passed the Republic of Ireland 

Act which marked a decisive change in the relationship between the two parts of 

Ireland.  Internal and external events provide as natural a context as possible for 

reflection on the previous four decades.   

The Presbyterian community in the six counties of which Northern Ireland consists 

was relatively large throughout the period, composing 32% of the total population in 

190111 and 29.9% in 1951.12 Many senior members of the Church were politically 

prominent, including ministers such as Rev. Prof. Robert Corkey and Rev. Robert 

Moore13 who held Ministerial positions in the Government of Northern Ireland.  

Superficially it would seem likely that an organisation with which so many Unionist 

voters chose to identify and whose leadership occupied such senior positions must 

have been very influential. 

However, a glance at the resolutions of the General Assembly show that they routinely 

bore little resemblance to the policies followed by the Northern Ireland Government.  

Often those contradictory policies were implemented by Presbyterian politicians who 

were ruling elders; members of the Church’s ordained leadership.  This is true of 

temperance, education, gambling, the desirability of welcoming large numbers of 

Jewish refugees in the 1930s and many other matters.   

The pronouncements of the General Assembly apparently did not weigh heavily with 

                                                             
11396,562 persons.  Census of the Population of Northern Ireland 1926, General Report, (Belfast, 

1929). p.li. 
12410,215 persons.  Census of the Population of Northern Ireland 1951, General Report, (Belfast, 

1955). p.24. 
13Minister for Education and Minister for Agriculture in the Northern Ireland Cabinet, respectively. 
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its membership and were often practically disregarded.  It quickly becomes clear that 

there was a remarkable degree of disunity on doctrinal as well as political matters, 

focussing on issues surrounding the place of the Westminster Confession of Faith, a 

‘Subordinate Standard’ to which ruling elders and ministers were required to 

subscribe.   

On inspection, the facts do not appear to show that the Presbyterian Church as an 

institution was as influential as might be expected, given the size of its membership 

and the political prominence of some of its ministers.  The object of this study is to 

establish, as far as possible, the actual role of the Church in Ulster Unionism and in 

the establishment of Northern Ireland.  

The questions posed are:  Who were these people?  What did they do? What was their 

connection to, influence over, involvement with Ulster Unionism?  What effect did 

they have on the political and social life of Ulster in the early twentieth century and 

on Northern Ireland in the twenty-five years after its foundation?  How lasting was the 

effect of what they did, and what is the legacy of these things today? 

The Eldership in Irish Presbyterianism. 

An important but often disregarded consideration which should inform any discussion 

of the Church’s influence, is that the Presbyterian Church in Ireland holds a distinct 

theology of the eldership14 which is different not only to the Episcopalian 

denominations but - in degree at least -  even to that of most other Presbyterian ones.15  

The essential feature of this ‘Irish’ view of the eldership is that teaching elders - 

                                                             
14For an exposition of this view see: Thomas Witherow, An Enquiry at The Oracles of God as To 

Whether Any Existing Form of Church Government Is of Divine Right (Derry, 1881). 
15However, in the twenty-first century the Church of Scotland has adopted an important practice 

which was once distinctive to the Irish Church – the laying-on of hands by ruling and teaching elders 

together at the ordination of ‘Ministers of the Word and the Sacraments’.  
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ministers - and ruling elders occupy the same office and are, what is more, 

distinguished only by function and not by order.16  In spite of external appearances, 

and in spite of the pretensions of some among them, ministers within the Presbyterian 

Church in Ireland are not the Church’s leaders on anything like the same terms as their 

apparent equivalents in the Irish Anglican or Catholic denominations. 

Among the practical consequences of this theology is that the Church’s ordained 

leadership is both much larger and much less obvious than that of other denominations, 

and that ruling elders of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland, as equals-in-office, have 

never felt under any definite obligation to defer to ministers. Throughout the period 

1905-1947 different factions worked to enhance the role of the ruling eldership, or to 

lower it to the same degree as in the Church of Scotland or – later – to bend an 

idiosyncratic view of the eldership based on the ideas of Archbishop James Ussher17 

to their own purposes in pursuit of union with Episcopalian Churches.18 In ‘An 

Analysis of the Practice and Procedure in Irish Presbyterianism’ John Lockington 

observes, more in sorrow than in anger, that there has been a ‘…failure to harmonise 

legislation with doctrine’ and that ‘When Codes have been produced the theological 

basis of the eldership has not always been adequately taken into consideration’.19 This 

reflects the reality that, while some ingenious arguments have been made for 

ministerial superiority over the years, the basic law of the Church has consistently 

                                                             
16A very full survey of the diversity of opinion in Reformed Churches at the time was presented to the 

Third General Council of the Alliance of The Reformed Churches Holding the Presbyterian System, 

held in Belfast in 1884.  See: George D. Matthews (ed), Minutes and Proceedings of the Third 

General Council, Belfast 1884 (Edinburgh, 1884). pp. 373-400. 
17James Ussher, The Reduction of Episcopacy unto the form of Synodical Government Received in the 

Ancient Church (Edinburgh, 1658). 
18As an example, see:  J. M. Barkley, ‘A History of the ruling eldership in Irish Presbyterianism’ (MA 

thesis, the Queen’s University of Belfast, 1952). 
19 John Lockington, ‘An Analysis of the Practice and Procedure in Irish Presbyterianism’, (PhD 

thesis, the Queen’s University of Belfast, 1980). p.250. 
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been that:20   

All elders were apostolic bishops and held their commission from 

Christ.  In each apostolic Church, there was a plurality of elders.  All 

elders ruled, and some of them also laboured in the word and in 

doctrine.  Hence the titles Teaching Elder and Ruling Elder.21 

Organic Historiography. 

While the history of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland, especially its twentieth 

century history, is under-examined and under-considered, it has not been neglected by 

the Church’s organic intellectuals. Finlay Holmes’ biography of Henry Cooke,22 and 

his The Presbyterian Church in Ireland; a popular history,23 his and J.M. Barkley’s 

articles on the periods immediately before and after the Great War are examples.24 

There are two other major published Presbyterian sources of information.  The first is 

the large number of works published by the Presbyterian Historical Society of Ireland, 

both in pamphlet form and in the society’s journal The Bulletin of the Presbyterian 

Historical Society of Ireland.25  Relatively few of these works directly address the period 

in question - most deal with an earlier period of Presbyterian history - but there are 

some such as Kenneth Robinson’s article ‘Father and Son, the Two Robert Lynds’26 

or Colin Walker’s ‘The Presbyterian Church in Ireland and Conscription 1918’27 

which are relevant.  These articles vary in quality from sound works of scholarship to 

                                                             
20Presbyterian Church in Ireland, The Code: The Book of the Constitution and Government of the 

Presbyterian Church in Ireland, (Belfast, 2020).  Chapter i, Section iv, Par 16:1.  
21Ibid.  Chapter i, section iii, Par 8. 
22Finlay Holmes, Henry Cooke, (Belfast, 1981). 
23Finlay Holmes, The Presbyterian Church in Ireland; a popular history, (Blackrock, 2000).  
24J. Barkley, ‘The Presbyterian Church in Ireland and the Government of Ireland Act 1920’ in: 

Backer, D. (ed.), Church, Society and Politics, Studies in Church History, (Oxford, 1975). pp.393–
404. 
25Joseph Thompson, ‘The Presbyterian Historical Society of Ireland’ in North Irish Roots 2 (4), 

(1989). pp.125-126. 
26Kenneth Robinson, ‘Father and Son, the two Robert Lynds’ in The Bulletin, 37, (2013). pp. 32-53. 
27Colin Walker, ‘The Presbyterian Church in Ireland and Conscription 1918’ in Bulletin of the 

Presbyterian Historical Society of Ireland, 44, (2020). pp.33-49. 
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much lighter and more general pieces and each must be assessed on its own merits.  

The second major resource is the very large number of Presbyterian Congregational 

Histories which have been written, often to mark significant milestones in the history 

of the congregations, by local historians and congregational members.  These are, 

again, very variable in quality.  Some are substantial, reliable works like J.M. 

Barkley’s history of St. Enoch’s, Carlisle Circus,28 while others are mere collections 

of anecdotes but many of them provide points of entry into otherwise unconsidered 

episodes.  

Academic Historiography. 

There are a variety of works which treat eighteenth and nineteenth century 

Presbyterianism but there is relatively little scholarly literature which deals with the 

twentieth century; Andrew Holmes’ The Irish Presbyterian Mind: Conservative 

Theology, Evangelical Experience and Modern Criticism, 1830-1930 being an exception.29  

Most of the rest consists of journal articles by Andrew Holmes, Richard McMinn, 

Graham Walker and a handful of others, which either examine individual lives, short 

episodes of history or various broad trends within the Church.  There are a number of 

unpublished dissertations and theses which deal with or touch on the history of the 

Church in the twentieth century, some of which are useful both as primary and 

secondary sources.  This is especially true of W. E. Davidson’s personal reminiscences 

in ‘A critical analysis of the decisions of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian 

Church in Ireland on social issues 1920-1970’30  and the whole of J.M. Barkley’s 

                                                             
28J. Barkley, St. Enoch’s Congregation 1872-1972 (Belfast, 1972). 
29Andrew Holmes, The Irish Presbyterian Mind: Conservative Theology, Evangelical Experience and 

Modern Criticism, 1830-1930 (Oxford, 2018). 
30W. E. Davidson, ‘A critical analysis of the decisions of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian 

Church in Ireland on social issues 1920-1970’ (PhD thesis, the Queen’s University of Belfast, 1978). 
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extraordinary MA thesis, ‘A History of the ruling eldership in Irish Presbyterianism’31  

which deals mostly with earlier periods but had, itself, a very twentieth century 

purpose.32   

One of the problems with the study of twentieth century Irish Presbyterianism is that 

the documentary sources are inadequate or non-existent.  Unlike the Episcopalian 

denominations, record keeping has been dispersed and is not practically centralised. 

Session, Presbytery and Synod minute books have disappeared and, where they are 

extant, are not always easily accessible.  Relatively few leading Presbyterians have 

left their papers to the Public Record Office of Northern Ireland or to the National 

Archive of Ireland.  Even when papers are preserved they are often, like those of 

Principal J. Ernest Davey at Union Theological College, in a barely useable state.  How 

the study of early twentieth century Presbyterianism would be transformed if only we 

had the papers of Rev. William Lowe, minister first of Mountnorris, then of Second 

Derry and Moderator in 1921!  Clerk of the General Assembly for thirty-six years, 

Lowe was the person for whom the office of General Secretary was created and which 

he occupied between 1909 and 1931.  Only occasionally obvious, he was an omni-

present back-room ‘fixer’.  He was described by ‘his distinguished predecessor in the 

Moderator’s Chair (1920), Rev. Dr. J.M. Simms … as the Uncrowned King of the 

Presbyterian Church in Ireland’.33   

Methodology. 

The main official publications of the Church, the Minutes of the General Assembly 

                                                             
31J. M. Barkley, ‘A History of the ruling eldership in Irish Presbyterianism’, (MA thesis, The Queen’s 

University of Belfast, 1952). 
32Prof. Barkley appears to have written it as an argument in favour of ‘Bishops in Presbytery’, with a 

view to facilitating union with the Church of Ireland. 
33Larne Times, 28 March 1931. p. 7. 
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and the Reports of the General Assembly are often less informative than might be 

hoped.  The Minutes sometimes read more like an aide memoire to those who already 

know the key facts than a minute of proceedings and seem, not infrequently, designed 

to conceal rather than to impart information.  The Reports are clearer but, apart from 

statistics - sometimes idiosyncratically arranged - much of what is found there 

comprises the pontifications of little coteries, not reliably reflective of what was 

happening in the wider Church.  What methodology can overcome these difficulties?  

One way is to do what Andrew Holmes has done very interestingly in recent years.  

To write essentially intellectual history using the published writings of prominent 

Presbyterians and a variety of Presbyterian documentary and other sources.  This 

approach yields much that is valuable but it is hindered by a problem that is well 

illustrated by Alvin Jackson in a little section of The Ulster Party dealing with the 

Presbyterian reaction to proposals for a Catholic University in the 1880s.34  Balfour’s 

Government wished to establish a Catholic University in Ireland and wanted to gain 

an insight into Presbyterian thinking. They did what they would have done had they 

wanted to learn about the Church of Ireland view: they privately approached a 

prominent Presbyterian leader who they imagined would know and asked him.  In this 

case, they asked Rev. Josias Porter, President of Queen’s College Belfast who, acting 

in his own interest, failed to tell the Government about the principal issue: that 

Presbyterians were broadly reconciled to a Church of Ireland University at Trinity 

College, Dublin and that they might also have been willing to countenance a Catholic 

University but only if the Government also supported their own, embryonic university 

in Londonderry, Magee College.  Instead, Porter argued for an expansion of Queen’s 

                                                             
34Alvin Jackson, The Ulster Party, (Oxford, 1989).  pp.178-179. 
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College, Belfast into a University of Ulster.35  As Jackson, very generously, observed: 

‘Presbyterian academics, though an obvious source of advice for Government, 

frequently, if unintentionally misrepresented the broader views of their Church’.36 

The principal, primary source for this study is the vast quantity of eyewitness reporting 

which is contained in the newspapers of the period, until recently almost impossibly 

difficult to access in a practical, systematic way.  These eyewitness reports bring us 

into the meetings of the courts of the Church in a unique manner; the General 

Assemblies, the Synods, the Presbyteries and even, sometimes, individual Kirk 

Session meetings, often reported from multiple perspectives. They also report the 

activities of unofficial or semi-official Presbyterian associations which were very 

influential at key moments and over particular events.  Further, they sometimes throw 

light on things that the Fathers of the Church would prefer to have kept private - 

foolish, discreditable or scandalous - which makes them especially valuable.   

Additionally, magazines and newspapers specifically produced for a Presbyterian 

readership, The Witness, The Christian Irishman, Daybreak, The Irish Presbyterian 

and The Missionary Herald, provide contemporary Presbyterian commentary on the 

work of the Church, the political and spiritual condition of the country and on the 

concerns of Irish Presbyterians.  

In order avoid a descent into simple description and to keep the focus on the questions 

in hand, the study is divided into three analytical parts, each part being centred in a 

period where specific conditions prevail.    These three analytical parts are divided 

into chapters, each one dealing with an aspect or connected range of aspects of the 

                                                             
35T.W. Moody, ‘The Irish University Question in the Nineteenth Century’ in History, 43, (1958) 

pp.90-109. 
36Alvin Jackson, The Ulster Party…, p. 178. 
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Churches’ concern, activity, influence or involvement. Each chapter contains 

descriptive and analytical content and a short conclusion. 

Each part, to an extent, overlaps in timescale since the different concerns of the Church 

cannot be so perfectly divided into time periods.  The constitutional concerns of the 

Church peaked in intensity in the period immediately before and after the Great War 

but were of interest to the Church throughout the period.  Other, social issues - such 

as the great concern of many, temperance, total abstinence and the ‘drink evil’ - 

occupied at least part of the attention of the Church from its beginning to its end. The 

direct involvement of the ordained leadership in politics was most intense during the 

‘Ulster Crisis’ from 1911-1914 and again at the end of the 1940s but ministers and 

ruling elders were deeply involved in political life throughout the period.   

The intention is that each chapter should be capable of being read in isolation but 

should also form a coherent part of the whole, informing each other part of the study 

and moving it forward towards a set of useful conclusions.  
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Part i.  Presbyterianism in a United Ireland. 
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Chapter 1.  Nineteenth century Presbyterianism. 

Conservatives and Liberals. 

 

I am Ulster, my people an abrupt people 

Who like the spiky consonants in speech 

And think the soft ones cissy; who dig 

The k and t in orchestra, detect sin 

In sinfonia, get a kick out of 

Tin cans, fricatives, fornication, staccato talk,  

 Anything that gives or takes attack.1 

 

 

i. Introduction. 

Centuries are arbitrary divisions, convenient markers which have no inherent 

connection to the events occurring within them.  Twentieth century Irish Presbyterian 

politics is seamlessly connected to nineteenth century Irish Presbyterian politics.  The 

most remembered political Presbyterian of the nineteenth century is the Rev. Henry 

Cooke who is well known because of his theological distinctiveness, because he made 

himself politically obvious and because - crucially - he is the subject of a readable, 

academic biography by Finlay Holmes.2  This has only recently been complemented 

by a biography of his younger ally, Isaac Nelson, who took a  different political 

position in later life, serving as Nationalist MP for County Mayo until 1885.3   

Cooke’s prominence and the fact that the Ulster Party was aligned to British 

Conservatism has led to the stereotype that Presbyterian politics has always been 

Conservative.  Is this stereotype accurate? 

On 6 June 1913,  Rev. William Park rose to move a memorial to the General Assembly 

                                                             
1W. R. Rodgers, ‘Epilogue to the Character of Ireland:  Ulster.’ in Gregory A. Schirmer, 1998, Out of 

What Began: A history of Irish poetry in English (Ithica, 1998). p.339.  Rodgers was formerly the 

minister of Cloveneden in Co. Armagh. 
2Finlay Holmes, Henry Cooke (Belfast, 1981). 
3Daniel Ritchie, Isaac Nelson: Radical Abolitionist, Evangelical Presbyterian, and Irish Nationalist, 

(Liverpool, 2018). 
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of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland signed by 131,351 ‘lay’ members.4  Park was 

the minister of Rosemary Street, Third Belfast, by its own estimation the most senior 

Presbyterian Church in Belfast not to have joined the Non-Subscribing schism eighty 

years previously.5   He was a popular figure in the Church,6 had been Moderator of the 

General Assembly in 1890 and his intervention sparked ‘…an enthusiastic ovation, 

the audience rising and applauding loudly’.7   He told the Assembly that: 

… he was not a politician.  Usually his sympathies had been with the 

Liberal Party and … it was only the Liberals mad idea – as it seemed to 

him – of trying to force Home Rule upon them that had removed 

hundreds of thousands of them for a season from their ranks.8   

The Northern Whig, perceived as the newspaper of Belfast Presbyterians, poured scorn 

on those Liberals who had not broken with their Party: 

Twenty years ago, a house of 315 condemned the second Gladstone Bill 

by 304 to 11.  Yesterday the Assembly condemned the third Home Rule 

Bill by 921 votes to 43 … we now know that the numbers of these 

representative Presbyterian Home Rulers are as beggarly as those of the 

Ulster Liberal Association itself.9 

The Nationalist Derry Journal disagreed in an article headlined ‘The Open Vote 

Terror’: 

The publication of the name of a Presbyterian minister, or elder, who 

voted against an anti-Home Rule resolution yesterday would have been 

equivalent to ‘a sentence of death’ in the Gladstonian phrase … that 

dire threat was kept hanging over the heads of the Assembly -  a 

veritable sword of Damocles – until the division had been taken … its 

purpose had been achieved, two hundred ministers and elders had 

quietly flitted from the hall.10 

 

                                                             
4Minutes of the General Assembly, 1913. p.635-6. 
5W.D. Killen, History of congregations of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland (Belfast, 1886). p.3. 
6He further distinguished himself by dying on the floor of the Assembly at 12:50pm on 5 June 1925.  
He had just sat down, having spoken in favour of a fund which supplemented ministerial incomes - 

the ‘Red Envelope Scheme’.  Belfast Newsletter 6 June 1925. p.7. 
7Londonderry Sentinel, 7 June 1913. p.5. 
8Belfast Telegraph, 7 June 1913. p.6. 
9Northern Whig, 7 June 1913. p.7. 
10Derry Journal, 9 June 1913. p.7. 
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The attachment of many Presbyterians to Liberalism was deep and lasting, even after 

Home Rule set up a conflict between their reformist principles and their wish to 

maintain the Union.  Following the first Home Rule controversy in 1886, Presbyterian 

Liberals began a journey which lead for some to a form of Nationalism, but for most 

to a more-or-less reluctant Ulster Unionism.11  Presbyterian radicalism was a 

significant, persistent element of the Unionist alliance at the start of the twentieth 

century. 

ii. Presbyterian Liberalism. 

Presbyterian politics in Ireland was formed by measures taken to suppress the 

Presbyterian community.  Penal laws targeted at Catholics dwelt on land ownership 

and inheritance but the penal laws against Presbyterians were aimed mainly at 

excluding them from public life and disadvantaging them in commerce.  This was 

simply because Presbyterians, as a community, owned no land worth speaking of.12 

The final Convocation of the established Church of Ireland which met in Dublin in 

1704 had heartily approved the imposition of a sacramental test13 by the Irish 

Parliament which practically excluded Presbyterians from public life and the 

professions.14   Its zeal made such an impression on successive British Governments 

that it was never permitted to convene again.15   

                                                             
11David Murphy ‘The Presbyterian Church in Ireland in the Home Rule era with particular reference 

to Thomas Dickson and Thomas Sinclair’ (PhD Thesis, the Queen’s University of Belfast, 2007). 

p.97. 
12For details see: U.H. Hussey de Burgh, An alphabetical list of the owners of estates of 500 acres or 

£500 valuation and upwards in Ireland (Dublin, 1878).  The Board of Temporalities of the Church of 

Ireland is listed on p.81 as owning 148,757 acres in 36 counties and county boroughs, while central 
Presbyterian bodies are listed on p.376 as owning a total of one acre in Belfast.  The Church of 

Ireland landed estate was quickly depleted through compulsory sale thereafter. 
13Imposed by the Irish Parliament in 1704 and set aside by the Irish Parliament in 1780. 
14J. C. D. Clark, English Society, 1688-1832. Ideology, social structure and political practice during 

the ancient regime (Cambridge, 1985). p. 396. 
15Ibid. p.55 
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Disagreements about land-holding affected Presbyterians for centuries nevertheless.  

Even well into the last half of the nineteenth century there were only a very few 

substantial landowners - so late as 1870 only 302 proprietors owned 33.7% of the land 

and 50% of the island was in the hands of only 750 families.  At the other end of the 

scale, 15,527 proprietors owned between them only 19.3% of the land.16  Since large 

land-owners were almost all Anglicans: 

The economic interests of the leading Presbyterians were … distinctly 

different from those of the leading members of the Church of Ireland; 

less opposed against and showing a greater willingness to pay heed to 

the interests of the small farmer, the artisan and the businessman.17   

In Ulster, where most Irish Presbyterians lived, tenants held their land under what was 

known as the ‘Ulster Custom’, which endowed them with widely-accepted rights:   

Two practices in particular were deemed to be of great significance. 

First, the tenant farmer in Ulster was assumed to have security of tenure; 

as long as he paid his rent he could not be evicted and he also had first 

option on the renewal of any lease when it expired. Second, he could 

sell his ‘interest’ in the farm to another, incoming tenant without undue 

interference on the part of the landlord or could expect, on leaving the 

farm, to receive payment from the latter for any unexhausted 

improvements.18   

 

Landlord-led challenges to these practices, combined with the tithe charged on 

cultivated land for the benefit of Church of Ireland clergymen, intensified the sense of 

injustice among many Presbyterians.19   

A connecting thread between the first General Assemblies and those of today are 

plaintive voices which argue that the Assembly should not deal with whatever matter 

                                                             
16Michael J. Winstanley, Ireland and the Land Question 1800-1922 (London, 1984). p.11. 
17Paul Bew & Frank Wright, 'The Agrarian Opposition in Ulster Politics, 1848-1887', in Samuel Clark 

& J.S. Donnolly (eds.) Irish Peasants: Violence and Political Unrest, 1780-1914. Manchester, 1983). 

pp.353-366. 
18Michael Winstanley, Ireland … p.5. 
19Stephen McCormac, 'The Tithe War: Reports by Church of Ireland Clergymen to Dublin Castle' in 

History Ireland, 13(4), (2005). pp. 40-44. p.41. 
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of business is before it on the basis of Chapter 31, Paragraph V. of the Westminster 

Confession of Faith,20 one of the subordinate standards of the Church. 

Synods and councils are to handle or conclude nothing but that which 

is ecclesiastical; and are not to intermeddle with civil affairs, which 

concern the commonwealth, unless by way of humble petition, in cases 

extraordinary.21 

These objections have consistently been set aside.   In 1850, for example, the General 

Assembly passed a motion asking the House of Commons:  

… to pass a law without delay which will preserve in its integrity the 

tenant-right custom of Ulster, and legally secure to the tenant farmers 

of all Ireland the fruits of their capital and skill and labour.22  

Presbyterian agitation for the rights of tenants was only partly moderated by the 

concessions of the Landlord and Tenant (Ireland) Act 1870 and the Land Law (Ireland) 

Act 1881.23    Late Victorian Irish politics was dominated by the land-owning elite but 

as the nineteenth century progressed, direct Presbyterian political involvement 

increased in a context where:  ‘Virtually all orthodox Presbyterians shared … 

evangelical beliefs and Unionist interests and many agreed that Presbyterians ought to 

be involved in politics in order to articulate and defend their interests’.24  

The emotional Presbyterian attachment to land reform had its roots in their memory 

of the tenant experience, as the minister of Portrush, Jonathan Simpson, wrote in his 

autobiography:  

People have sometimes called me a radical, and if I’m one, the 

Radicalism has been burned into me in my childhood when I have seen 

the tears pouring over my father’s face; and when I have asked the cause 

                                                             
20Banner of Ulster, 17 January 1843., p.4.  Northern Whig. 7 June 1913., p.7. Belfast Newsletter 8 
October 1937, p.7. Among many others. 
21Westminster Confession of Faith, 31 (V). 
22Northern Whig, 4 July 1850. p.1. 
23Francis Thompson, 'Attitudes to Reform: Political Parties in Ulster and the Irish Land Bill of 1881' 

in Irish Historical Studies, 24(95), (1985) pp. 327-340. p. 332. 
24A. R. Holmes, Covenanter Politics …, p.340. 
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of his distress his answer was ‘Agents and landlords’. Solomon saw 

such a sight – ‘behold the tears of the oppressed’.25 

 

James Rentoul, who had been a room-mate of the prominent Liberal, James Armour 

as a student at University College Cork and described him in 1916 as a ‘life-long 

friend’,26  was minister of Second Ray for ten years, later a Unionist MP and then a 

judge.  He wrote that in his first speech, as a child, he had promised always to ‘be the 

friend of the tenant farmer’ and had held to that promise all his life.  His judgement of 

the landlords of his native Donegal was that although they were ‘…incapable 

themselves of inflicting wrong or practicing any harshness, wrong and harshness were 

often inflicted, during minorities or absence, in their name by those jacks-in-office 

who, clothed in a little brief authority, acted after their kind’.27 

The seeds of change sown by three Acts in particular - the first Irish Reform Act of 

1832, the Parliamentary Voters (Ireland) Act 1850 and the second Irish Reform Act 

of 186828 - in expanding the franchise and loosening the hold of landlords over politics 

really began to germinate with the Municipal Franchise Act of 1869.    This Act 

extended the concessions made in the 1868 Act from the boroughs to the countryside. 

All men paying an annual rent of £10 or holding land valued at £10 now had the vote.29  

Along with the introduction of the secret ballot in 1872 these acts expanded the 

number of Presbyterians in the electorate, reduced the ability of landlords to coerce 

them and increased the political influence of those who, until now, had been politically 

impotent.    

                                                             
25Ibid. p.356. 
26James Rentoul, Stray Thoughts and Memories (London, 1921). Kindle Loc. 478. 
27Ibid. Kindle Loc. 234-235. 
28Neil Johnston, The History of the Parliamentary Franchise (London, 2013).  pp.15-32. 
29Catherine B. Shannon, 'The Ulster Liberal Unionists and Local Government Reform, 1885-98' in 

Irish Historical Studies, 18(71), (1973). pp.407-423. p.407. 
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In the General Election of 1852 a serious challenge had been mounted in Ulster to the 

candidates of the landlords.  Presbyterian ministers took a prominent lead in the 

election campaign but only one popular candidate was returned for an Ulster 

constituency - William Kirk, a Presbyterian, for the borough of Newry.   In 1857 three 

Irish Presbyterians were elected for Ulster constituencies, including Samuel McCurdy 

Greer for County Londonderry.  Greer was a son of the manse; his father having been 

minister of Dunboe.30  

 In 1872 six Presbyterian MPs, four Liberals and two Conservatives, were returned.31  

Reform of the franchise and of Parliamentary representation continued.  In the 

Representation of the People Act 1884 and the Registration (Ireland) Act 1884 ‘… the 

rules governing the Irish electorate were brought almost completely into line with the 

rules in Great Britain’.32 These were quickly followed by the Redistribution of Seats 

Act 1885, giving greater representation to Belfast which had grown from a town of 

50,000 people in 1830 to one of over 300,000 in 1885.33  

iii. Presbyterian Conservatism. 

Many Ulster Presbyterians were, of course, Conservatives.  Those who followed the 

leading figure of the mid-Victorian Church, Henry Cooke, combined theological 

conservatism with political Conservatism in pursuit of a cross-denominational alliance 

opposed to political Catholicism.34  Cooke is regarded as combining ‘evangelicalism, 

social conservatism and Unionism to become the archetypal Ulster Protestant political 

                                                             
30Thomas Greer and David Steele, 2004, Greer, Samuel Macurdy, (http://www.oxforddnb.com) (27 

Sept. 2018). 
31A. R. Holmes, Covenanter politics … p.365. 
32Brian Walker, ‘The Irish Electorate 1868-1915’ in Irish Historical Studies 18 (71), (1973). pp.359-

406.  p. 365. 
33Estyn Evans and Emrys Jones, 'The Growth of Belfast', The Town Planning Review, 26(2), (1955). 

pp. 92-111. P.101. 
34Finlay Holmes, Henry Cooke (Belfast, 1981). 
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parson’.35 

As we have seen, many Presbyterians opposed both Anglican privilege and Catholic 

ascendency while maintaining their Liberal political principles.  Competition between 

these two political positions caused a lot of disagreement in the General Assembly and 

contributed to a four-way politico-cultural divide.   This was between Belfast with its 

Conservative working class, influenced by the sectarian, urban politics of that city but 

containing a Liberal bourgeoisie and the country with its tenant farmers confirmed in 

their radicalism by their desire for land reform but also affected by minority status and 

fear of Catholic Nationalism. 

Cooke’s influence on the political outlook of his co-religionists was 

both obvious and profound, but it was also complex and varied over 

time and space … Cooke’s attempts to conflate conservative 

evangelical religion and conservative politics was not accepted by all 

Presbyterians.36   

 

Cooke’s wish for a cross-denominational, Protestant alliance was such that, while 

other ministers urged disestablishment as a solution to the most obnoxious 

manifestations of Anglican privilege, he defended the establishment.  The Presbyterian 

division over disestablishment was, in fact, a mirror to the Presbyterian division on C 

Cooke’s politics.  The election of 1868 was fought on the issue and showed ‘…both 

the political divisions within Presbyterianism and the support of many Presbyterian 

Liberals for Gladstone’s Irish Church Bill, even though it meant the loss of their own 

state endowment’.37    In 1868, speaking at a rally held to support Thomas McClure, a 

Presbyterian tobacco baron and a Liberal candidate in Belfast,38  Thomas Sinclair had 

                                                             
35A. R. Holmes, Covenanter Politics ... p.341. 
36Ibid. p.342. 
37Ibid. p.340. 
38The Meeting House and manse belonging to Belmont were built in 1861/2 using a donation of 

£1,600 made by McClure from his tobacco profits.  Belmont Presbyterian Church, One hundred years 

at Belmont: 1862-1962 (Belfast, 1962).  p.1. 
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declared that:  

He is the champion of Liberal principles in the loins of his forefathers 

who defended civil and religious liberty on the Walls of Derry … and 

the battle he now fights is the same.  It is the battle for liberty of 

conscience, civil and religious liberty against Erastianism, intolerance 

and ascendency.39   

 

The Belfast Morning News reported that Sinclair went on: 

 

They had been told that Christ was the head of the Church:  but he could tell 

them that the only recognition of Christ as King of a Church was the national 

expression as to the way in which they should worship and pay homage to Him 

- (hear) - and any other was hypocrisy. (Cheers).40 

 

McClure was elected. 

iv. Presbyterian Liberal Unionism. 

The debate over the Irish Church Act reflected a conflict between the social and 

economic interests of Presbyterians and their constitutional beliefs.  This conflict 

greatly intensified sixteen years later when Gladstone’s Liberal Government 

attempted to placate Catholic Nationalism with a Bill to grant self-government to 

Ireland.   

Because many Presbyterians had welcomed disestablishment and, as many of them 

also supported the Liberal Party, it may have been that Gladstone believed they would 

welcome Home Rule. As the debate on the Bill proceeded Gladstone appointed the 

Scottish Presbyterian peer, the Earl of Aberdeen, to his first term as Lord Lieutenant 

of Ireland.  Aberdeen was the only Lord Lieutenant in the long history of the office 

not to belong to either of the Churches which had been established by the state, and 

                                                             
39D3002/1 PRONI. Sinclair Papers. 
40Belfast Morning News, 13 November 1868. p.3. 
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one of only two Lords Lieutenant since the Union not to be an Anglican.41  

Nonetheless, he failed to win over Presbyterians; he left office when Home Rule was 

defeated in the House of Commons and the Government was dissolved.42   In 1886, as 

during subsequent attempts to pass a Home Rule Bill for Ireland: 

Unionists believed this threatened a Catholic Nationalist hegemony in 

all aspects of Irish society.  Thus, a myriad of anti-Nationalist factions 

were brought together.  Protestant class and denomination differences 

were subsumed buy a simple desire to preserve the Union with Great 

Britain and, as a result, Protestant security.43 

 

In the end, the cross-denominational anti-Home Rule alliance did not involve the 

rejection of Liberal politics and ‘… a crucial strand of this coalition in Ulster was 

Liberal Unionism in which Presbyterian evangelicals played a leading role’.44  

Presbyterian and other Liberals who refused to accept Home Rule formed the Ulster 

Liberal Unionist Association in June 1886, with Thomas Sinclair as its first President.   

In the election of that year, two Liberal Unionists were among the MPs elected from 

Ulster constituencies.45 

Presbyterian Liberal Unionists were prominent in efforts to win support for the 

Unionist cause in Great Britain and especially in Scotland where some saw support 

for Irish legislation as a stepping stone towards the disestablishment of the Church of 

Scotland.  The Free Church of Scotland, recognized by the Irish General Assembly as 

the sole, true, continuing reformation church in Scotland for forty-two years after the 

                                                             
41The other was Viscount FitzAlan of Derwent, a Catholic who was Lord Lieutenant during 1921 and 

1922.   
42D.C. Savage, 'The Origins of the Ulster Unionist Party, 1885-6' in Irish Historical Studies, 12(47), 
(1961). pp. 185-208. p.185. 
43David Burnett, 1996, ‘The Modernisation of Unionism, 1892-1914' in Richard English and Graham 

Walker (ed.) Unionism in Modern Ireland (London, 1996). pp. 41-62. p.41. 
44A. R. Holmes, 'Professor James Thomson Sr. and Lord Kelvin: Religion, Science, and Liberal 

Unionism in Ulster and Scotland' in Journal of British Studies, 50(1), (2011). pp.100-124. 
45Ibid. p.103. 
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‘disruption’ of 184346 was inclined to this position.47  Presbyterian Liberal Unionists 

were dispatched in delegations to urge their co-religionists in Scotland to support the 

Union.   The great scientist Lord Kelvin who, although closely associated with 

Glasgow, was an Irish Presbyterian, ‘… opposed Home Rule because it would be 

detrimental to the best interests of Ireland by undermining stability and the rule of 

law…’.48 

The Ulster Convention of June 1892 was specifically arranged in order to ‘… answer 

Gladstonian Liberal and Irish Nationalist accusations that Unionism was the creed of 

a narrow landed elite clinging on to its privileges’.49    Thomas Sinclair spoke to the 

Convention, telling it of how Liberal Unionists had worked for justice and equality for 

all Irishmen and pledged civil disobedience should Home Rule be forced on them.  

The Convention led to the founding of organizations stressing Ulster’s distinct interest 

in the Union.   ‘While it was an event geared to Unionist consensus, there was 

nonetheless a distinct Presbyterian and Liberal flavour to it and it was a significant 

precedent for future Ulster initiatives’.50  

v. Gladstonian Liberals and Presbyterian Home Rulers. 

A small, vocal body of leading Presbyterians remained loyal to the Liberal Party.  In 

1893, some of them sent a memorial in favour of Home Rule to the Prime Minister, 

W.E. Gladstone.  

                                                             
46Minutes of the General Assembly, (Belfast, 1885).  p.906. 
47Stewart J. Brown, Providence and Empire: religion, politics and society in the United Kingdom, 
1815-1914 (London, 2008). 
48Andrew R. Holmes, 2011, 'Professor James Thomson Sr. and Lord Kelvin: Religion, Science, and 

Liberal Unionism in Ulster and Scotland' in Journal of British Studies, 50(1), pp.100-124pp.188-208. 

p.121. 
49G. Walker, Ulster Unionist Party ... p.13. 
50Ibid.  p.13. 
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We the undersigned members and adherents of the Presbyterian Church 

in Ireland, hereby express our heartfelt gratitude to the Right Hon. W.E. 

Gladstone for the great benefits which his splendid statesmanship as 

leader of the Liberal Party has already conferred upon our country [and] 

… our sympathy with him in his present efforts to secure the better 

government of Ireland.51  

 

The memorial also urged Gladstone to legislate to resolve the issue of land ownership 

in Ireland.  Chief among the 3,500 Irish Presbyterians who signed this memorial were 

the Rev. Prof. John Dougherty of Magee College, later a senior official in Dublin 

Castle, 52 and his brother-in-law, the Rev. James Armour of Ballymoney who spent 

decades as a lonely, pro-Home Rule voice within the General Assembly.  

Contrastingly, a Special General Assembly was convened by the Moderator, the 

Dublin minister Rev. Robert McCheyne Edgar on his own initiative in March 1893 to 

consider ‘the dangers by which our civil and religious liberties are menaced by 

proposed legislation’.     When Armour rose to propose a resolution in support of Home 

Rule:  

...the scene was changed, the quiet and deliberative body became most 

unedifyingly lively and was more suggestive of a bear garden than of 

a Church court … the public in the gallery taking as active a part in the 

disorderly proceedings as the bona-fide members of the court, hissing 

and cheering as the spirit moved them.53 

The Assembly passed strongly Unionist resolutions by a large majority and 

communicated them to the Government. 

Gladstone replied to the Presbyterian memorial in favour of Home Rule, accepting 

that it would fail in the House of Lords without party unity.  This reality temporarily 

normalized some aspects of Ulster politics.  While Unionists were pre-occupied with 

the threat of Home Rule the distinct interests of Ulster Presbyterians were submerged 

                                                             
51Newry Reporter, 17 August 1893. p.3. 
52Derry Journal, 12 May 1895 p.5. 
53Irish Daily Independent, 16 March 1893. p.6. 
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under the imperative of most non-Catholic Irishmen against it, but after 1893 it seemed 

to many that the Home Rule threat was over.   Commenting on the news that John 

Redmond had been elected as leader of the Irish Nationalist Party, the Christian 

Irishman, a Dublin-based publication partly written by Presbyterians, wrote that: 

‘…two outstanding aspects of the case do, however, arrest notice.  First, the triumph 

of the struggle overall remains with the non-clericals … The second lesson, 

Nationalists themselves may judge, is the absolute hopelessness of Home Rule’.54  

With the great constitutional question apparently settled, the ill-aligned economic 

interests within the Unionist alliance again became obvious. 

…  following the defeat of the second Home Rule bill in 1893, the threat 

to the Union appeared to have receded.  Consequently, Ulster 

Presbyterian farmers became more amenable to an alliance with 

Catholic famers in the rest of Ireland in order to secure the ownership 

of their holdings.55 

This ‘amenability to an alliance with Catholic farmers’ was not obvious in most 

debates in the General Assembly but the Assembly repeatedly identified the system of 

land-holding as an injustice and called for legislation - by implication, using 

compulsory purchase - to create an owner-occupier farming class.    The Special 

Assembly called in order to respond to the second Home Rule Bill in 1893 also 

addressed the land question: 

… the Assembly is strongly of the opinion that the …time has come for 

the abolition of dual ownership ... the Assembly is persuaded that a 

measure enabling every tenant-farmer to become, on equitable terms, 

the proprietor of the land which he tills would go far to satisfy all 

reasonable demands, and would be free from the evils that would follow 

the creation of a Home Rule Parliament in  Dublin.56 

                                                             
54The Christian Irishman, No 206, Vol. xviii, (1900).  p.61. 
55Patrick Cosgrove, 'T.W. Russell and the compulsory land purchase campaign in Ulster, 1900-1903' 

in Irish Historical Studies, 37 (146), (2010). pp.221-240.  p.222. 
56Minutes of the Proceedings of the Pro Re Nata Meeting of the General Assembly of the 

Presbyterian Church in Ireland, (Belfast, 1893). p.472. 



28 
 

vi. Conclusion. 

The Liberal and reformist – even radical – inclinations of many Irish Presbyterians 

complimented their economic interests and led them to support the Liberal Party.  

Many other Presbyterians, particularly in Belfast or areas where Catholics were in a 

large majority, agreed with and supported the policy of Henry Cooke that a defence of 

Protestantism required a cross-denominational alliance bound up with political 

Conservatism, deferring to the landlords and to the established Church of Ireland.   

One by-product of Cooke’s deferential view and the equally deferential views of his 

politically Conservative supporters was that the distinctively Presbyterian contribution 

to Ulster politics was Liberal.   

As the Home Rule threat receded, successive Land Acts eroded the power of the 

landlord class and the Irish Church Act dissolved the established Church, the other 

policy differences between Conservatives and Liberals became more important.  

Unionists continued to see Catholic Nationalism as the main threat and the growing 

economic power of the Presbyterian bourgeoisie in Belfast, the gathering power of 

Presbyterian and Anglican tenant farmers in the north-east led towards a re-orientation 

towards Ulster and away from the landlords. 

The land question presented the major obstacle to a whole-hearted cross-

denominational Unionist alliance; moves towards its solution removed this obstacle 

and created a situation where a separate, distinctly ‘Ulster’ Unionism could flourish.   

This alliance was to be politically Conservative but it made sufficient concessions to 

the Liberal, Presbyterian element of Ulster society to remove the stigma attached to 

Conservatism in the minds of many.  This necessarily involved the Presbyterian 

Liberals themselves and was minimally sympathetic to the landlords.
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Chapter 2.  Irish Identity, British Identity and the 

Presbyterian case for the Union. 

 

The mythology of Catholic Nationalism interprets the period 1798-

1968 with quite disarming consistency… Ulster Presbyterians became 

disenchanted with English rule and in 1798 … united with their 

Catholic fellow countrymen to overthrow it …but then, disaster!  The 

Ulster Presbyterians led by the Northern Whig deserted their liberal 

principles and abandoned the National Cause.  Exploited by the Tories 

and landlords playing the Orange Card, they refused to have Freedom 

thrust upon them, becoming instead Unionist bigots.1 

 

i. Introduction. 

It is sometimes asserted that the Ulster Unionist case was a negative one, based upon 

sectarian or racial prejudice.2  It is also sometimes implied that the Presbyterian 

contribution to Ulster Unionism was secondary.3  Are these propositions correct? 

Graham Walker in A History of the Ulster Unionist Party4 and Alvin Jackson in The 

Ulster Party5 both highlight criteria proposed by the historical sociologist A.D. Smith 

for defining an ethnic or national group. Walker summarises these criteria, found in 

Smith’s work Nationalism, 6 as: collective name; myth of common descent; sense of 

shared history; shared culture; relationship to territory; sense of social identification.  

In his earlier work, Theories of Nationalism Smith suggests that it is possible to ‘arrive 

                                                             
1A. R. Acheson, The Shaping of Northern Ireland: A Historical Perspective (Ontario, 2017). p.211. 
2J. J. Lee, Ireland 1912-1985: Politics and Society, (Cambridge, 1989). p.3. 
3By scholars such as Daithí Ó Corráin who use the Church of Ireland as a proxy for an ‘Ulster 
Protestant’ bloc.  Daithí Ó Corráin, Rendering to God and Caesar: The Irish Churches and the two 

states in Ireland 1949-1973, (Manchester, 2008). p.1. 
4Graham Walker, A History of the Ulster Unionist Party (Manchester, 2004), p.vii. 
5Alvin Jackson, The Ulster Party: Irish Unionists in the House of Commons 1884.-1911 (Oxford, 

1989), p. 11. 
6A. D. Smith, Nationalism (Cambridge, 2001).  
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at a more useful definition of the nation’ by applying the additional criterion that it 

should consist of more than 500,000 people.7  Both Jackson and Walker explore the 

application of these criteria to Unionists in Ulster but they could aptly be applied to 

Presbyterian Ireland on its own since, in the early twentieth century, it met each one 

of them as a community.  Presbyterians might be regarded as a discreet national 

minority both within Ireland and within the United Kingdom, with distinctive interests 

and objectives of its own.  

At the start of the twentieth century most Irish Presbyterians were Unionists but there 

were still other extant Presbyterian political traditions, including Gladstonian 

Liberalism.  Within twenty years almost all of them had become Unionists although 

sometimes very reluctant ones.  Subsequently, only a small number of Presbyterians 

expressed non-Unionist views, and more often from a left than from a Nationalist 

perspective.  The question of how far Presbyterian attachment to the British State was 

positive and how intimately it was bound by its identity to the constitutional and 

political Union is an important one. 

At the Presbyterian Unionist Convention of February 1912, itself a reflection of the 

long-term discontinuities between the ruling and teaching eldership, and between the 

institutional centre of the Church and its wider membership, Thomas Sinclair again 

laid out his case for the Union.  Presbyterians after 1798, he told the Convention, had 

seen that:  

…the Imperial Parliament, roused to a sense of its obligations … had 

entered upon a period of ameliorative legislation in which such 

problems as that of land reform – a cause dear to the great majority of 

their people – would find early solution …with the result that the 

material prosperity of Ireland had at the present moment reached a point 

                                                             
7A. D. Smith, Theories of Nationalism (London, 1971). p. 175. 
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unprecedented in her chequered history. (hear hear).8 

On 19 November 1913 Rev. John MacDermott, minister of Belmont9 in east Belfast 

lectured his congregation on: ‘The Legislative Union between Great Britain and 

Ireland and its Results’.  Dr. Richard W. Leslie, a ‘distinguished physician’ and 

himself a son of the manse from Cookstown10 was in the chair.  Leslie told the ‘large 

attendance’ that:  

At a time when the government of the country was in the hands of a 

revolutionary committee of unprincipled time-servers it was surely time 

for them to be up and doing … to prevent that nefarious legislation 

being carried out. (Applause).  

 

Dr. MacDermott then told the audience that land reform:  

 

…was in his opinion the greatest boon that had ever been conferred 

upon this country … As to the talk of ascendency … the Presbyterians 

were affected as much in that connection as the Roman Catholics.  The 

Presbyterians of the past had no power worth speaking of ... [now] they 

were for the Union almost to a man.11 

 

ii. Irish identity. 

The ‘Good Friday Agreement’ includes the provision that: ‘The participants … 

recognise the birthright of all the people of Northern Ireland to identify themselves 

and be accepted as Irish or British, or both, as they may so choose’.12   Before the 

secession of the south and west of Ireland from the United Kingdom to create the Irish 
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Free State,13 Irish Presbyterians overwhelmingly both thought of and referred to 

themselves as Irish.  This is still true about the Church itself, which in the early twenty-

first century is an emphatically all-island institution.  Many twenty-first century 

Presbyterians in Ulster, however, shrink from the term in a way that their great-

grandparents did not.  

The most important Presbyterian politician in the early Ulster Unionist movement, 

Captain James Craig, MP for East Down was a member of Belmont.  Craig, a 

stockbroker by profession was ‘Carson’s lieutenant’ in the House of Commons and 

the actual director of the movement’s daily operations after 1911.14  He became a 

baronet in February 1918 and was known as Sir James Craig thereafter.15   

Sir James Craig, and there could be no figure more typical of Ulster, 

considers himself just as good an Irishman as any Nationalist.  I affirm 

this because he once invited a friend of mine, an old ex-Fenian in 

Redmond’s Party, to drink a glass with him in the House of Commons 

smoking-room and then solemnly opened their discourse by this 

asseveration.16 

Commenting on his developing perception of his identity, Craig told the House of 

Commons in January 1916 during a debate on the extension of conscription to Ireland 

that: 

It has always been a matter of pride to a man, no matter what part of the 

country he came from, to say that he was an Irishman … but if Ireland 

… refuses to come forward and take …its fair share … then I say for 

my part … it will be no pleasure to me to call myself an Irishman and 

in future it will either have to be a Britisher or an Ulsterman.17 

Many Presbyterians interested themselves in distinctly Irish cultural pursuits but the 
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practice of playing Gaelic games on a Sunday closed those sports to them, they being 

Sabbatarian.18 The Irish Presbyterian Church had made an attempt to educate its 

ministers in the Irish language and to have the gospel preached in Irish in the first part 

of the nineteenth century.19  Rev. Henry Cooke told the 1836 Scottish General 

Assembly that: 

…the study of the Irish tongue being required for two sessions and 

numbers of their students were making rapid progress, so that with that 

great work which God had enabled the Moderator to begin, the hills in 

Ireland would soon be found to echo to sounds very different from those 

hitherto found heard there.20 

This was, however, a merely practical rather than a cultural commitment.  In any case, 

the last regular Irish language Sunday services had ended in 1818, when Isaac Neilson, 

the minister of Ballymascanlan near Dundalk:21  

…accepted the double appointment of headmaster of the Classical 

School and professor of Irish and Oriental languages at the Belfast 

Academy where he placed Irish along with Greek and Hebrew as a vital 

part of the preparation for the Presbyterian ministry.22  

The Irish Presbyterian Church did not involve itself officially in the later nineteenth 

century revival of Irish, although Dr. Neilson certainly influenced it.  In January 1912, 

the editor of The Irish Booklover, Dr. John S. Crone recalled that:  

… he as a Donegal man was a member of an Irish language class in 

Belfast in 1871 which was conducted by the famous Presbyterian 

Minister in Donegall Street, the Rev. Isaac Neilson.23   
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The Presbytery of Dublin, answering a request by the Gaelic League for religious 

services in Irish on St. Patrick’s Day 1906, observed that the Catholic Church 

conducted its most important Acts of Worship in Latin and wrote that: 

The Presbytery believe that a principal cause of the decay of the Irish 

Language in Ireland is the fact that it is not employed in the religious 

services of the people.  In Wales and in the Highlands of Scotland 

Gaelic is a living language because the people are taught to express in 

it their highest and holiest aspiration .... Irish is no longer understood 

by the people with the exception of a very few in the most remote 

districts.24 

 

One example of Unionists using the Irish language came during a visit to the 

Presbyterian town of Larne in April 1912 by the Conservative leader, Bonar Law, who 

had close family ties to Ulster: 

It appeared as if the whole town was bent upon doing honour to the 

political leader and those who were unable to leave their homes took up 

positions of vantage in the windows from which they flaunted scores of 

Union Jacks and other emblems of a loyal description … across the 

centre of Main Street was a large panel, flanked with streamers, which 

bore the words Cead Mile Failte in red, white and blue lettering.25 

 

A very small number of Irish Presbyterians adopted an Irish Republican identity.  One 

of them was Mabel Fitzgerald, who took part in the Easter Rebellion of 1916.  She had 

been born as Mabel McConnell on 4 July 1884 at College Green House, Belfast, the 

daughter of John McConnell’26 who was a prominent businessman and a Unionist.  

Mabel Fitzgerald was in the General Post Office for a few days during the Easter 

Rebellion before being sent home to look after her children by Patrick Pearse.  Her 

son, Garrett Fitzgerald, wrote in 1981: ‘My mother was a Presbyterian who … came 
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at the end of a long tradition of Presbyterian Nationalism’.27 In fact Mabel Fitzgerald 

appears to have adopted Irish Nationalism initially as a necessary step towards 

winning the Irish people over to socialism.28  This kind of approach survived the Great 

War and was used by others, such as the Northern Ireland Labour Party MP and ex-

Presbyterian Jack Beattie who was ‘sympathetic to the anti-partition cause’ and 

associated with the Anti-Partition League.29    

Only one prominent Presbyterian minister, Rev. Dr. James Irwin, publicly embraced 

Irish Republicanism.  During 1920 Dr. Irwin toured North America in company with 

Eamon De Valera to support the establishment of an Irish Republic, immediately after 

the Unionist ‘Irish Delegation’ of ministers, including Rev. Wylie Blue, Rev. William 

Corkey and William Coote MP had finished their own speaking tour of 1919/20.  He 

assured the Montgomery Advertiser that ‘there is no religious fight in Ireland and that 

Catholics and Protestants live together harmoniously and in brotherly love’.30  He had 

told his fellow elders in the strongly Unionist congregation of Killead that his trip to 

America was in the ‘interests of my health’ and they were perplexed at his undertaking 

a rigorous speaking tour in such company.  The Kirk Session repudiated his statements 

to the Montgomery Advertiser and particularly to the Boston Globe which reported 

him as claiming that ‘less than five percent’ of his congregation had signed the Ulster 

Covenant.31 On Irwin’s return, ‘his house was searched by the military and police’32 

and ‘a revolver and gun’ and ‘thirty-six rounds of revolver ammunition were found’ 
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along with Irish Volunteer insignia.33   

Charged and convicted by a field court-martial, Irwin was sentenced to two years in 

prison and dispatched to Crumlin Road Gaol in Belfast but his sentence was quickly 

remitted by the General Officer Commanding-in Chief, Sir Nevil Macready.34  The 

Presbytery of Templepatrick sent a ‘Special Visitation’ Commission to Killead which 

referred the matter to the Synod of Belfast,35 it in turn referred the matter to the Judicial 

Commission of the General Assembly.  The internal unity of the Church was, as 

always, a priority and when Dr. Irwin publicly regretted the disharmony which his 

actions had caused, the Commission urged reconciliation.  Irwin’s ministry at Killead 

continued for another five years.36   

He moved to Scotland in 1926, serving as an associate minister in St. Michael’s Parish 

Church in Edinburgh before becoming Minister of St. Thomas’, Leith - now the 

Edinburgh Sikh Temple37 -  in 1928.38  In 1933, he moved to the Irish Free State where 

he ministered in Lucan, Summerhill and in Naas to the west of Dublin.  He served as 

Moderator of the Synod of Dublin in 194239 and was elected a member of the National 

Executive of Fianna Fail in July 1944.40  Embittered by the attitude of his own 

Presbytery of Dublin he wrote in 1950 that  ‘ … the Church was using my ability and 

influence, which I had gained at such a price, merely for their own benefit without any 

change of attitude towards me or what I stood for’.41 He died at his manse, Primrose 
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Hill, Lucan in 1954 aged 79 and was buried at Mount Jerome, Dublin.42 

This Republican tradition which was almost dormant during the whole of the twentieth 

century, has been revived among the little Presbyterian minority in the Irish 

Republic.43  A few Presbyterians have become politically involved, embracing both 

an Irish national identity and an Ulster Presbyterian cultural identity.  Heather 

Humphries, TD for Cavan-Monaghan from 2011, a member of Fine Gael and a 

Presbyterian, was appointed Minister for the Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht in 2014.  

She had responsibility for the commemoration of the events of Easter 1916 in their 

centenary year.  Between 2017 and June 2020 she was Minister for Business, 

Enterprise and Innovation,44 and was then appointed Minister for Social Protection, 

Community and Rural Development and the Islands.  She described herself in 2015 

as: ‘… both a ‘proud Irish Republican’ and a ‘proud Ulster Protestant.’  She told the 

Irish News that she sometimes attended Orange Order events in her home village of 

Drum, describing them as ‘part of my tradition and heritage’ … ‘I believe you should 

be proud of where you came from.  The most important thing is that you have 

respect’.45 

The tradition which did entirely disappear in the first quarter of the twentieth century 

was Gladstonian Liberalism, which had once been the position of a significant 

minority.  At the 1893 General Assembly, the Professor of English and Logic at Magee 

College, Londonderry also a Liberal politician, Rev. Prof. James Dougherty had been 

its most prominent spokesman.   Dougherty who later became Under Secretary for 
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Ireland ‘effectively making him permanent head of the Irish Executive’ and then 

Liberal MP for the constituency of Londonderry City until it was taken by Sinn Fein 

in 191846 told the Assembly that:  

He believed in the Home Rule which was the outcome of the tide of 

democratic progress … just so sure as they defeated the present Home 

Rule Bill … so certainly would this question come back with redoubled 

force ten years hence.47 

With Professor Dougherty’s departure into Government in 1895 the standard of this 

tradition passed to his brother-in-law, the Rev. James Armour who was, as the Belfast 

Newsletter later wrote ‘Personally popular and politically unpopular’ and whose 

‘brilliant and witty speeches delighted not only the small band who shared his views 

but the great majority which opposed them’.48  As the representative of a much smaller 

minority in the 1913 General Assembly than in the 1893 one,  he ‘…rose and made 

his way to the platform, getting a mixed reception en-route’.  Questioning whether all 

the signatories to the Unionist ‘Layman’s Memorial’ to the Assembly were those of 

living Presbyterians the Belfast Telegraph reported that he said: ‘…you have been 

trying to dig a pit for Home Rule, and you have fallen into it yourselves, and as I am 

a kind of a Sadducee in that respect there is no resurrection for you’. 49  According to 

the Belfast Telegraph report, Armour further told the Assembly: 

That Home Rule would not hurt any religion that was founded on the 

Word of God.  He was sorry that speakers put their country before their 

religion … If … his religion was in danger he would stand as strong as 

any man in that Assembly or out of it against anything that would go in 

that direction, but he did not believe it.50 

The relative size of the parties within the General Assembly in 1913 is evident from 
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the size of the majority which backed a resolution reaffirming ‘…the decision on the 

question arrived at unanimously in 1912’. The voting was 921 for, 43 against. 

Paul Bew has argued that a shattering blow against the Gladstonian tradition was 

delivered by its association in the minds of the people with Sir Roger Casement, a 

political associate and personal friend of Armour.  Although: 

Roger Casement wasn’t really an Ulsterman or indeed a Protestant, as 

he said himself. And he had no empathy for the Scots Presbyterian 

people of Antrim. He was a Catholic Nationalist, in so far as he was a 

believer at all, and a separatist ideologue.51 

 

Bew’s argument is that Casement: 

… weakened the liberal, pro-home rule tradition in Ireland and 

especially that of a minority of prominent Presbyterians in Ulster … 

striking out on a path which was to embarrass hugely the remnants of 

the residual Ulster Gladstonian tradition … As soon as war started 

Casement devoted his efforts to the support of Germany … When the 

full extent of Casement’s intrigue with Germany became clear, Armour 

was shattered.52 

After Easter 1916 a large majority of Presbyterian Liberals quickly, more-or-less 

reluctantly, endorsed Unionism.  Typical of this was the willingness of the former 

Liberal MP for Dungannon James Dickson, himself the son of the former Liberal MP 

for, in succession, Dungannon, South Tyrone, and Dublin Stephen’s Green, Thomas 

Dickson,53 to preside at a meeting in support of the Unionist, William Coote in 
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November 1918.  Dickson, a member of First Dungannon, told the meeting that ‘…he 

could not refuse to support his friend Mr. Coote who was a sound Unionist and sound 

politician’. 54    

The broadcaster, linguist and poet W. F. Marshall was minister first of Aughnacloy, 

then of Sixmilecross and finally of Castlerock.  During 1914 Marshall had hidden 

U.V.F. ammunition in his manse at Aughnacloy55 but had previously been a Liberal.  

He is quoted56 by Walker as writing to a ‘Nationalist acquaintance in the south in 

1933’ that: 

I was probably - outside the IRA - Craigavon’s strongest opponent … I 

glorified the men of ’98. I did it in Orange Halls and in sermons to 

Orangemen. In all official circles my name was mud … I do wish we 

were a Dominion. But into the Free State never, never, never, while 

there’s breath in our bodies.57 

 

iii. British Identity. 

The distinct Ulster-Scots identity crafted by Irish Presbyterians is discussed in Chapter 

3 but they never saw it as a denial of their Irishness, and did not see either their Ulster-

Scots or their Irish identities as conflicting with a British civic identity. This layering 

of identity is a characteristic consequence of Presbyterian theology, has been widely 

adopted by Ulster Unionists and has given rise to much confusion over the years. 

Under the Union with England Act 1707, the English, the Scots and the Welsh gained 

equal rights on the island of Great Britain. 58  This was expanded to Ireland by the Act 
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of Union (Ireland) 1800 when it was enacted: 

That it be the sixth article of union, that his Majesty’s subjects of … 

Ireland shall, from and after the first day of January, one thousand eight 

hundred and one, be entitled to the same privileges … and be on the 

same footing as his Majesty’s subjects of Great Britain.59 

 

Presbyterian, Ulster-Scots, Irishmen believed that if the Welsh, Scots and English 

retained their national identity while being united as ‘British’ - then so could they.  

This has been perceived by an historian from an Irish Catholic background as:  

...the ability of Ulster – and indeed Irish – Protestants to inhabit a 

psychological world of multiple identities.  Unionists … utilised the 

term ‘nation’ to describe their imagined political community but 

rejected the concept of ‘Nationalism’ as used by Home Rulers.60 

T.P. Daly has shown how Joseph Chamberlain influenced James Craig on Imperial 

unity and the equality of British subjects.61  A wider and more direct influence on 

Unionism was A.V. Dicey, Vinerian Professor of English Law at Oxford, ‘the 

foremost Constitutional lawyer of his day’ and who had been ‘the leading academic 

spokesman for the Unionist forces’62 since the first Home Rule crisis.  His influence 

on Unionists was an enduring one.  Dicey illustrated this thinking in the eighth edition 

of his work on the British Constitutional Law in 1915: 

The kind of equality among British subjects which Englishmen … 

hoped to establish throughout the whole Empire is best seen by 

considering the sort of equality which actually exists … in England.  

Speaking broadly every British subject has in England at the present 

day the same political rights as every natural born Englishman, e.g. an 

Englishman born in England and the son of English parents.63 
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Mainstream ideas about democracy, constitutional rights,64 and civic identity mingled 

with Presbyterian ideas of the polity of the Church and the seventeenth century 

Covenants in Scotland to create a distinct understanding of their place within Ireland, 

the United Kingdom and the British Empire. 

iv. Memory of one Ascendency and aversion to another. 

Rev. Archibald Main, retired Regius Professor of Ecclesiastical History at Glasgow,65 

Scottish Moderator in 1939 spoke to a meeting celebrating the tercentenary of the first 

Irish Presbytery in 1942.  Wartime restrictions had hindered his visit: ‘…there was 

some difficulty about a passport to your country … I was well warned against bringing 

to Ireland any documents’. 

The Church of Scotland had assumed a new independence under the Church of 

Scotland Act (1921) which provided: ‘The Church and the State have the right to 

determine each for itself all questions concerning the extent and the continuance of 

their mutual relations’.66   In that context, Main said that: 

Neither the Irish or the Scots have at any time in their history been 

overawed by authority, secular or ecclesiastical … the love of our land, 

along with the fear of God, makes us keep our heads high and we are 

false to the heritage of our race if we do not look askance at any alien 

power, be it Roman or English.67  

 

Arguably, Main was talking about English interference in Scotland and Roman 

Catholic interference in Ireland but past Irish experience of an Anglican establishment 
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in Ireland had certainly been unpleasant.  As well as penal disabilities regarding 

worship, public office, education, professional occupations and the payment of tithes 

to support the established Church; under the Act of Uniformity (1662)68 Presbyterian 

ministers, not being in ‘Holy Orders’, could not perform valid marriages.  While 

marriages between two Presbyterians conducted by a minister were declared valid in 

1737, where one party was not a Presbyterian the legal situation was unclear.   

 

In 1842 George Millis, a member of the Church of Ireland who had been married by 

the minister of Tullylish was the subject of a ‘special verdict’ at the Antrim Assizes.69 

He was then acquitted of bigamy in the House of Lords on the grounds that his first 

marriage, performed by a Presbyterian minister was invalid.70      It was not until 1844 

that an Act was passed legalizing all marriages where one party was a Presbyterian.71  

In 1908 an Irish Presbyterian in their mid-eighties would have been of age before 1844 

to contract a marriage which could have been declared invalid in this way. A 

Presbyterian in their mid-sixties would have been old enough to have been stigmatized 

as a ‘bastard’ by the established Church on those grounds.  In the early twentieth 

century, this living memory ‘… of having their marriages declared invalid under the 

old Anglican Ascendancy.’72  was coupled to a fear that the Catholic Church would be 

established by a Home Rule Parliament.  The Home Rule Bills could have eliminated 

these fears by prohibiting such a thing - as the Government of Ireland Act (1920) did 

-  but they did not.    At the Special General Assembly, called by the Moderator on 10 

March 1886 in response to the first Home Rule Bill, it was resolved to: ‘…deprecate 
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in the strongest manners disastrous to the best interests of the country a separate 

Parliament for Ireland’ which would ‘lead to ascendency of one class and creed in 

matters pertaining to religion, education and civil religion’.73  

Amplifying these fears, was the increasingly aggressive stance over ‘mixed’ marriages 

taken in Ireland, specifically, by the Catholic Church as part of its reaction against 

Protestantism and secularism elsewhere. There had been a wave of national 

disestablishments of the Catholic Church including in the Philippines (1902) but most 

importantly in France (1906).  In response Pope Pius X issued the encyclical Pascendi 

dominici gregis (‘Feeding the Lord's Flock’) popularly known as the ‘Condemnation 

of Modernism’ which declared that:  

… Modernism leads to the annihilation of all religion. The first step in 

this direction was taken by Protestantism; the second is made by 

Modernism; the next will plunge headlong into atheism.74   

The German Emperor was having none of this and had insisted in 1906 that the Pope 

officially recognize that in non-Catholic countries mixed marriages ‘… would always 

be valid when done before a Protestant minister’.75  In Ireland this had actually been 

the Catholic position since at least 1741 when Pope Benedict XIV decreed that the 

requirements of the Council of Trent regarding marriage should not apply in countries 

under Protestant government.76 This decree was explicitly applied in Ireland by a 

rescript of Pius VI dated 19 March 1785.77    Although Ireland was then a constituent 

part of the United Kingdom, a decision that the Catholic Church would treat it as 

                                                             
73Freeman’s Journal, 10 March 1886.  p.6. 
74‘Pascendi Dominici Gregis’, Encyclical of Pope Pius X on the Doctrines of the Modernists, Article 

39 ‘Modernism and all the Heresies’ (Rome, 1907).  
75Eoin de Bhaldraithe, 'Mixed Marriages and Irish Politics' in Studies: An Irish Quarterly Review, 

77(307), (1988). pp. 284-299. P. 288. 
76Margaret Maxwell, ‘Protestant Marriage in Eighteenth Century France' in Social Science, 30(2), 

(1955). pp.89-93. p.90. 
77Raymond M. Lee, ‘Intermarriage, Conflict and Social Control in Ireland: The Decree ‘Ne Temere’ ' 

in The Economic and Social Review, 17(1), (1985). pp. 11-27. p.13. 
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though it were an independent country in which Catholicism was the established 

religion was taken personally by Pope Pius X.  This was enacted by the Ne Temere 

(‘Not Recklessly’) decree of 1908.78    The Ne Temere decree stipulated that:  

 

…a mixed marriage in Ireland would not be valid in Roman Catholic 

eyes … unless witnessed by the Parish Priest. In practice the Catholic 

clergy would not officiate unless both parties had promised that all the 

children would be Catholic’.79   

 

 

In a pastoral letter read in the Catholic Churches of Dublin following Ne Temere, the 

Archbishop of Dublin, William Walsh, referred explicitly to the revocation of the 1785 

decree and that: ‘…all this was now at an end.  Henceforth in Ireland … no mixed 

marriage could validly be contracted except in the presence of the Parish priest’.80  

One effect of this became a cause célèbre among Presbyterians and a nationally 

discussed issue when: 

 

Alexander McCann, a Belfast Catholic, had married a Presbyterian in 

her own Church sometime after Easter 1908. Two children were born 

to them. The local priest urged him strongly to have the marriage 

validated in a Catholic ceremony. Mrs. Agnes McCann refused to 

comply and so Alexander deserted her taking the two children and, she 

claimed, all her belongings.81 

 

Mrs. McCann’s minister at Townsend Street, Rev. William Corkey, took up her cause, 

writing that Mrs McCann had told him that ‘I have been thinking a good lot about my 

children since.  I have been thinking both night and day.  I feel so weak I would rather 

be dead now as living’ and that: 

…nothing can compensate her for the loss of her infants and no martyr 

to the Church of Rome, either on the scaffold or at the stake, could have 

                                                             
78Eoin de Bhaldraithe, Mixed Marriages … p. 287. 
79Ibid. p.285.  
80Londonderry Sentinel, 2 April 1908. p.6. 
81Ibid. 
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suffered more than Mrs McCann.82 

The Presbytery of Belfast asked the General Assembly to take action: 

… in consequence to her refusal to be remarried in accordance with the 

requirements of the ‘Ne Temere’ decree she was deserted by her 

husband and deprived of her children … and left houseless and 

penniless on the streets of Belfast … that this decree is … a direct 

incentive to the repudiation of the most sacred moral obligations and to 

breaches of the marriage vow and leads to the most bitter form of 

cruelty and injustice.83 

A committee was appointed with Corkey as convenor which tried to take civil action 

against Alexander McCann for the recovery of the children but was unable to find him 

in order to serve legal papers.  It appealed for help to the Lord Lieutenant, Lord 

Aberdeen, himself a member of an Irish Presbyterian congregation, the Abbey Church 

in Dublin84 and a ruling elder in the Church of Scotland.85  The Under Secretary, the 

former Presbyterian minister Sir James Dougherty replied on Aberdeen’s behalf.  He 

told the Church that: ‘…his Excellency is advised that there is nothing to warrant his 

intervention’.86 

Nationalists blackened the moral character of Agnes McCann, asserted that the 

marriage was an unhappy one and denied that the priest had ever advised McCann to 

leave.87  Protestants suspected that the Catholic Church had helped McCann to escape 

to Canada and was concealing his whereabouts.  The Earl of Donoughmore told the 

House of Lords that: 

…you have a wife who is anxious to take her place in a Court of law 

and to prove her right to her full rights, and you have a husband who 

has fled from justice, who is in hiding, and who, in the words of Father 

                                                             
82W. Corkey, The McCann Mixed Marriage Case (Edinburgh, 1911). p.18. 
83Londonderry Sentinel, 15 March 1911. p.6. 
84The Times, 1 October 1934. p17. 
85Aberdeen Press and Journal, 9 October 1939. p.3. 
86Irish News, 7 January 1911. p.5. 
87Irish News, 10 February 1911. p.4. 
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Power … written in one of the Scottish papers, is far out of the range of 

the Ulster guns, and is not going to be extradited.88 

 

The essential harshness of the law is shown in the statement by the Earl of Liverpool 

on behalf of the Government: 

It would, however, have been impossible to have stepped in in the first 

case, and it would also have been impossible to have taken the children 

from their father … so long as the husband had not committed a 

criminal offence he is by law entitled to the custody of the children.89 

 

Despite frantic searching, publicity nationwide and beyond, Agnes McCann never saw 

her children again. She was reported as being ‘broken in health, suffering untold agony 

of the heart’.90  Professor J. M. Barkley regarded Ne Temere as ‘…the final nail in the 

coffin of Presbyterian support for Home Rule’91 and that:   

Presbyterians, who within living memory had escaped from an 

Anglican denial of the validity of their marriages and the legitimacy of 

their children, were not going to risk finding themselves in a situation 

where it was possible for the Church of Rome to place them in the same 

position.  The Prominence of the Ne Temere decree and the McCann 

case … points to this being the reason for the swing to almost 

unanimous opposition to Home Rule.92 

When eleven ex-Moderators published a manifesto arguing that the interests of all the 

people of Ireland were best served by the Union in 1910,93  they expressed concerns 

that Home Rule would mark a return to an Ascendancy with what they described as 

‘clerical control’ over all aspects of life.   Rev. John MacDermott summed up the 

religious concerns of Unionists in a sermon entitled ‘Religious Aspects of Home Rule’ 

preached to his Belmont congregation on 24 September 1911 and reported extensively 

                                                             
88Parliamentary Debates, House of Lords, 28 February 1911, vol. 7, cc165-211. Line 170. 
89Ibid.  Line 180. 
90Barbara Collins, ‘How a mother's children were taken away forever’ (Belfast, 2010).  

(https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-11705764) (19 January 2019). 
91Joseph Liechty, Roots of Sectarianism in Ireland: Chronology and Reflections (Belfast, 1993).  p.37. 
92John M. Barkley, St. Enoch's Congregation 1872-1972 (Belfast, 1972). p.97. 
93The Witness, 14 January 1910. p.7. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-11705764


48 
 

in the Belfast newspapers.  He told his congregants that: 

… it is part of our reading of the New Testament that in matters of 

religion every man should be fully persuaded in her own mind. But the 

rights that we concede to others we claim for ourselves ... we fear what 

the Roman Catholics of Italy feared from the Court of the Vatican.94  

 

Ultimately it was the child of a mixed marriage between Catholic and Presbyterian, 

raised as a Catholic under the terms of Ne Temere who began in earnest the 

secularisation of the Irish Republic.  

Garret Fitzgerald … saw the mixed marriage problem as the vital centre 

of differences … separating the north and the south … ‘Garret’s 

Crusade’ as it came to be known was based on a commitment to making 

the Irish state more pluralist, both by altering the constitution and by 

changing the laws on contraception and divorce.95 

 

v. Conclusion. 

Presbyterian Unionism was not primarily a negative reaction to the threat of Home 

Rule, it was born of a positive attachment to the United Kingdom and to its 

constitution.  It was within the context of the United Kingdom that the Irish 

Presbyterian identity had developed, and that context was regarded, itself, as an 

important part of that identity.  Presbyterian Unionists made and repeated one point 

over and again, that in every way that mattered to them remaining within the United 

Kingdom was better than exiting it.  At the heart of this lay two aspects of the 

nineteenth century Presbyterian experience.  From the point of view of late-Victorian 

and Edwardian Irish Presbyterians, the fruit of their own commitment to the Union 

had been a gradual increase in political representation,  religious emancipation in 

1870, an unprecedented century of peace in Ireland, an unprecedented century of 

                                                             
94Belfast Newsletter, 26 September 1911. p.9. 
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increasing prosperity in Ulster and the peaceful achievement of all the socio-political 

aims of the Presbyterian rebels of 1798. In contrast to this progress under the Union, 

they perceived that the actual fruit of the 1798 rebellion had been the sectarian 

massacres of Protestants at Scullabogue and in Wexford.96   

These beliefs were amplified by, not based upon, their concern that the Catholic 

Church - which under Leo XIII and Pius X was increasingly, aggressively hostile to 

Protestantism - would be established in Ireland by a Home Rule Parliament.  This 

aggressive approach to Church discipline and inter-Church relations taken by the 

Catholic Church seemed to confirm the wisdom of their a priori beliefs.  In the early 

twentieth century, for a significant number of Presbyterians to support a change in the 

constitutional position and the attendant social, economic and legal upheaval would 

have required a very strong positive view of Catholic Nationalism which was simply 

absent.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
96Belfast Newsletter, 26 September 1911. p.9. 
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Chapter 3.  A Generation of Highland Thieves:  The 

Presbyterian, Ulster-Scots Identity. 

We have now to deale, though in the same country, with another sort of 

Adversaries, in show farr different, in substance much the same.  These 

write themselves the Presbytery of Belfast.1 

  

i. Introduction. 

The poet and polemicist John Milton, who was Secretary for Foreign Tongues’2  to  

the English republican Council of State wrote a volume of ‘observations’ on current 

events for the Council in 1649.  He began by attacking a peace made between the 

Confederation of Kilkenny and the Marquis of Ormond, the Royalist Lord Lieutenant 

of Ireland.  Almost as an afterthought, he addressed himself to a petition from the 

‘Scotch Presbytery of Belfast’, which protested that by killing King Charles the First, 

the Government of England had broken the ‘Solemn League and Covenant’ and 

invited the punishment of God.  He wrote in these terms: 

What they are for Ministers or how they crept in to the fold, whether at 

the window, or at the wall, or who set them there so haughtie in the 

Pontificall See of Belfast, we know not. But this we rather have cause 

to wonder if the Earth can beare this unsufferable insolence of upstarts; 

who from a ground which is not their own dare send such defience to 

the Sovran Magistracy of England, by whose authoritie and in whose 

right they inhabit there.  By their actions we might rather judge them to 

be a generation of Highland theevs and Red-shanks, who being 

neighbourly admitted …  by courtesie of England to hold posessions in 

our Province, a Countrey better than their own, have, with worse faith 

than those Heathen, prov’d ungrateful and treacherous guests to their 

best friends and entertainers.3 

                                                             
1 John Milton, Articles of peace made and concluded with the Irish rebels and papists by James Earle 
of Ormond ... also, a letter sent by Ormond to Col. Jones, Governour of Dublin, with his answer 

thereunto: and a representation of the Scotch Presbytery at Belfast in Ireland: upon all which are 

added observations (London, 1649). p.54. 
2 Gordon Campbell, 'John Milton' (Oxford, 2008). (https://doi-

org.queens.ezp1.qub.ac.uk/10.1093/ref:odnb/18800) (12 August 2018). 
3 John Milton, Articles of Peace …  p.65. 
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Anachronism is common in studies of Ulster-Scots identity because contemporary 

activism has focussed on Ulster-Scots as a language; an independently evolved variety 

of modern English descended from the Northumbrian form of Old English.4   This 

renewed interest led to the founding of an Ulster-Scots Language Society in 1992 and 

the Ulster-Scots Heritage Council in 1995.  These initiatives led directly to Paragraph 

3 of the ‘Rights, Safeguards and Equality of Opportunity’ section of the Good Friday 

Agreement which states that: 

All participants recognise the importance of respect, understanding and 

tolerance in relation to linguistic diversity, including in Northern 

Ireland, the Irish language, Ulster-Scots and the languages of the various 

ethnic communities, all of which are part of the cultural wealth of the 

island of Ireland.5 

 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, however, was the concept of Ulster-Scots 

the same?  Presbyterians certainly had a long-standing sense of moral and religious 

‘Scottishness’ and a long-recognised Scottish religious heritage, as Milton’s words 

show.  Contemporary Presbyterians recognised and were interested, to an extent, in 

the Scots language but they focussed on religious and political identity; more reflective 

of the way people felt than of who or what they were.  How did this religious and 

moral ‘Scottishness’ come to be adopted, developed and used by the Ulster Unionist 

movement? 

ii. A Religious Scottishness. 

Presbyterianism came to Ireland in the wave of settlement known as ‘the Plantation’ 

                                                             
4 C.I. MacAfee and C.O. Baoill, ‘Why Scots is not a Celtic English' in Hildegard Tristram (eds.), The 

Celtic Englishes (Heidelberg, 1997). pp. 245-286. p.245. 
5 The Good Friday Agreement, 

(https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/13

6652/agreement.pdf) (12 July 2019). 
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during the reign of King James I.  Initially, Scottish Presbyterians were included within 

the established Irish Protestant Church and some Presbyterian ministers - such as 

Edward Bryce in the parish of Broadisland from 1613,6  Robert Blair in Bangor from 

1623,7 and John Livingstone in Killinchy for several years after 1630 - were installed 

in Irish parishes.  Gradually during the 1630s these ministers were suspended and then 

deposed.  Livingstone wrote ‘The 4th of May 1632, the Bishop deposed Mr. Blair and 

me, and eight days after Mr. Dunbar and Mr. Welch.  He proceeded against us for non-

conformity’. 8 Soon a distinctive Presbyterian community based upon and connected 

to the Scottish Presbyterian Church emerged.  The first Presbytery in Ireland, the 

‘Army Presbytery’9 was formed on 10 June 1642 ‘from among the regimental 

chaplains and officer-elders’10 attached to a Scottish army which had been sent to 

Ireland to protect Scottish settlers following the 1641 rebellion.  This ‘Presbyterianism 

in Ulster was sustained from Scotland, by both ministers and periodic bursts of 

immigration and reflected the reformed theological consensus of Scottish 

Presbyterianism’.11 

In 1690 the Synod of Ulster was constituted, the largest Irish Presbyterian 

denomination until the formation of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland in 1840.  In 

the intervening years, smaller Presbyterian groups were either imported from Scotland 

or sprang up independently in Ireland.  Relations with the ‘Mother Church’ were not 

always cordial and after 1818 formal ties were broken.  The matter was revisited by 

                                                             
6T. M’Crie (ed.), The Life of Mr. Robert Blair (Edinburgh, 1848). P.75. 
7John Lockington, Robert Blair of Bangor (Belfast, 1996). 
8John Livingstone, A Brief Historical Relation of the Life of Mr John Livingstone (Edinburgh, 1727). 
p.14. 
9 A. R. Holmes, Our Irish Presbyterian Heritage… p.12. 
10 Robert Armstrong, 'Ireland's Puritan Revolution? The Emergence of Ulster Presbyterianism 

Reconsidered' in The English Historical Review, 121(493), (2006). pp.1048-1074. p.1048. 
11 A. R.  Holmes, 'Presbyterian Religion, Historiography and Ulster Scots Identity, c. 1800-1914.' in 

The Historical Journal, 52(3), (2009).  pp.615-640. p.615-16. 
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the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland at its meeting of 27 May 1836 where 

it was unanimously resolved that the Synod of Ulster ‘subscribed to the Westminster 

Confession of Faith and adopted the standards of the Church of Scotland in doctrine, 

worship and discipline’ and that it be recognised as a ‘branch of the Church’.12  In 

thanking the Assembly for their recognition, Rev. Henry Cooke told them that ‘They 

had carried along with them a great portion of the peaceful habits of the Scotch; and 

if ever they had experienced a temporary aberration from Scottish Presbyterian 

principles, they had again returned to them’.13   

When a breakaway congregation formed in Armagh in November 1837 over the 

political and theological views of the minister of Armagh, Rev. P.S. Henry, its 

founders caused the legend ‘SCOTCH CHURCH MDCCCXXXVII’ to be carved in 

stone across the portico at the front of their new Meeting House.14  They did this to 

stress the congregation’s adherence to Cooke’s orthodox, Scottish Presbyterian 

principles, presumably in contrast to First Armagh, then meeting seventy-five yards 

away in Abbey Street.  Today, set into the pavement just beside that building is a stone 

tablet in Latin memorialising Brian Boriomhe Imperatoris Scotorum ‘Brian Boru, 

Emperor of the (Irish) Scots’, said to be buried on that hill. A reminder of the 

complexity of Scots, Irish and Ulster-Scots identity.  

The Presbyterian Church in Ireland, the very name implying the connection of Irish 

Presbyterianism with Scotland, was formed by the union of the Synod of Ulster and 

the Secession Synod in 1840 and this body has been by far the largest Irish 

Presbyterian Church ever since. 

                                                             
12Londonderry Sentinel, 4 June 1836. p.6. 
13Ibid. 
14‘The Mall Presbyterian Church – History’ (Armagh, 2018).  

(http://www.mallpresbyterian.org/history/) (7 December 2018). 
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Irish Presbyterianism was created and shaped by the political, the economic 

environment in which they lived: 

   

Beginning with the Glorious Revolution, Ulster Scots were assaulted by 

changes so momentous [that] they amounted to an acute crisis … 

Feeling their way of life threatened, Ulster Scots resorted to three 

defensive strategies: they moved, they fell back on the tradition of 

Reformed Protestantism, and they asserted their rights as freeborn 

Britons.15 

 

Irish Presbyterians considered themselves party to the disputes of the Scottish Church, 

siding with Thomas Chalmers and the Free Church of Scotland during ‘the Disruption’ 

in 1843, only seven years after Cooke’s speech to the Scottish General Assembly.  

Four hundred and fifty ministers of the Church of Scotland left the General Assembly 

over the issue of Church-State relations.  The Presbyterian Church in Ireland as it then 

had become, recognised the Free Church of Scotland ‘alone as legitimate 

representative of those from whom the Presbyterian Church in Ireland has always 

regarded it the noblest distinction to be descended’.16 The Banner of Ulster, founded 

in June 1842 by Rev. William Gibson, minister of Rosemary Street, reported at the 

end of the 1843 General Assembly in Belfast which had taken the decision that: 

There is some degree of pain in severing old connexions which have 

existed for a considerable period … the separation however is one of 

form more than reality …  The features that characterised that Church 

in former times cannot be longer traced in the degraded and Erastian 

institution about which English Judges and Peers are quarrelling in the 

Upper House of Legislation’.17 

By the end of the Nineteenth Century, however, this breach had been healed. In 1885 

formal links with the Church of Scotland were resumed when an Overture was passed 

                                                             
15H. Tyler Blethyn, 'Ethnicity without Identity' in William and Mary Quarterly, 59(4), (2002). pp. 

1003-1006. 
16Minutes of the General Assembly 1843.  p.220. 
17Banner of Ulster, 14 July 1843. p.3. 
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by the General Assembly resolving that:  

…in the interest of Christian union among the Presbyterian Churches of 

the Empire holding the Westminster standards, this Assembly judge it 

desirable that the friendly relations presently existing between the 

Church and the Free Church of Scotland and the Presbyterian Church of 

England be extended, also …to the Established and United Presbyterian 

Churches of Scotland.18 

This relationship was further enhanced in 1895.   At the Scottish General Assembly in 

that year, Irish Presbyterian representatives were distinguished from the delegates of 

foreign Churches and received at a particular place of their own, ‘indicating 

emphatically that they were not connected with foreign Churches but rather with their 

own’.19 The Rev. Dr. Wilson, minister of First Cookstown – who had proposed the 

Overture of 1885 - told the Scottish General Assembly that:  

In Ireland … those whom they represented were largely regarded as 

Scottish, and when the cry went out ‘Ireland for the Irish’ it meant that 

they would be removed … they held that they were Scotsmen, born on 

the Irish side of the Channel.20 

The closeness of the Irish Presbyterian relationship with both the established Church 

of Scotland and the Free Church of Scotland were to be important in the first part of 

the twentieth century.  They helped Presbyterian Unionists to persuade some 

politically hostile Liberals in Scotland, to reject Irish Home Rule and instead support 

their co-religionists in defence of the Union. 

iii. Scottishness and ‘The Memory of 1798’. 

The Scots brought with them the most distinctive and highly developed 

regional form of English […] unlike other regional forms of English, it 

became the language of an independent nation, and produced a 

flourishing literary tradition […] thus it possessed many of the defining 

characteristics of a separate national language rather than a regional 

dialect.21  

                                                             
18Northern Whig, 3 June 1885. p.7. 
19The Scotsman, 29 May 1895. p.10. 
20Ibid. 
21Ivan Herbison, Presbyterianism, politics, and poetry in nineteenth-century Ulster: aspects of an 

Ulster-Scots literary tradition (Belfast, 2000). 



56 
 

The Ulster dialect of Scots had a literature of its own, the weaver-poets of Antrim and 

Down produced a large volume of work at the end of the eighteenth century and in the 

first part of the nineteenth until craftsman weaving was superseded by industrialisation 

and the tradition ended.  In his native Ulster-Scots, James Orr ‘The Bard of Ballycarry’ 

wrote the poem Donegore Hill from the aftermath of his participation in the Battle of 

Antrim:                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

My story’s done, an’ to be free, 

Owre sair, I doubt, they smarted, 

Wha wad hae bell’d the cat awee, 

Had they no been deserted: 

Thae warks pat skill, tho’ in my min’ 

That ne’er was in’t before, mon,  

In tryin’ times, maist folk, you’ll fin’, 

Will act like Donegore men 

On onie day.22 

 

  
That is to say, they would hold back from the fight or run away. This was not the 

image which Unionists would cultivate in order to bolster their defence of the Union.23  

Instead, the memory of Presbyterian involvement in 1798 was presented either as a 

lesson in the foolishness of disloyalty or as proof of the cross-denominational 

credentials of Irish Nationalism a century after the fact. Speaking in 1898, commenting 

on Nationalist commemoration of the Centenary of the rebellion the Rev. Dr. Kane, a 

Church of Ireland clergyman and prominent Orangeman said. 

The Protestant insurrectionists of Ulster soon regretted their mistake 

when they learned of the doings of the Roman Catholic rebels in 

Wexford and as a consequence the rebellion died out in our province 

and left a wholesome knowledge of its faults and follies behind it ... 

Ulstermen would gladly forget the mistake of 1798.24 

 

                                                             
22James Orr, Poems on Various Subjects, (Belfast, 1935). p.37. 
23Guy Beiner, 'Disremembering 1798? An Archaeology of Social Forgetting and Remembrance in 

Ulster' in History and Memory, 25(1), (2013). pp. 9-50. p.9. 
24Northern Whig, 27 August 1898. p.6. 
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Ulster Presbyterians did not forget 1798, far from it; the rebellion, their participation 

in it and its consequences, real and possible were endlessly debated and remembered 

though seldom exactly celebrated.  Contrastingly, Catholic Nationalists attempted to 

clothe their own celebrations of ‘the ’98’ in the mantle of Presbyterianism.  A 

Nationalist parade in celebration of the centenary of the rebellion in Antrim was 

organised by a ‘Commemoration Committee’ to coincide with the 1898 meeting of the 

General Assembly in Belfast. The intention had been to parade from Cromac Square 

in the east, past the meeting-place of the General Assembly - which would have been 

in session at the time -  in May Street and then on to the reputed rendezvous of the 

Belfast United Irishmen on Divis mountain. After protests, they were prevented from 

taking this route and began their parade instead at Smithfield, to the west of the city 

centre.  The meeting was attended by ‘thousands’, but no Presbyterians were reported 

as having left the Assembly to join the celebrations.25 Where the return parade passed 

through interfaces with the Shankill Road, protests against it were repelled by the 

police assisted by detachments of soldiers ‘with fixed bayonets’.  In the ensuing riots 

eighty people were arrested, while many rioters and a number of RIC constables were 

‘rather severely injured’.26   

The Irish-American, Catholic Nationalist poet Padric Gregory chose to write his poem 

A Ballad of a Posthumous Child in an approximation to Ulster-Scots, speaking in the 

voice of a widow to her infant child:  

I’ll tell him how his sire was killed,  

An how whin only jist half-dead,  

The Redcoats stood an’ laughed and filled,  

His squirmin’ body wi’ their lead.27 

                                                             
25Irish Independent, 7 June 1898. p.5. 
26Northern Whig, 7 June1898 p.5. 
27Guy Beiner, Forgetful Remembrance; Social forgetting and vernacular historiography of a 

rebellion in Ulster (Oxford, 2018). p.452. 
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There was a tension in the actual Presbyterian remembrance of 1798 between pride in 

the principles of the Presbyterian United Irishmen, of which many heartily approved, 

the romance of an eighteenth-century rebellion and the strong perception that Catholic 

United Irishman had not shared those ideals.  Consequently, most reasoned, the Union 

was the only guarantee of the rights of the Presbyterian minority in Ireland. 

The minister of Eglish, Rev. W.T. Latimer, published his Ulster biographies, relating 

chiefly to the rebellion of 1798, in 1897, a work which embodies Presbyterian mixed 

feelings about the rebellion.  His subjects included the Presbyterian rebels Henry Joy 

McCracken and the Rev. William S. Dickson and the work combines a pride at the 

principles of the United Irishmen with a condemnation of their disloyalty.  It draws a 

vividly Unionist moral lesson from the whole.28  

This was evident in other literary works.  Ninety-Eight and Sixty Years After by 

Andrew James29 – in reality the Q.U.B. Professor James Andrew Strahan, a 

Presbyterian whose grandfather had been among the rebels – was published in 1911. 

The Belfast Newsletter wrote that ‘The book is written in the Lowland Scots … which 

was the ordinary language of County Antrim farmer … until it was superseded by 

what the author calls National School English’.30  This contained stories about 

Presbyterian rebels, in which ghosts return to influence events sixty years later. 

In 1911, in an atmosphere of increased interest in Ulster-Scots identity, Dr. William 

M’Kean minister of First Ballymacarret delivered a lecture on the topic ‘the Ulster 

Scot’:  

                                                             
28W. T. Latimer, Ulster biographies, relating chiefly to the rebellion of 1798 (Belfast, 1897).  
29James Andrew Strahan, Ninety-Eight and Sixty Years After by Andrew James (Edinburgh, 1911). 
30 Belfast Newsletter, 20 April 1911. p.4. 
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The United Irish movement of 1798 in which both Catholics and 

Presbyterians joined was a protest against the ascendency of a minority.  

Today Ulster refused to lay its neck beneath the heel of an Irish 

Parliament which would mean Catholic ascendency.  The long list of 

remedial measures of the past 50 years conceded all United Irishmen 

asked for.31 

The Presbyterian, working-class Unionist, playwright Thomas Carnduff revived 

interest in the Presbyterian experience of 1798 by setting his 1935 play Castlereagh 

at the time and through a fictional portrayal of the historical Rev. James Porter he 

explored the reasons for and legacy of that involvement.  The Stage hailed Carnduff’s 

tackling ‘a subject which, in its way, is a trifle daring’ and that ‘in a measure it is in 

keeping with that which in some parts of the green Isle of to-day is applicable to the 

aspirations of the men of 1798’.32  The play proved more popular with Nationalists 

than with Unionists and its next revival was a production by the ‘Rosemary Players’ 

in the ‘Catholic Hall’ in Ballymena coinciding but not clashing with a visit by the 

Moderator of the General Assembly, Dr. J.C. Breakey, to the nearby congregation of 

Second Randalstown.33 

Tension between positive and negative remembrance of 1798 continued to the end of 

the twentieth century:  

When the County Down newspaper the Mourne Observer serialised 

[…] Betsy Gray in 1967-68, it was met with tremendous enthusiasm and 

an outpour of reader’s letters reveals that local Presbyterians were 

faithfully holding on to family traditions.34 

iv.  Presbyterian Historical Consciousness. 

After the disestablishment of the Church of Ireland and with the increasing prosperity 

                                                             
31 Dublin Daily Express, 13 January 1911. p.5. 
32 The Stage, 24 January 1935. p.11. 
33Ballymena Observer, 9 March 1956. p.12. 
34Guy Beiner, Disremembering…  p.34. 
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of Belfast, Presbyterians felt a renewed distinctiveness and confidence.  The 

Scotsman, John Harrison published The Scot in Ulster in Edinburgh in 1888.35 Andrew 

Holmes regards this as ‘… the most identifiably ‘racist’ work on Ulster-Scots identity’ 

and that it asserted that ‘…race was the difference between Ulster and the rest of 

Ireland’.36 

A wave of interest in the Scots nature of the Presbyterian Ulster was initiated by 

another book, published in the U.S.A., Charles Hanna’s The Scotch-Irish.37 Reviewing 

this book, the Northern Whig took pleasure in Hanna’s description of the Scotch-Irish 

as ‘the advance guard of civilisation’ and editorialised that: 

It is strange that a subject of such intense interest to Ulster and to the 

people of Ulster should have attracted so little attention in the North of 

Ireland where no serious research or literary labour has been devoted to 

its elucidation.38   

The reviewer then quoted from Theodore Roosevelts’ work The Winning of the West 

lauding ‘…that stern and virile people, the Irish whose preachers taught the creed of 

Knox and Calvin’.39 

On 20 November 1901, the editor of the Northern Whig, J.R. Fisher gave a lecture 

entitled ‘County Down a Hundred Years Ago’, to a packed meeting of Raffrey 

Presbyterian Church including six of the local ministers.  ‘After devotional exercises’ 

conducted by the minister of Raffrey, Fisher painted a picture of a County Down that 

was Scottish in its religion, culture and politics to the great satisfaction of all present, 

                                                             
35John Harrison, The Scot in Ulster: sketch of the history of the Scottish population of Ulster 

(Edinburgh, 1888). 
36Andrew Holmes, 'Presbyterian Religion, Historiography and Ulster Scots Identity, c. 1800-1914.', 

The Historical Journal, 52(3), (2009). pp.615-640. p.636. 
37Charles Hanna, The Scotch-Irish: or, The Scot in North Britain, North Ireland and North America 

(New York: 1902). 
38Northern Whig, 19 March 1902. p.10. 
39Ibid. 
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who passed a unanimous vote of thanks.40 

The future Moderator, Rev. William M’Kean, was also delivering lectures on the same 

theme and the following evening, 21 November 1901, was due to present the topic The 

Ulster Scots to a mixed deaf and hearing audience in the Kinghan Mission Hall, 

Belfast.41  The gathering was to be disappointed.  Rev. M’Kean mislaid his notes and 

delivered instead a talk entitled ‘A Century of Social Progress’ asserting that 

agnosticism was ‘all but dead’ and predicting the triumph of Christianity in the new 

century.42  Having found his notes by November 1908 Dr. M’Kean  delivered his 

lecture on the Ulster Scots to a meeting of the Central Presbyterian Association in the 

Assembly Hall in Belfast, Chaired by Sir William Crawford.43 M’Kean continued to 

lecture on the subject over the course of more than a decade. 

There were other signs of social and cultural interest in Scottishness in Belfast.  Groups 

devoted to the work of the poet Burns sprang up and withered away over the years.  

The Belfast Society of St. Andrew met each year on 30 November to celebrate St. 

Andrews Day.  The Northern Whig wrote that:  

The population of Ulster is largely Scottish, of a race which unites with 

a peculiar adaptiveness to new surroundings an unalterable loyalty to 

certain of its own traditions and ideals.  The Ulster Scots keep St. 

Patrick’s Day and they properly refuse to be considered as aliens in the 

country in which their lot has been cast … but they can never forget the 

home of their forefathers.44 

On 16 June 1905, the Northern Whig published a letter from Alexander G. Crawford, 

a prominent Coleraine hardware merchant who was a member of the Portstewart 

congregation and – according to the number of newspaper reports of his activities over 

                                                             
40Belfast Newsletter, 22 November 1901. p.8. 
41Belfast Newsletter, 20 November 1901. p.4. 
42Northern Whig, 22 November 1901. p.8. 
43Belfast Newsletter, 26 November 1908. p.6. 
44Northern Whig, 30 November 1903. p.6. 
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decades – who was extraordinarily involved in the public and religious life of north-

east Londonderry.  Crawford’s letter called for the foundation of a Presbyterian 

Historical Society modelled on the Historical Society of the Presbyterian Church of 

America and in particular the museum where that church ‘stores the treasures of the 

past’ having in the fifty years of its existence ‘done an invaluable work in keeping the 

younger members of the Church in touch with the past and giving them inspiration for 

the present’.45 

This call was echoed weeks later by Rev. W.T. Latimer, who had by this time written 

further works of Presbyterian history including The Ulster Scot, his faith and fortune, 

46 and a Popular history of the Irish Presbyterian Church.  Latimer was an honorary 

member of the Scotch-Irish Society of America.47  He wrote that ‘It is painful to think 

how the history of our race had been neglected by Ulster Presbyterians … If we don’t 

respect our own history and principles, how can we expect others to respect them’ and 

continued ‘To indulge in gibes or sneers … at the part played by Presbyterians in 

history is considered right and proper’.  He concluded that ‘we must show that we are 

acquainted with and proud of the deeds of our forefathers before we can claim the 

respect of outsiders’.48 

The call for a Presbyterian Historical Society was not long unanswered and a 

Committee met in Portrush Presbyterian Church on 9 August 1905.  Chaired by the 

Moderator Dr. McMordie, it approved ‘… the formation of an Historical Society for 

the purpose of securing the preservation of all records, books, pamphlets papers and 

other objects of interest bearing on the history of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland’.49  

                                                             
45Northern Whig, 16 June 1905. p.10. 
46W. T. Latimer, The Ulster Scot, his faith and fortune (Dungannon, 1899). 
47W. T. Latimer, A Popular history of the Irish Presbyterian Church (Belfast, 1897). 
48Northern Whig, 3 July 1905. p.10. 
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This Committee met again on 17 November 1905 when it was agreed that ‘…the 

proposed Society should be in connection with the General Assembly and that, if 

possible, other Presbyterian Churches should be associated’.50 The Committee agreed 

to put on an exhibition of suitable historical items for the next meeting of the General 

Assembly.  That Assembly gave its blessing to the formation of the Society in June 

1906 after which its Convenors, A.G. Crawford and J.W. Kernohan wrote to the 

Northern Whig to say that:  

The Societies work will not be narrow … it is certain to enjoy the 

cooperation of the other branches of the Presbyterian Church; and 

conceding the close relation of these to the history of Ulster it will, it is 

believed, come into sympathetic touch with the whole civil and 

ecclesiastical history of the country.51 

v. A Political Scottishness. 

The intermingling of Unionism and Ulster-Scots identity did not go unnoticed.  That 

most distinctively Presbyterian politician, T.W. Russell, speaking to the Irish Literary 

Society in London which had been founded by W.B. Yeats and Douglas Hyde,52 in 

April 1904 delivered an address entitled The Scot in Ulster in which he asserted that:  

The establishment of Belfast, one of the greatest cities in the United 

Kingdom was perhaps the Ulster Scots greatest achievement, but there 

was another side to the question.  Unfortunately, the people there were 

possessed of a spirit of religious and political rancour unknown in any 

other part of the King’s dominions.  The continuance of that state of 

things he attributed to the low tome of the daily press and the cowardice 

of the men who were in high places.  Freedom of thought was unknown 

in that city and all men lived in terror.53 

This lecture was enthusiastically received by the Nationalist press in Ireland, the Derry 

                                                             
50Northern Whig, 17 November 1905. p.12. 
51Northern Whig, 22 May 1906 p.12. 
52‘Irish Literary Society’ (https://irishlitsoc.org/) (1 December 2018). 
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Journal revelling in it as ‘…a cold-blooded attack on the Ulster Scot that is calculated 

to rouse Sandy Row to its very paving stones and turn the Orange Belfast Newsletter 

green with rage’.54 

Rev. Thomas Thompson, Presbyterian minister First Glendermott, presided over a 

meeting in January 1906 in support of the Unionist candidate for North Derry whose 

seat was threatened by the Russellite Unionist, Arnold White.  Six years before, the 

Derry Journal had lampooned him as ‘The Terrible Thompson’ and declared that 

‘…no stomach, Orange or Green, could digest the dreadful political dish provide by 

the Rev. Thomas Thompson.  His Reverence may quiet down’.55  Thompson first 

added his own doggerel to Burns’  The Scots Wha Hae.  He then told the audience that 

‘they were Scots - (cheers) - Ulster Scots, the very best of all Scots (cheers)’ and asked 

the meeting to ‘return Mr Barrie by such a majority as would prevent any carpetbagger 

from troubling North Derry for at least a decade (cheers)’.56  Barrie was returned with 

64% of the vote and held the seat until the General Election of 1918.57 

With increasing interest in an Ulster-Scots identity more attention was given to the 

subject both in the press and in congregations.  On the 13 January 1911 Rev.  M’Kean 

of First Ballymacarret, who had been lecturing on the subject for more than a decade, 

once more spoke on the ‘history of the Scottish settlers in Ulster and referred to the 

attitude of Ulster in the present political crisis’.58  Dr. M’Kean told the meeting that:  

… the attitude of the Ulster Scot towards Home Rule was one of 

constant opposition. There were two races in Ireland who were more 

like hostile armies than peaceable inhabitants of a common country.59   

                                                             
54Derry Journal, 27 April 1904. p.5. 
55Derry Journal, 24 September 1897. p.5. 
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During the following week, the Northern Whig gave an extensive platform stretching 

over two days to Rev. W.T. Latimer whose pamphlet The Ulster Scot, his faith and 

fortune had been published in Dungannon in 1899. Latimer was at pains to stress that 

Ulster-Scots identity was the result not of a racially pure settlement but of extensive 

mixed marriage both between English, Scottish and Welsh settlers and between those 

settlers and the native Irish.  He began: 

Ireland is inhabited by two races of people very different in their history, 

manners, customs, religion and aspirations.  In one race, it is a Keltic 

element, in the other it is a Gothic element that predominates.  The 

religious division corresponds with the racial, as the Kelts are Roman 

Catholics and the Teutons are Protestants’ but goes on to argue that ‘all 

different classes of Protestant settlers married with one another … thus 

in a few generations the English-speaking settlers became a race by 

themselves possessed of all the Keltic activity and all the Teutonic 

resolution and perseverance.60   

 

The argument being that the Protestant Ulster Scot was as authentically native to 

Ireland as the Catholic Irish. 

When charged with devising a way to rally and unite the diverse Protestant population 

of Ulster in defence of the Union, the Liberal Unionist Thomas Sinclair who 

represented a distinctively Presbyterian politics in Ulster harked back to Milton’s 

attack on the Presbytery of Belfast.  The ‘Ulster Covenant’ recalled Milton’s scorn at 

their defence of the Solemn League and Covenant - the constitutional order - against 

a fanatical republican regime.  Direct parallels were drawn between this seventeenth 

century act of defiance and Presbyterian, or at least Scottish, Ulster’s rejection of an 

unconstitutional abuse of a parliamentary majority by an over-mighty English 

executive.  A reaction against the attitude both of Milton and, as Ulster Unionists saw 

it, the contemporary English Government that the Ulster minority was bound to obey, 
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without question: ‘the Sovran Magistracy of England, by whose authoritie and in 

whose right they inhabit there’. 61 

In September 1912, on the Sunday before the day appointed for the signing of Ulster’s 

Solemn League and Covenant, Rev. John McIlveen, Moderator of the General 

Assembly in 1908, preached from the text of 1 Chronicles 12:32. ‘Men that had 

understanding of the times to know what Israel should do’.  Identifying Israel, 

according to his reformed theology not with Ulster but with the Church, he then went 

on to tell the packed meeting that:  

Several covenants had been drawn up and signed in the history of the 

Scottish people and that the Solemn League and Covenant was their last 

stand under the Stuart dynasty for the preservation of their civil and 

religious liberties.  In dealing with the circumstances which called the 

covenant into existence … he drew some very useful lessons pertinent 

to the crisis through which the Protestantism of the United Kingdom and 

especially of Ulster is now passing.62 

This use of identity to support contemporary political objectives was most clearly seen 

in the 1914 publication; The Ulster Scot: his history and religion by Rev. J.B. 

Woodburn, minister of Castlerock:63 

Woodburn also discussed racial differences between north and south 

which, he claimed, were based on religion rather than inherited 

characteristics.  It was the Presbyterian religion … that was the main 

source of difference between Ulster and the other three provinces.64 

 

vi. Conclusion. 

Ethnicity is an imagined construct and this is especially true in places such as Ireland, 

where racial divisions, to the extent that they exist at all, are blurred.  A modern proof 

of this is that from 1983 to 2001 both major Irish Nationalist parties in Northern 
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Ireland were led by men bearing settlement surnames, Gerry Adams as President of 

Provisional Sinn Fein and John Hume as leader of the Social Democratic Labour Party.  

For most of that time the principal Unionist Party was led by a descendent of French 

Protestant refugees – Jim Molyneaux.  The Ulster-Scots self-identity as it existed in 

the first half of the twentieth century was a flexible thing, working to reconcile the 

known facts of religious, social, cultural, political and ethnic reality. 

In recent decades, Ulster Scots activism has focussed on Ulster-Scots as a language.65  

In the first half of the twentieth century however, the period of this study, the focus of 

Ulster-Scots activism was quite different, focussing on the moral and religious and 

then a further, political dimension.  This was reflected in the work of Presbyterian 

poets:  W.R. Rodgers, minister of Cloveneden in County Armagh wrote in his poem 

Epilogue to the Character of Ireland in the 1950s:  

Three hundred years ago our foundling fathers,  

With farthing fists and thistles in their eyes,  

Were planted on this foreshore,  

Bibles for bibs and bloody pikes for rattles,  

And tombs for keeps. There was not time,  

To wade through wedding to a birth,  

Calvin and culverin sang the cradle song,  

And Cromwell made the bed.66 

 

W.F. Marshall, minister of Sixmilecross in County Tyrone wrote in his poem The 

Twain.  

Thistle and Rose, they twined them close,  

When their fathers crossed the sea,  

And they dyed them red, the live and the dead,  

In the land where the lint grows free,  

Where the blue-starred lint grows free,  

Here in the Northern sun, Till his way plain,  

He led the Twain, And He forged them into One.67 
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The Irish Presbyterian conception of Scottishness was first religious and then cultural, 

a matter of self-identification rather than race or ethnicity as we understand the terms 

today.  In Ireland, the Presbyterian Church sought the religious conversion of 

Catholics through their Home Mission and their mission stations.68   Through religious 

conversion and membership of the Irish Presbyterian Church not only former 

Catholics but members of any race departing from any other creed, would take on the 

mantle of religious and cultural Scottishness equally with those descended from Scots 

settlers.  The Ulster-Scots identity proposed and promoted by Irish Presbyterianism 

was one of which, potentially, all the inhabitants of Ulster could be part, if they only 

chose to incorporate themselves into it. 
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Chapter 4:  A reorientation of Unionism and the 

formation of the Ulster Unionist Council. 

Captain James Craig told the meeting that he … thought it was time for 

the members of their own Church, who ... had always resisted clerical 

dictation, to close up their ranks for the sake of their interests under that 

Union whereby their Church alone could flourish unfettered in this 

country. (Cheers).1 

 

i. Introduction.  

As the dust of the 1798 rebellion settled, Presbyterians contemplated the United 

Irishmen’s rebellion in Wexford and Wicklow and speculated about the consequences 

of a successful revolution in such company;2 they then considered the advantages of 

the Union.  A large majority of Irish Presbyterians chose to support the Union.3  

Until 1886 they had divided politically into Liberals and Conservatives in what 

appeared to be a stable constitutional situation.  After 1886, they were more united but 

were still equivocal towards the Anglican-dominated, landlord-linked Ulster Party.  

Resolutions of the Special General Assembly of 1886 requested in one sentence 

‘…material relief to the agricultural classes from their heavy burdens by the creation 

of an occupying ownership’, but continued in the next sentence to ‘…deprecate in the 

strongest manner … a separate Parliament for Ireland, or an elective National 

Council’.4    At the 1893 Special General Assembly  288 ‘memorials’ were received 

from congregations and Kirk Sessions, of which 273 asked both that the Assembly 

should use: ‘all legitimate means to oppose and defeat … the establishment of a 

national legislature … for Ireland’ and that the time had come ‘for the making of every 

                                                             
1Northern Whig, 5 July 1905. p.9. 
2A.T.Q. Stewart, The Summer Soldiers. The 1798 Rebellion in Antrim and Down (Belfast, 1995). p.1.  
3R. F. G. Holmes, Our Irish Presbyterian Heritage (Belfast, 1985). p.90. 
4Minutes of the Special General Assembly 1886. p.13. 
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tenant the proprietor, on equitable terms, of the land he tills’.5  The remainder opposed 

Home Rule and urged settlement of the land question in more general terms.   

After 1893 as the apparent threat of Home Rule receded, land reform ended the 

political domination of landlords and franchise reform re-oriented Irish Unionism to 

Ulster.  As the Ulster crisis unfolded in 1910 most Presbyterians simply threw in their 

lot with the Ulster Unionist movement. What were the mechanics of this 

transformation?  Was it simply due to the urgency of their opposition to Home Rule 

or were there other causes?   

ii.  Presbyterian attitudes to Anglican establishment. 

Enthusiastic though many of them were about the Union, from the beginning many 

Presbyterians wished to dismantle one part of it: the establishment of the United 

Churches of England and Ireland.  The General Assembly took a pragmatic view of 

the Irish Church Bill in 1868 and a Presbyterian delegation met with Gladstone several 

times, first on 25 June 1868 then ‘a long interview’ on 3 Feb 1869 mainly to discuss 

the financial claims of the Church.6  Disagreements about money led to some 

opposition to disestablishment.  The Belfast Newsletter reported a ‘Great Presbyterian 

Demonstration …  in the Ulster Hall’, against the Irish Church Bill, organised by the 

Presbyterian Constitutional Association.  The Chairman, prominent Belfast solicitor 

Adam Macrory,7 claimed that Presbyterians who supported the Bill had:  

in company with Radicals, Voluntaries, Ritualists, Atheists and Roman 

Catholics ... associated themselves to aid in carrying out by a tyrant 

majority of the members of the House of Commons, one of the most 

unparalleled confiscations – nay, plunder – which history records of the 

property of the two great Protestant Churches in this country.8 
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The reason for this opposition is mentioned in Macrory’s speech but it was made 

explicit by ‘large and influential congregational meetings’ in First Monaghan in April 

and June 1869.  The:  

Presbyterian laity … view with extreme regret the course which a large 

number of our ministers have been pursuing … thus depriving 

Presbyterians of the grant which but last year they used every means to 

get augmented … in the event of our ministers accepting an annuity for 

their lives, we hereby pledge ourselves that we will not hereafter pay 

them any stipend or contribute in any way to their support.9  

 

Nevertheless, this was not just another symptom of the structural division between 

teaching elders, ruling elders and the wider membership.  Presbyterians generally 

believed both that a state should have an established Church and were glad of the state 

donation.  At a meeting in Armagh on 24 May 1869 the Rev. John Bell of Clare, said 

that:  

He looked upon the endowed Presbyterian Church of this country as the 

model of an endowed Church.  They had an endowment, a gift, a Donum 

which was entirely under the control of the courts of the Church who 

had the right of all appointments … what were the reasons offered by 

Mr. Gladstone for such a measure?  Oh! There was one Church which 

had proven largely a failure; their pride, their overbearing insolence 

must be brought down. 

Many Irish Presbyterians of all types supported establishment for these reasons, and 

many others disestablishment ‘…even though it meant the loss of their own state 

endowment.’10  When it came in 1871, all-the-same, it seemed to Presbyterian Liberals 

that the objectives of the Presbyterian rebels of 1798 had been achieved in a context 

of unprecedented peace and prosperity.   

                                                             
9Dublin Evening Mail, 17 June 1869. p.2. 
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iii. Presbyterian discontent at public and political appointments. 

Before long, many became discontented with the new situation.  Between 1861 and 

1911 Presbyterians made up between 26 and 27 percent of Ulster’s11 population and 

were consistently a majority of non-Catholics.12  They were also more likely to be 

literate and more likely to be beneficiaries of ‘superior education’ than members of 

any other group.13 After disestablishment this numerous and prosperous body saw 

itself as neglected in favour of undeserving Anglicans. 

The Presbyterian president of Queen’s College, Belfast [Rev. Josias 

Porter] complained that no Presbyterian however eminent … has ever 

received any honours from this government such as have been liberally 

bestowed upon even inferior men of other denominations.14 

This discontent matured over decades and was reported annually to the General 

Assembly.  The Committee in Correspondence with the Government in 1882  reported 

that: ‘…the Moderator conducted a voluminous correspondence with the Lord 

Lieutenant and Chief Secretary for Ireland in regard to certain appointments for which 

suitable members of the Church were candidates’.15  After 1886 the Liberal Party in 

Ulster split and at a meeting in Belfast in March 1886 … a new Ulster Liberal Unionist 

Association was established and its first President, the prominent Presbyterian layman 

… Thomas Sinclair’.16  Some Liberal Unionists became Home Rulers rather than join 

those they felt had mistreated them. This group included the Rev. J.B. Armour who 

initially ‘…was a Liberal Unionist and became a Home Ruler for negative reasons’.17 

                                                             
11The nine-County Province of Ulster. 
12Alan Megahey, ‘The Irish Protestant churches and social and political issues 1870-1914’ (PhD 

thesis, the Queen’s University of Belfast, 1978).  p.52. 
13Richard McMinn, ‘Presbyterianism and Politics in Ulster 1871-1906’ in Studia Hibernica, 21, 
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14Ibid. p.136 
15Minutes of the General Assembly 1892. p.324-5. 
16Graham Walker, A history of the Ulster Unionist Party; protest, pragmatism and pessimism 

(Manchester, 2004). p.10. 
17Richard McMinn, Presbyterianism ... p.138. 
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iv. The Presbyterian Unionist Voters Association. 

In 1898 a well-connected Anglican, John Blakiston-Houston was selected as the 

Unionist candidate in North Down in an apparently-fixed process which incensed 

Presbyterians.  A Presbyterian Unionist, Thomas Corbett - brother of the Liberal 

Unionist MP for Glasgow Tradeston, Archibald Corbett - stood against him and 

Blakiston-Houston’s name was blackened with such vim and vigour that Thomas 

Sinclair felt obliged to publicly defend him.18   Corbett was eventually defeated by 

280 votes. 19  He stood again in 1900 and was elected, representing North Down at 

Westminster until his death in April 1910.20 

This controversy led to the foundation of the Presbyterian Unionist Voters 

Association.  The Northern Whig reported that: 

At a very largely attended and influential meeting of Presbyterian 

ministers held yesterday in 12, May Street Belfast, the question of the 

representation of Presbyterians in Parliament and in the district and 

county councils was fully considered.  It was agreed to form an 

organisation to be known as ‘The Presbyterian Unionist Voter’s 

Association’.21 

 

In a letter to the Tyrone Courier dated 17 November 1898 the Association’s leaders 

outlined its purpose: 

… our association, whilst uniting Presbyterian defence of their rights, 

will not aim at breaking up such associations … but rather in aiding 

these while they are found dealing fairly with Presbyterian interests … 

As Presbyterians, we are asking for nothing but fair play and justice.22 

 

This object was endorsed by the Northern Whig which, on 30 November 1898 
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editorialised that: 

 

It is very certain that if the union of the Unionist party in Ulster is to be 

maintained it can only be by the members being fairly consulted on the 

selection of candidates.23 

 

The Presbyterian Unionist Voters Association next organised a Convention for 29 

November 1898.  At a Belfast Presbytery ‘social meeting’ the night before, T.W. 

Russell the Unionist MP for South Tyrone, hotelier and temperance campaigner told 

the meeting that he had been invited because:  

 …an Irish Presbyterian member of Parliament was rather a scarce 

commodity – (laughter) and that probably there would be no harm in 

exhibiting one in the flesh just to assure people in other parts of the 

United Kingdom that there was such a thing (laughter).24 

The ‘Ulster Presbyterian Convention’ of 1,438 delegates met in the Ulster Hall under 

the chairmanship of Hugh H. Smiley: 

The chairman said that … they all considered that they had good 

grounds for complaint at the manner in which they were being treated 

at election time …  as well as to the interests of the Church of which 

they were members.25 

Rev. R. J. Lynd told the meeting ‘…. that the association was not tainted with the 

slightest antagonism to any Church or any party; they simply wanted the rights and 

the fruits of those rights which the British Constitution gave them (Cheers)’.26 The 

Convention established an executive committee of 200 who met in Assembly’s offices 

the next day.  It quickly began its work, the Londonderry Sentinel reporting that: 

Only yesterday, for instance, the Selection Committee of the Antrim 

Presbyterian Voters’ association met and unanimously elected Mr 

Joseph B. Wiley J.P. of Templepatrick, as their candidate for the County 
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Council.  Similar selection will doubtless be made wherever the new 

organisations extend.27 

At a meeting in Kilrea, the Voter’s Association elected a Committee to co-ordinate 

different branches and made it clear that interfering in the work of ‘other Unionist 

associations already existing’ was ‘according to clause 15 of the constitution … 

specially provided for’.28 

Some Presbyterians defended the Unionist Party establishment, one doing so in an 

anonymous letter to the Coleraine Chronicle in December 1898.  In reply the Rev. J.S. 

Mairs, minister of Dunloy wrote:  

He would have Presbyterians despise their birth-right of civil liberty and 

manifest a slavish humility and self-sacrifice … perhaps he … hopes to 

be allowed to creep in and pick the crumbs that fall from the rich man’s 

table, and thinks that the most likely way to please his patron is to foul 

the maternal nest and defile his fellows, the ‘dirty bird’.29 

Determined efforts to promote Presbyterian candidates followed. After the selection 

of a Presbyterian - Samuel Byers - as a Unionist candidate in Markethill, an Anglican 

faction led by Major J.H. Stronge attempted to reopen the selection.  This was fiercely 

resisted by the Rev. J.M.R. Dale of Mountnorris who hurled abuse at ‘the minority’, 

who were ‘disregarding the movement already made in the division’.30 

Association-endorsed candidates fared well in the County Council Elections of April 

1899; ‘in County Antrim its candidates won fourteen out of twenty-one seats’ but this 

success was not replicated in the General Election of 1900 where only two independent 

Presbyterian candidates were fielded and only where there was no danger of a 
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Nationalist taking the seat.31 

Discontent with the Unionist Party, residual Gladstonian Liberalism and discontent 

over the land issue soon created another new movement, led by T.W. Russell who 

been MP for South Tyrone from July 1886.32  After 1900 the Presbyterian Unionist 

Voters Association faded from view, partly because its membership was absorbed into 

Russell’s land campaign and partly because Ulster Unionists reacted to Russellism by 

addressing Presbyterian grievances.   

v. Russellism: The compulsory land-purchase campaign in Ulster. 

T. W. Russell had taken up the two causes which concerned rural Presbyterians most 

at the end of the nineteenth century - land reform and total abstinence.33   Scots-born, 

he had settled in Tyrone and had come to prominence first as a spokesman of the 

Temperance Movement.  When elected to Parliament, he had impressed and been 

patronised by the great Liberal Unionist, Joseph Chamberlain.  He represented, in the 

mind of his Anglican, landowning peers an electorally significant constituency:  

Russell’s temperance principles and Presbyterianism combined with his 

radical patriotism to create a ready appeal to working and lower middle-

class audiences.  He had few rivals in that popularity among his Irish 

Conservative colleagues.34 

Appointed Under-Secretary of the Local Government Board in 1895 Russell 

negotiated agricultural reforms as the price of acceptance. However, he suspected that 

the landlord party was exploiting his absence from the backbenches to cheat the tenant 

farmers of their rights.  

                                                             
31Richard McMinn, Presbyterians… p.144. 
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Accordingly, shortly after the 1900 General Election Russell engineered 

his sacking from office and … embarked on a campaign in Ulster for 

the compulsory purchase of landed estates. Russell's initiative went 

together with increased cooperation with Nationalist MPs on Irish issues 

in general. 35 

In a speech at Clougher on 20 September 1900, Russell set out his new offer to the 

electorate of South Tyrone.  Dwelling on the failures of the Irish Land Commission 

and the erosion of the ‘usages’ of tenant right in Ulster he claimed that the effect of 

recent legal decisions had : ‘simply to transfer the property of the Ulster tenant – i.e. 

the difference between the sale at ‘true value’ and the open market price – to the pocket 

of the Ulster landlord’.36   Russell went on to propose what he saw as the irresistible 

remedy to these  problems:   compulsory purchase.   

I speak here today from conviction but for myself alone.  I could not 

avoid doing so.  Things are so intolerable that almost every man, even 

those supported by Irish landlords has been driven to pronounce in 

favour of compulsory sale. 37  

The Northern Whig reprinted the whole speech in pamphlet form: ‘The Land Question 

and Compulsory Sale, A Speech by Mr T.W. Russell MP at Clougher’, advising 

readers that it might be had from their office or from their agents at the cost of a penny 

exclusive of postage.38  

Southern Unionists saw Russell’s campaign as an alien intrusion.  Standish James 

O’Grady, a leading light in the ‘Celtic revival’ described by Augusta Gregory as ‘a 

fenian Unionist’39 and a member of the Church of Ireland from County Waterford 
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wrote in his organ, the All Ireland Review that:  

Mr. Russell’s northern campaign is a matter mostly of concern to 

landlords … and hitherto they seem to regard his doings like Rows of 

Strasbourg geese intended for the manufacture of pates des fois gras as 

they contemplate the chief operator sharpening the knife.  However, we 

remember with some satisfaction that Mr Russell is not an Irishman, 

and, to judge by his manner, will never become one.40   

In January 1901, the Antrim County Inspector of the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) 

wrote to his political masters in Dublin Castle that ‘Tenant Defence Associations are 

springing up in response to T.W. Russell’s agitation’ and that … Russell already had 

the ‘firm support of the Presbyterian farmers, whose clergy were ‘prominently 

identifying themselves with the proceedings at all the meetings’.41 

At a meeting in Ballymoney to launch the ‘Land Purchase Association’ on 4 April 

1901, Rev. John MacDermott told the Association that:  

About fifteen years ago, the General Assembly passed … a resolution 

declaring that the only solution of the Irish land question lay in 

occupying ownership. That day the tenant-farmers and labourers of 

North Antrim were assembled in that hall to say what the General 

Assembly said fifteen years ago, that the settlement of the land question 

in Ireland is only by occupying ownership. (Applause.).42  

Compulsory purchase was championed by part of the Presbyterian establishment, as 

well as those attending political rallies.  At a gathering of the Presbytery of Coleraine, 

attended by members of the Presbytery of Route for the purpose of ordaining Samuel 

Wallace to the vacant charge of Aghadoey, the Rev. A.H. Dill told the meeting that: 

…if there was one name honoured more than another among its people 

it was the name of Mr. T.W. Russell (long and prolonged applause) – 

and if there was one cause that appealed strongly to their sympathies it 
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was that of compulsory sale. (Applause.)  They had an intense feeling 

of sympathy with the cause of the farmer and labourer, whose prosperity 

they very dearly desired.43 

It has been argued that ‘… the U.I.L. [United Irish League] in fact took its lead from 

the compulsory purchase campaign that Russell initiated in Ulster’ and that it was this 

two-pronged assault that created the circumstances that precipitated the Land 

Conference and subsequent Land Act.44 

Between 1900 and 1906 Russell challenged mainstream Unionism for 

the command of the protestant farmer vote …  provoking panic within 

the Unionist movement as a whole. The early success of Russell's 

agitation had profound repercussions. It further chivvied the Unionist 

Government towards a sweeping measure of land purchase, and it 

stimulated a comprehensive overhaul of Ulster Unionist electoral 

machinery. These measures simultaneously underlined the seriousness 

with which Russell was viewed, and helped to deflate the agitation that 

he had created.45 

As the campaign went on, it was more and more often said, by Unionist speakers and 

from Unionist platforms that Russell had abandoned the Presbyterian Church but, as 

a matter of fact, this was not true.  Speaking to the annual meeting of the Dublin and 

Counties Liberal Association in April 1911 where there ‘was a fairly good attendance’ 

he claimed that: 

It would be said, as it had been said over and over again, that Protestants 

in favour of Home Rule did not belong to any Church - that they were 

free lances.  Well, he (Mr. Russell) was an attached member of the 

Presbyterian Church and an office bearer in a Dublin congregation.46 

 

Russell was a member of Donore - the building is now the Dublin Mosque -47 on the 
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war memorial of which is inscribed the name of his nineteen-year-old son, Thomas 

Wallace Russell, who was killed in action while serving with the Dublin Fusiliers in 

November 1916.48  His own funeral service was conducted by the Rev. G.F.C. 

Clements, minister of Donore, the Rev. J. J. Macauley of Christ Church Rathgar, 

Moderator of the Dublin Presbytery and Rev. J. Denham Osbourne.49  

vi. Presbyterian ‘Sloanites’: The Independent Orange Order. 

The Russellite attack on Ulster Unionism in rural areas was mirrored by a challenge 

in urban Belfast from T.H. Sloan, a working-class temperance agitator.   Sloan was a 

member of the Church of Ireland but Ulster Unionists detected a Presbyterian ‘cloven  

foot’ standing behind him: 

…the money that was creating all the disturbance, the money that was 

creating the mob of the unwashed … was not supplied by Mr. Sloan but 

by the cloven foot behind him, who wanted to sit in parliament, having 

first pushed him in to the Belfast Protestant Association50 

‘The ‘cloven foot’ was W.J. Pirrie (later Lord Pirre, the controlling partner of Harland 

and Wolff, shipbuilders).  J.W. Boyle has suggested that the Belfast Newsletter was 

right since ‘… it is highly probable that Pirrie did supply money for Sloan’s election 

expenses’.51 

Sloan won the South Belfast seat in the election of 19 August 1902. His lack of 

restraint allowed his enemies to suspend him from the Orange Order for two years 

when he heckled the Grand Master of Belfast, the Unionist leader, Col. Saunderson.  

When the Grand Lodge of Belfast suspended the warrants of lodges which supported 
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him the Independent Orange Order (I.O.O.) was founded.   

The I.O.O. posed a difficult, internal challenge to Ulster Unionism. Rev. D.D. Boyle 

of St James’ Ballymoney was its Grand Chaplain while Rev. Silas Johnstone, minister 

of Ramoan was involved in its political activity though not himself a member.  

Johnstone told a meeting of 400 Independent Orangemen at Moyarget near Ballycastle 

in March 1905 that:  

… he believed that the conduct of the Independents would verify to the 

officials of the parent Order that the Independents were in the right, and 

if more of that liberty-loving spirit was found in those people who were 

not Orangemen, it would be better for the country if they were of the 

same opinion.52 

At the same time, Rev. Boyle was presiding at the initiation of an I.O.O. Lodge at 

Carnalea: ‘…another step in the right direction against tyranny; another nail in the 

coffin of religious and political slavery; another banner in defence of pure and 

unadulterated Protestantism’.53 

A few weeks later, at a public meeting of the I.O.O. in Ballymoney the Rev. John 

McCammon of First Kilraughts told the meeting that:  

… the Ulster Unionist Party, it seemed to him, was effete; it had lived 

its day.  It was time that independent and intelligent men in the North 

were represented in Parliament by men who were not place-hunters or 

time-servers (Cheers) … And further, if he were the right stamp of a 

man he (Mr. McCammon) ventured to say there would not be a 

Presbyterian minister on the other platform when the election came. 

(Loud Applause).54 

 

Several Russellites were closely associated with the Independent Orange Order.  

Robert Glendenning, who defeated the Unionist, William Moore, in North Antrim at 
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the General Election of 1910 had Sloan’s assistance.  Russell stood as a Liberal in 

January 1910 and lost his seat to the ruling elder from Carntall, William Coote.  He 

then won North Tyrone which he represented until 1918 but by then events had 

intervened and the initiative was no longer his. 

vii. The ‘Wyndham’ Land Act and the Devolution Crisis of 1904/5. 

Presbyterians had been in favour of the creation of an owner-occupier farming class 

for decades and in 1903 the ‘Wyndham Land Act’ named after the Chief Secretary 

who sponsored it addressed many of its concerns.  The Land Act did not enact 

compulsory purchase but it committed the Government to buy tenanted land and to 

sell it to tenants on generous terms.   The landlords had not been expropriated by this 

Act.  They were, literally, bought off with large sums of money.  Buoyed by their 

success, the landlords which had negotiated with Wyndham, all members of the 

Church of Ireland and led by Lord Dunraven,55 formed the Irish Reform Association 

to seek an all-island compromise between Unionism and Nationalism.56    Although a 

Conservative, Wyndham had followed a conciliatory policy dubbed by the press 

‘Killing Home Rule with Kindness’.57   He had appointed a Catholic, Sir Anthony 

MacDonnell, the brother of a prominent Nationalist politician, as Under Secretary.  

MacDonnell had an unusual degree of freedom for a civil servant.  He had only 

accepted the appointment on condition that he was:  

… given adequate opportunities of influencing the action and policy of 

the Irish Government and (subject of course to your control) am allowed 

freedom of action within the law’ in order to find solutions to Ireland’s 

intractable problems.58 
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MacDonnell’s relations with Presbyterians were poor - Hugh Barrie publicly described 

him as ‘the new Romanist dictator in Dublin Castle’ in Coleraine in July 1904 -59 and 

they were further soured by his refusal to promote Magee College, while he was 

championing a new, Catholic University.60 

The Irish Reform Association began correspondence with MacDonnell who informed 

Wyndham of what he was doing in a letter which Wyndham later claimed to have 

forgotten,61 and they explored proposals for a form of devolution for Ireland, including 

a partially-elected ‘Financial Council’.   

viii. A re-orientation of Ulster Unionism. 

When news of what MacDonnell and the Irish Reform Association were planning 

broke in the House of Commons it eventually led to Wyndham’s resignation.  In 

Ulster, its convinced younger, Ulster-based Unionists led by William Moore and 

Charles Craig that they needed to re-organise and re-orient the movement.  The 

outcome was the foundation of the Ulster Unionist Council on 3 March 1905. The 

Council was to provide a ‘bottom-up’ element to Ulster Unionism with 100 out of 200 

delegates nominated directly by Unionist constituency organisations and half of the 

remainder to be nominated by the Orange Order.   

It was to prove a historic and fateful decision, especially in the light … 

[of the observation that] the UUC can be viewed as a ‘prototype’ for the 

Unionist parliament in the North which came into being in 1921.62 

While the Unionist movement remained Conservative in nature, this represented a 

partial takeover of Unionism by middle-class people living in Ulster and it brought 
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about a much greater involvement of Presbyterians in Conservative Unionism. 

ix. Conclusion. 

Histories of Ulster Unionism have often failed to address the role and function of 

Presbyterians and Presbyterianism in Ulster. One popular analysis from the left, 

ignores the distinction between Protestants and presents it as a monolithic, ‘ultra-

reactionary’ bloc.  This view was expressed by Peter Gibbon in the pamphlet Ulster: 

Religion and Class: 

The Unionist Party … is a bloc which welds together sections of at least 

five distinct social classes:  1. The landowners; 2. The industrial 

bourgeoisie; 3. The urban petit-bourgeoisie; 4. The working class; 5. 

The peasantry.  This bloc has historically been led by the landowning 

class.  It has been united by the ideology of Protestantism.63 

Later in the pamphlet Gibbon, who went on to be an influential historian from the 

Marxist school, identifies Craigavon - Presbyterian stockbroker -  as ‘part of the 

landowning class’ and argues that ‘the professional and middle segments of the 

bourgeoisie have historically been marginal to Ulster politics, if not excluded 

altogether’.64  In this view Presbyterianism is simply a minor variation of Anglicanism, 

not worthy of distinct treatment.  This is still a popular approach with those who 

champion a simple two-community model in Northern Ireland.  It is politically 

convenient but is not historically viable.  Other historians, such as David Miller and 

Alvin Jackson have considered a distinctively Presbyterian, contractual element within 

Unionist ideology and traced it more or less explicitly to its source.65    

This re-orientation of Unionism was both towards Ulster and away from the large 

landlords, aristocrats and landed gentry who had desperately clung on to their 
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privileges after disestablishment.  Presbyterian businessmen, farmers, artisans and 

tradesmen could no longer be marginalised and the establishment of the Ulster 

Unionist Council in 1905 introduced a radical, bottom up element into Ulster 

Unionism. It was based both directly and indirectly on Presbyterian political 

structures; directly as an imitation of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church 

in Ireland and indirectly as an imitation of the compromise representative structure 

which the Church of Ireland had been obliged by its northern laymen to adopt, in 

imitation of the Presbyterian General Assembly, at disestablishment.66 

While the Education issue is believed by Walker to have been ‘… crucial to the failure 

since the 1870s of most Liberal Presbyterian and Catholic efforts to form a purposeful 

alliance and ultimately to the hardening of Liberal Presbyterian attitudes to the 

constitutional question’,67 it was not the principal issue when it came to the formation 

of a United Unionist body.  The Ulster Unionist alliance was shaped, directly and 

indirectly, by the long-standing and clearly expressed positions of the Presbyterian 

Church in Ireland on the issues of land ownership and temperance.  This was that an 

owner-occupying system should be created and that radical temperance legislation was 

desirable and necessary.   

Direct pressure was applied through the Presbyterian Unionist Voter’s Association 

and its effective successor, the ‘Russellite’ movement in Ulster.  This worked in 

informal alliance with an urban, working-class movement, led by fundamentalist 

evangelicals - many of them Presbyterians and some of them ministers -  through the 

Belfast Protestant Association and the Independent Orange Order.  Both ‘Russellites’ 

and the followers of Sloan and Crawford in the Independent Orange movement were 
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essentially Unionist but both contained prominent and able men who were 

‘persuadable’ about Home Rule.  Both demanded a re-orientation of the political and 

economic order away from the wealthy and privileged and both offered radical total 

abstinence policies more aligned with each other and with the temperance ‘forward’ 

group within the General Assembly than with the Ulster Unionist movement.  There 

was an overlap of policy aims and to some extent, of personnel between the rural and 

the urban movements one effect of which was to force Ulster Unionism to adopt that 

new, bottom-up element to its structure, to become much more responsive to the grass-

roots membership and less responsive to the remnants of the ascendency than before. 

Indirect pressure came through the Irish Land Conference and the consequent 

Wyndham Land Act of 1903.  It was clear to the more far-sighted among the Irish 

landlords that radical land reform was inevitable and that a steep decline of their 

position within Unionism was imminent.  A group of small and middling landlords, 

led by a few of the larger kind moved to take control of the land issue before it was 

out of their power to do so, aware of a profoundly unsympathetic middle class within 

Unionism on the one hand and an even less sympathetic Catholic Nationalism on the 

other.   The landlords evaded expropriation by a timely compliance and although the  

later Land Purchase (Ireland) Act (1909)  effectively reduced the price paid per acre 

and contained an element of compulsion which was unpopular among many of them 

– including Lord Dunraven68 – it fell far short of what Nationalists had wanted.69  

Landlords were bought off by large sums of public money while those unwilling (or 

unable) to adjust to the new situation were, metaphorically speaking, given some 

friendly advice regarding the excellence of the ferry service to Great Britain. At the 
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same time, smaller, more pragmatic landlords were able to survive as very large 

farmers.   

Having successfully negotiated the land issue a faction of landlords tried to draw the 

sting of Home Rule by proposing a limited measure of Irish regional government, but 

they failed and the Irish Council Bill of 1907 was quickly abandoned in the face of 

Nationalist opposition.  In response Ulster Unionism was impelled to make structural 

changes which consolidated Irish Unionism in Ulster and effectively ended the 

influence of southern, ascendency Unionists. A smaller, northern landholding class 

remained a significant feature of Unionism in Ulster and then in Northern Ireland, 

however, and was to return to dominance in the mid-1940s as the wealth and position 

of the Presbyterian manufacturing and trading class declined.   

Shortly after Ulster Unionism had made these structural and policy adjustments, the 

Ulster crisis united non-Catholic Ulster to a degree never before experienced. 
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Chapter 5.  The Ulster Crisis 1910-1914. 

  

Firm-leagued we face the future, tho’ the road be dark and steep,  

The road that leads to honour is the lonely road we keep,  

And though all the world forsake us, this is the course we hold,  

The course our fathers followed in the Cov’nant days of old.1 

i. Introduction. 

During the Ulster crisis, ordained leaders of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland acted 

in ways not conventionally associated with Church membership:  civil disobedience, 

defiance of Acts of Government, military training and gun-running.  The Church, 

which had taken a conditional Unionist position since its foundation, endorsed Ulster 

Unionism in an atypical, unconditional way.  Why?  What combination of people and 

circumstances led the Church to unite behind a political movement as it had never 

done before and which it has never done since?  What difference did this wholehearted 

endorsement make to the Unionist movement?  What, ultimately, was the influence of 

the Church on Ulster Unionism and its campaign for the preservation of the Union? 

The Ulster crisis had its roots in a clash between the House of Commons and the House 

of Lords which was, apparently, resolved when the Monarch sided with the Commons 

and the permanent veto over legislation, long held by the House of Lords was 

abolished.2  This created a novel situation where the leader of the Liberal Party, facing 

electoral defeat, was able to proffer a Home Rule Parliament to Irish Nationalists in 

return for their parliamentary votes.   With polling well underway in the General 

Election of December 1910, the Liberal leader, Herbert Asquith revealed that his 
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Government planned to implement Home Rule in Ireland. This constitutional change 

had not been presented to the people in his Party’s manifesto, in defiance of 

constitutional convention. Asquith announced this in an off-the-cuff answer to a 

member of the public at an election meeting in his own constituency of East Fife.  The 

Aberdeen Press and Journal reported that: 

At Newport, last night a number of very pointed questions were put to 

Mr. Asquith.  In reply to the first of them, the Premier said that the 

Liberal Party, if returned to power intended to grant Ireland a measure 

of Home Rule … The Premier was next asked what means the 

Government would have of ascertaining whether or not the electors 

approve of Irish Home Rule.3    

 

ii. Presbyterians and Home Rule:  Unionism and social activism in 

conflict. 

Presbyterian leaders had already realised that the end of the House of Lords’ veto made 

Home Rule a practical threat once more.  Just before the General Election of January 

1910 ‘…eleven ex-Moderators4 published a ‘manifesto’5  urging electors ‘…not to 

vote for any candidate who accepts Home Rule as a part of his programme’.  This set 

out the political vision of Unionists within the Presbyterian leadership.6   The ex-

Moderators wrote that:  

… an impartial survey of the last hundred years will, we think, establish 

beyond challenge the determination of the British people to provide just 

and equal legislation for this country … We have no desire to coerce the 

conscience of our Roman Catholic fellow-countrymen or to deprive 

them of any of their rights, civil or ecclesiastical, and we, in turn, must 

absolutely refuse to have our civil and religious liberties placed under 

their control. 7 

                                                             
3Aberdeen Press and Journal, 8 December 1910. p.4. 
4John Davidson, John MacDermott, W. Todd Martin, Matthew Leitch, William Beatty, William Park, 
J. Edgar Henry, Samuel Prenter, William McMordie, William McKean and John McIlveen. 
5Northern Whig, 12 January 1910. p.7. 
6R. F. G. Holmes, 1983 ‘Ulster Will Fight and Ulster Will Be Right:  The Protestant Churches and 

Ulster’s Resistance to Home Rule 1912-14.’ in The Church and War, W. J. Shield (ed.) (London, 

1983). pp.321–37. p. 322. 
7Northern Whig, 12 January 1910. p. 7. 
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The ex-Moderator’s manifesto instigated a furious debate within the Church and some 

influential figures were outraged.  The Convenor of the Temperance Committee, Rev. 

John Macmillan, was horrified that Unionist candidates had been endorsed 

unconditionally and a contradictory letter was swiftly issued.  Macmillan told the 

General Assembly of 1910 that: 

When he (the speaker) first saw the appeal of the ex-Moderators … he 

began to say they must have written it in a thoughtless moment … a 

great many members of the Church thought the cause of temperance was 

betrayed.8 

 

Some minsters were just confused. Rev. James Patterson of Clogherny told the 

Northern Whig:  

At the beginning of the week you published an appeal from ex-

Moderators calling upon the people to vote for the Union … today I am 

in receipt of another appeal from the General Assembly’s Committee on 

Temperance, exhorting me not to vote or encourage anyone to vote for 

a candidate who is not pledged to temperance legislative reform …  

How then am I to vote?  … The ex-Moderators would say vote for the 

Unionist, the Temperance Committee for the Home Ruler’.9 

 

He concluded: ‘The rule of Rome in Ireland will not secure the overthrow of the liquor 

trade in Ireland.  Therefore … I shall do all in my power to bring about the return of a 

Unionist Government’.   

In previous crises, in 1886 and 1893, the Moderator had called a Special General 

Assembly where the matter was debated, minorities had their say and the Church had 

endorsed Unionism in carefully conditional terms.  This time, things were complicated 

by a clash of personalities; by a surge in total-abstinence sentiment; by the long-

running theological dispute about the place and status of ruling elders and by the 

peculiar strength of pro-Unionist feeling among the membership.  Things had to be 

                                                             
8Belfast Telegraph, 9 June 1910. p.4. 
9Northern Whig, 15 January 1910. p.9. 
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done differently if the peace of the Church was to be preserved and the difference was 

manifest in the holding of a great Presbyterian Convention, open to all elders and 

Presbyterian men rather than a Special General Assembly dominated by ministers. 

The deep and long-lasting influence of temperance campaigns on Irish 

Presbyterianism is examined in Chapter 8.  During the Ulster Crisis the suddenly 

increased strength and the aggressive tactics of temperance campaigners had a 

profound effect on the policy and strategy of the Church. This sudden increase in the 

power of temperance and total-abstinence activists began in 1909 when a remarkable 

body known as ‘Catch-my-Pal’ was founded in Armagh by Rev. Robert Patterson, 

minister of Third Armagh.10    The organisation had attracted a very large number of 

followers and was, for a short time, very influential.11  Catch-my-Pal’s political aims 

were explicit, Patterson later wrote that:  

 We have always been told that we cannot legislate ahead of public 

opinion.  One of the chief aims of the Catch-my-Pal crusade is to form 

that aggressive public opinion against which the gates of hell and the 

gates of our Legislature shall not be able to stand.  We get out of 

Parliament just what we put into it and nothing more.  We do not get the 

right legislation out because we do not put the right men in.12 

 

Patterson was harking back to a long-running controversy surrounding the 

Presbyterian Unionists, Charles and James Craig who had inherited interests in a 

whiskey distillery.  Even later, serving as Prime Minister and sitting in the House of 

Lords, James Craig was never elected to the eldership or even to membership of the 

Congregational Committee by the Belmont congregation of which he was a member 

One of the consistent aims of Presbyterian temperance activists was to make 

                                                             
10Eric Villiers, 2010. 'Third Armagh' produced world famous temperance activist' in History Armagh, 

2(2), (2010). p.21. p.21. 
11 R. J. Patterson, The Happy Art of Catching Men, (New York, 1914). p.63. 
12 Ibid, p. 188. 
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Presbyterian support for Unionism conditional on reciprocal support for temperance 

legislation.  Rev. James Hunter, then minister of Dundela, spoke to the first meeting 

of the Presbyterian Temperance Association in 1905.  He said that:  

…he supposed that there was no stronger Unionist in the hall than 

himself, yet somehow, he had got to have something very much like a 

hatred for both political parties. … if the Home Rule man was more of 

a temperance reformer than the other man, he would not vote against 

the Home Rule man.13 

 

After 1909 the temperance party was on the rise in the Church and when the 1911 

General Assembly elected Rev. John Macmillan, Convenor of the Temperance 

Committee, as Moderator their ascendency was almost complete.14 Macmillan told the 

Assembly:  

it was surely the duty of the Church to lead in the movement which 

aimed at drying up the source of the widening, deepening, desolating 

rivers which flow therefrom … their Church had nailed its temperance 

colours to the mast where they would remain, no matter from what 

quarter the wind blows (applause).15 

Everyone understood that the total-abstinence faction intended to use the unexpected 

coincidence of temperance enthusiasm and constitutional crisis to tie Ulster Unionism 

to a radical policy.   This, combined with a long-standing personality clash between 

two of the most important Presbyterians - the Moderator John Macmillan and James 

Craig, the de facto leader of the Unionist movement – had the potential not only to 

undermine the role of the Church in the crisis but to split it as an institution.  These 

were serious problems for Presbyterian Unionists, representing a great majority of the 

membership but under-represented in the General Assembly.  They sought a novel 

solution. 

                                                             
13 Northern Whig, 8 February 1905. p.9. 
14Northern Whig, 6 June 1911. p.7. 
15Ibid. p.9. 
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iv. The Presbyterian Unionist Convention of 1912. 

A united, Unionist Presbyterian front was realised by a Convention of Irish 

Presbyterians outside the structures of the Church but clearly representative of it.  The 

Convention, orchestrated by leading Presbyterian Unionists led by Thomas Sinclair16 

was outside the control of Church bureaucrats, could not be subverted by factions of 

ministers and was open to all men who were communicant members of the Church or 

stipend-payers.17   

On 19 December 1911 a ‘largely attended and widely-representative meeting of Irish 

Presbyterians’ was held in the YMCA at Belfast to organise the Convention.  18   

Sinclair, an elder in Duncairn19 moved a motion to hold it from the chair, he was 

seconded by the grain merchant Robert Smyth JP, an elder in the congregation of 

Strabane, Chairman of the Trustees of McCrae-Magee College.20  This motion 

remembered ‘…the emphatic condemnation of the Home Rule Bills of 1886 and 1893 

pronounced in those years by our General Assembly’ and called upon Presbyterians:  

…everywhere to endorse the past patriotic action of the Supreme Court 

of our Church in its resistance to Home Rule.  We invite our friends to 

subordinate during the present crisis all other political questions to the 

supreme issue of saving our Church and our country from unspeakable 

calamity.21 

 

A subsidiary motion was moved by the linen manufacturer and Belfast politician Sir 

William Crawford,22  senior elder in the south Belfast congregation of Windsor23 and 

                                                             
16Graham Walker, 'The Ulster Covenant and the Pulse of Protestant Ulster', National Identities, 18(3), 

(2016). pp.313-325. p.323. 
17Peter Dunn, ‘Forsaking Their Own Flesh and Blood? Ulster Unionism, Scotland and Home Rule 

1886-1914’, Irish Historical Studies 37 (146), (2010). pp.203–20. p.205. 
18Belfast Newsletter, 5 December 1912. p.8. 
19Northern Whig, 25 April 1914. p.9. 
20Northern Whig, 5 December 1912. p.9. 
21Belfast Newsletter, 20 December 1911. p.7. 
22Belfast Telegraph, 20 December 1911 p.6. 
23Northern Whig, 15 May 1922. p.7. 
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seconded by Sir John B. Johnston of First Derry,24 a former mayor of Londonderry.25  

Rev. Henry Montgomery of the semi-independent Shankill Road Mission, who was to 

be elected Moderator six months later,26 opened in prayer while the Rev. Professor S. 

Law Wilson, Professor of Sacred Ethics and Practical Theology at Assembly’s 

College, Belfast was appointed secretary to the ‘Executive Committee’. 27  It was 

decided to hold four meetings in Belfast on 1 February 1912 and that only ‘… the one 

subject of Home Rule will be discussed at the Convention which will be attended by 

men and women of all political parties – Liberal, Conservative and Labour’.28 

On 9 January 1912, the Northern Whig told its readers that:  

There may be some differences amongst Ulster Presbyterians on various 

aspects of ordinary politics but as to Home Rule there is none ...  It is 

simply a reiteration of the old well-known position of the Irish 

Presbyterian Church – that to Home Rule, from whatever source of by 

whoever introduced, its members will offer the most unyielding 

opposition, just as they have always done.29 

 

Demand for tickets to the Convention was such that, by 15 January 1912 an additional 

meeting at the Ulster Hall was arranged.30  Nationalist newspapers, which had been 

carefully drawing Ulster Unionism as a tool of the ascendency,  protested that ‘… in 

Dublin alone one hundred members of the Presbyterian Church have protested against 

this manifestation of the Presbyterian body’,31  that  ‘…a great many of the laity and 

especially the elders’32 opposed the holding of the Convention and even that ‘two-

fifths of the five hundred thousand Presbyterians of Ireland were in favour of Home 

                                                             
24Londonderry Sentinel, 8 April 1916. p.6. 
25Londonderry Sentinel, 13 February 1919. p.2. 
26Belfast Newsletter, 20 December 1911. p.7. 
27Northern Whig, 4 July 1917. p.4. 
28Belfast Newsletter, 9 January 1912. p.8. 
29Northern Whig, 9 January 1912. p.6. 
30Dublin Daily Express, 15 January 1912. p.5. 
31Freeman’s Journal, 16 January 1912. p.6. 
32Ibid. 
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Rule’.33   

Some Presbyterian Nationalists spoke up for themselves.  One prominent Donegal 

Presbyterian, William Colhoun,34 told the crowd at a Nationalist rally in January 1912 

that ‘…the Irish Presbyterians who had tied themselves to the heels of the old 

ascendency party were only making fools of themselves and there was no real honesty 

about their tactics (cheers)’.35   Also in January 1912 the most prominent of all 

Presbyterian businessmen Lord Pirrie, Chairman of Harland and Wolff, helped to 

arrange a Liberal rally in Belfast.   To the disquiet of his former Unionist comrades 

this meeting was to be addressed by the Liberal Cabinet Minister, Winston Churchill, 

in favour of Home Rule.36  The pugnacious Rev. J.B. Armour gave an interview to the 

Derry Journal of 26 January 1912 in which he advised Unionists opposing the meeting 

to ‘...provide themselves with a little sticking plaster’ and that:  

… the majority has come to the decision to attach the Presbyterian 

Church to the Tory taxi-cab and to insist that all who do not obey the 

summons which the Presbyterian Church, as a Church, did not give 

them the right to issue, must be regarded in future … as being outside 

the pale of consideration.37 

 

John Corry Arnold, an ‘Irish Presbyterian gentleman living in England’ wrote to say 

that: 

One body and one body alone had any sanction to voice the opinions of 

the Church … any other meeting which presumes to represent the 

opinions of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland is sailing under pirate 

colours and usurping a position to which it has no title or authority.38 

 

                                                             
33Belfast Newsletter, 9 January 1912. p.8. 
34A different person to the Londonderry Presbyterian, William Colhoun, who was the proprietor of the 

Londonderry Sentinel. 
35Londonderry Sentinel, 18 January 1912. p.8. 
36Northern Whig, 31 January 1912. p.8. 
37Derry Journal, 26 January 1912. p.7. 
38Derry Journal, 2 February 1912. p.5. 
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Arnold, who had been involved in Nationalist politics for some years,39 was the son 

of the Rev. R. J. Arnold, of Dunmurry and had practiced as a barrister in Belfast before 

being called to the English Bar in 1911.  He contributed to pro-Home Rule pamphlets 

and later served in the Great War, as a Captain in the Northumberland Fusiliers.40 

As demand for tickets to the Convention grew, further meetings were arranged; four 

in the afternoon, five in the evening with provision for extra, overflow meetings in the 

Great Victoria Street and Crescent Churches.41  The Ballymena Observer informed its 

thrifty readership that ‘Luncheons and teas will be provided at very moderate charges 

… by the Ulster Menu Company’.42  Special trains, including one from Dublin,43 were 

commissioned with special fares; returns issued ‘at about Single fare’ from every 

station in Ulster and ‘From Stations outside Ulster similar tickets will be issued on 

production at booking office of a voucher to be had from the Secretary on 

application’.44     The organisers of the Convention were ahead of their time in 

understanding the importance of data in running a political campaign and all those 

attending had to surrender an admission card including their name and address ‘to 

facilitate the work of the stewards’.45  The final preparation was a ‘Meeting for 

Prayer’, held in the Assembly Hall on 29 January ‘To supplicate the Divine help and 

guidance in view of the Present Grave Crisis’ conducted in part by the Moderator of 

                                                             
39Northern Whig, 13 February 1903. p.10. 
40John Corry Arnold, Ours is Not to Reason Why, (London, 2014). 
41There is some confusion about how many meetings were actually held.  Afternoon meetings were 

arranged for the Assembly Hall, The Ulster Hall, May Street Church and Rosemary Street Church 

with overflow meetings at Great Victoria Street and Crescent Churches.  Evening meetings were held 

at the Assembly Hall, Ulster Hall, Rosemary Street Church, Great Victoria Street Church and, it 

seems, an overflow at the Crescent Church.   Northern Whig 1 February 1921 p.7.  The Northern 
Whig of 2 February 1921 says that there was a large overflow from the official meetings, but doesn’t 

report overflow meetings.  There were certainly ten, probably eleven and possibly twelve. 
42Ballymena Observer, 26 January 1912. p.1. 
43Dublin Daily Express, 29 January 1912. p.5. 
44Northern Whig, 17 January 1912. p.6. 
45Mid-Ulster Mail, 27 January 1912. p.7. 
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the Presbytery of Belfast, Rev. Prof. Matthew Leitch.46   The principal speaker, Dr. 

McIlveen told the meeting that: 

…very many of their members strongly sympathised with the present 

Government in measures for the social welfare for the people … 

especially measures dealing with education and the drink traffic. It was 

with regard to the great question of Home Rule excluding all others that 

they were about to meet.47 

 

Nationalist newspapers reassured their readers that many Presbyterians supported 

Home Rule.  The Derry Journal wrote that ‘An impression … has got abroad that the 

Convention is an official act of the Irish Presbyterian Synod.  As a matter of fact, it is 

wholly without synodic authority’ and that ‘there is a strong body of Irish 

Presbyterians who are resolutely against this attempt to use their Church as a stalking 

horse for a political party … they include one hundred or more ministers … as well as 

an overwhelming majority of the elders of congregations…’ concluding that ‘… the 

Moderator is among those who believe it will be an evil thing…’.48 

At the last moment, having increased the number of meetings several times and 

overwhelmed by demand for tickets, the organisers issued this advertisement: 

IMPORTANT NOTICE.  As there seems to be some misunderstanding 

in the matter, the Executive Committee desire to have it clearly 

understood that the meetings are for MEN ONLY and that under no 

circumstances can ladies be admitted.  The Stewards have instructions 

to enforce this rule with the utmost strictness.49  

The organisers issued ‘no fewer than 47,000 tickets’50 by the end of January and ‘The 

Convention attracted an estimated 40-50,000 male Presbyterians … almost half the 

adult, male Presbyterian population of Ulster’.51 It is interesting to speculate about 

                                                             
46Belfast Newsletter, 27 January 1912. p.6. 
47Freeman’s Journal, 30 January 1912 p.7. 
48Derry Journal, 31 January 1912. p.7. 
49Northern Whig, 30 January 1912. p.1. 
50Belfast Newsletter, 31 January 1912. p.6. 
51Graham Walker, ‘The Irish Presbyterian Anti-Home Rule …’  p.74. 
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how many of these could actually have fitted inside the recorded venues but, in any 

case, there was a vast attendance. 

The principal meeting was held in the Assembly Hall, where Sinclair was joined by 

the, silent, Moderator and by a ‘vast assemblage … for the most part composed of 

strangers to the city – vigorous, intelligent and determined men’.52  The main 

resolution was moved by the shipbuilder Frank Workman, Chairman of the ‘Wee 

Yard’, Workman, Clark & Company,53 another member of the East Belfast 

congregation of Belmont.54  Workman told the meeting that they faced an ‘army’ of 

political theorists, bored mainland voters and: 

 the Government, which was now in power, pandering to the before-

mentioned Nationalists merely for gaining their own ends.  In 

opposition to this conglomerate army not by any means the weakest 

defence would be the solid rock of Ulster Presbyterianism. 55 

The resolution was seconded by the barrister and journalist J.R. Fisher, editor of the 

Northern Whig who was later appointed to the Irish ‘Boundary Commission’ by 

Ramsay McDonald.56  Fisher told the meeting that: 

They had themselves suffered so many things at the hands of political, 

ecclesiastical and agrarian ascendency in the past that the love of 

freedom was ingrained in their very nature.  But, if they were devoted 

to the cause of religious freedom they were of necessity still more 

devoted to the cause on which all liberty on this island was based – the 

cause of the Union.  It was the Irish Parliament which enacted the Penal 

laws, it was the United Parliament which… abolished the last relics of 

that iniquitous code …well described by Edmund Burke as ‘elaborately 

contrived for the oppression, impoverishment and degradation of the 

people’.57 

 

Rev. Samuel Prenter, former minister of Ormond Quay in Dublin (and father-in-law 

                                                             
52Northern Whig, 2 February 1912. p.7. 
53Belfast Newsletter, 12 March 1919. p.7. 
54Belfast Newsletter, 18 November 1927. p.7. 
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to Sir John Seymour-Lloyd, the ‘legal and technical advisor to the Independent Peers 

Association’58 in the House of Lords) rose to speak.  Dr. Prenter59 said that:  

… if patriotism meant love of country, they and not the Home Rule 

agitators had been the patriots … a whole century of national peace had 

been the priceless gift of the Union.  In the long and blood-stained 

annals of Ireland that record was absolutely unprecedented.  Would this 

peace be continued under Home Rule?60 

 

Thomas Houston, an elder in First Coleraine, had been Headmaster of the Coleraine 

Academical Institution for 42 years.61  He had named his retirement home in Portrush 

Avanti after the famous cry of Garibaldi – an admired opponent of Papal power -  at 

the Battle of Palermo: Avanti Cacciatori, avanti!  Entrate nel centro!62  He spoke at 

the Ulster Hall: 

How were Ulster Presbyterians to deal with the situation?  … They 

should make it absolutely clear that they were influenced by no feelings 

of religious bigotry or intolerance, but, on the contrary, by a broad, 

tolerant, kindly and appreciative spirit towards their Roman Catholic 

fellow-countrymen.63   

 

Among the less well-known speakers was ‘Mr. Farrington’ of Barrett’s Hill, Galway 

- introduced as ‘a Galway Presbyterian who had been boycotted … who had to have 

police protection wherever he went and in his pew at church a policeman carrying a 

rifle, always sat beside him.’   

What will I do when we get Home Rule and the police protection is 

taken away’, asked Mr Farrington in conclusion.  ‘A man’s life is not 

safe in such a country at present and for my part I do not know how I 

am to get out of it because the Leaguers would not allow anyone to 

purchase from me.64 

                                                             
58Belfast Telegraph, 22 June 1934. p.7. 
59Larne Times, 10 January 1920. p.4. 
60Belfast Newsletter, 2 February 1912. p.8. 
61Belfast Telegraph, 5 October 1939. p.4. 
62‘Forward hunters, forward! Enter the city centre!’ 
63Northern Whig, 2 February 1912. p. 9. 
64Belfast Newsletter, 2 February 1912. p.8. 
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The resolution passed by acclamation at all meetings included the declaration that: 

Many of us were active sharers in the struggle which, over forty years 

ago, secured religious equality and initiated land reform in Ireland … 

Our Scottish forefathers, in their struggles for religious freedom and 

civil rights, cast their burden on the Lord Omnipotent … in the profound 

belief that God reigns, we commit our cause in all confidence to Him.65   

The Convention created an expression of unity among the ordained leadership which 

was simply too loud to ignore.  The factions of ministers which had been able to sway 

the General Assembly; the small pro-Home Rule caucus, the apolitical party, and the 

much larger temperance faction were drowned out by the voice of the wider Church. 

To argue, as Nicola Morris did in 2011 that because the Convention ‘… did not, 

however, constitute the official voice of [the Church] … with the main speakers and 

organisers coming from the laity rather than the ministers’ this could be described as 

a ‘lay-led’ approach66 is to misunderstand both the distinctive way in which the term 

‘lay’ - simply to mean ‘not ministers’ - was used by contemporary Irish Presbyterians, 

and the distinctive nature of Irish Presbyterian ordained leadership.67   

The resolutions were presented fait accompli to the 1912 General Assembly, which 

sanctioned them without amendment.68 Their substance was re-presented to the 1913 

General Assembly as a memorial from 131,351 Presbyterians.69 A united Presbyterian 

Unionist front had been created. 

v. Ulster Day and the Ulster Covenant. 

Once the form of the Unionist protest, the Ulster Covenant, had been decided and 

framed the Presbyterian leadership encouraged Presbyterians to participate.  The 

                                                             
65Northern Whig, 2 February 1912. p.7. 
66Nicola Morris, 'Traitors to their faith’? Protestant Clergy and the Ulster Covenant of 1912' in New 
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Witness wrote on 20 September 1912 that: 

What the Covenant does and only what it is intended to do is to 

transform general assent into individual assent, to put a sign and seal to 

an accepted agreement … Presbyterians and Presbyterianism bulk large 

in this question. … if they do their duty now and in their tens of 

thousands sign the Covenant, they will give Home Rule the greatest 

blow it has ever received.70 

On ‘Ulster Day’, The Witness reported that ‘What may be described as the official 

service was held in the Ulster Hall’.  Special seats on the platform were reserved for 

Sir Edward Carson, visiting English and Scottish Members of Parliament, the 

members of the Irish Unionist Parliamentary Party, the Lord Mayor and members of 

the Corporation, the Harbour Commissioners and representatives of other public 

Boards.  The sermon was preached by the Rev. William McKean, of First 

Ballymacarret, Moderator in 1906.  He preached on 1 Timothy 6:20 ‘Keep that which 

is committed to thy trust’: 

The Gospel of Christ has to do with all questions of human polity that 

touch, or would impair, the civil and religious liberties of the people … 

no province on earth has a greater interest in civil and religious liberty 

than Ulster.  It was purchased for you by blood.  ‘Keep that which is 

committed to thy trust’.71 

Not all ministers agreed. On the previous Sunday, Rev. John Waddell of First 

Bangor,72 had been: ‘persuaded much against his will to preach a sermon to the 

assembled Unionist Clubs’.73  Preaching on 1 Peter 2:15: ‘For so is the will of God 

that with well-doing ye may put to silence the ignorance of foolish men’ he proclaimed 

his sympathy for Unionism but that: 

… there was no need for those who believed in Him and His aid to call 

to their help unlawful weapons to besmirch their cause with evil words 
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71The Witness, 4 October 1912. p.1. 
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or deeds … let him say plainly then, that in his opinion incitements to 

armed rebellion … were not consistent with true loyalty.74 

 

In September 1912, Waddell declined to allow First Bangor to be used for the signing 

of the Ulster Covenant and was vocally criticised for his stance by some members of 

his congregation and of the wider Church. He left First Bangor two years later, at the 

end of 1914 became minister of Egremont Church, Wallasey, Cheshire having 

‘retained enough local support to secure the customary purse of gold sovereigns and 

even a grandfather clock on his departure from Bangor’.75 In 1920 he returned to 

Fisherwick Church in South Belfast.  He was elected Moderator in 1937 and as Clerk 

of the Presbytery of Belfast in 1947.  He died in 1949. 76 

John Waddell was not alone in refusing to sign the Covenant, Nicola Morris has 

calculated that 345 Presbyterian minister signed, 63% of the total. 77   Many of those 

who did not sign must have been unionists, given the voting numbers in the 1913 

General Assembly,78 but many quietly dissented from the form of the protest. A survey 

of the strife and isolation of some other Presbyterian ministers who declined to sign 

the Covenant, is contained in David Fitzpatrick’s work, Descendency: Irish Protestant 

Histories since 1795.79  James Rentoul in Stray Thoughts and Memories recalled being 

told by a minister who had not signed ‘although a unionist’ because he did not agree 

with the commitments contained in the Covenant, that ‘on two occasions shots had 

been fired into his manse as a protest against his attitude’.80  One minister’s refusal to 

sign the Covenant caused so much dissention that he resigned:  the Rev. Samuel Stuart 
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of Aughnacloy who was translated to Ballyjamesduff in County Cavan.81  He was one 

of five brothers, all Presbyterian ministers, from Clare in County Armagh and returned 

to Northern Ireland in 1923, to Drumgooland in County Down.  His brother Rev. 

Alexander Stuart had died in the Great War while serving as a Chaplain and Stuart’s 

former stance against the Covenant was not held against him.82  His immediate 

successor in Aughnacloy had no such difficulty he being the Unionist poet, W.F. 

Marshall whose call to the charge in June 1913 was ‘extremely cordial and was 

unanimous’.83 

vi.  The Ulster Volunteer Force. 

Introducing the debate on the Unionist ‘Layman’s Memorial’ to the 1913 General 

Assembly, the Moderator, Rev. William Macauley of First Portadown, reflected on 

the Scottish, Presbyterian, Unionist, contractarian view of citizenship: 

... the subject of the resolution which is brought forward this morning 

lies altogether outside the sphere of politics.  It is held that the British 

Government, who covenanted with us in return for the payment of our 

taxes to secure to us the rights of British citizenship, now propose … to 

place us … at the mercy of a party who, if true to their creed would 

endeavour by every means, both overt and secret to wear down the 

Protestant denominations of this country, filch away their rights and 

privileges and try to drive them out of the country.84 

 

As senior figures of the Church engaged in speeches and sermons on Home Rule, so 

did local ministers in every corner of Ulster where U.V.F. companies, Unionist Clubs 

and Orange Lodges included worship in their activities. A representative service took 

place on 2 October 1913 when:  

                                                             
81A History of Congregations in the Presbyterian Church in Ireland 1610-1982. (Belfast, 1982). p.32. 
82Belfast Newsletter, 29 February 1944. p.3. 
83Northern Whig, 28 June 1913. p.11. 
84Northern Whig, 7 June 1913. P.7. 



105 
 

On Sunday evening last the Craigywarren company of the Ulster 

Volunteer Force attended at Cloughwater Presbyterian Church … Rev. 

Mr. Patton selected as his text, I Corinthians, 16th chapter, 12th verse – 

“Watch ye, stand fast in the faith, quit you like men be strong” from 

which he preached a learned and eloquent sermon’.85 

Ministers drew parallels between the ‘present crisis’ and past Presbyterian opposition 

to an over-mighty state.  A meeting in First Dungannon in January 1914 was attended 

by 700 members of the U.V.F. led by Viscount Northland, who would die in action 

just over a year later in France.86 Rev. Samuel Lindsay told them that: 

It was peculiarly appropriate that they should assemble there, for on the 

15th February 1782 the Irish Volunteers met in that Church …  they 

adopted an address which states ‘We know our duty to our Sovereign 

and are loyal.  We know our duty to ourselves and are resolved to be 

free.  We seek for our rights and no more than our rights’… How 

applicable were those words to the present crisis!87  

 

When the U.V.F.  imported a large quantity of materiel at the end of April 1914, The 

Witness reported it as a ‘Great Volunteer Coup’ and told Presbyterians that Unionists 

had added ‘50,000 rifles and close to five million rounds of ammunition’88 to their 

already considerable stock.  The Witness asserted that ‘once again Ulster was top-dog 

in as cool and as cleverly conceived a bit of gun-running that has ever been 

recorded’.89 

On the following Sunday, the East Belfast U.V.F. attended worship at Newtonbreda, 

where the service was conducted by the minister, Rev. Robert Workman.  He preached 

on Psalm 26:9-13: ‘Gather not my soul with sinners, nor my life with bloody men:  In 

whose hands is mischief, and their right hand is full of bribes’.  He told the Volunteers 
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that:  

If Popery had the power and did not persecute Protestants, it would pour 

contempt on the claims and instructions of its most distinguished 

leaders.  Our Cabinet described the measure it is pushing forward as a 

Bill for the better Government of Ireland.  We believe the Dublin 

Parliament would utterly misgovern Ulster. 

At the end of the service a New Testament was presented to each man which, their 

commander said, ‘…would be added to the equipment of each Volunteer … and after 

the rest of their equipment was laid aside would be treasured by them until they gained 

the Crown of Life’.90 

The Synod of Derry and Omagh found in the ‘…desire of our young men who are 

forming battalions of the U.V.F. to have services conducted for their benefit’ 

encouraging and indicative of a ‘…strong, if quiet, life pervading its congregations’ 

… concluding that ‘The synod believes that it is impossible to survey these reports 

unmoved. They represent a great deal of work done.  They bear witness to a great 

amount of genuine piety’.91 

In his valedictory address to the General Assembly of 1 June 1914 the outgoing 

Moderator, Dr. Macauley told the Church that: 

A great and noble army of men drawn from all ranks of society and 

organised upon thoroughly democratic principles have been preparing 

to defend themselves and us from the dangers that threaten our 

citizenship, liberties and religion. … if the Volunteers have to take the 

field, I want to assure them, on my own behalf and on behalf of the vast 

majority of my brethren in the ministry, that not only will we be instant 

in prayer for them, but ready to go out with them and share their 

hardships and their perils.92 

vii. The outbreak of the Great War ends ‘this present conspiracy’. 
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At the 1915 General Assembly, with the Home Rule Bill still winding its way through 

Parliament the outgoing Moderator, Rev. James Bingham of Dundonald, made his 

valedictory address.  In a Northern Whig filled with reports of a terrible battle between 

the French and the Germans north of Arras he told the Assembly that: 

 

… when the Assembly met last year, our hearts were full of the deepest 

concern for our native land.  We seemed to be on the very edge of the 

outbreak of civil strife.  But in the wonderful providence of God the 

Irish question has meanwhile passed into the background in the presence 

of the greatest tragedy of history.93 

 

 

For some senior Presbyterians, the tragedy of the Great War marked the end of ‘this 

present conspiracy’, the conditional term inserted into the Ulster Covenant at the 

insistence of the Moderator and his advisors in 1912.  This, they considered, released 

them from their Covenantal commitment, something which was not yet obvious to 

many in Ulster. 

viii. Ulster Unionism:  Prominent Presbyterians. 

The most powerful influence of Presbyterianism on the Ulster Crisis and on Unionism 

was cultural, through the common assumptions of its members.  Arguably, two of the 

three most influential contemporary Unionists were Presbyterians.   The chief 

spokesman, titular and Parliamentary leader of Ulster Unionism, was the Anglican Sir 

Edward Carson who had been selected to appeal to English Conservatives.94   Carson 

was the symbol of Ulster both in Ireland and in Great Britain. Ulster Unionists had ‘… 

hired – as anyone with a precarious case would do – the best lawyer in the land’, 95 
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and they were determined to make good use of him   However, the principal organiser 

of the Ulster Unionist campaign was: 

1.  James Craig. 

Over the course of the crisis Carson was the object of a carefully crafted personality 

cult which has exaggerated and obscured his true role in the Unionist campaign: 

Moulder-in-chief was James Craig, Ulster MP, stockbroker and 

millionaire – inheritor of a profitable family whiskey business – whose 

marketing and public relations skills in the political arena were far ahead 

of his time.  It was Craig, authentic, unshowy Presbyterian Ulsterman, 

who directed the ‘King Carson’ spectacle for the next decade but whose 

achievements were most singular in the orchestration of the dramatic 

Ulster Loyalist campaign of protest in the period leading up to the First 

World War.96 

 

Craig’s involvement in the anathematised trade in alcohol meant that some 

Presbyterian leaders viewed him very negatively.  He had been attacked personally as 

a participant in the ‘infernal drink system’ by, among other Church leaders, the 1911 

Moderator, John Macmillan.  

Craig’s own attitude towards his Church was, in return, equivocal. He was a member 

of Belmont but was not part of the ordained leadership of the Church and was never 

an elected office-holder.   St. John Ervine, in his highly unreliable account of Craig’s 

life told his, presumably English, intended readership that Craig’s Presbyterianism 

was merely accidental and that he was a man of essentially Anglican faith: ‘there is 

here no tincture of Calvinism, as that odd doctrine is commonly understood’.97    This 

is clearly untrue since the assumptions of popular Calvinism, in particular a strong 

belief in the sovereignty of God, run through much of his reported thinking. More 

accurately, perhaps, Ervine writes: ‘… he may have heard of Calvin’s Institutes, but 
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he certainly had not read them, nor had he the slightest desire to read them’.98  

Craig was raised in a Presbyterian family, in a Presbyterian community near 

Ballykilbeg in east Down, educated with the culturally Presbyterian sons of the 

Scottish haute bourgeoisie at an Edinburgh public school, Merchiston, and then had 

returned to do business with the, largely Presbyterian, Belfast middle-class.99  His 

Presbyterianism was ingrained but utilitarian, rather than religious.  He repeatedly 

declared himself to be a Presbyterian champion – telling a meeting at Donacloney, for 

example, that: 

He would have them know that Presbyterians could be just as loyal, 

staunch and true as any other Protestant denomination and he hoped to 

uphold in the House of Commons someday the cause of the Presbyterian 

community. (Cheers).100 

He attended worship at Belmont often enough for his absence not to excite comment, 

bringing Sir Edward Carson with him when he was a guest at Craigavon, as he did on 

22 March 1914 when they:  

…listened to a most impressive sermon from the Rev. J. MacDermott 

M.A. D.D. A number of men of the special reserve corps of the Ulster 

Volunteer Force … marched separately to the church and were 

accommodated immediately behind Captain Craig’s pew, the 

congregation making way for them by giving up their seats.101   

 

 

Craig sometimes played minor parts in official Presbyterian functions; presiding at a 

fund-raising event for the ‘New Presbyterian Church, Sloan Street, Lisburn’102 in 

September 1904 or acting as a ‘special collector’ at a re-opening service at Drumbo 

Presbyterian Church in August 1912.103  He sometimes made himself available to the 
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Presbyterian leadership but he does not seem to have been especially responsive to 

them.   Craig, officially, remained the deputy leader of Ulster Unionism until February 

1921 when he became leader.  From June 1921 until his death in November 1940 he 

was Prime Minister of Northern Ireland.  Another Presbyterian figure, arguably even 

more important to Unionism than Craig was: 

2. Bonar Law. 

Andrew Bonar Law was the most senior British Unionist politician.  Unlike Craig he 

was a ruling elder but of the Scottish, rather than the Irish, Presbyterian Church.104   

He led the Conservative Party from November 1911, the united ‘National Unionist 

Association of Conservative and Liberal-Unionist Organisations’ from 1912, and was 

a ruling elder in St. Columba’s Church of Scotland in London.105  Law  had been born 

in New Brunswick, where his father the Rev. James Law was a Free Church of 

Scotland minister.106  When James Law retired he moved his family to his ancestral 

home at Maddybenny, near Coleraine.   Bonar Law himself had already moved to live 

with his aunt in Helensburgh, near Glasgow, after the death of his mother.  He had a 

successful business career as an iron merchant and was elected MP for Bootle, 

Lancashire in 1911.  Although he never lived in Ireland, Law was a frequent visitor 

during his father’s lifetime and afterward spent time with his family in Coleraine.  His 

son, Richard Law, also a Conservative politician chose ‘Baron Coleraine’ as his title 

when he was ennobled in 1954.107   

Law’s family connection to Presbyterian Ulster was important both to him and to 
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Ulster Unionists. His brother, Dr. William Law was a medical doctor in Coleraine, ‘a 

sound Unionist’ who did not take a prominent part in political life.108  He was an active 

member of First Coleraine,109 acted as medical examiner for Coleraine Board of 

Guardians,110 and became a Vice-President of the Coleraine branch of the Catch-my-

Pal total-abstinence movement.111   

During the First World War Law was in quick succession Colonial Secretary, 

Chancellor of the Exchequer and Leader of the House of Commons. He was not always 

a strong supporter of Edward Carson, attempting to prevent him from being made part 

of the War Cabinet in 1916,112 and his Ulster policy after the Great War was less 

uncritical than it had been before, but during the Ulster crisis he was a supporter and 

encourager of resistance to Home Rule.  He was Prime Minister 1922-23, resigning 

when diagnosed with throat cancer and dying shortly afterward.  He held distinctly 

Unionist views throughout his life but he was sometimes frustrated with the inability 

of the Ulster Unionist leadership to take a longer or wider view of their local struggle 

and make compromises in an Imperial context.  Ulster Unionists did not always 

understand Law’s complex religious and cultural identity: 

Both James Craig and Bonar Law shared, with the Irish Presbyterian Church, a number 

of assumptions which affected their behaviour, were - in some circumstances - 

deferential to its leaders and paid some attention to its representations to them.  The 

influence of the Church in this way however, was indirect and uncertain.  There was 

no sense in which either Craig or Law felt constrained to obey or even, if truth be told, 

to move their policies at all in response to the institutional Church unless it happened 
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to suit them.   

3. Thomas Sinclair. 

Thomas Sinclair, born in Belfast in 1838, never sought election to public office and, 

yet, he was a key figure in the Ulster Unionist leadership; at the centre of the Ulster 

Unionist campaign.113  He was the most important Ulster Unionist who was also an 

ordained leader of any of the Irish Churches during the Ulster Crisis, being a ruling 

elder and Clerk of Session in the Duncairn congregation in north Belfast.114  From 

1867 until his death in 1914 he also acted as Hon. Treasurer and Hon. Secretary of the 

- Presbyterian - Seaman’s Friend Society, in succession to his father.  This Society 

worked primarily through a mission known as ‘The Seaman’s Bethel’115 in an unusual, 

symbiotic relationship with Sinclair Seaman’s Church in Corporation Square,116 

whose Meeting House had been built in memory of Sinclair’s uncle, John.117 

Sinclair was very wealthy, a wholesale ‘provender merchant’ and ship-owner, part of 

the firm of J & T Sinclair of Tomb Street which had been founded by his father.  He 

represented a particular strand of Presbyterian thought, greatly influenced by the 

experience of ‘revival’ in 1859 and plugged into the late Victorian evangelical world 

in a way that more traditional Presbyterians were not.118 

He had become involved in Liberal Party politics and, in opposition to the leading 

minister of the time, Henry Cooke, had worked for and supported the disestablishment 

                                                             
113Graham Walker, 1996.  ‘Thomas Sinclair: Presbyterian Liberal Unionist’ in Richard English and 

Graham Walker (eds.), Unionism in Modern Ireland, (Basingstoke, 1996). pp.19–40. p.36 
114David Murphy, ‘Thomas Sinclair:  Home Rule and Covenant.’ in Bulletin of the Presbyterian 

Historical Society of Ireland 36, (2012). pp.1–13. p.2. 
115Which had formerly been a joint work of the Churches of England and Scotland. 
116Belfast Newsletter, 23 May 1882. p.7. 
117Northern Whig, 9 February 1915. p.10. 
118Graham Walker, Thomas Sinclair…  p.20. 



113 
 

of the Church of Ireland in 1870.  He told a Liberal Party meeting in support of the - 

ultimately successful - parliamentary candidacy of the Presbyterian, Thomas McClure, 

that: 

He asks the country to maintain among us a politically ascendant 

Church, and to declare that its Erastianism is the brightest jewel in the 

British Crown … now, gentlemen, we demand a policy for Ireland 

which will deal honestly with her wrongs; and we want that policy to be 

devised and carried out by honest men.119 

Once a personal supporter and admirer of W.E. Gladstone, he instantly rejected the 

proposal for Home Rule, telling a Liberal Unionist Conference in London on 8 

December 1886 that:  

… to us the maintenance of the legislative Union is not a question of 

mere speculative interest; it is a question that most intimately touched 

out lives, our property, and our personal liberties (hear, hear).120 

Sinclair seconded the resolution opposing Home Rule at the 1886 Special General 

Assembly and became President of the Ulster Liberal Unionists Association.  He 

retained his radical political opinions throughout his life, but his Unionism was ardent.  

His contribution to the Unionist Convention in Belfast in June 1892 was ‘…notable 

for the pledge of civil disobedience and passive resistance in the event of a Dublin 

Parliament being imposed on them’.121  In 1909 he spoke publicly, approving 

measures in the Liberal budget of that year which had been rejected by the Ulster 

Unionist Council.  He was mentioned by the Liberal Chancellor, David Lloyd George, 

who hopefully suggested that his position revealed a split within Ulster Unionism: 

…it is no inconsiderable sign of the times when a Conservative agent 

declares that he is ‘strongly in favour of the present Budget’ and ‘glad 

to notice that for the first time the rich man is having to contribute his 

proper share towards the national expenditure … our contemporary 
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refers to the action of Mr. Thomas Sinclair, secretary of the Lisburn 

Constitutional Association’.122 

 

As a forthright opponent of both Anglican establishment and the acceptance by his 

own Church of state endowments, it was natural that he would vigorously reject the 

prospective establishment of Catholicism in a Home Rule Ireland. Sinclair made it 

clear that he saw ‘... the Catholic Church as the insatiable power behind the scenes 

ensuring that the new parliament do its bidding’.123 

He was a strong believer in the idiosyncratic Irish Presbyterian view of the eldership, 

that ruling and teaching elders occupied the same office and differed only in function.  

He expressed this view robustly in a pamphlet: The Office and Work of the Ruling 

Elder in 1905.124  There is evidence that others holding this view intended to exalt him 

to the highest place of honour in the Church.  In the Northern Whig of 31 December 

1904 an article appeared in the ‘Ecclesiastical News’ column, reporting that: 

 A Dublin contemporary learns that steps are being taken amongst 

representative members of the General Assembly of the Irish 

Presbyterian Church to endeavour to have a layman appointed as 

Moderator next year.125 

The proposal came to nothing, apparently due to Sinclair’s refusal to be a candidate.  

At the General Assembly of 1917 the 1903 Moderator, Rev. John MacDermott, told 

the Assembly that: ’He believed the time was when the Assembly was willing to offer 

the chair to the late Right Hon. Thomas Sinclair who in declining the office, said he 

did not make any statement as to the principle underneath it’.126 

He was unusual for a person of such prominence in the Church, holding such 
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pronounced evangelical views in his absence from the platforms of temperance 

organisations, his lack of prominent involvement in the Presbyterian Temperance 

Union or in Catch-my-Pal. His view of his own office within the ordained leadership 

of the Church led him to oppose challenges from the extreme wing of the temperance 

movement to the creation of a united, clear Presbyterian position on the Union.   

In 1912 James Craig was asked to draw up a document embodying Ulster’s rejection 

of Home Rule and binding those who signed together in a common cause.127  Craig 

was, as we have seen, no theologian and it was Sinclair who is widely credited with 

composing the text of the Ulster Solemn League and Covenant by which Unionists 

pledged to resist Home Rule.  

The Ulster-born Conservative MP, Ronald McNeill, wrote that Thomas Sinclair 

devised the text and that: ‘it was under his hand that the Ulster Covenant took what 

was … its final shape’.128  Graham Walker argues that:  

In view of its impact as a statement of solemn and binding intent and as 

the subject of a massive show of strength and resolve, the Covenant 

amounted to something of a hi-jack of the Unionist identity by one 

tradition.129   

 

The final form of the Covenant was altered at the last moment at the insistence of the 

Moderator and his legal advisor, Alexander McDowell.  As a result, a formula of 

‘…words were introduced which declared the pledge to be binding ‘throughout this 

time of threatened calamity,’ and its purpose to be ‘the defeat of the present 

conspiracy’.130  Sinclair told a ‘Great Demonstration at Enniskillen’ on 18 September 

that on the following Saturday: 
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… we shall take a step unprecedented in British history since the 

Covenanting times of our Scottish forefathers, that is to say we shall 

then subscribe our name to a Covenant in which we shall in effect 

mutually pledge ourselves to carry out what the resolution now before 

us describes as the memorable ‘resolve of the Ulster Convention- We 

will not have Home Rule’ (Loud cheers).131 

On Ulster Day, 28 September 1912, over 450,000 men and women pledged themselves 

to oppose Home Rule by signing the Covenant.  While Nicola Morris calculates that: 

The number of Presbyterian ministers who signed the Ulster Covenant 

was 345, a comparatively modest 63 percent of those active in the 

province … it appears that Presbyterian clergy were surprisingly 

reticent to append their names to a political document132   

 

this, accurate, observation counts only ministers and not ruling elders.   The true 

proportion of the Presbyterian ordained leadership which signed the Covenant is 

unknowable. 

Thomas Sinclair died in February 1914 by which time his influence on Irish 

Presbyterianism had been immense and his influence over Ulster Unionism had been 

almost as great. Sinclair’s contribution during the Ulster crisis was distinctively 

Presbyterian in both a cultural and a theological sense and the Scottish and 

Presbyterian character of that campaign was largely his work.   

His death occurred before the outbreak of the Great War and, obviously, before its 

implications were known but the very different character of the Unionist campaigns at 

the end of the war and in the 1920s was at least partly due to his absence from it. 
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4.  Other influential Presbyterians. 

Many other Presbyterians were first and second tier leaders and rank-and-file 

Unionists.  Hugh Pollock, later Minister of Finance was a member of May Street and 

his son was married to the daughter of the minister.  He convened the Committee on 

the State of the Country in the General Assembly post-war.   He was, at least once, a 

conduit through which the Moderator of the General Assembly made representations 

to Craig in a Cabinet meeting, though Pollock declined to support the representations 

himself.133  Craig described him, after his death, as ‘… the man, perhaps, more 

responsible than anyone else for the establishment of the Constitution here’.134   

Other members of the Presbyterian ordained leadership of the Church within the 

Unionist leadership  included A.L. Horner, MP for South Tyrone from 1910 to 1916 

from the Dublin Congregation of Ormond Quay.135  H.T. Barrie, MP for North 

Londonderry from 1906 to 1922, later Chairman of the Ulster group at the Irish 

Convention in 1917 was part of a persistent ruling elder’s faction in the General 

Assembly representing a variety of congregations, such as Bellasis near Virginia in 

County Cavan.136  His home congregation was First Coleraine.137  He was very 

prominent Freemason, a supporter of women’s suffrage and, being a Scot himself, 

spent a good deal of time campaigning in Scotland. 138   Samuel Cunningham, a ruling 

elder in Rosemary Street which he ‘attended with unfailing regularity’139 had been at  

Merchiston with Craig and was Chairman of the Northern Whig newspaper.  He was 
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the long-term Convenor of the General Assembly’s Board of Finance and was a rich, 

powerful second rank Unionist leader with extensive, Presbyterian connections.140   

Less prominent Presbyterian Unionists included Rev. Robert Corkey and Rev. Robert 

Moore. Corkey was a Professor at the Assembly’s College and was to become Minister 

for Education during 1943-44.141  Moore, the minister of Ringsend in County 

Londonderry was also to serve in the Northern Ireland Cabinet, for 17 years, between 

1943 and 1960, as Minister of Agriculture.142 

Rev Robert J. Patterson, founder of the Catch-my-Pal total abstinence society was not 

a member of the Unionist leadership but had an important, indirect influence over it 

by creating a social alliance between non-Catholic Churches around the issue of 

temperance which, in spite of the opposition of its most prominent activists, facilitated 

a political alliance of the non-Catholic Churches around Unionism. The explosive 

growth and non-denominational Protestantism of Catch-my-Pal was important in the 

fabrication of a ‘two-community’ narrative which was both expedient and necessary 

if the Union was to be preserved.  The much more diverse reality of three, five, ten 

smaller non-Catholic communities was pushed to one side 

The question of: ‘to what degree were these members of the Presbyterian ordained 

leadership responsive to the will of the institutional Church in their public lives?’ is 

not easy to answer.  Like Craig, their culture and their assumptions about the world 

were thoroughly Presbyterian; unlike Craig they were members of the ordained 

leadership of the Church. That aspect of Irish Presbyterian political culture described 
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as ‘disputatious’ by K.A. Miller143 and as ‘Presbyterian cantankerousness’ by Andrew 

Holmes144 but which might be described with more cultural appropriateness as 

‘carnaptiousness’145 makes the direct influence of the institutional Church difficult to 

quantify.  However, looking back, the Ulster Unionist campaign during the Ulster 

crisis appears Presbyterian in character to us, now, because it was actually 

Presbyterian in character to them, then.   

ix. Identity and Ideology: The Presbyterian character of Ulster 

Unionism. 

Andrew Scholes has shown that the Church of Ireland provided most of the venues for 

Ulster Day services and that their more visible ordained leadership took a more visible 

role in Unionist Clubs. What did the Presbyterian Church distinctively bring to the 

Unionist grand coalition?  Above all it brought a distinctively Ulster identity.  As the 

only one of the three principal Irish denominations never to have persecuted members 

of the other two, this identity was potentially free of the taint of ascendency.  Coming 

from a Church which had suffered under the penal laws, it was potentially free of the 

taint of the penal era.  It was sufficiently flexible to be assumed by any Ulsterman, 

regardless of ethnic or religious background.  Rev. W.F. Marshall had begun as a 

Liberal Unionist student but by 1914 was hiding UVF munitions in his manse at 

Aughnacloy,146   He expressed something of this flexible identity in his poem, The 

Twain: 
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 Thistle and Rose, they twined them close 

When their fathers crossed the sea, 

And they dyed them red, the live and the dead,  

In the land where the lint grows free; 

Where the blue-starred lint grows free, 

Here in the Northern Sun,  

Till His way was plain, He led the Twain, 

And he forged them into One.147 

James Craig’s biographer minimised Craig’s Presbyterian religion but claimed for him 

the designation: ‘Ulster-Scot’.148   Presbyterian, Ulster-Scots identity was inclusive; 

not a matter of birth or of nature but something that could be assumed.    This flexible, 

universally applicable identity was intended to assert Presbyterian Scottishness but 

also to attract converts who could, if they wished, clothe themselves in the same 

Scottishness.  This was a valuable asset to a Unionism struggling to direct the loose 

alliance of the non-Catholic population of Ulster, massively diverse as it was in its 

religion. 

A practical application of this flexible identity to Unionism is shown in a speech given 

by Andrew Horner MP to two thousand Ulster expatriates in Glasgow in October 

1910.  Born in Limavady, Horner’s career as a King’s Council meant that he lived in 

Dublin and was described in his obituary as ‘a ruling elder’ in Ormond Quay.149   

In bygone days, the bleak Northern province of Ireland was peopled by 

those hardy and industrious Scots who laid the foundations of her 

present prosperity.  From them a race had sprung in which all the 

frugality, perseverance, self-reliance and initiative of the Scot had been 

tempered by contact with the vivacity, imagination, impulsiveness and 

the less practical but nevertheless estimable qualities of the Irishman.150 

 

                                                             
147W.F. Marshall, Livin’ in Drumlister:  The Collected Ballads and Verses of W.F. Marshall. (Belfast, 

1991). p.65. 
148St. John Ervine, Craigavon Ulsterman … p.2. 
149Dublin Daily Express, 27 January 1916. p.5. 
150Belfast Newsletter, 7 October 1910. p.9. 
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x. Securing the base: Irish Presbyterianism and Irish Anglicanism. 

 

The stronghold of Ulster Protestantism has always been the Presbyterian 

Church, rooted in the Scottish reformation and containing close and 

continuous contact with Scotland.151 

 

In The Church of Ireland and the Third Home Rule Bill, Andrew Scholes uses this 

statement, attributed to T.W. Moody as a foil against which he argues that, actually, 

the Church of Ireland was the stronghold of Unionism at the time.  Many contemporary 

Presbyterians would be happy for this to have been the case and, in fact, Scholes’s has 

showed decisively that:  

The organisational importance of Church of Ireland clergy eclipsed that 

of their Presbyterian counterparts: they outnumbered Presbyterian 

[ministers] in positions of leadership in Unionist Clubs.152 

As always, only teaching elders are counted.  Presbyterians, with their membership 

and attention centred on Ulster had a more clear-cut interest in the success of the 

Unionist campaign than the Church of Ireland with its more geographically dispersed 

membership.  This meant that Presbyterian ministers had a selfish interest in flattering 

and appeasing their Episcopalian neighbours.  More reflective contemporary Anglican 

Unionists were aware of this and acknowledged that ‘The Church of Ireland has, 

indeed, peculiar dangers to meet; but her members can fully join in the protest of the 

Presbyterian Church, which echoes the fears of every Irish Protestant’.153  The 

different theoretical views of the two Churches regarding their property may itself 

have made Church of Ireland buildings more likely to be used on formal occasions. 

                                                             
151T.W. Moody, ‘The Social History of Modern Ulster’ In Ulster since 1800: A Political and 

Economic Survey, T.W. Moody and J.C. Beckett (eds.) (London, 1954). 
152Andrew Scholes, The Church of Ireland and the Third Home Rule Bill. (Dublin, 2010). (conclusion 

p. 4). 
153Anon, ‘The Church of Ireland and Home Rule’ in The Irish Church Quarterly, 5 (18), (1912).  

pp.97-116. p.116. 
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To the Church of Ireland, a ‘Church’ building is a consecrated space at the centre of 

communal religious life; to Presbyterians it is a place for the Church to sit in out of 

the rain while at worship, theologically it is just a ‘Meeting House’.  An average 

Church of Ireland minister may simply have wanted important community meetings 

to be in his Church building more than his average Presbyterian fellow-worker while 

the Presbyterian, with a clearer selfish interest in the success of the campaign, will 

have had every reason to indulge his Church of Ireland colleague. 

This explanation proposes a repeated local expression of the Presbyterian self-interest 

which moved the Unionist leader on the ground, the Presbyterian Craig, to orchestrate 

a personality cult around the Parliamentary leader and chief spokesman, the Anglican 

Carson. 154  A local realisation of a fact referred to by Scholes:  that for Unionists, 

English Conservatives were the most important external group - and they were 

overwhelmingly Anglican.  The unequivocal endorsement of the Church of Ireland 

was urgently necessary; both more important to the success of the Unionist campaign 

in Great Britain than that of the Presbyterians and, because of the geographical spread 

of the Church of Ireland’s membership, more difficult to obtain.155   

In order to obtain that endorsement, the Unionist leadership knew that it had to be 

sensitive to the psychological damage done by disestablishment forty years before; a 

traumatic event which had occurred during the career of the Church of Ireland’s most 

senior ordained leaders.  It was always necessary for them to believe themselves 

leaders rather than followers; hosts rather than guests. The Church of Ireland played a 

vitally important part in the campaign, but they were not, perhaps, so important as they 

were encouraged to believe. 

                                                             
154Andrew Gailey, ‘King Carson: An Essay on the Invention of Leadership.’ in Irish Historical 

Studies, no. 30: 117, 2004.  p.66. 
155Andrew Scholes, Church of Ireland …  p.157. 
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xi.  Taking the war to the Enemy: Irish and Scottish Presbyterians. 

It was very desirable that Scottish Presbyterians be persuaded to side with Unionism 

and this was among the explicit objectives of the Presbyterian Unionist Convention of 

February 1912.  Many Irish Presbyterian leaders had family, Church and business 

connections to Scotland, and they knew that the priorities of Scottish Presbyterians 

were quite different to their own.  In different times, many of them had shared that 

radical, pro-Liberal tendency themselves. 

Unionists ‘recognized that the Union could only be preserved for as long as the 

legislature was willing to preserve it’.156  This required a strategy to minimize the pro-

Home Rule faction in the House of Commons.157  Scottish Parliamentary seats were 

an important component of any Liberal majority in Parliament and since the first Home 

Rule Crisis in 1886 Irish Unionists had conducted an insurgent political campaign in 

Scotland.  Beginning from the fringes of Scottish politics,158 this campaign aimed to 

chip away at establishment Liberalism.  It argued that Scottish Presbyterians should 

subordinate their local concerns to the common, cultural and constitutional cause with 

Irish Presbyterians. These arguments were rejected by members of the Scottish 

establishment like the Liberal, Lord Rosebery: 

 

I cannot understand why these 1,200,000 Protestants, mainly of Scotch 

descent, are afraid of throwing in their lot with the population of which 

they form one fourth … I do not believe in those bloodthirsty 

theologians who come forward with their Shorter Catechism in one hand 

and their revolver in the other (laughter and loud cheers).159 

 

                                                             
156Peter Dunn, ‘Forsaking Their Own Flesh and Blood? Ulster Unionism, Scotland and Home Rule 
1886-1914.’ in Irish Historical Studies 37 (146), (2010). pp.203–20. p.205. 
157Alvin Jackson, The Ulster Party: Irish Unionists in the House of Commons 1884-1911. (Oxford, 

1989). p.4. 
158D. C. Savage, ‘The Origins of the Ulster Unionist Party. 1885-6.’ in Irish Historical Studies 12, 

(47), (1961).  pp.185–208. p.196. 
159Glasgow Herald, 18 June 1886. p.4. 
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Using all the resources at its disposal, the Presbyterian Unionist campaign sought to 

tap a different traditional aspect of eighteenth century Scottish Presbyterianism which 

the Liberals had apparently abandoned, when a ‘cross-border unionist mentality 

developed among Presbyterians, allying some Scots with English dissenters in pursuit 

of a more tolerant, whiggish political culture’.160  The campaign had made modest 

progress but this had been reversed by the ‘Liberal Landslide’ General Election of 

1906 when the Liberals’ took fifty-eight of  the seventy parliamentary seats in Scotland 

while Conservatives and Liberal Unionists held only ten.161  Two General Elections 

later, in December 1910, the Liberal Party lost their majority in the House of 

Commons but retained all 58 of their seats in Scotland.  Conservatives and Liberal 

Unionists actually lost three of those they had held in 1906.162     

The Liberals moved to counter the Irish Presbyterian appeal to the Scots.  The Home 

Rule Bill was accompanied in April 1912 by two other Bills which were expected to 

be made law using the Parliament Act.  One was to disestablish the Episcopalian 

Church of Wales,163  a concession to Welsh non-Conformists and English anti-

establishmentarians.  The other was a law enacting ‘local option’ in Scotland, allowing 

localities to vote on prohibition within their bounds.  Although the Temperance 

(Scotland) Act 1913 has been replaced by more recent legislation it remains a 

constitutionally significant Act as it provided for the first use of referendums in UK 

law.164  It was explicitly intended to please just the constituency to which Irish 

                                                             
160Alistair Raffe, ‘1707, 2007 and the Unionist Turn in Scottish History.’ in The Historical Journal 53 

(4), (2006). pp.1071–83. p.1075. 
161Laurence Goldman, ‘The General Election of 1906’ in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography. 

(https://doi-org.queens.ezp1.qub.ac.uk/10.1093/ref:odnb/95348) (2 January 2019). 
162Ibid. 
163The Welsh Church Act (1914), (http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/Geo5/4-5/91/contents) (1 

February 2019). 
164Graham John Wheeler, 2017. ‘Referendums That Time Forgot.’ In U.K. Constitutional Law 

Association, (2017) (https://ukconstitutionallaw.org/2017/02/17/graham-john-wheeler-referendums-

that-time-forgot/) (2 February 2019). 
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Presbyterians were appealing in Scotland.  The Nationalist newspaper, The Freeman’s 

Journal understood this and told its readers that: 

As showing the skill with which the Ministerial programme has been 

arranged it is worthy of note that the first of the Bills which will be sent 

up to the House of Lords will probably be the Scottish Temperance Bill 

… whatever Ulster temperance reformers may do, Scottish temperance 

reformers are not likely to accept meekly a rebuff of that kind for the 

sake of the Orange minority.165 

 

The Act excited Ulster prohibitionists too.  Elizabeth Rentoul wrote to the East Belfast 

Ladies Unionist Association in December 1912, damning the reluctance of Ulster 

Unionists to vote for radical legislation.    The Nationalist Derry Journal expressed its 

hope that: ‘the anxieties and heart twinges of the Unionist Ladies Association – so 

deeply concerned – for the sacred cause of Temperance must surely be solaced by the 

foregoing sustaining intimation’.166 

In the face of this assault from the Liberal Party, far from being ‘simplistically 

naïve’,167 the Irish Presbyterian approach seems to have been both clear-sighted and 

carefully planned.  No Unionist meeting in any little Scottish town need go without an 

eminent Irish Presbyterian speaker.168  No pro-Nationalist letter in a Scottish local 

newspaper went unanswered by an ‘Irish Presbyterian’ or an ‘Ulster-Scot’.  

Presbyterian Unionists swarmed over Scotland and urged their friends, family and 

sympathizers into action.   Newspaper coverage in Ulster alternated between hurt 

condemnation of anti-Unionist Scots, uplifting stories about Scottish ‘radicals’ 

converted by their Unionist families or workmates, and appeals to Unionists to use all 

their power to make Scottish family, friends and acquaintances see the light. In its 

                                                             
165Freeman’s Journal, 7 October 1912.  p.6. 
166Derry Journal 4 December 1912. p.4. 
167Graham Walker, ‘The Irish Presbyterian Anti-Home Rule Convention of 1912.’ in Studies: An Irish 

Quarterly Review 86, (34), (1997), pp.71–77. p.73. 
168Scotsman 23 September 1913. p.6. 
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edition of 2 February 1912, The Witness made: 

 

…a special appeal to the Scottish Presbyterians not to desert the 

descendants of those who were sent over to plant Ulster’ to the mercy 

of ‘…those who threaten them with the strong arm because they are true 

to Scottish traditions, Scottish religion and Scottish association.169 

 

The campaign was relatively successful, given the inauspicious conditions and even 

on the unfertile ground of dissenting Presbyterian Churches.  Before the end of the 

year the Church of Scotland Presbyteries of Aberdeen,170 Dundee,171 Turriff,172 and 

Glasgow,173 the Commission of the General Assembly of the Free Church of 

Scotland174 and the Glasgow Presbytery of the United Free Church of Scotland175 had 

passed anti-Home Rule resolutions. The General Assembly of the Church of Scotland 

in May 1912 heard the ‘lively and humorous’ appeal of the Irish Presbyterian delegate 

- the Rev. J. McIlwrath176 of Newtownards - that: 

…blood is thicker than water, and you will not conspire with our 

bitterest foes to drive us from under the sheltering folds of the British 

flag under which we were born. 

 

 ‘A thunder of applause left no doubt as to the attitude of the General Assembly’.177  

On the motion of Dr. Pearson McAdam Muir, minister of Glasgow Cathedral, the 

Assembly unanimously approved an overture ‘expressing sympathy’ with Irish 

Presbyterians in the ‘present crisis’ and ‘impressing upon the members of the Church 

of Scotland the vital importance of the questions raised, affecting as they do the 

                                                             
169The Witness, 2 February 1912. p.4. 
170Aberdeen Press and Journal, 25 September 1912.  p.7. 
171Dundee Courier, 3 October 1912. p.6. 
172Aberdeen Press and Journal, 31 July 1912. p.7. 
173Northern Whig, 29 February 1912. p.9. 
174The Scotsman, 7 March 1912. p.11. 
175The Scotsman 24 November 1912. p.10. 
176Dundee Courier, 23 May 1912. p.7. 
177Aberdeen Press and Journal, 23 May 1912. p.5. 
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religious and civil liberties of a large body of their fellow subjects’.178 

A tercentenary event was held by the Presbyterian Historical Society in the Assembly 

Hall on 3 June 1913.  One of the four guest speakers was the distinguished historian, 

Rev. Donald MacMillan, minister of Kelvinhaugh in Glasgow.179    He told the 

gathering that: 

I find that in your time of trouble the Church of Scotland was your truest 

friend.  In the time of your greatest distress she never failed you, nor 

will she fail you again should the crisis which seems imminent and 

threatening ever take place. Through her General Assembly she has 

already voiced her determination to stand by you and to make your 

quarrel her own.180 

In 1919 John Buchan, later Unionist MP for the Combined Scottish Universities and 

an elder in the United Free Church of Scotland, put these words into the mouth of a 

fictional Glasgow trades unionist, Andrew Amos, in his novel Mr. Standfast: 

I mind the day when I followed Mr. Gladstone’s Home Rule policy and 

used to threep about the noble, generous, warm-hearted sister nation 

held in foreign bondage.  My Goad!  I’m not speakin’ about Ulster, 

which is a dour, ill-natured den, but our own folk all the same.  But the 

men that will not do a hand’s turn to help the war and take the chance 

of our necessities to set up a bawbee rebellion are hateful to God and 

man.181 

 

Although the initial response from Scotland was encouraging rather than 

overwhelming, the Presbyterian Unionist campaign began a rapid progress of 

Conservative politics in Scotland.182  After the union of the Conservative and Liberal 

Unionist Parties to become the Scottish Unionist Party – the ‘Union’ in the name was 

                                                             
178The Scotsman, 31 May 1912. p.10. 
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Ireland, (Belfast, 1913).  pp.5-10. p.10. 
181John Buchan, Mr. Standfast. (London, 1919). p.30.  
182Richard J. Finlay, A Partnership for Good?  Scottish Politics and the Union since 1800. 

(Edinburgh, 1997). pp.10-20. 
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that of Great Britain with Ireland, not of Scotland with England -  in 1912 the Unionist 

vote expanded hugely.  Post-war, other issues such as tariff reform and Empire 

preference became more important than Ulster but the rise of the Unionist Party 

continued.  In the 1931 General Election Unionists won 49.5% of the Scottish vote 

and took fifty of the seventy-four Scottish seats.183  The National Liberals, allies of the 

Unionists, won eight184 seats while the Liberal Party, which had enjoyed so stable a 

majority in Scotland in the first decade of the twentieth century also won eight seats.185 

Although Ulster had faded from view by this time, the Irish Presbyterian campaign of 

1910-1914 had kick-started the Scottish Unionist machine into life. 

xii. Conclusion. 

During the Ulster crisis, a distinctly novel approach became necessary to preserve the 

unity of the Church.  A majority of the Presbyterian leadership wished to create a 

united, progressive Presbyterian front within the Ulster Unionist movement, and it was 

also very desirable that the Church should present a united, progressive, Presbyterian 

Unionist front to Scottish Churches whose interests were ill-aligned to theirs.  Even a 

minimally successful campaign by Unionists in Scotland raised the, to them, glittering 

prospect of curbing the pro-Home Rule majority in the House of Commons.                                                                                                                       

The solution was for the ruling eldership to take ownership of the process by 

organising a Presbyterian Convention, open to most Presbyterian men.  In the 

Convention control of the agenda and the conduct of business was removed from 

Church bureaucrats and this eliminated opportunities for single-issue social 

campaigners to hijack the debate. The resulted was a much more forthright and less 

                                                             
183Forty-eight Constituency seats out of seventy-one and two of the three University seats. 
184Seven Constituency seats and the final University seat. 
185Feargal McGuinness, UK Election Statistics: 1918-2012. (London, 2012). p.11.  
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conditional endorsement of Ulster Unionism than had ever been possible before.  The 

most important influence of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland over the Ulster crisis 

was, simply, its wholehearted endorsement of the Unionist cause and of the course of 

action taken by the Unionist leadership.  A Presbyterian seeking moral guidance from 

his minister or from the Kirk Session of his Church will, in most cases, have been left 

in no doubt at all about the moral rectitude of resisting the Government, military 

training, the illegal importation, storage and handling of arms or, arguably, armed 

insurrection. 

The endorsement of ministers and ruling elders, from the Moderator of the General 

Assembly to the farthest fringes of the Church in Ulster, was accompanied by the 

enthusiastic involvement of Presbyterian ruling elders and teaching elders at all levels 

within the Unionist organisation.  They ranged from Thomas Sinclair as a ‘Special 

Commissioner’, one of the ‘Council of Five’ of the Ulster Provisional Government, in 

Craigavon House late at night plotting the importation of arms on a vast scale, to the 

young William Marshall hiding a box of ammunition in his manse on the road to 

Caledon out of Aughnacloy early one spring morning.  The Church used all its 

influence; Bonar Law the Conservative leader and James Craig the Unionist second-

in-command may not always have been very responsive to the Church but their 

assumptions and attitudes were conditioned by it and they were, at least, open to 

suggestions by its leaders. 

The Church’s complicity in the fabrication of a ‘two-community’ model in Ulster was 

important to the solidarity of the non-Catholic population in spite of all their diversity 

of theology and self-interest.  The fabrication of this model was made easier by the 

friendly contacts between ordained Church leaders at all levels which had been 

initiated over the previous few years by the Catch-my-Pal movement and its 
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charismatic leader, Rev Robert Patterson.  Bishops presided over meetings in the 

Presbyterian Assembly Hall and preached from Presbyterian pulpits.  Presbyterian 

ministers were invited to preach in Church of Ireland Churches, something 

unthinkable only a very short time before, in the unifying, sacred cause of temperance. 

This set a precedent which was simply followed when it came to services for Unionist 

Clubs and U.V.F. companies. Local Presbyterian ministers and Kirk Sessions, 

knowing that the good-offices of their Church of Ireland neighbours was essential to 

the success of the Unionist campaign in England were indulgent towards their need to 

believe that they were the premier Church in Ulster, even if they were no more the 

established Church of Ireland, and this sensitivity was helpful in creating unity. 

The scrupulous insertion of conditional terms into the Ulster Covenant at the insistence 

of the senior leadership of Irish Presbyterianism in 1912 created a context in which 

Unionist leaders during the Great War were able to feel released from their Covenantal 

commitment to nine-county exclusion.  This allowed them to be more flexible in their 

approach to Home Rule than would otherwise have been the case.   

The most important indirect influence of the Church over the Unionist campaign in 

Ulster was the distinctive, flexible Ulster-Scots identity which it had fostered for its 

own reasons over the previous five decades and which was wide enough and broad 

enough to be assumed by any Ulsterman, whatever their religious beliefs or ethnic 

background.  The distinctively Scottish, Presbyterian form of protest chosen by the 

Presbyterian leaders of Ulster Unionism was not obnoxious to those from other, 

different denominations because it was part of an identity deliberately crafted so as 

not to exclude them.   

This Ulster-Scots identity, along with the close contacts which Irish Presbyterians had 
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with Scots Presbyterians allowed them to launch an intensive Unionist campaign in 

Scotland, where the self-interests of many were very poorly aligned with Ulster 

Unionism.  In spite of the Liberal appeal to the same constituency, in particular by 

bribing them with a Temperance Act, the Presbyterian campaign bore some fruit 

initially and played an important part starting the Unionist Party in Scotland on a path 

which led to explosive growth and stunning electoral success within two decades.  At 

the time of its greatest success, the Scottish Unionist movement had relegated Ulster 

far behind other issues but the Irish Presbyterian campaign of 1910-1914 had roused 

it into life in the first place.   

Without the almost unanimous, wholehearted involvement of the Presbyterian Church 

in Ireland and of its ordained leadership the Ulster Unionist movement would have 

been unable to create the community solidarity in a diverse non-Catholic population 

which it needed to pursue its aims and to achieve, ultimately, partial success which 

satisfied most Ulster Unionists in a changed world, after the Great War. 
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Chapter 6.  The Holy War 1914-1919. 

The great shambles of the world war did not take place without the 

blessing of priests.  Chaplains of all armies prayed and celebrated 

drumhead masses for victory for the side whose bread they ate … 

throughout all Europe people went to the slaughter like cattle, driven 

there not only by butcher Emperors, Kings and other potentates and 

generals, but also by priests of all confessions.1 

 

i. Introduction. 

What influence did the Presbyterian Church in Ireland have in the Great War?  How 

did its institutional activity affect events?  Did it ministers drive its people ‘to the 

slaughter like cattle’ soliciting God for the victory of ‘the side whose bread they ate’? 

Some Presbyterians saw the war as a providential deliverance from civil war in 

Ireland.  Those who had enjoyed fellowship with German and Hungarian reformed 

Christians or who had been educated at German universities saw war between the two 

nations as the ‘greatest tragedy of history’.  Others regretted that the Victorian dream 

of a permanent alliance between Britain and Germany, cemented by ties of royal blood 

had ended in such a way.2   Nevertheless, the Church leadership quickly adopted an 

intensely patriotic view.  It was a struggle in which God’s covenant people were bound 

together in sacrifice; a Crusade of unadulterated good against unqualified evil.   

The Presbyterian missionary Amy Carmichael considered war and faith in her poem, 

The Covenant which implicitly links Christian self-sacrifice to the sacrifice of Christ:   

‘O God the Lord, who showed the light,  

Forever be that sin abhorred,  

That drew us from our Sovereign Lord,  

Take Sacrifice, take cord,  

And bind unto the Altar’s horns, that which is  

Thine – yea, all of me’.3  

                                                             
1Jaroslav Hasek, The good soldier Sveijk and his fortunes in the World War, (London, 1974) p. 126. 
2P. Fleming, ‘The politics of marriage among non-Catholic European Royalty’, Current Anthropology 

14, (1973). pp.231–249. p.37. 
3Amy Carmichael, ‘The Covenant’ in Dohnavur Songs. Madras, (1920). p. 12. 



133 
 

 Less subtly, Rev. Prof. J. Laurence ‘Fighting Larry’ Rentoul, son of an Irish manse 

and one of the Chaplains-General of the Australian Army wrote in Battle Oath of 

Clansmen, sometimes quoted in the death notices of the Australian fallen: 

By the great white throne of Judgement,  

By the rifle and the sword,  

By the bayonet’s clean cold glitter in the  

Glance of God the Lord,  

Never will we tire of struggle 

Nor our hands grow slack from fight,  

‘Till we crush Wrong’s hell-girt empire and  

Avenge the cause of Right.4  

 

This view was widely shared, as the Witness editorialised in July 1916: ‘we believe 

the nation’s call and God’s call are one’.5 

ii. A greater crisis – Ulster, Home Rule and the Great War. 

Two days before the outbreak of war, on 2 August 1914 at a service for the 

Ballymoghan U.V.F. in Union Road, Magherafelt, Rev. E. Ritchie told the Volunteers 

that: 

Owing to the war cloud they were content for a season to waive their 

domestic variance, remembering only that they were citizens of the 

British Empire, and their prayer was that God would bestow upon them 

the valour of Faith in face of impeding war.6 

At the next service for the mid-Ulster U.V.F. in First Cookstown the Rev. Robert 

Hyndman preached from Psalm 73:16-17: ‘When I thought to know this, it was too 

painful for me, until I went into the sanctuary of God; then understood I’. 

…addressing the Ulster Volunteers especially … he asked them … to 

refrain from doing anything which would stain their honour or 

embarrass the nation.  As to offering their services to the Empire, it 

                                                             
4J.L. Rentoul, ‘Battle-Oath of Clansmen’ in At Vancouver’s Well and Other Poems of North and 

South. (London, 1917).  p.131. 
5The Witness, 14 July 1916. p.7. 
6Mid-Ulster Mail, 8 August 1914. p.8. 
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required no words from any man to tell the sons of Ulster what to do.7 

The use of the term ‘the present crisis’ echoed the time-limited commitment of the 

Ulster Covenant.  Some within the Church already saw the crisis to which the 

Covenant was limited as being over, superseded by a greater crisis.  As the war went 

on, there was a new willingness to put the nine-county commitments of the Covenant 

aside and to consider the exclusion from a Home Rule Ireland of four, five or six 

counties.   

A ‘four-county’ exclusion had already been proposed, from an Irish Presbyterian 

perspective, in the pamphlet Ulster on its Own, or An Easy Way with Ireland published 

in January 1912.  

It is fully time that the Presbyterians of Ulster were rid of the ‘Manchus’ 

and their braggart ‘Banner Men’ who have sucked Ireland as dry as ‘the 

palace gang’ did China in the past and it will be a fortunate day for N.E. 

Ulster that sees Belfast installed – as many of us hope – as the fitting 

Capital of a free, prosperous and contented Federal State.8  

 

The Church had been forthright in its defence of constitutional rights during the Ulster 

crisis, but it acquiesced without a word in the confiscation of those rights by the 

Defence of the Realm Act 1914 and its subsequent revisions.  In its final form the Act 

granted the Government very wide powers to direct the economy and to restrain the 

citizen.9   

Presbyterians now applied themselves to the welfare of the armed forces.  In St. 

Enoch’s, Carlisle Circus, 264 members eventually served, of whom forty-two died. 

Their congregation looked for practical ways to support them:  

…from 30th November 1914, onwards, teas were provided for soldiers 

                                                             
7Mid-Ulster Mail, 29 August 1914. p.6. 
8Anon, Ulster on its own, or an easy way with Ireland.  (Belfast, 1914). p.14. 
9C. Cotter, ‘Constitutionalising Emergency Powers: The British experience.’ Stanford Law Review 5, 

(1953).  pp.382–417. p.385-388. 
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on Sabbath evenings.  Also, there were … meetings of groups knitting 

comforts for the troops, and raising funds and parcels for the troops.10  

The Presbytery of Dublin, never letting itself be blinded to an older enemy, was 

horrified by stories of young soldiers en-route to France being bought drinks in the 

city’s public houses.  It earnestly appealed to Presbyterians not to allow their patriotic 

feelings to lead young men astray and to ‘refrain from treating’.11  This was a 

consistent theme during the war.  Rev. John Macmillan told the 1915 Assembly of 

Presbyterian recruits who had written: 

…informing him of what a heart-breaking thing the wet canteen proved 

itself to be … there were young men who were subjected to subtle and 

severe temptation and who had begun to drink in camp … there were 

parents who dreaded the drink more than they dreaded German shells.12   

These arguments were rehearsed annually at the General Assembly by the ‘forward’ 

temperance group. 

The declaration of war was a political one, in pursuit of the long-standing British 

commitment to preserve the balance of power in Europe and to prevent Germany from 

emerging as a European hegemon; the Church chose to understand the conflict in terms 

of the survival of the British Empire. 

iii.  Work among ‘the enemy’. 

One Irish congregation made up entirely of Germans was under Presbyterian 

supervision until their deportation in June 1918; that of the ‘Civilian Prisoner of War’ 

camp in Oldcastle, County Meath under the care of the minister of Kells.  The 1914 

Moderator, Rev. James Bingham of Dundonald, told the 1915 General Assembly that 

                                                             
10J. Barkley, St. Enoch’s Congregation 1872-1972 (Belfast, 1972). p.99. 
11Northern Whig, 2 December 1914. p.9. 
12Northern Whig, 10 June 1915. p.9. 
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‘… when a large body of men - even our bitterest enemies - are cut off from the means 

of grace we owe it to them and to ourselves to care for their souls’.13  

This was not the only friendly contact the Church had with the ‘enemy’. The Irish 

Presbyterian Jewish Mission in Hamburg-Altona had tried - and failed - for decades 

to be individually recognised by the Senate of Hamburg.  Without this recognition, its 

baptisms and marriages would only be accepted for civil purposes if it was an integral 

part of a foreign Church14 and as a result the ‘Jerusalem Church’ was a fully-fledged 

congregation of the Presbytery of Belfast.    The Mission in Hamburg continued 

throughout the war, carried on by the Rev. John Aston and many German workers.15  

No money was sent from Ireland during the war but it became self-financing when the 

deaconesses home was transformed into a hospital for wounded soldiers. In addition 

to payments by the German Government for these services, private patients displaced 

from other hospitals came to the mission hospital itself. 16   

The April 1915 edition of the Missionary Herald includes accounts of the work of 

Irish Presbyterian missioners both among British soldiers at the Curragh and among 

German soldiers in Hamburg where ‘Brother Sachs’ visited the German wounded, 

distributing tracts and New Testaments.  Other German workers visited camps holding 

Russian prisoners.17  As well as the work in Hamburg and Danzig, the Jewish Mission 

maintained a Church and hospital in Damascus, then part of the Ottoman Empire.18 

British personnel were expelled shortly after the Turkish entry into the war and did 

not return until early 1919 but the work was continued by The Rev. Anis Sallum and 

                                                             
13Northern Whig, 8 June 1915. p.8. 
14Harald Jenner, Jerusalem-Arbeit im 19. und 20. Jahrhundert, in Inge Mager (ed.) in Hamburgische 

Kirchengeschichte in Aufsätzen, Teil 4, (Hamburg, 2013).  pp.441-482. p.456. 
15Missionary Herald, 1 March 1919. p.40. 
16Missionary Herald, 2 August 1915. p.211. 
17Missionary Herald, 1 April 1915. p.101. 
18For details of this mission see:  Robert Allen, Arnold Frank of Hamburg. (London, 1966). 
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other Syrian missioners.  The properties were confiscated by the Government; the 

workers executed, imprisoned or sent into internal exile in January and April 1916.19 

In March 1915 one of the ministers in Hamburg, Rev. Ernst Moser, had reported via 

colleagues in neutral Switzerland that thirty-five members of the Jerusalem Church 

were serving in the German army. 20  These were members of an Irish Presbyterian 

congregation and, although these thirty-five men are not included on the Irish 

Presbyterian Roll of Honour, it is a fact that Irish Presbyterians fought on both sides 

in the Great War. 

iv. Enlistment. 

The Church did all it could to persuade its young men to enlist.  Rev. William Corkey, 

minister of Townsend Street recalled in 1934 that: ‘In the early days of the war I saw 

crowds of young men in Belfast marching in columns of four to the recruiting office 

singing ‘where the wind blows we’ll go’.21  From the Townsend Street congregation 

235 men enlisted, of whom thirty-six were killed.    

The 1915 General Assembly stressed the responsibility of young Presbyterians to join-

up.  The Committee on Social Service said that ‘…during the past year, social service 

had largely taken the form of national service’.22   The result of these efforts, however, 

was uneven.    Ministers, sons of the manse and urban Presbyterians enlisted in large 

numbers, but rural Presbyterians did not.  The Rev. D.A. Taylor, reported in 1915 that 

the Committee: ‘… felt very strongly that while recruiting had been good in urban 

                                                             
19Missionary Herald, 1 April 1919. p.52. 
20Missionary Herald, 1 March 1915. p.63. 
21William Corkey, Glad did I live. (Belfast, 1962). p.173. 
22Northern Whig, 9 June 1915. p.10. 
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districts it was not so satisfactory in some country districts’.23 

Army officers were invited to address the 1915 General Assembly.  Major-General Sir 

Charles Powell told the Assembly that: ‘…he thought it was quite a unique incident in 

the history of that General Assembly that a military man should be invited to address 

such an august assembly and, moreover, talk militarism to them’.  He said that he 

needed to recruit 12,480 men in Ulster to bring his forces up to strength and looked to 

Presbyterians to assist in his ‘righteous cause’. Major Gregg Wilson then told the 

Assembly that he was grateful to the Church for allowing recruits to live in the 

Assembly’s College but asked them ‘… to give … more soldiers and more officers’.24  

When the Presbyterian Chaplain-General of the First Australian Imperial Force, Rev. 

Prof. Laurence Rentoul visited Belfast in December 1916, he urged rural Presbyterians 

to enlist: 

I have heard again and again along the Belgian and the French fronts 

the strongest admiration expressed for the heroism and fighting qualities 

of the Ulster’s … I wish to add that this makes me wonder all the more 

that the people of Ulster through the farming districts have done so little 

to back them up.25   

Presbyterians also directed state enlistment campaigns.  Sir Crawford McCullough 

was Director of Recruiting for the Northern Area26 and Colonel Sir John Seymour-

Lloyd KC, national Director-General of Recruiting during the latter part of the war, 

was the son-in-law27 of the former Moderator, the Rev. Samuel Prenter.28  Irish 

Presbyterian influence spread beyond Ireland: Adrian Gregory in The Last Great War, 

                                                             
23Northern Whig, 9 June 1915. p.10. 
24Ibid. 
25Scotsman, 2 December 1916. p.10. 
26Northern Whig, 10, April 1916. p.8. 
27Belfast Telegraph, 22 June 1934. p.7. 
28Ibid. 
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writes that:  

… the concept of ‘covenanting’, intrinsic to Presbyterian culture carried 

a distinctive charge when it came to military service.  Because of events 

in Ireland 1912-1914, the concept was still very much a live one and its 

importance may well have stretched beyond Ulster to southern Scotland 

as a motivation for enlistment.  It is revealing that 90% of the military-

age sons of Church of Scotland ministers volunteered, probably the 

highest ratio of volunteering of any group on record in Britain.29   

In 1915   Rev. W.J. Baird had told the Assembly that: ‘… they had 9,300 men returned 

from 480 congregations.  Presbyterians were still coming forward and also that many 

of their sons had already laid down their lives on the battlefield’.30  In the 1916 report 

the total was 17,177 men including two – Private Robert Morrow of Newmills and 

Sergeant David Nelson of Cahans – who had been awarded the Victoria Cross. Among 

the recruits from manse families were 19 minister’s daughters who had volunteered as 

nurses.31   The eventual Presbyterian enlistment during the war was, according to the 

Church’s Roll of Honour, 24,000 men.32 

v. Conscription. 

During the Great War, proportionately fewer men enlisted in Ireland than in Great 

Britain and even this, lower, rate gradually declined.33  The United Kingdom had 

entered the war without any form of compulsory service,34  but in 1916 it was found 

necessary to enact conscription in Great Britain.  In Ireland ‘… the deferment of 

conscription meant that the call-up was smaller than in other parts of the United 

                                                             
29A. Gregory, The last Great War: British society and the First World War (Cambridge, 2008). Note 

39. 
30Northern Whig, 9 June 1919. p.9. 
31Northern Whig ,7 June 1916. p.7. 
32Presbyterian Roll of Honour, (http://www.presbyterianhistoryireland.com/web-resources/roll-of-

honour)  (11 February 2020). 
33Keith Jeffrey, Ireland and the Great War, (Cambridge, 2000). pp.6-7. 
34G.R. Searle, A new England?  Peace and war 1886-1918. (Oxford, 2004). p.73. 
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Kingdom’.35  

Conscription became increasingly contentious as the war ground on. Nationalist 

leaders were pressurised and anti-conscription rallies were held all over Ireland.  The 

Catholic Church issued a statement on 18 April 1918 pledging its opposition: ‘…by 

the most effective means at our disposal’ and an anti-conscription pledge was 

promoted at chapel doors on 21 April.36   

The Presbyterian position was different. On 16 April, the Presbytery of Monaghan 

passed a motion in favour of conscription,37 they were followed a day later by the 

Presbytery of Tyrone and by others.38 A week later, on 22  April 1918, the  Synod of 

Ballymena and Coleraine said that it : ‘… hopes and expects that the Military Service 

Act will be firmly and impartially administered in every Province in Ireland’.39  On 

the same day the Synod of Derry and Omagh went further, regretting ‘... the decision 

of the Government to exempt Ministers of Religion from compulsory military 

service.’40   

Some ministers had already taken matters into their own hands by volunteering to 

fight.  One Scottish Minister in particular, who was killed in action at Passchendaele 

in July 1917,41  was well-known in Belfast.  He was Captain the Rev. James Orr,42 the 

Free Church minister of Shettleston and a prominent Orangeman.43 In the absence of 

conscription the Irish Presbyterian encouraged young ministers to volunteer in June 

                                                             
35Jorn Leonhard, Pandora’s box:  A history of the First World War. (London, 2018). p.440 
36T. Hennessey, Dividing Ireland … p. 221. 
37Belfast Newsletter, 17 April 1918. p.3. 
38Belfast Newsletter, 18 April 1918. p.2. 
39Ballymena Observer, 26 April 1918. p.2. 
40Northern Whig, 23-4-1918. p.2. 
41Commemorated on panel 19 and 33 of the Menin Gate Memorial, Ypres. 
42The Scotsman, 8 August 1917 p.4. 
43His brother was also fighting at Passchendaele but survived: the Nobel Laureate, scientist and 

politician John Boyd Orr, 1st Baron Boyd-Orr. 
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1918 when it editorialised:  

The younger ministers should go to the front in their own interests.  

Mothers are saying that they will accept no words of comfort in the 

event of their son’s death from men who have shirked their duty …. 

There is a growing suspicion of the quality and courage of men who go 

not to the help of the Lord against the mighty.44 

Given the high rate of volunteering by ministers and their families, this seems to be a 

very harsh judgement, but it was in keeping with the times.45 

Rev. John Irwin introduced the report of the Committee on the State of the Country 

on 7 June and proposed that: ‘… conscription … ought in justice and loyalty to the 

Constitution be applied to Ireland’. 46    A dissenting voice was heard from the Rev. 

Denham Osbourne of Dublin, who told the Assembly that Nationalist objections were 

strong and sincere.  In spite of Osbourne’s reservations, pro-conscription resolutions 

were passed ‘…by an overwhelming majority’.47  

vii. Rebellion: Easter 1916. 

In rival narratives, the Easter Rising myth opposed the Unionist counter-

myth of the 36th Ulster Division’s blood sacrifice at the Battle of the 

Somme.48  

The rival myths described by the German historian, Jorn Leonhard, were attractive but 

Irish Presbyterian soldiers were serving in all three Irish Divisions, not just the 36th.  

During the war, battalions of Princess Victoria’s Royal Irish Fusiliers, raised in 

Armagh, served in both the 36th (Ulster) and in the 16th (Irish) Division.49 In 1915 the 

                                                             
44Anon, ‘Our young Ministers, are they Going to the Front?’ in The Irish Presbyterian 24 (6), (1918). 
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Report on Soldiers and Sailors said that one in every five Presbyterian recruits were at 

the Curragh with the 10th (Irish) Division and were filling the newly-built Presbyterian 

Church there.50   

When contemporary Irish Republicans thought of Irish Presbyterians at all, they 

viewed them as tools of the English or agents of oppression.  This is exemplified in 

the appendix Presbyterians to James Connolly’s The Re-Conquest of Ireland.51  

Nonetheless, when rebellion broke out in Dublin on 24 April 1916, two Presbyterians 

were present in the rebel headquarters.  One, Mabel Fitzgerald on the rebel side52 and 

another, Lieut. George Mahony, a member of Cork, Queen Street53 who had been 

coming out of Amiens Street Station when captured by a rebel patrol, as a prisoner.54  

As a woman, Fitzgerald was quickly sent home to look after her children by Patrick 

Pearse but Mahony, a doctor in the Indian Army Medical Corps,55 was held for the 

duration.  The rebels had neglected to recruit doctors and relied on Mahony who 

selflessly treated the wounded James Connolly among others.56 Mahony eventually 

retired to Belfast and after his death, his widow was told57 that he was represented 

treating Connolly in Walter Paget’s contemporary painting Birth of the Irish 

Republic.58  Unaware of all this, the outgoing Moderator, Rev. Thomas Hamill told 

the 1916 Assembly: 

 …would that we could be as proud of everything Irish but there are 

things which we all wish could be buried in oblivion.  Is should greatly 

                                                             
50Northern Whig, 10 June 1915. p.9. 
51James Connolly, The Re-Conquest of Ireland, (Dublin, 1968). p. 71. 
52See page 34. 
53Presbyterian Roll of Honour, (http://www.presbyterianhistoryireland.com/web-resources/roll-of-
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55Belfast Telegraph, 23 March 1964 p.2. 
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prefer if I were free to say nothing about that deplorable and disgraceful 

outbreak of revolutionary madness which in Easter week occasioned the 

loss of so many precious lives and reduced the centre of Dublin to a 

heap of ruins.59 

 

Presbyterian ministers in Dublin had been quick to assist the army and this was 

recognised by the Military Governor,  General Sir John Maxwell,  who sent a telegram 

to the Moderator: ‘ … expressing the appreciation of the valuable service rendered by 

the ministers of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland during the recent disturbances’.60  

The incoming Moderator, Rev. Thomas West of First Antrim lamented that: ‘In the 

midst of this wide-world war we are sorry to see our beloved land, Ireland, divided 

and distracted … but no law-abiding subject has anything to fear from the maintenance 

of law and order’. 61  In the ruin of central Dublin, the Presbyterian Church in Lower 

Abbey Street - Union Chapel - and Church property at 7 Lower Abbey Street and 11 

Sackville Place were destroyed.62  Rev. Denham Osborne, representing the Dublin 

Presbytery deplored the damage which had been:  

… the result of that criminal and mad outbreak with no justification 

whatever and, that must not be overlooked, that if it had succeeded this 

nation would have been put under the tyranny of that despot that the 

whole Empire at the present time was fighting.63  

 

The Church claimed £18,356 as compensation and was eventually paid £12,410.64 The 

nearby Hibernian Lace Company warehouse belonging to Union Chapel’s Clerk of 

Session, Andrew Smith, was looted and he was compensated with £221.19.6.65 The 

congregation then met in the Presbyterian Association building at 85 Grafton Street 

                                                             
59Northern Whig, 6 June 1916. p.6. 
60Belfast Newsletter, 16 May 1916. p.8. 
61Northern Whig, 6 June 1916. p.6. 
62NAI PLIC/1/1365.  Property Losses (Ireland) Committee 1916. 
63Northern Whig, 8 June 1916. p.7. 
64NAI PLIC/1/1365. Property Losses (Ireland) Committee 1916. 
65NAI PLIC/1/1322 Property Losses (Ireland) Committee 1916. 



144 
 

but were turned out when that building was requisitioned as a replacement G.P.O.  

From 17 September 1916, the congregation met in Trinity Church in Lower Gardiner 

Street as guests of the Church of Ireland.66 

When news of the rebellion reached them at the front some Irish soldiers were 

astounded.  The Presbyterian Dubliner, Noel Drury67 wrote in his diary that:  

We got the most astonishing news on the 27th that a rebellion has broken 

out in Ireland. Isn’t it awful? .... It’s a regular stab in the back for our 

fellows out here, who don’t know how their people at home are … The 

men are mad about it all, but don’t understand who is mixed up in the 

affair.68   

 

The general Presbyterian view was expressed by the Committee on the State of the 

Country:  

… the Committee … feels very strongly that the rebellion justifies from 

their point of view the determined opposition of the Presbyterians in 

Ireland to Home Rule and the consequences likely to follow form its 

adoption.69 

 

viii.  Holocaust: the Somme and other battles. 

Some Irish Presbyterian soldiers found themselves doing unexpected things.  Noel 

Drury was a member of Rathgar.  He was one of seventy-nine members of Rathgar to 

serve in the First World War, including its minister, the Rev. James Macauley.70   As 

a Captain in the Royal Dublin Fusiliers he found himself obliged to attend Catholic 
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worship.  He wrote:  

Good Presbyterians like myself paraded and marched off to the tunes of 

the ‘Boys of Wexford’ and ‘A Nation Once Again’ and went off to 

chapel for the first, and perhaps the only time in our lives.  … If anyone 

had told me a year ago, that I would have marched off to a Roman 

Catholic Chapel to a rebel tune, I would have said they were potty to 

say the least of it.71  

At the Somme, the citizen-soldiers who had volunteered early in the war were first 

committed to large-scale battle.  The character of Ulster was reflected in the character 

of the Ulster Division.  Corporal Jim Donaghey of the 10th Inniskilling Fusiliers 

recalled preparations for the attack on 1 July 1916: 

The noise was terrific … we had spent most of the night on our knees, 

with our faces towards the parapet to protect it from shrapnel.  You 

couldn’t even hear yourself speak.  Men had their wee bibles out and 

were reading them … we said the Lord’s Prayer, just before the first 

units went out into no-man’s land, my platoon was one of them, we all 

said it again.  We sang hymns even though we could hardly hear our 

own voices.72   

The Hanoverian Lutheran, Ernst Junger remembered being on the other end of the 

very barrage which had deafened Donaghey, he wrote:  

Light and heavy ‘toffee apples’, Stokes bombs, shrapnel rattles, shells 

of every description till at last I could no longer distinguish one from 

another as they came, droning, moaning and crashing all around me … 

now and then the ear was utterly dazed by a single, absolutely hellish 

crash accompanied by a sheet of flame.73 

 

Many Presbyterians died in action and ministers had to break the news to their loved 

ones.  In September 1915, Rev. William Corkey called on the wife of one, Serjeant 

William Shearer D.C.M., who had been killed at Ypres.  He intruded on what he 
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described as a: 

… happy family party … it seemed so cruel to break such news to such 

a company.  Shearer had written to his wife two days before his death 

telling her that “… my regiment is going forward to attack the Hun 

tomorrow morning ... by the time you receive this I will be lying in a 

soldier’s grave somewhere in France … from your loving husband, 

William. XX”.74  

Shearer’s body was never found and he is among the 54,604 missing-in-action 

commemorated on the Menin Gate memorial at Ypres.75 

Some Presbyterians saw the dead as soldiers both of Christ and of the crown.  Laurence 

Brown, a member of Castlecaulfield, died near Ypres on 16 August 1917 aged 24.  His 

brother, Oliver, wrote to his mother that: 

He was the best of brothers. His life was an example to me of 

Christianity put into practice … His death, too, is an inspiration, for he 

fell both as a soldier of King Jesus and a soldier of the earthly King, and 

I pray God that when I cross the river, be it early or late, I may face 

death with the same high courage and simple faith76   

 

Some of the copies of the Missionary Herald from the war years held at the Gamble 

Library in Belfast are marked on their covers as belonging to Brown’s mother, Mary 

Brown.  In her own obituary in the Missionary Herald, the editor wrote that: ‘She has 

gone to re-join her boy who died in France, ‘the boy who smiled’.77 

The experience of loss by Presbyterian children was not neglected.  In the children’s 

periodical Daybreak of September 1917, the ‘Our Letter Box’ feature includes a letter 

from a girl whose brother had died in France:  

A little girl writes from Co. Donegal: ‘I am very sorry to say this cruel 
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war has taken my brother S.  He was serving in the Inniskilling Fusiliers.  

He was only 17 years old, and we all loved him so much.  He used to go 

with me to Sabbath school when he was at home and after he went to 

France he always wrote such nice, kind letters to me.  At first, he was 

reported missing so we were in hopes he was a prisoner, but on the 14th 

August his dear body was found where he had fallen on the 1st July.  It 

all seems hard, but God knows best’.78 

 

Some ministers died in the line of duty; Rev. James Rentoul of Rostrevor, died on 28 

September 1918 while serving as a stretcher-bearer79 ‘being hit by a shell’.80  

Chaplains also died; Rev. Alexander Stuart of Bessbrook was killed in October 1917, 

two weeks after he arrived.81  A letter from an officer present at his death, Major 

George Thompson appeared in the Northern Whig: 

On the fateful morning, he (Captain Stuart) left with me to go to the 

Regimental Aid post …  a shell exploded convenient to headquarters.  

Death was practically instantaneous.82 

 

Rev. William Wilson, minister of New Row, had finished his ‘third period of service 

with the troops under the auspices of the YMCA’, when he was fatally injured in a car 

accident in Le Treport, eighteen miles north-west of Dieppe on 18 March 1918.83  He 

was brought to a Canadian military hospital but died soon after arrival and is buried 

in Sainte Marie Cemetery, Le Havre.84  He was the son of Rev. A.J. Wilson, Clerk of 

the Presbytery of Belfast, while among his brothers were Rev. George Wilson of 

Ballygawley, then also serving with the YMCA in France, and the well-known Punch 
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cartoonist, David Wilson.85  His death excited much sympathy.86 

A memorial Tablet to the Ministers of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland who lost 

their lives in the Great War87 was erected in Church House and dedicated by the 1921 

Moderator, Dr. William Lowe on 7 June 1921.88 It was lost or destroyed after the 

ground floor of the building was converted to use as a shopping centre in 1992.89 

Of the many sons of the manse who died, one will serve as an example: Second Lieut. 

R. W. MacDermott, 8th Battalion Royal Irish rifles.  Speaking in his home 

congregation of Belmont where his father, former Moderator Rev. J. MacDermott was 

minister, the Rev. James Maconaghie of Fortwilliam said that he  

… had laid down his life on the altar of his country, in the fight for truth 

and honour and liberty while the congregation presented an address to 

Dr Macdermott which concluded “We earnestly pray that by Divine 

grace all in the Manse may be enabled to say with regard to this heavy 

bereavement ‘The will of the Lord be done’.90 

 

ix. Ministry at the front: Chaplaincy and the YMCA. 

The Rev. Gilbert Paton, minister of Terrace Row in Coleraine, served first with the 

YMCA and then as an Army chaplain.  During his service, he was awarded the 

Military Cross and two bars.  He was Moderator of the General Assembly in 1931.  

Sgt. Robert McCartney who served with him in the 10th Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers 

wrote in 1931: 
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… I have known Mr Paton to administer the sacrament under extreme 

and trying difficulties to seriously wounded men. The shells would burst 

close at hand, but not so close as the feeling of comradeship between 

the Padre and the communicant, who had, perhaps, received his last 

communion on this earth.91 

 

Other Presbyterian Chaplains who were decorated in the war included:  

the Rev Hugh Craig Meeke, Ballylinney congregation, who was 

awarded the DSO … others received the Military Cross – the Rev 

Andrew Gibson, Hill Street Lurgan congregation, the Rev John Edmond 

Hamilton, Helen’s Bay congregation, the Rev William Holmes 

Hutchison, Cullybackey congregation, and the Rev John Jackson 

Wright, Ballyshannon congregation.92  

In 1914, the British Expeditionary Force had included 555 chaplains of which two, the 

Rev. H.C. Meeke and the Rev. J.M. Simms were Irish Presbyterians.  Many more 

Presbyterians served as Chaplains during the war; the Presbyterian Roll of Honour 

lists forty-five. 

The Rev. John M. Simms was the most prominent Irish Presbyterian chaplain of the 

war.  He joined the Army Chaplains Department in 1887 and had been due to retire 

but his service was prolonged for the duration of the war.93  From Newtownards in 

County Down and a former pupil of the redoubtable T.G. Houston at Coleraine Inst. 

he rose to be Principal Chaplain to the British Expeditionary Force on the Western 

Front.  He was elected Moderator in 1919.   

In July 1915, Anglican chaplains enlisted the help of Cosmo Lang,94 then Archbishop 
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of York, and persuaded the Army to appoint the Bishop of Khartoum, Llewellyn 

Gwynne -  a ‘temporary chaplain of the fourth class’95 - as Deputy Principal Chaplain 

to oversee them.  As Principal Chaplain, Simms held the relative rank of Brigadier but 

his deputy, Gwynne, was appointed to the senior relative rank of Major-General.  The 

Church of Scotland protested furiously at this crass decision to the Secretary of State 

for War, Lord Kitchener, who answered one such protest: ‘I’ll make him a General 

when you make him a Bishop’.96  In response, Presbyterian chaplains in the 36th 

(Ulster) Division objected to being placed under the authority of those same Anglican 

chaplains.  The unsympathetic commander of the 36th Division, Major-General Oliver 

Nugent, a member of the Church of Ireland from County Cavan, wrote in his diary:  

I have had to settle such a silly dispute between the Presbyterian and 

Church of Ireland chaplains of the Division.  Really not the Church of 

Ireland people as they made no trouble, but the Presbyterians who 

wanted to resign.97   

 

Amid fierce lobbying by Scottish MPs, questions in the House of Lords and continuing 

outrage from the Church of Scotland, Simms was belatedly appointed Major-General.  

In June 1916 Rev. A.M. MacLean, the minister of Paisley Abbey and just home from 

the front, told the Scottish General Assembly that ‘the wrong done to Dr. Simms, the 

beloved and respected head of the chaplains had been redressed but the mischief had 

not been redressed and never would be redressed’.98  The attitude of the Anglicans 

was:  

fiercely resented by the Principal Chaplain and his allies’ and the 

‘invidious and inconsiderate treatment’ meted out to the Church of 

Scotland ‘in common with other non-Anglican Churches’… shattered 
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the fragile unity of the Chaplain’s Department.99 

 

 

Simms’ work was appreciated by his superiors nonetheless, honours were heaped upon 

him and Field Marshal Haig - himself a Scottish Presbyterian - was quoted in the 

Missionary Herald as saying that: ‘…the duties of Principal Chaplain have been 

discharged with a zeal and devotion for which he desires to express his sincere 

gratitude’.100 Simms was mentioned in despatches seven times during the war101 for 

acts of bravery which were remarkable for one of his age and rank. 102   In an article 

written for the Missionary Herald and published in May 1915 he described his work: 

Our chaplains with troops on the actual firing line could tell a great tale 

about the interest of men there in the things of the Kingdom.  Services 

are held to the accompaniment of bursting shrapnel and volleys of rifle 

firing, funerals are conducted immediately behind the trenches, and if 

danger is very real, God also is very real and near.103 

 

The Young Men’s Christian Association with which many Presbyterians served, 

provided home comforts - hot drinks, stationary and religious consolation - to men at 

the front.  Emma Hanna estimates that by 1918, the YMCA had 300 sites in France 

and Belgium, staffed by approximately 1,500 volunteers.104   All those at the front 

were of concern to them. A dispatch from Rev. F.W.S. O’Neill in the Missionary 

Herald describes his work among the Chinese Labour Corps - recruited from China 

and living under very restrictive conditions:  

For the thousands of Chinese in the camp we have a considerable hut 

staff, ministering to the needs of body, minds and soul.  In other words, 
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102Missionary Herald, 1 May 1919. p.62. 
103Missionary Herald, 1 May 1915. p.132. 
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the YMCA provides Recreation, Education and Religion.105 

The children’s monthly Daybreak is outstanding both for the quality of its writing - 

some of it provided by the future novelist, playwright, poet, historian and translator, 

Helen Waddell - and of its illustrations, many drawn by the famous brother of its 

editor, the Punch and The Graphic cartoonist David Wilson.   During the war, it 

published inspiring stories- such as the series ‘Betty’s Bit, by W.E.M.’106 - about 

Presbyterian children who had supported the war effort in selfless ways.   Daybreak’s 

editor was the Rev. George Wilson – as noted above, serving with the YMCA.  In 

letters from France, charmingly illustrated by drawings of the people among whom he 

worked, he painted a vivid picture of the area immediately behind the front: 

At that time, they lived in the village round the Hut and I spent many 

happy days with them, they were the men who worked the machine-

guns - little cannons on a camera stand - and often I went up the hill 

with them to watch at them shooting at the tin targets made out of my 

own biscuit cases … And then in the evening they would come to me in 

the Hut.107   

Or, again, that: 

… almost all can tell of Ypres and Neuve Chapelle and Loos … thank 

God always for our good, brave soldiers and pray that He might bless 

their sacrifice.108 

Oliver McCowan,109 the head of the YMCA on the Western Front, was a member of 

Rev. William Corkey’s Townsend Street congregation.110  Corkey went to work with 

the YMCA in mid-April 1918 at the height of the ‘Spring Offensive’, launched by 

Germany in the hope of forcing a negotiated peace before American resources could 
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make a decisive difference.  Meeting his wife’s brother, Major Fred Allison,111 Corkey 

was brought to see the ruined city of Amiens, then under German artillery fire and 

found it an eerie sight.112  McCowan, reviewing the damage: ‘detailed that by 13 April 

1918 approximately 100 YMCA establishments had been ‘taken or destroyed by the 

enemy’ in the 3rd Army and 5th Army areas. His correspondence speaks of his shock 

at the ‘heavy blow to our work’ but also of ‘the undaunted spirit of our workers who, 

when shelled out of huts, persisted in the attempt to return to them under very great 

danger.113  McCowan estimated that the organisation’s losses were in the region of 

£150,000, close to £8.85 million in 2018 money’.114 

x. The Irish Convention. 

The Government organized an ‘Irish Convention’ meeting in Dublin between 25 July 

1917 and 8 April 1918 and chaired by Sir Horace Plunkett, a southern Unionist who 

had been convinced of the need to retain a Home Rule Ireland, united, within the 

British Empire.115     Two parties, the All for Ireland League and, crucially, Sinn Fein 

declined their invitations.116  Three Churches were officially represented among the 

95 delegates: four Catholic Bishops, two Church of Ireland Bishops and one 

Presbyterian, the Moderator Rev. John Irwin. At the first meeting a coordinating, 

Grand Committee was appointed.  John Baptist Crozier, Anglican Archbishop of 

Armagh was outraged when Ulster Representatives ‘deliberately ignored me and 

chose the Moderator’ to sit on the Grand Committee, writing to a friend that ‘they have 
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shown a lamentable want of political insight!’.117  

In The Irish Convention R.B. McDowell identifies many Convention delegates only 

as ‘Protestants’ of whom at least four were Presbyterian: Hugh Barrie, MP for North 

Londonderry and Chairman of the Ulster Unionist Group at the Convention was a 

ruling elder in First Coleraine.118  Sir Alexander McDowell, acting Munitions Minister 

for Ireland since 1915 was a Government appointee and was a ruling elder in 

Whiteabbey.  As Legal Advisor to the General Assembly McDowell had played a 

small, but ultimately important, role in the final wording of the Ulster Covenant.  Sir 

Crawford McCullough, a ruling elder in Windsor, and Sir George Clark, a member of 

Fortwilliam were also Unionist delegates.  McDowell identifies two other delegates 

as ‘Presbyterians’:  the Unionist Hugh Pollock of Rosemary Street and the Nationalist, 

Captain William Doran of Ardee, who had spent two years fighting, with the Royal 

Dublin Fusiliers, and who represented Louth County Council.119  Irwin and Pollock 

were appointed to the Committee of nine delegates which took over detailed 

negotiations in October 1918.120   

The Moderator voted with the Ulster Unionist delegation.  On 14 March 1918, he 

seconded a Unionist motion demanding the exclusion of the nine counties of Ulster 

from a Home Rule state.121  Irwin spoke supporting restrictions on the financial powers 

of a Home Rule Parliament.  The inclusion of such restrictions in the Government of 

Ireland Act (1920) was to have serious, unforeseen repercussions for Northern Ireland, 
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as we will see. 

The final session of the Convention on 5 April 1918 came at a time of crisis for the 

British Army in France.  With the front-line almost at breaking point and amid a 

desperate defence of Amiens the Government re-introduced the issue of conscription. 

Unionists were pressurized to agree to Home Rule so that conscription could be 

extended to Ireland.122  As a member of the War Cabinet, the Conservative leader 

Bonar Law had agreed, on 3 April 1918, to the simultaneous imposition of Home Rule 

and conscription.123  He had already lost two of his sons in the Great War.124 

Nine southern Unionists voted in favour of the final report,125 in which ‘...the 

Nationalists and the southern Unionists ... had managed to agree on a complete scheme 

of self-government for Ireland.’126 Doran voted for the report, Irwin, McCullough and 

Pollock voted against.  Unionists declared that ‘Ulster takes a firm stand on the 

people’s common prosperity, and maintains that the fiscal unity of the United 

Kingdom must be preserved intact.’127   

Addressing the 1918 General Assembly, Dr. Irwin said that the Convention had not 

been futile: ‘at least our opponents now understand where we are and where we mean 

to remain (applause).’  The minimum demands of moderate, as well as extreme, 

Nationalists were clearly and plainly known, along with what safeguards they were 

prepared to offer Ulster for ‘...five, ten or fifteen years - before they crumble and leave 
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us defenseless before the onward march of a nation!’.128   

Nonetheless, the Government believed that enough had been agreed to allow them to 

proceed.  On 9 April 1918, the Report of the Irish Convention was presented to 

Parliament along with a provision to permit the extension of conscription to Ireland 

by Orders in Council.129    In response T.G. Houston wrote a letter to the newspapers 

which expressed the feelings of many Unionists.  It was published on 8 June 1918 in 

the Northern Whig: 

 … the splendid Ulster Volunteer Force … were equipped and trained 

for the defence of their own province but when their country’s call 

reached them they sprang like one man to answer it.  Relying on the 

Prime Minister’s pledge they went out.  They left Ulster naked to her 

enemies and the Prime Minister withdrew his pledge.130  

In fact, opposition to both all-island Home Rule and Conscription was so fierce that 

neither were introduced. 

xi. An end to war? 

There is every prospect that Ireland will be the great and, let us hope, 

final battlefield between Protestantism and the Papacy … the greatest 

victory of the Gospel in this century would be the conquest of Ireland.  

This is the supreme task which God has given us as a Church in this 

land.131 

 

At the end of the war, the Presbyterian Church was optimistic.  Having unequivocally 

supported the war, they reckoned that the perfect sacrifice of Presbyterians, made in 

conscious imitation of the perfect sacrifice of Christ, must have been divinely ordained 

to win great blessing for His People.  
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There were, however, other clouds on the horizon; radical structural changes brought 

on by the war.  Inflation was very high between 1915 and 1919132 and while the wages 

of war workers had kept pace with it, some salaried people - such as Irish Presbyterian 

ministers - found themselves feeling much poorer.133 This was exacerbated by a 

positive change in the status of women during the war and the greater opportunities 

for women which resulted.  Deliberately discriminatory measures were introduced 

which moderated, but did not eliminate the effect on male incomes.134 An additional 

problem, worrying many Presbyterian ministers, was that former members of country 

congregations who had settled in Belfast had not joined the new congregations 

founded to accommodate them and that some of their great buildings were sparsely 

filled each Sunday.135   Although, in some ways the financial situation of the Church 

was felt to have improved during the later years of the war and the first year of 

peace,136 this optimistic beginning was undermined over the next three decades by 

changes in the global and local economy.  For years, the British economy had been 

focussed on war production and export markets formerly dominated by British 

industries were permanently lost:   

The bottom line was that the volume of British exports in the mid-1920s 

was only about 75% of its 1913 level, and persistently high levels of 

unemployment in what had been staple export industries in 19th century 

scarred ‘Outer Britain’137  
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This contraction of the British share of world exports was disastrous for an export-

oriented economy such as Belfast’s.   

Although it was not yet known, another result of the war was to be a form of partition 

which excluded Belfast commerce from part of its economic hinterland.  Belfast’s 

industrialists with their British and Imperial customers were able to survive for 

decades, only slowly diminishing in relative size and importance.  The commercial 

class which had profited from Belfast’s position as Ireland’s principal centre of 

distribution quickly fell upon very hard times.  There were to be no more Presbyterian 

‘merchant princes’ like Alexander Findlater or Thomas Sinclair. Together these 

changes were to devastate just those portions of society which had provided a 

confident, prosperous and independent element to its ordained leadership. 

xii. Conclusion. 

The Presbyterian Church in Ireland gave its wholehearted support to the British state 

during the Great War.  This support was manifest at all levels of the organisation.  The 

General Assembly pledged its loyalty.  Synods awoke from their slumber and 

pronounced it the duty of Presbyterians to support the war.  Presbyteries paused from 

their wrangling’s to do the same.  Individual congregations took steps to practically 

support the war effort and, in particular the troops in the field.  Ministers and elders 

pressurised young men to enlist.  Those who were inclined towards conscientious 

objection on Christian grounds or who felt that Germany, in which some of them had 

studied or ministered, was not the principal enemy or who were uneasy of an alliance 

with autocratic Russia, were simply ploughed under the great furrow of patriotic 

approbation.  Dissent from support for the war was not tolerated.   

In the Ulster crisis and during the war, the Church had been included in the counsels 
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of Ulster Unionism in a way which it never was again. It was not merely consulted but 

often heeded, the leaders of the movement acknowledging that this was a body which 

wielded great influence over a large number of people.  In some ways, the leadership 

of the Church integrated with the leadership of Ulster Unionism and because of that, 

during the Ulster crisis its influence waxed, rather than waned.   The balance of power 

within the ordained leadership of the Church had, it is true, shifted temporarily from 

the teaching to the ruling eldership but that enhanced, rather than diminished the public 

influence of the Church. The people felt that the Church was on their side, that their 

concerns were also its concerns and therefore were willing - to an extent – to be led 

by it when it came to matters with which they were not in such wholehearted 

agreement.    

Ministers were both the public spokesmen of the Church and the main figures in their 

own congregations.  When the reputation and influence of the Church in general was 

enhanced then the influence of ministers was enhanced as a result.  This meant that 

when ministers advocated the cessation of the Ulster Unionist campaign for the 

duration of the war, even though the Home Rule Act was on the statute book, people 

who must have had doubts about its wisdom, accepted it.  When the Church leadership 

joined with elements of the Ulster Unionist leadership to recommend that members of 

the Ulster Volunteer Force should join the Army for service overseas, leaving Ulster 

(as T.G. Houston put it) ‘naked to her enemies’,138 then the Church’s position was 

decidedly influential.   

When some of the constitutional rights for which Unionists had been such unequivocal 

champions were confiscated in the drastic Defence of the Realm Act, submerging 
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property rights, freedom of speech and conscience and assembly and much more to 

the building of an efficient War State, the Church’s position of acquiescence, 

acceptance, support for those measures played an important part in their acceptance. 

The Church also urgently encouraged its members to enlist.  If this, as in the judgement 

of Hasek quoted at the beginning of the chapter, can be characterised as driving young 

men to slaughter, like cattle, then the Presbyterian Church in Ireland was guilty.  If, 

on the other hand, the Great War was a necessary one, fought for civilisation and the 

freedom of small nations, then it appears more like civic responsibility.  Certainly, 

reflection and personal judgement was not encouraged. 

Encouragement to enlist took a variety of forms but most strikingly in sermons 

comparing the duty to enlist to the duty of Old Testament people to serve the Lord, 

comparing the sacrifice of soldiers implicitly to the sacrifice of Christ on the cross and 

explicitly to the sacrifice of the Old Testament Temple or sacrifice in the Christian 

life.  Not all these sermons made much theological sense, but they were preached 

emphatically, the intention was to leave the hearer in no doubt as to their Christian 

duty.   

The remarkable rate of volunteering among ministers and their families was one result, 

they did not merely say these things, they believed them and acted upon them.  Soldiers 

were invited to the 1915 General Assembly, to talk ‘militarism’ to them.  The pride 

taken in the number of young men from Presbyterian congregations who volunteered 

was palpable, the discontent that some classes of young men were not volunteering in 

sufficient numbers was explicit.  That the numbers of Presbyterian volunteers was 

reported annually to the General Assembly until 1918 by the Convenors of the 

Committee on Social Service and of the Committee on the State of Religion is a 
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testimony to their view of the war; it was service to both Christ and the state.  When 

the supply of volunteers began to dry up, the Church threw all its weight behind the 

compulsory service, so that everyone, including rural Presbyterians, might be 

compelled to shoulder an equitable share of the burden.   

In some ways, all this was consistent with the theology of the Church.  The 

Westminster Confession of Faith does stress the Christian duty of submission to the 

civil magistrate; Covenant theology does lend itself to a view of relations between 

Church and state which might well manifest itself as unquestioning support in time of 

war, but the view of the Great War taken by the Presbyterian Church in Ireland was 

different from that taken by it of the many wars of the past. 

The position of the Church on Home Rule changed a little during the war.  The war 

not only subordinated the commitments made in the Covenant but, in the eyes of some, 

brought those commitments to an end.  This meant that the exclusion from a Home 

Rule Parliament of six counties, rather than the nine counties which was the Covenant 

commitment became practical politics. Up until 1916 there is a moderation in the 

language of Presbyterian leaders of the hostility which was shown towards 

Nationalists, in particular to those who were serving or who had family serving at the 

front.  In contrast, the response of the Church to the events of Easter 1916 was visceral.  

As a ‘criminal and mad act’ a ‘revolutionary outrage’139 it was taken as proof that all 

the predictions of disaster under a Home Rule Ireland were justified and that, 

paradoxically, it was necessary to create a refuge for Protestants in Ulster in all 

circumstances, even if it meant that the Unionists of Donegal, Monaghan and Cavan 

would be ‘thrown to the wolves’.140  This reinforced the ability of the hard-headed 
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men who led Ulster Unionism to make a deal with the Government and then to sell it 

to the people as a necessary compromise after the war. 

In later years, events gradually diminished the influence of the Church but during the 

war, and immediately afterward, it was a remarkably influential body in Ulster and in 

Ireland.  The Church’s unequivocal support for the war and its conditional support for 

a compromise, political settlement after it were both important. 
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Chapter 7:  The External Civil War 1918-1923. 

 The illustrious House of Hanover and Protestant succession 

To these I do allegiance swear – while they can hold possession. 

For in my faith and loyalty I never more will falter,  

And George my lawful King shall be – until the times shall alter.1 

i. Introduction. 

The Presbyterian Church in Ireland had ended the Great War hoping for peace but 

fearful of conflict. 2    It regarded its own wartime record with satisfaction and looked 

forward to exercising the same influence that it had enjoyed since the start of the Ulster 

crisis.3  How far were these hopes fulfilled?  To what degree did the Church influence 

events and in which direction?   

While hopes of peace were quickly extinguished, the eventual outcome was tolerable 

to the Presbyterian leadership in Belfast.  The Church had regarded the United 

Kingdom as the legitimate government in Ireland, but the Treaty led to the 

establishment of the Irish Free State in a way that, according to its theology, it could 

also consider legitimate.  As the outgoing Moderator, William Strahan, told the 

General Assembly of 1923: 

We recognise both Governments, and we inculate the principles of good 

citizenship … we declared, as we know you would want us to declare, 

our loyalty to our King and our fidelity to legally constituted 

Government.4 

 The General Assembly felt able, in good conscience, to instruct Presbyterians to be 
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164 
 

loyal, obedient citizens of the state in which they lived.5    In the Irish Free State the 

Presbyterian minority was small, marginalised and shrinking but the support of the 

Church for the Government of Northern Ireland - where almost all Presbyterians lived 

-  was important. 

ii. Presbyterianism during the last days of a United Ireland. 

In mid-1921, Alderman Sir Andrew Beatty had been a member of Dublin Corporation 

for 25 years.  He had represented the Liberal Party but was now part of the Municipal 

Reform Association, as the dis-organised Liberals briefly styled themselves.6  

Previously a Commissioner of National Education, he had just been appointed a 

Member of the Senate of Southern Ireland.  The other two large Irish Churches were 

represented as of right by a number of their Bishops but - as had often been the case 

before - the Presbyterian Church was deliberately denied institutional representation.7  

Beatty was initially the only Presbyterian to be appointed in any capacity8 but after 

‘very strong representations’9 by the Church, he was joined by the Moderator, Rev. 

H.P. Glenn of Bray as a Viceregal appointee. The Moderator’s prestige was such that 

his name was mis-spelled ‘Glynn’ on some documentation.10  Both men were among 

the minority who attended the first meeting of the Senate of Southern Ireland on 28 

June 1920.11   A ruling elder in the Ormond Quay congregation, Beatty was a 

manufacturer, a dealer in car-tyres and a director of railway companies among other 
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commercial interests.  He had been both prosperous enough and confident enough to 

install what has today become ‘the most photographed door in Dublin’ in his splendid 

Georgian residence at 46 Fitzwilliam Square12 in 1907.13  He was now living in an 

altered Ireland.  In a desperate attempt to win time in which Nationalists and Liberals 

might regain some influence over events, Beatty had laid a motion before Dublin 

Corporation in January 1921 to the effect: 

That the Council calls upon all well-disposed men of goodwill … to call 

a truce for a period of one month, during which all rioting and murder 

should cease, for the purpose of endeavouring to promote peace and 

goodwill amongst Irishmen of every section.14 

It was rejected by 21 votes against to 14 in favour.  In his obituary, the Dublin Evening 

Telegraph noted that ‘Sir Andrew was a strong opponent of partition but subsequently 

expressed the opinion that he did not see how it could be avoided under the 

circumstances which had arisen’.15    

During the Great War, Church leaders had promoted an extreme patriotism.  A 

reconsideration of this extreme patriotism was to be a feature of Church debates for 

the next three decades.   The Church had participated in the Irish Convention of 1918 

where former Unionists from the south and west - frantically alive to the danger of 

becoming a tiny minority in a state which excluded Ulster - agreed to all-island Home 

Rule.  This agreement was rejected by Ulster Unionists.  The Moderator of the General 

Assembly, Dr Irwin, sorrowfully told the 1918 General Assembly that at the start: 

…he had some little hopethat in the presence of the terrible peril of the 

hour, alike for Britain and Ireland, opponents who were said to be 

moderate might become a little more moderate still … so as to allow 

countrymen to give their strength to the prosecution of the war. 16   
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His successor, Dr. McGranahan said that if anyone: ‘… had dreams recently of 

regeneration of the burial of old-time feuds, they had vanished under the lurid lights 

of recent events’.17   

As the Moderators were speaking another disaster was unfolding in Ireland.  The 

‘Spanish ‘Flu’ arrived in the early summer and between June 1918 and April 1919 

there were an estimated 800,000 cases of whom 20,057 were reported as having died.  

‘The overall number is probably lower than fatalities of Irish servicemen in the First 

World War but exceeds deaths in the War of Independence and the Civil War’.18   

Urban areas in Leinster and Ulster were disproportionately affected while some parts 

of the west and south escaped relatively lightly. 

iii. An Electoral Revolution. 

As the ‘flu epidemic grew in intensity the 1918 General Election had produced an 

electoral revolution.    The position of the Nationalist Party had been, simply, that 

Unionists should accept a Nationalist-dominated Home Rule Parliament.  This naïve 

demand was poignantly made by the MP for East Clare, Major William Redmond, in 

the House of Commons on 7 March 1917.  He died in action a few weeks later.  

Speaking directly to Sir Edward Carson sitting on the Government front bench 

opposite him, he said:  

I ask him to meet his Nationalist fellow-countrymen and accept the offer 

that they make to him and his followers … the Right Hon. Gentleman 

may ask for guarantees or safeguards in an Irish Parliament.  My own 

opinion is that those he represents desire in their hearts no guarantees or 

safeguards.  I believe that they know that they can trust their countrymen 

in the South.  Does anybody believe that the Southern Irish heart is 

capable of anything which would be other than upright and just and fair 
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to the people of the North in the legislative chamber?  Does anybody 

think them capable of such baseness?19 

Redmond’s naive appeal was sincere.  Irish Nationalism, like Irish Republicanism did 

not perceive Unionist concerns as being either real or even genuinely held.   

After the General Election, the Nationalist position became irrelevant along with the 

Party itself.  Sinn Fein took 46.9% of the Irish vote which, under the ‘first-past-the-

post’ electoral system, translated into 73 out of the 105 Irish seats in the House of 

Commons.  In the nine-county province of Ulster, Unionist parties won 56.2% of the 

vote while in the six-county Ulster which was to become Northern Ireland the 

combined Unionist vote totalled 63.8%.20   

It has been argued that Sinn Fein should be considered, hypothetically, to have won 

53.5% of the vote rather than the 46.9% of votes which were, as a matter of fact, cast 

for it.  It is not conjecture that the party won a disproportionate 69.5% of the seats.21  

At the end of the Great War, even before the beginning of civil war on the island, 

Ireland was more deeply divided than ever. 

Republicanism had been a fringe ideology in 1913.22 It was now dominant.  James 

McGranahan, surveying the political landscape told students at McCrea-Magee 

College that Republicanism was ‘…that apotheosis of selfishness’23 and over the next 

three years northern Presbyterians, even those who had been friendly towards 

Nationalism, were all-but unanimous in their horrified opposition to a united Irish 

administration.  Those who lived in the south and the west were presented with the 
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new reality, they could either conform to whatever Government emerged victorious 

from the civil wars of 1919-1923 or they could leave. 

When the coalition Government reformed in January 1919 a weak Dublin Castle 

administration had been appointed, dominated by Liberals. Westminster was 

distracted by world events and the Cabinet was inclined to simply leave the 

Government of Ireland in their incompetent hands.   

The Presbyterian Church was determined that all constitutional methods should be 

used to resist all-island Home Rule.  This position hardened considerably with 

violence and disorder in the south and west and the breakdown of civil society there.  

When the Articles of Agreement (known as ‘the Treaty’) were ratified by the House 

of Commons and the Governments of the Irish Free State and of Northern Ireland were 

created, it was with immense relief that the Church returned to its ancient theology of 

Government as represented by article 23 of the Westminster Confession.   

Sinn Fein MPs refused to take their seats in the House of Commons and instead 

convened an Assembly which they called the First Dáil.    It met in Dublin on 21 

January 1919 and produced a ‘Declaration of Independence’: ‘…the Irish Electorate 

has in the General Election of December, 1918, seized the first occasion to declare by 

an overwhelming majority its firm allegiance to the Irish Republic’.24   The true 

significance of these events, and the undermining of the State in the south and west by 

Sinn Fein was not obvious to either the government or to northern Unionists for many 

months.   
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iv. Irish Presbyterians in a British Civil War. 

The civil war which began in 1919 is conventionally referred to as the ‘Anglo-Irish 

War’ but it was no such thing.  Most of the combatants on both sides were Irish and 

the refusal of the non-Catholic population to subscribe to Sinn Fein’s conception of 

racial and political unity was a key issue.  Coinciding with the meeting of the First 

Dáil on 21 January, at Soloheadbeg in County Tipperary, two Catholic members of 

the Royal Irish Constabulary were shot dead by Republicans. The RIC was the 

principal uniformed target of Republicans throughout 1919, since: ‘… however 

Catholic and Irish in personnel, it was objectively the representative of alien 

oppression’.25 

As the conflict intensified, it appeared to those on the ground that units of the IRA had 

no hesitation in identifying Presbyterians as enemies.26  Dr. William McDowell, a 

member of the Committee on the State of the Country said that the Committee dealt 

with: ‘…over four hundred cases of the murder or the burning out of Presbyterians, 

apart from other atrocities’.27   

The 1919 General Assembly did not yet understand how deep the crisis was.  In the 

places where most Presbyterians lived Sinn Fein membership was relatively weak, 

even in Donegal and Monaghan.  Dublin, the most Presbyterian County outside Ulster, 

had proportionately the same Sinn Fein membership per ten-thousands of populations 

as Antrim or Down.28  In his retiring address the outgoing Moderator told the 
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Assembly of the contrast between June 1918 and June 1919:  

… then the sky was black with war clouds:  now it is filled with the 

sunshine of peace.  Never … was the hand of God in history more 

clearly manifested than during this Pentecost of calamity out of which 

we have just emerged.29   

 

The Assembly did not completely ignore the ominous happenings in the south.  The 

third paragraph of the report on the Committee on the State of the Country stated that 

‘….the General Assembly views with profound apprehension the violent outburst of 

disloyalty, sedition and murder which has characterised the operation of the Sinn 

Feiners’ and urged that the Home Rule Act should not be implemented while such 

activities continued.30   It seemed likely, by this stage, that only part of Ireland would 

eventually leave the United Kingdom and the Assembly pledged itself not to allow 

political division to affect the all-island character of the Church.  

The reality of what was happening began to dawn on of Presbyterians in Ulster and in 

Dublin towards the end of 1919.  The former Moderator, James McGranahan 

preaching to his congregation in Londonderry told them that: 

Sedition and crime has gained such a hold on certain sections of society 

that robbery and murder go undetected.  A young solider on his way to 

the House of God was shot down in broad daylight …  policemen lose 

their lives in the execution of their duty and in many lonely districts, 

terror reigned.31 

Following an attempt of the life of the Lord Lieutenant, Lord French, the Presbytery 

of Dublin sent him an address expressing: ‘… gratitude for the priceless services 

rendered to the Empire and civilised world by Your Excellency’.32  The Rev. Denham 

Osbourne addressed Presbytery and condemned the: ‘Mad and criminal frenzy which 
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so many Irish youth so awfully mistake for patriotism’.33  The expressions of sympathy 

recorded in the Irish Times include one from the congregation of Clontarf describing 

Lord French as ‘the greatest living Irishman’ and another from Rathgar assuring him 

of the ‘…unswerving loyalty of the members of the congregation to the Lord 

Lieutenant as the representative of the Crown in Ireland’.34  After morning worship, 

the Abbey congregation had passed a resolution recording ‘our horror at the atrocious 

attempt made on Your Excellency’s life on Friday last … and we respectfully convey 

to you … our gratitude for the priceless services rendered to the Empire and the 

civilised world by Your Excellency’.35  The Moderator, Major-General Rev. J.M. 

Simms wrote that:  

 I drop the more formal mode of address and write to you as an old 

friend, to assure you, in the name of all my co-religionists, with what 

profound feelings of thankfulness and gratitude we bless Almighty God 

for having covered your head in the hour of your great danger. 

Even at this stage Sinn Fein was not electorally dominant.  In response to the 

translation of a minority of votes into a large majority of seats in the 1918 General 

Election, proportional representation - the ‘single transferrable vote’ - had been 

introduced by the British Government for the 1920 local elections.  In the 26 southern 

and western counties Sinn Fein took 572 seats and other parties 872.  In Dublin support 

for Sinn Fein had grown rapidly and Thomas Kelly, a Sinn Fein representative, was 

elected Lord Mayor but none of the chairmen of the six Dublin ‘Townships’ was a 

member of Sinn Fein.  In three of them; Rathmines, Pembroke and Blackrock along 

with the nearby Urban District Council of Howth the Chairmen were actually 
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Unionists.36   

On 15 July 1920, the Cabinet was told that: ‘Wide areas of the country are now without 

police and controlled by Sinn Fein … even loyalists are compelled to submit to their 

decrees to avoid injury’.37  Many Presbyterians understood just what was happening.  

Robert Lynd – the Presbyterian, Republican nephew of James and Lizzie Rentoul,38 

and the son of the 1888 Moderator - wrote in the London Daily News that: ‘Their 

policy is not so much to attack the government as to ignore it and to build up a new 

Government by its side.39 

The Republican movement successfully subverted state structures in rural areas by 

combining its substantial – though not overwhelming – popular support with a 

campaign of intimidation.  Foster notes that ‘…the strategy of erecting alternative 

structures was only made effective … by the sanction of violence in the background’.40  

The First Dáil set up a Local Government Department in competition with the Local 

Government Board.  The Sinn Fein Minister for Local Government was W.T. 

Cosgrave who set out to gain recognition of the department by local authorities.  Most 

of them complied ‘after some hesitation’.41  The Government at Westminster had been 

further distracted by serious disorder in India42 and a substantial rebellion in Iraq43 but 

it had most of all been focussed on the Paris Peace Conference which was, so it 

seemed, settling the future of the world.   
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v. A Delegation to America. 

Irish Republicans hoped that Americans would support them.  Presbyterian Unionists 

feared that this would, indeed be the case and the Church set out to persuade overseas 

Presbyterians to Unionism.  Already, in September 1919 the General Assembly of the 

Presbyterian Church of the United States of America – in which President Wilson was 

a ruling elder44 - had passed a resolution sympathizing with the Presbyterians of 

Ireland.45   The Irish General Assembly’s Committee on the State of the Country 

organized an ‘Ulster Delegation’ of Presbyterians, Anglicans and Methodists to 

America who were to press Ulster’s case.  Three members of the Delegation were 

Presbyterians: Rev. William Corkey minister of Windsor, Rev. Alexander Wylie Blue 

minister of May Street, and William Coote MP, a ruling elder in Carntall.46   

To coincide with the Delegation’s visit, the Committee took out large advertisements 

in newspapers so diverse as the New York Times and the Alaska Daily Empire, 

declaring that: 

There has always been the closest connection and the deepest sympathy 

between Ulster and America.  It was an Ulster Presbyterian hand that 

penned the Constitution of the United States … we are quite sure that 

when the case is understood America will never show any sympathy 

with those that would put the loyal Protestants of Ireland under the yoke 

of a disloyal majority.47 

 

The delegates visited Washington in January 1920 and met Vice-President Thomas 

Marshall - the senior functioning member of the Executive Branch of Government 

following President Wilson’s stroke in October 1919.  They reported that Marshall 
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told them that ‘So far as I am concerned there is no Irish Republic’.48  Their activities 

were repeatedly, sometimes violently targeted by American Sinn Fein supporters who 

regularly interrupted their meetings.  At one event, held in the Madison Avenue 

Episcopal Church in New York, the Times reported that the ‘Sinn Feiners … were 

chased for a considerable distance up the avenue by the audience’ but ‘escaped 

unharmed’.49    Of another meeting, the Chicago Daily News journalist - and future 

Nobel Peace Prize nominee - Edward Price Bell wrote that the Medinah Temple 

auditorium in Chicago had been:  

… jammed with 5,000 persons to hear ‘the other side’ of the Irish 

question.  This ‘other side’ was given by the delegation of Ulster 

Protestants who received … a tumultuous welcome.  Their remarks 

evoked ‘storm after storm’ of applause … thousands were outside when 

the doors were closed, and crowded overflow meetings followed in the 

Moody Bible Institute and the Fourth Presbyterian Church.50 

With the advantage of hindsight, the failure of the Ulster Unionist movement to further 

exploit the enormous sympathy shown by so many Americans seems 

incomprehensible.  However, the Ulster Delegation’s objectives were limited, and it 

was successful by its own lights; in persuading, American Presbyterians, among 

others, not to oppose to Ulster Unionism in the immediate crisis.  The General 

Assembly noted their work with satisfaction, stating that it ‘... visited 25 of the leading 

cities in the United States and Canada, addressed upwards of 200,000 people ... and 

received assurances of warm sympathy and support from the ministers and members 

of the Presbyterian faith.’51   

Eamon de Valera, who had been touring America for some time, responded to the 

Ulster Delegation by summoning the only Presbyterian minister he could rely on - the 
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Rev. James Irwin of Killead.  Irwin told his Church that he needed to travel to America 

for the sake of his health and joined de Valera for a speaking tour in April 1920. Rev. 

Irwin’s activities are discussed further on pages 35-37. 

vi. The Better Government of Ireland Act (1920) and the ‘Treaty’. 

The British Government’s preferred outcome was an all-island, Home Rule Parliament 

and this was legislated for in the Home Rule Act (1914), though its operation had been 

suspended.  The dogged opposition of Ulster Unionists had focussed negotiations on 

what proportion of Ulster would be excluded, under what theoretical conditions and 

for how long.  The outline of a settlement had been legislated for in the Better 

Government of Ireland Act (1920).  Six counties would be excluded on an ongoing 

basis, twenty-six counties would be included and both areas would have devolved 

administrations.52   

The British Government knew that it would be difficult to pacify Ireland without 

extreme coercion and very difficult to re-establish a functioning state by any means.53  

It was decided to: ‘…see the Irish confronted on the one hand with the realisation of 

all … that Gladstone had striven for and upon the other with the most unlimited 

exercise of rough-handed force’. 54  Sir Nevil Macready, General Officer 

Commanding-in-Chief (Ireland) from 1920 to 1923 believed members of the Cabinet 

were also motivated by personal fear, 55  but this was angrily disputed by the 
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responsible Minister, Winston Churchill. 56   

The policy of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland, of the Ulster Unionist Party and of 

the British Government coincided closely between March and September 1920. In his 

address to the General Assembly of 1920, J.M. Simms declared that Presbyterians:  

…dare not barter the heritage which we have received. We dare not 

mortgage our children’s rights but we have accepted proposals which 

are distasteful to us for the sake of peace.57 

The Assembly then elected a southerner, the Rev. Henry Glenn, minister of Bray who 

had been a prominent Liberal, as Moderator.  In an address which had the distinction 

of being ridiculed in the House of Commons,58 the Rev. Glenn asserted that: 

 … in all the strife, no Presbyterian had been targeted ‘as such’ in the 

south and west’ but also that ‘… where there was such a marked contrast 

today between one portion of Ireland and another there must be 

something wrong in the moral and religious teaching of those who so 

flagrantly set aside the plain teaching of God’s Holy Law.59 

The next day, the report of the Committee on the State of the Country expressed thanks 

to the Presbyterian Churches in North America for their resolutions in favour of 

partition and for ensuring that they were’… kept free of any entangling alliance with 

[Sinn Fein].60  However, the position within Ulster itself was deteriorating.  The City 

of Londonderry was swept by a wave of violence from 21 June as attacks on army, 

police and Protestant targets were followed by reprisals against Catholics and 

Republicans.  The police and locally stationed army units were unable to control the 

situation; food supplies ran short, gas was cut off and order was not restored for a 

week.  A ‘Citizens Conciliation Committee’ made up of community leaders was 
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formed, including the minister of First Derry, James McGranahan.  All sides on this 

committee were agreed on only one thing, that the response of the Government had 

been inadequate.61  Very shortly, the situation in Londonderry was eclipsed by the 

outbreak of serious sectarian strife in Belfast.  A series of IRA attacks and a hunger 

strike among Sinn Fein prisoners in Crumlin Road Gaol triggered rioting in which 14 

people died.  In the shipyards and in other engineering works in Belfast ‘vigilance 

committees’ set up to ensure that no Sinn Fein supporters were employed. Amid a 

week of terrible sectarian violence including an IRA bomb attack on a tram carrying 

Protestant shipyard workers an estimated 8,000 ‘suspect’ workers, 6,000 Catholics and 

2,000 adherents to various other Christian denominations were forced to leave their 

employment.62   

The Cabinet Minister with responsibility for Ireland, Winston Churchill proposed the 

formation of a local R.I.C. reserve in the Northern Ireland area -  the Ulster Special 

Constabulary – and this was sent to the Cabinet Irish Situation Committee for 

consideration.63 It was agreed and recruitment for the new force, meant to relieve 

pressure on the RIC and the army, began.  Ministers of the Presbyterian Church in 

Ireland took an active part as members of the part time ‘B’ class of the U.S.C.64 

Violence continued: the IRA killed 192 policemen and 150 soldiers in 1920 compared 

to 13 policemen and 1 soldier in 1919.65  The Presbyterian Lecture Hall at Green Bank, 

Quigley’s Point in County Donegal was burned by republicans on 5 March 1921,66 the 

Presbyterian Church at Letterkenny was also burned on 30 August and the Church at 
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Wicklow on 13 July 1922.67  On 30 April 1922 an R.I.C. Constable who had been 

detailed to escort the Presbyterian minister of Drogheda during a pastoral visit to 

Gormanstown, County Meath was shot dead and his body left lying in the street.68  In 

April 1922 Albert Street Church, 69 in the Falls Road area of Belfast, was ransacked.  

The Ballymena Weekly Telegraph reported that ‘the pews were broken up and the 

glasses used in connection with the communion service were completely smashed’,70 

though the Northern Whig later reported that some stolen items had later been 

returned. 71    The Church remained closed for five months.72  In April 1923 the Church 

at Duncannon in County Wexford was desecrated and burned.73   

During the General Assembly of 1921 opinion in Northern Ireland had been especially 

outraged by the beating-to-death of an elderly minister, the Rev. John Finlay at his 

home, Brackley House near Bawnboy in County Cavan by members of the IRA.74    

The outgoing Moderator, Rev. H.P. Glenn told the Assembly of his experiences during 

the year ‘He had passed through a raid on a police barracks which had begun under 

the windows of his Manse …  he had preached in a Church round which eight soldiers 

with bayonets fixed kept guard … he had passed on his way to evening service place 

where a double murder had been committed minutes before’.75  The Committee on the 

State of the Country reported that: 

 … crimes have been committed during the past year which, for their 

atrocious character find no parallel in our history since the massacre of 

1641.  In the remorseless persecution of all loyal citizens which is going 

on … the defenceless minority of Protestants are suffering severely.76   
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The Committee laid before the Assembly proofs of atrocities which had been 

committed against Presbyterian civilians.77  The Home Mission reported that its work 

had been seriously affected by the requisition of manses and other Church property by 

Government forces, by the difficulties of operating in a zone of conflict and by 

Republican interference with its agents, incidents of which had been ‘very 

numerous’.78   

 

The Rev. W.P. Young of Galway said that in the course of his work he was never 

personally harassed by republicans and that - although Presbyterians had been attacked 

by the IRA - the reason was simply a desire to steal their property as ‘…they occupied 

farms which were coveted by their neighbours’.79  The Rev. H.C. Waddell of Howth 

told the Assembly that: ‘The future was uncertain but political partition must never 

mean spiritual schism.  There never would be two parliaments in the Presbyterian 

Church and no frontier line existing to separate those on either side of the Boyne’.80 

On the same day, 9 June, the Assembly presented an address to the Viceroy - Lord 

Fitzalan of Derwent - who was visiting Belfast, urging the Government to restore 

order.81   

Attribution of sectarian motives to the Irish Republican Army during these troubles is 

controversial. In particular, the Canadian historian Peter Hart’s work on the Irish 

Republican campaigns of 1916-1923 has been the subject of intense discussion.  His 

works ‘The Protestant Experience of Revolution in Southern Ireland’,82 The I.R.A. 
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and its Enemies,83  and  The I.R.A. at War 1916-1923,84 suggested that the I.R.A. 

campaign in parts of Ireland amounted to ‘what might be called ethnic cleansing. …  

this analysis … outraged readers for whom the integrity of the revolutionaries of 1916-

21 was an article of faith’.85 Criticism of his conclusions was followed by scholarly 

criticism of Hart’s use of evidence and his methodology, prominently by Niall Meehan 

and Meeda Ryan. Assessing the shootings of thirteen Protestants in West Cork over 

three days in April 1922, Ryan rejected Hart’s conclusion that there was a sectarian 

motive.  The victims were targeted because their British national identity led them to 

support the British state,  not because of their Protestant religion: … ‘Opposition to 

actions carried out in pursuit of a sectarian pro-British objective does not of itself 

imbue the Republican position with sectarianism’.86 In an examination of the 

Kilmichael Ambush of November 1920, Niall Meehan wrote that ‘… there are 

concerns that his evidence presentation breached ethical standards’ and that ‘It 

appeared that for Hart conclusions came first’.87   John Regan alleged that ‘...what we 

witness in Hart’s interpretation is a reawakening of a species of religious propaganda 

that many believed was long extinct’.88  Hart stood by his work,89 and other scholars, 

have defended him.   David Fitzpatrick wrote in 2012 that he was:  

in my view, a model for historians invading contentious territory: more 

interested in the dynamics of violence than its morality … lucid, 

sceptical, mild-mannered and unpretentious in his prose … skilful in 

sifting and interpreting primary sources, if occasionally careless in 

citing them.90 
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Peter Hart died in 2010, his work continues to be the subject of debate.91 

In The I.R.A. at War 1916-1923 Hart concentrates primarily on the experience of 

Church of Ireland communities - Presbyterians are directly mentioned only twice in 

the whole work.92  While Hart does state that ‘…campaigns of what might be termed 

ethnic cleansing’93 took place in parts of the south and west of Ireland, he also states 

that in general ‘what happened in southern Ireland did not constitute ethnic 

cleansing’.94  Shortly following one of the direct mentions of Presbyterians in The 

I.R.A at War,  Hart writes that: 

Murder, arson and death threats were a very small part of a much wider 

pattern of harassment and persecution. For every such case, there were 

a hundred raids robberies or other attacks … the revolution made 

Protestants ‘fair game’ to any of their neighbours, angry or covetous.’95  

 

This is certainly what contemporary Presbyterians believed to be happening.  The 

report of the Committee on the State of the Country to the 1923 General Assembly 

stated that:   

… respectable homes are raided by irresponsible bands of young men 

who loot and destroy at their pleasure … in many cases land has been 

seized from the rightful owner and there is no redress.  Many have been 

compelled to leave under threat of death.96 

 

The best-known sectarian attack on a Presbyterian community, however, took place in 

County Down in June 1922.  Six Presbyterians were shot dead, four wounded and four 

houses burned and bombed in what has become known as the Altnaveigh Massacre.  

Speaking to his congregation in Newry, Downshire Road, to which four of the victims 
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had belonged, the Rev. Phineas McKee said: 

Up in peaceful Altnaveigh today there is a beautiful, quiet road that is 

now a bloody mile.  The marauders have left it a trail of blood and fire, 

with roofless houses and blackened walls to sadden the passerby … 

when the victims asked their assassins ‘what harm have we done’ they 

got for answer this ‘you are Protestants’97   

Following the murders the community dispersed and fifty-one people sought refuge in 

Newry.98  The murders were reported to have been in reprisal for the murder of two 

Catholics on 13 June.99  In the north in general, most victims of sectarian attacks were 

Catholics.  In the first six months of 1922 alone, 171 Catholics and ninety-three 

adherents of other denominations, including Presbyterians, died.100  

Outside Ulster, a great exodus of Protestants began in 1918 and the small Presbyterian 

population in the south and west shrank rapidly.  The annual ‘Summary of Presbyteries 

– Persons and Agencies’ in the Minutes of the General Assembly shows the decline in 

the number of Presbyterian ‘families’ in the sense of ‘households’. The five southern 

and western Presbyteries outside Ulster were Athlone, Connacht, Cork, Dublin and 

Munster.  The number of households in Athlone declined from 255 in 1913101 to 144 

in 1926;102  in Connacht 364 households in 1913103 declined to 204 in 1926;104  in 

Cork from 439 in 1913105 to 275 in 1926106; in Dublin from 2348 in 1913107 to 1851 

in 1926108; in Munster from 330 in 1913109 to 114 in 1926110.  The Minutes show that 
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in the Presbytery of Cork the Presbyterian population had shrunk by 45% of its pre-

war numbers by 1922,111 in Athlone by 30%, in Connaught by 36%, in Dublin by 16% 

and in Munster by 44%.112  In 1947 only two of these Presbyteries remained, Dublin 

with 2028 households and Munster with 341.113    There was not, however, a large-

scale transfer of these Presbyterians to the territory of Northern Ireland because, while 

aid was made available by the central government to the penniless Irish refugees 

flooding into England it was not given to those who came to Northern Ireland.  The 

Presbyterian community in Fermanagh was the only one to grow significantly due to 

the integration of refuges during this period, increasing by 15.6% up to 1926.114  

The sole, stated aim of the Republican insurrection after 1919 had been the 

establishment of an independent, all-island republic but by mid-1921 its leaders 

accepted that this was unachievable and a truce was declared, taking effect on 11 July 

1921.  Negotiations began and agreement was reached. Republicans had rejected the 

Government of Ireland Act (1920) as inadequate but after extended talks and a great 

deal of pressure from the British Government, the ’Treaty’ settlement was much closer 

in both outline and detail to the 1920 Act than to the Republican ideal.  The main 

provision was that: ‘… the Irish Free State would enjoy the same constitutional status 

as the existing Dominions’.115   

Subsequent events, in particular the 1931 Statute of Westminster which ‘…recognised 

significant advances in the evolution of the self-governing Dominions into fully 
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sovereign states’ and which has been ‘…ranked next to the American War of 

Independence as a turning point in British Imperial History’,116 allowed an internal 

Imperial settlement to develop into actual independence. The Irish Free State used its 

place in Imperial Councils to influence this statute but, in reality, Canada, Australia 

and South Africa decided its content.  Its final form was in spite of the (historically 

justified) concerns of the British about its effects in Ireland.117    

Most of the Republican’s political aims were achieved within three decades through a 

combination of single-mindedness, developments in Imperial politics and the geo-

political decline of the United Kingdom. What Republicans negotiated in 1921 was 

devolution within the Empire, a territory covering four-fifths of Ireland and an 

obligation to ‘deal with’ their former colleagues who did not accept the Treaty.  They 

were armed with British weapons and most of the British armed forces withdrew.  The 

IRA ‘irregulars’ were defeated in a southern Irish civil war, replete with atrocity.  

Some Presbyterians, contemplating their likely fate should the anti-Treaty forces 

triumph, chose to join the National Army and Rev. J.A. Boyd of Naas, was given 

responsibility for their pastoral care.  He told the 1923 General Assembly that 

‘Scattered through the different barracks were a few Presbyterian sheep from different 

flocks … he had never had any difficulty with those in authority but, on the contrary, 

had been afforded every facility in meeting these men’.118 

vii. A Tolerable Outcome. 

The ultimate outcome of all this strife was far from what the Presbyterian Church had 

wanted before the war.  Nevertheless, in theological terms the settlement was 
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satisfactory.  It provided for two connected, constitutional Monarchies within the 

British Empire which the Church could regard as legitimate and to which it could 

pledge obedience.  The Presbyterian Church taught that the responsibility of the citizen 

was constructive obedience and they made the theological assertion that Presbyterian 

Unionists in the Irish Free State were morally and religiously obliged to submit to, 

obey and work for the prosperity of the state in which they reluctantly found 

themselves.   

The theological basis of their position - being almost unconditional - limited the 

influence of the Church over the Unionist government in Northern Ireland.  In the Irish 

Free State, it was almost, but not quite completely, ignored for different but equally 

theological reasons.  The coincidence of the theological imperative with the political 

preference of a very large majority of Presbyterians simply made the, already default, 

position more natural. 

The outgoing Moderator, Rev. William Strahan of First Newry, explained his actions 

on the establishment of Northern Ireland and the Irish Free State to the 1923 General 

Assembly: 

When two Governors came into office those to whom you had entrusted 

the right to represent you knew their duty.  There was no debate about 

expediency … I think it should be emphasised that we went to both 

Governors with the same sentiments, that we addressed them with the 

same words, and that the same post carried to each the intimation that 

opened up the way for the presentation of the addresses.119 

viii. Conclusion. 

The Presbyterian Church in Ireland was forced into reaction between 1919 and 1923.  

Hopes of peace and reconciliation were dashed and its social ambitions were 
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submerged under an external flood.  The Church acted within its frames of reference; 

the primacy of Scripture, the secondary guidance of the Westminster Confession of 

Faith and a visceral commitment to the country of their birth – the United Kingdom.  

Their theological justification for recognition of the two Irish states contrasts with 

Presbyterian support for Unionism during the Ulster crisis.  The difference between 

the way in which the Church was brought to support Unionism in that crisis shows 

that this was a political, not a theological position.  Then, the matter had been taken 

out of the hands of the High Court of the Church by the ruling eldership while the 

Unionist party wooed the Church, flattered its ministry and accommodated their need 

to work out a theological justification for the political position they had taken. 

After the ‘Treaty’ the official attitude of the General Assembly towards both Irish 

states was clear.  It was to ‘… urge upon members of this Church the duty of doing all 

that lies in their power to support those who are seeking to establish law and order’.120  

Ministers were instructed to ‘… inculcate in their pulpit ministrations the duties and 

obligations of good citizenship as part of Christian life’. 121 

The doctrine of obedience to the civil magistrate was an old and traditional one, laid 

down in the Westminster Confession of Faith and was a position to which the Church 

returned with some relief and with near-unanimity:   

It is the duty of people to pray for magistrates, to honour their persons, 

to pay them tribute or other dues, to obey their lawful commands, and 

to be subject to their authority, for conscience’ sake. Infidelity, or 

difference in religion, doth not make void the magistrates’ just and legal 

authority, nor free the people from their due obedience to them: from 

which ecclesiastical persons are not exempted.122 
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Chapter 8.  ‘The Devilish Drink System’: 

Temperance and Prohibitionism. 

 

The Presbyterian Church, true to her Scottish traditions, educates her 

ministers with the proceeds of Findlater’s spirit groceries and offers 

whiskey scholarships in both her divinity schools.  These scholarships 

are declared throughout Great Britain to be the most emphatic approval 

of the liquor trade ever given by any Church.1 

i. Introduction. 

The issue of ‘temperance’ obsessed the Irish Presbyterian Church during the first half 

of the twentieth century and conditioned its approach to all other issues.  This had not 

always been the case.  The Londonderry Sentinel records the ordination of the Rev. 

William Gibson in First Ballybay on New Year’s Day 1834 when Rev. Henry Cooke 

preached, Rev. Robert Stewart of Broughshane exposed the ‘polity of the Presbyterian 

Church’, and the Rev. Robert Park of Ballymoney gave the charge. ‘After an evening 

spent in unison with the proceedings of the day, the company separated at a very early 

hour’.2    The port, sherry, punch and ale supplied for the solemnities cost £7,3 which 

the British National Archive reckons £475 in 2017 money.4  The man who first aroused 

the Church’s interest in temperance as a political issue was Rev. John Edgar, founder 

of the Ulster Temperance Movement after 1829.  He opposed rigid total abstinence: 

‘Teetotalism gave Dr. Edgar much annoyance and embarrassment … our Lord 

required His disciples to remember His love by partaking of the fruit of the vine; but 
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converter#currency-result)  (14 February2020). 

http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/currency-converter#currency-result
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/currency-converter#currency-result


188 
 

there were teetotallers who used water instead of wine at the Communion’.5  How did 

this issue come to be the property of fanatics?  If ‘temperance’ and the control, or 

abolition, of the trade in alcohol was the most important of political issues, what did 

that mean for the Presbyterian Church’s involvement in politics? 

In 1909, the fiftieth anniversary of the 1859 ‘revival’, evangelicals were watching and 

waiting expectantly.  Meetings were held by Presbyterians all over Ireland to celebrate 

the ‘Jubilee’ and to pray down ‘revival’ on Ireland.   In the Catch-my-Pal movement 

it seemed that their prayers had been answered.  Founded in 1909 by the minister of 

Third Armagh, Rev. R.J. Patterson, attracting tens of thousands of members in a matter 

of months, spreading very rapidly through Ulster, then Ireland and across the water to 

Great Britain, the British Empire and the world, the ‘Catch-my-Pal crusade’ as its 

founder called it, was seen by many as an outpouring of the Holy Ghost. 

 If the Catch-my-Pal ‘revival’ wasn’t exactly the emotional tide of religious 

conversion for which they had hoped, yet it was that which it was.  A river was once 

more flowing in spate out of rural Ulster and those who had longed to see such a thing 

were determined to ride the flood. That many of them, including Rev. John Macmillan, 

who was to be Moderator of the General Assembly  in the crucial year of 1911, were 

fanatical temperance campaigners made the form of the ‘revival’ more natural.  

Macmillan and a group around him had been working for decades to swing the Church 

behind an extreme position which, they hoped, would result in the prohibition of the 

manufacture, distribution and use of alcoholic beverages.   

Providentially it seemed, the ‘Catch-my-Pal crusade' coincided with the peak of the 

total-abstinence faction’s strength in the General Assembly and both coincided with a 
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constitutional crisis in which the Church’s political influence was very great. The 

longed-for object, prohibition, must have seemed actually within the new Moderator’s 

grasp; he had only to reach out and take it.  This was not to be.   

Elsewhere, people like John Macmillan succeeded.  In Scotland, the Temperance 

(Scotland) Act 1913 allowed prohibitionists to create ‘dry’ areas and harass licensed 

traders throughout the country for decades. It was not until 1976 that it was dismantled.  

In America, prohibition lasted from January 1920 to December 1933.  The State of 

Mississippi was ‘dry’ until 1966 and many counties and municipalities in the U.S.A. 

remain so in 2020.  Not in Ulster.  The prize was snatched away by those who valued 

the Union with Great Britain more than the defeat of the 'drink evil'.   

ii. Temperance and Total-Abstinence. 

Most Irish Presbyterians have always been, in public at least, committed to the 

Christian virtue of temperance; that the use and enjoyment of alcohol should be 

moderate and restrained.  At the beginning of the twentieth century the very visible 

abuse of alcohol that had accompanied the rapid expansion of Belfast had highlighted 

the issue.  Contemporary newspapers are filled with accounts of public drunkenness, 

the crime which it inspired and of the poverty, raggedness and hunger of drinker’s 

children.   In the second half of the nineteenth century the most extreme temperance 

advocates argued that: ‘The true definition of dietetic temperance is – the right use of 

wholesome food and drink and implying total-abstinence from everything 

unwholesome’.  These advocates argued that alcohol was always unwholesome.6  One 

prominent extremist, the Ekenhead ruling elder John Pyper especially disliked those 

Christians who abstained from alcohol on the grounds of ‘expediency’ and not 
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‘abhorration’ because the application of Christian expediency to alcohol:  

… is necessarily their admission that they consider the practice perfectly 

lawful, good and right in itself.  But this Satanic Doctrine is the main-

stay of the infernal drink system.7 

In time, public conflicts arose between those who held to the traditional, moderate, 

view of temperance and those who demanded total abstinence.  In 1904 a Monaghan 

Presbyterian, Jane Murdock, left £12,000 of property8 in trust for the benefit of ‘weak 

congregations of the Presbyterian Church’.  Ownership of part of the property was 

disputed,9 and to their horror - though not that of the local trustees from Ballyalbany - 

the central Mission Board of the Church discovered that it included two public 

houses.10  The case went to the Chancery Division in Dublin, before the Master of the 

Rolls and, although  the will said that tenants were not to be disturbed so long as they 

paid their rents, the Mission Board requested that they be thrown out anyway.11  At 

the January 1911 Quarter Sessions in Monaghan,  before Judge Craig who described 

himself as a ‘loyal Presbyterian’,12 the tenants appealed against their eviction.  The 

local trustees said that they had no objection to compensating them and that they had 

been ‘compelled to take the course they had taken’.  Judge Craig was incensed: 

His Honour (warmly) - These people are going too far altogether.  By 

their action, they are alienating the sympathy of every right-thinking 

man … I think these people are throwing dirty water on the lady who 
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left them the money.13 

Ultimately, one of the tenants was evicted but awarded compensation with costs.14  

The other, Margaret McArdle, the widow of an R.I.C. Sergeant15 was allowed to 

remain in business but died shortly afterward.  The Mission Board tried to prevent 

Mrs. McArdle’s minor children from inheriting the license and tenancy of the Toll Bar 

in Glaslough Street, Monaghan so that they could extinguish the license, but this 

argument failed and they were transferred to the children’s guardian, their Aunt, Miss 

A. McArdle.16  The Mission Board then argued that the stipulation in Mrs. Murdock’s 

will only affected the tenancy during Mrs. McArdle’s lifetime, not that of her children, 

and applied to evict them under the original tenancy agreement.  This was granted in 

April 1912.17  Having deprived the orphans of their home and livelihood, the victory 

was celebrated by a joint public meeting of the Catch-my-Pal and Good Templar clubs 

at which the chairman, Rev. Robert Corkey - then of First Monaghan - said that ‘he 

knew it was a Godsend to some of his friends, that intoxicating liquor would no longer 

be sold at the Toll Bar’.18    

iii. The Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper and the ‘Drink Curse’.  

At the General Assembly of 1875 senior Presbyterians had affirmed that ‘God’s Bible 

Wine’ was the natural, fermented product that the Church had used since New 

Testament times.  The total-abstinence faction, in the mean-time, tried to suit the 

practice of the Church to themselves.  The Rev. G.H. Shanks of Boardmills, the ruling 
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elder John Pyper, and others spoke in support of what they described as ‘unfermented 

wine’ in the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper.   

Rev. Robert Watts, Professor of Systematic Theology, 19 contemptuously dismissed 

such arguments as ‘un-scholarly’ and ‘un-Biblical’: 

God’s Bible wine was capable of intoxicating.  That was one of its 

native properties and a property that no man could communicate to it; 

that no devil could communicate to it; but which God had 

communicated to it.20 

 

John Pyper had argued that: ‘The dense and apparently impenetrable ignorance of 

many trusted, ecclesiastical leaders on this question has long furnished the most 

powerful aid to the Father of Lies’,21  but the total-abstainers had no convincing answer 

to Professor Watt’s scholarship and were not yet in a position to ignore it.  ‘The 

Assembly recommended that congregations use a ‘mild, natural wine’ by 301 votes to 

20. 22 

After their humiliation in 1875, the extremists intensified efforts to persuade the 

General Assembly to their position.  In 1889 the Assembly resolved: 

… urging on all … the great and pressing duty of total abstinence and 

entire separation, both as regards moral support and financial interest 

from the drink traffic.23 

This resolution was passed by every successive Assembly for decades and by 1904 

the total-abstainers were ready for more, radical action.  They were incomparably 

stronger than they had been thirty years previously. 

The 1904 General Assembly met in Dublin in the grandeur of the Abbey Church, 
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Rutland Square.  This was known as ‘Findlater’s’, spoken of as such in two of James 

Joyce’s novels, after the wine merchant Alexander Findlater who built the Meeting 

House for his congregation in 1864.24  Bathed in light cast through the Meeting 

House’s magnificent twenty-eight-foot-high ‘grand window’ of stained glass, 

memorialising this promoter of the ‘devilish drink system’25 as ‘the founder and donor 

of this church’ the extreme total-abstainers rallied their strength to battle.26 

The Temperance Committee was aware that something unusual was afoot. As noted 

above, the by then traditional report had included the sentence:  

… urging on all ministers, ruling elders, school teachers and Church 

members the great and pressing duty of total abstinence and entire 

separation, both as regards moral support and financial interest from the 

drink traffic.27 

 

The phrase ‘entire separation’ had been the focus of a determined effort by the most 

extreme total-abstinence group within the General Assembly, referred to as the 

‘temperance ‘forward’ group’.  They intended to extend the phrase ‘entire separation’ 

to mean that the Church would accept no money from those concerned, in any 

capacity, in the manufacture, distribution or retail sale of alcohol -  referred to by them 

as ‘the trade’ and ‘the drink curse’.  One practical result of this was that those involved 

in ‘the trade’ in any degree would no longer be full members of the Church, which 

required members to financially support their congregation.  They would be practically 

excommunicated.  The ‘temperance ‘forward’ group’ indignantly rejected suggestions 

that this was their true object, arguing that such people only needed to do what was 

patently right and give up their connection to the ‘drink evil’.   The Temperance 
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Committee simply omitted the phrase ‘entire separation’ from their report which 

stymied this effort but set the scene for more, rancorous, discussion in the following 

years General Assembly. 

Moderate elements in the Assembly were appalled.  John McIlveen said that: ‘… He 

could not imagine anything more unwise and more suicidal than the debate that was 

proceeding’28 but no-one paid any attention to him.    One of the aims of those seeking 

‘entire separation’ was to ensure that Presbyterians seeking public office would be 

under as much pressure to support temperance policies as possible.  They had been 

deeply unhappy in 1903 when Charles Craig, a Presbyterian solicitor who had 

inherited investments in a Whiskey distillery, was adopted as the Unionist candidate 

for South Down and won the seat in a by-election.  His brother, James Craig, a 

stockbroker who had inherited investments in the same Whiskey distillery, stood in 

East Down in 1906 and although he was defeated by James Wood, a Russellite 

Unionist of impeccable temperance credentials, he won the seat in 1910.  He became 

the effective leader of the Ulster Unionist movement on the ground in 1911. 

Rev. John Macmillan, who was to become the ‘principal public spokesman’ of the 

Presbyterian Church in the same year, 1911, declared his hostility to the Craig brothers 

in a debate which aimed to effectively expel them from the Church.  Macmillan asked 

the Assembly:   

Let them suppose that there was a very rich man who was a Presbyterian 

and a distiller … were the Presbyterians who sent that man to Parliament 

doing right? (Cries of ‘no’).29 

 

Craig’s predecessor as Unionist MP for East Down, James Rentoul an Old Bailey 
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Judge and ex-Presbyterian minister, had been in negotiations to fund a formal, 

Presbyterian total abstinence organisation.  Rentoul was a long-term and outspoken 

critic of alcohol manufacturers and distributors, and the failings of both the 

Presbyterian Church and the Unionist Party in relation to them.  He later gave a full 

account of these criticisms in his memoirs Stray Thoughts and Memories, published 

in 1921.30  He wrote to the North Down Herald attacking the Craig brothers: 

I have not a word to say now against Captain Craig.  His entire income 

is derived from the liquor trade.  He keeps the money so made and, 

indeed, why should he do otherwise for the General Assembly would as 

soon give up the Bible as give up the money which it receives from the 

liquor trade.  In fact, in a contest between the two I should think the 

chance of the Bible a poor one.31  

Some Presbyterian total-abstainers were displeased by this letter.  John Megaw, who 

had been connected with Rentoul wrote to the Belfast Newsletter that:  

I must now speak out, and say that I believe your statement to be 

absolutely untrue of any minister or member of the Presbyterian Church 

in Ireland … and as my name has been to more or less publicly 

associated with yours in connection with your offer to finance the 

proposed temperance forward movement, I now wish explicitly and 

emphatically to disassociate myself.32   

Megaw, a Belfast furrier and an elder in Fitzroy, was always referred to as ‘John 

Megaw, Wellington Park’ to distinguish him from the equally prominent ‘John Megaw 

JP of Ballyboyland’, also a temperance campaigner and an elder in First Kilraughts. 

Although holding a very ‘forward’ temperance position, as the Ulster crisis proceeded 

he chose Unionism over prohibitionism.  He was one of the ‘committee of laymen’ 

who organised the Unionist petition to the General Assembly of 1913.33  A personally 
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moderate man, he spoke to the 1914 General Assembly against ‘open voting’ to protect 

the freedom of conscience of ministers.34 

The ‘temperance ‘forward’ group’, viewed the vote with a mixture of frustration and 

hope, as the anonymous author of a letter to the Editor of the Northern Whig in 1904 

wrote: 

I… read with a mixture of pain and pleasure the temperance report - 

pleasure because there was so much reason to thank God ... and pain 

because, like Oliver Twist, we are bound to ask for a great deal more.35   

In the 1905 General Assembly, total abstainers succeeded in one of their long-held 

transitional demands by overturning the resolution of 1875 and recommending the use 

of non-alcoholic liquids in the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper. 

iv. The Presbyterian Temperance Union. 

John Megaw publicly said that he would not support the acceptance of funds from 

Judge Rentoul for a Presbyterian total abstinence organisation, but perhaps he didn’t 

have the final say in the matter.   The first meeting of the Presbyterian Temperance 

Union, on 18 October 1905 in the Assembly’s buildings was addressed by the Judge’s 

sister, Miss Elizabeth Rentoul, Hon. Secretary and prime-mover of the radical 

‘Shamrock Temperance League’.  

Elizabeth ‘Lizzie’ Rentoul - Headmistress of Cliftonville Ladies College - was 

consistently referred to in the press and in advertisements for the College only as ‘Miss 

Rentoul’.  She was an advocate of women’s suffrage and a member of a remarkable 
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family deeply embedded in the Church. 36    In addition to her brother, her sister was 

the Presbyterian moralist and novelist, Erminda Rentoul Esler who had also been one 

of the first female graduates of the University of Edinburgh Medical School.37 Miss 

Rentoul was the sister, daughter, granddaughter and great-granddaughter of ministers 

of Second Ray in County Donegal and among her near-relations were many ministers 

in Ireland and Great Britain.  Her cousin, Rev. Prof. J. Laurence Rentoul38 was 

Moderator-General of the Australian Church 1912-191439 while another cousin was 

the book-illustrator, Ida Rentoul Outhwaite.  One of her nephews, Sir Gervais Rentoul 

was later Conservative Member of Parliament for Lowestoft and another was the 

author, journalist and Irish Republican, Robert Lynd. Miss Rentoul told the assembled 

dignitaries that: 

If their Presbyterian Ministers would join their colleagues from Trinity 

and Maynooth in demanding a Sunday Closing Bill … they would 

create a Sunday-closing Prime Minister in the very next Parliament; but 

if they could not interfere in such a matter until they knew what class of 

liquor was supplied to Christ and the Apostles, then the men of the laity 

had better see about creating a Sunday-closing Prime Minister 

themselves. (applause) … these temperance talkers who were so pigeon-

livered about the Union might be very nice men for a small tea party or 

for playing the flute at a band of hope but they were such a terrible clog 

on the temperance movement that she had often wondered were they not 

in the secret service of the licensed vintners. (laughter).40 

She went on:   

If the laity would not do it … because they were so fond of the Union 

that they would sacrifice their milk-and-water temperance to it … then 

they could keep their liquor-bound Union whilst the women of Ireland 

gazed at them with contempt and amazement.41 
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In concluding her remarks Miss Rentoul announced that she had been chosen, with Mr 

Simms and Mr Macmillan, to spread literature through the Church’.42  The Nationalist 

Irish News only really paid much attention to the Presbyterian Church when there was 

a discreditable dispute or when one of her ministers spoke out in favour of Home Rule.  

Its blithesome account of what was clearly a raucous and disputatious meeting is much 

fuller and more entertaining that the diplomatic Belfast Telegraph, Belfast Newsletter 

and Northern Whig reports.43 

The Shamrock Temperance League, Miss Rentoul’s radical women’s organisation, 

had commenced pamphlet warfare with the Presbyterian establishment – among others 

- after the General Assembly of 1904 which continued for many years. At the Annual 

Meeting of the League in 1910 they boasted of having circulated ‘two and a half 

millions’ of their publications in Ireland and in all parts of the United Kingdom.  

‘Letters of congratulation and vituperation addressed to the secretary were then read 

and it was decided to continue the past policy and answer all abuse and threats of libel 

actions’.44   The Ulster Unionist Party and its Presbyterian leader, James Craig, were 

among the targets of the League.  In April 1911, they reported that ‘In the past six 

months over 150,000 leaflets had been distributed. These consisted mainly of copies 

of ‘For God and Home and Native Land.’ ‘Ulster Unionists and the Liquor Trade.’ 

and ‘Lords and Liquor’.45 

Nor was the League afraid of direct action.  In November 1905, they employed ‘an 

adult and a youth’ to distribute copies of one of their leaflets to those attending a 
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‘Presbyterian Church Extension Bazaar’,46 held in the Assembly’s Buildings and 

hosted by the Moderator.  The leaflet accused one of the stall-holders of supplying 

flaked maize to firms of brewers.  After the crowd had read and digested the 

accusations, Miss Rentoul arrived in person and proceeded to the stall of the firm in 

question, Messrs. White, Tompkins and Courage Ltd. of Clarendon Mills, Belfast and 

Tandragee, County Armagh.   

What was described as ‘an unpleasant incident’ then occurred which ‘for some time 

created a good deal of excitement’.  The challenge posed by the League’s employees 

had been easily met; they had simply been thrown out.  This was not among the 

available options when it came to Miss Rentoul herself.  At length, she was persuaded 

to retire to the Moderator’s room, where employees of the firm assured her that the 

allegations were false.47  She emerged, mollified and ‘the unpleasant incident 

terminated by the distinguished educationalist partaking of a saucer of porridge and 

cream at the stall’.  A stunned representative of White, Tompkins and Courage told 

the Belfast Telegraph that ‘So far as our firm is concerned, we are doing all that we 

possibly can to help the bazaar - giving the milk and porridge free and paying all the 

expense’.48   

v. St. Enoch’s, Carlisle Circus: A glimpse of the struggle.  

An episode in the ground-war within the Presbyterian Church between those who 

believed in temperance and those who demanded total-abstinence is described in John 

Barkley’s history of St Enoch’s, Carlisle Circus, then a prosperous, up-and-coming 
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area to the north-west of Belfast city centre.   

In 1896 the total-abstinence faction demanded that they should be allowed to 

Communicate according to their preference.   Such was the division that: ‘…while the 

adherents of fermented wine were at Communion, one   teetotal advocate sat in the 

gallery ostentatiously fanning away the alcoholic fumes with her handkerchief’.49  

‘Many solutions were put forward and rejected; but in the end, by the narrowest of 

majorities, the compromise of the two ‘tables’ was carried through … the first table 

being taken before and the second after the sermon’.50  This arrangement continued 

until the spring Communion of 1907 when the Kirk Session, in the light of the decision 

of Assembly in 1905 to recommend non-alcoholic liquid for use in Communion, 

resolved that the use of wine in Communion should be discontinued.51  

vi. The ‘Catch-my-Pal Crusade’. 

The ‘Catch-my-Pal’ movement was begun by the Rev. R.J. Patterson, minister of the 

3rd Armagh Congregation in the City of Armagh. This movement attracted a 

remarkable number of followers and was very influential during the short period of its 

greatest success.52  Patterson had been inspired by the work of ‘Father Sheerin, C.C.’ 

in the city of Armagh through the Pioneer Movement.53  Patterson and Sheerin visited 

each other in their homes – the Parochial House in Armagh is in Abbey Street, just a 

few yards from Patterson’s manse -  and he became disturbed at the lack of a parallel 

movement among his own people.  He later wrote ‘I felt every day as I went along the 
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street that the trade was bubbling over with laughter at me’.54 

While on a tour of the United States in 1910 Patterson gave an interview to the 

Springfield Republican in which he described the founding of Catch-my-Pal.  Having 

met one of his congregation on his way home one evening, he invited him and his 

friends to visit his manse in one of the ‘Seven Houses’, a few hundred yards from the 

ancient Cathedral of Armagh.  After two weeks of meetings he told the Republican 

that: 

… there were 32 men in my study … some of the biggest blackguards 

and boozers and drunkards in the town were there.  One of them hadn’t 

been sober for twenty years except six months that he was in jail.  I gave 

them the pledge and there and then we founded the Armagh City 

Protestant Total Abstinence Union.55 

What its founder described in typically dramatic language as the ‘Catch-my-Pal 

Crusade’ spread like wildfire from the City of Armagh into every corner first of Ulster 

and then of Ireland.  Before long it extended to Great Britain, continental Europe, the 

Americas and Australia.  Catch-my-Pal halls were constructed or purchased, Clubs 

dedicated to various alternative amusements and catering to niche interests - billiards, 

golf, cycling - were formed. A Catch-my-Pal football team based in Inverness won the 

North Caledonian League in 1924-25.56 In the United States, Patterson was a well-

known figure and his writing was quoted approvingly by the ‘baseball evangelist’ 

Billy Sunday.57 The Northern Whig reported that ‘As an outcome of the large meeting 

addressed by Rev. R.J. Patterson LLB of Armagh in the Assembly Hall on Sabbath 

afternoon 107 men over sixteen years of age signed the pledge,  Out of this number 80 
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belonged to 32 Presbyterian Churches in the city’.58 

In February 1910 Patterson addressed a meeting of the Presbyterian Temperance 

Union to triumphantly report on the progress of his organisation.  In what may have 

been a conscious contrast between the luke-warm attitude of Ardmachian women in 

his own congregation, dependent on their husbands for their living, and the frenzied 

activity of Elizabeth Rentoul who worked for hers, Patterson went on: 

What had the ladies been doing, those ladies who had comfortable 

homes and nothing to do to earn their own livelihood … during the past 

year to save one man or woman or child from going down to hell 

through drink in the slums of Belfast?59  

 

Patterson resigned his charge in August 1910 and took the reins of the Catch-my-Pal 

organisation personally for nine years, until obliged to stand down due to ill-health.60  

For a time this was a true mass movement which appeared to have the potential to 

radically alter the religious, social and political situation. 

vii. Total-Abstinence Hegemony. 

The ascendency of the total abstainers was such that the Rev. John Macmillan was 

elected Moderator in 1911.  Macmillan had spoken to the General Assembly of 1904, 

apparently in favour of the practical excommunication of those who were, like James 

Craig,  involved in ‘the drink trade’.  He told the Assembly of 1911 that nothing had 

touched him as deeply as messages congratulating him on his election from 

temperance workers everywhere, ‘…rejoicing that their Church has nailed its 

temperance colours to the mast where they would remain, no matter from what quarter 
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the wind blows (applause).61 

An account of how the local, ordained leadership of the Church took control of the 

situation and deftly avoided an undesirable and divisive clash between Macmillan, his 

‘temperance ‘forward’ followers’ and the Unionist movement led by one towards 

whom he had shown personal and professional animosity is given in Part 2 (i).  The 

Presbyterian message on the Union was clarified and the Presbyterian position on the 

Union unified.  Macmillan, who had been so forthrightly critical of Craig in 1904, so 

insistent that the Church would use its influence to defeat the ‘drink evil’ in his 

incoming address to the General Assembly of 1911 did not mention it at all in his 

valedictory address to the Assembly of 1912. 

The ‘temperance ‘forward’ group’ had suffered a setback but was still very influential 

at the top level of the Church.  Total-abstainers were unable to let even the cataclysm 

of the Great war divert them from their grand object.  At the General Assembly of 

1915 the outgoing Moderator, Dr. James Bingham of Dundonald, spoke briefly on the 

subject of Home Rule and of the hardships of the men at the front.  He then turned to 

meet the real enemy: 

But, if our young men are to make the tremendous sacrifices demanded 

of them they must be protected from another monster in our own midst 

which has long been accustomed to devour the manhood of the nation.  

That monster, I need hardly say, is strong drink … the drinking habit 

has been created and fostered even in the very camps where men are 

trained to take part in this great campaign.62 

Re-invigorated by a novel argument – that the shortage of munitions which had been 

much in the news was in an unspecified way ‘due largely to drink’ - the General 

Assembly of 1916 felt that it was its patriotic duty to pass as resolution:  
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That the members of the Assembly hereby pledge themselves that 

during the duration of the war and for six months afterwards that they 

will give no support and record no vote in favour of any candidate for 

office in church, municipality, or state who is connected with the traffic 

in strong drink and who, if called upon refuses to pledge himself in 

writing to support the cause of prohibition as often as opportunity 

offers.63 

A week later, the indefatigable Judge Rentoul exultantly told a meeting of the Bethany 

(Agnes Street) congregation in the Shankill Road area of west Belfast, that:  

… it might be, for all he knew, that every single Ulster Unionist member 

would vote for prohibition and would support the resolution of the 

General Assembly.  To blame them before they asked them would be a 

very cowardly and contemptable thing. 

 

Turning to the old bugbear of his faction, Rentoul asserted:  

The Church that took the liquor trader’s money and then snivelled in a 

cunning way about  the evils of the  liquor  trade was  adopting a  very 

contemptable attitude … the men  who took the  liquor trader’s  money 

for Church purposes were worse than Judas Iscariot. 64 

 

At the General Election of 1918, in the context of the Easter rebellion of 1916 and 

increased polarisation in Ireland, the resolution of the General Assembly had no 

discernible effect.  In this election, the first since that of December 1910 which had 

initiated the Ulster crisis, Ulster Unionists and Labour Unionists were returned in 

Unionist-leaning seats whether or not they had made the pledges demanded by the 

General Assembly while the Liberal Party in Ireland was simply wiped out.65 

The opportunity which the ‘temperance ‘forward’ group had worked so hard to 

achieve had crested with the election of John Macmillan as Moderator in 1911, when 

it seemed that an expected Special General Assembly would tie its support for 
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Unionism to a commitment to radical anti-alcohol legislation.  Led by Thomas 

Sinclair, the ordained local leadership of Presbyterianism had faced a choice between 

total abstinence and unionism, and they decisively chose the Union.  They evaded a 

Special General Assembly in 1912 by means of a Presbyterian Unionist Convention, 

avoiding the issue in June 1912 and presenting the conclusions of the Convention to 

the General Assembly of 1913 - by way of a ‘Memorial from the laity’ with the support 

of many, even from the ‘temperance ‘forward’ faction - as fait accompli.  By the time 

one object of the most extreme total-abstainers was achieved in the General Assembly 

of 1916 it was too late.  It appeared that the external political noise was such that no 

one was listening. 

This, in fact, was not at all the case.  The Ulster Unionist movement had adapted the 

‘bottom up’ element to its structure (as had the Church of Ireland at disestablishment 

thirty-five years before), from the structure of Presbyterian Church Courts.  The Ulster 

Unionist Council was designed in such a way as to make the Unionist leadership at 

least as in touch with its membership base as the Presbyterian Church itself.  Aware 

of the precariousness of their situation they were, what is more, very much more 

responsive to the wishes of their members.  There was no prospect of the Unionist 

leadership committing themselves to any action which would lead to prohibition, their 

own tastes as well as their own interests would have precluded such a move even if it 

had been popular among a majority of the electorate which it emphatically was not.  

As has happened so often in Ireland, the successes of the extreme party were exploited 

by more moderate factions. Negotiations were taking place behind the scenes, urbane 

Church leadership to urbane Political leadership.  These negotiations included the 

other Churches, each with their own temperance movements, their own political 

positions and their own total-abstinence extremists.  The result was a commitment by 
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the Ulster Unionists to introduce temperance legislation during the first Parliament of 

Northern Ireland and, in fulfilment of this promise, the Intoxicating Liquor (Northern 

Ireland) Act 1923. 

The Northern Ireland Act was one of the first measures taken by the Northern Ireland 

Government after a flurry of legislation setting up the institutions of the state, 

regulating its finances and its business.  On 11 May 1923, James Craig as Prime 

Minister personally introduced the Bill to the Northern Ireland House of Commons in 

order to fulfil the Unionist manifesto promise of temperance legislation.  The Motion 

before the House began  

That leave be given to introduce a Bill to make provision for the closing 

on Sunday and Christmas Day of premises licensed for the sale of 

intoxicating liquor by retail, the abolition of certain off licences and the 

settlement of claims for compensation arising thereout.66 

 

Craig told the House that:  

In the forefront of the reforms to which I think the great majority of the 

people of Ulster look forward must be placed Sunday Closing.  We in 

Ulster have been brought up to regard Sunday as a day of rest and I am 

sure the House will agree with the clause which we place first in our 

temperance measure to provide for the total closing of public-houses on 

Sunday.67 

 

This Act placed a virtual ban on ‘mixed trading’ and set about reducing the number of 

outlets for the sale of alcohol by requiring the surrender of two licences for each new 

one.  Spirit grocers were given the option of selling either groceries or alcohol but not 

both.  These measures clearly had the desired effect since prior to the 1923 Act there 

were almost 3,000 public houses in Northern Ireland, while by 1966 that figure had 
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fallen to 2,196’.68 

In his speech to the Northern Ireland House of Commons in favour of the legislation 

Craig highlighted, among other measures, restrictions on the sale of methylated spirits: 

I do not think it is necessary for me to dwell upon the evils of this traffic 

for it is well known and only too true that the drinking of methylated 

spirits has become a veritable curse among certain sections of the poorer 

classes in our province … I am glad to say the Cabinet has had the hearty 

co-operation and support of representatives of the trade as well as 

temperance bodies. 

 

The legislation also provided for licenses to be awarded by a Resident Magistrate 

rather than the notoriously corruptible pre-existing system, that they should be 

regulated by an independent court and that the legal age for the purchase of alcohol 

should be raised from fourteen to eighteen. 

Craig ended his speech by making it clear that he regarded this as a final settlement of 

his promises to temperance campaigners, that any further measures would be ruinously 

costly and that, therefore, none would be considered: 

I hope … that unless by some such general agreement, no further 

legislation on a scale of any importance will be necessary in my time, 

and that temperance reformers will bear in mind when preaching total 

prohibition or local option, that alternative taxation to that now wholly 

borne by the trade, or else a very heavy increase of local rates, is the 

hard fact to be faced if their hopes are to be realised. (Hon. Members: 

Hear, hear).69  

 

A Parliamentary performer of decades standing and having served in the United 
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Kingdom Government at Ministerial level,70 Craig was not perturbed by fierce 

questioning but he did, at times, show asperity at the ingratitude of those to whom he 

felt he was keeping his word in full: 

What action did my Hon. Friends representing the Temperance party in 

this House take …They threw it on me to do the thing for them, and 

when I do it for them they pick holes in every word of the Bill.71 

Most Presbyterians - whether they used alcohol themselves or not -  were believers in 

‘temperance’ rather than ‘total abstinence’ and the Act successfully addressed most of 

their concerns.  Furthermore, no-one was at all enthusiastic about a ‘very heavy 

increase of local rates’ and after the legislation passed, urgency left the campaign.  

Only the small minority of true, total abstinence believers, continued the fight with 

anything like the old energy. 

viii. Change and Decline; the ebbing of the total abstinence tide. 

For years, the Presbyterian Church never ceased to attack ‘the trade’ and as a result, a 

discussion on the ‘sale of intoxicants in the Houses of Parliament [located temporarily 

in Assembly’s College]’72 was held in the Northern Ireland Cabinet on 23 August 

1921. The Minister of Finance, ‘said he had had representations from the Moderator 

in regard to the possible sale of intoxicants in the Assembly Buildings but that he had 

declined to bind himself in the contract’.  The issue was referred to the Parliamentary 

Kitchen Committee.73 

In the late 1920s ‘Local Option Councils’ continued to hold pro-prohibition 

                                                             
70As Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister for Pensions (1919-20) and Parliamentary and Financial 
Secretary to the Admiralty (1920-21). 
71Northern Ireland Parliamentary Debates, House of Commons, Volume 3 (1923) 18 May 1923, 

Column 1032. 
72The College itself was relocated to No. 2 University Square until 1934.  R.W.M. Strain, ‘University 

Square:  A sentimental retrospect’, The Ulster Medical Journal, 38 (1), (1969).  pp.2-33. p.10.  
73 Northern Ireland Cabinet Papers, PRONI CAB/4/15.  Cabinet Minute 23/8/1921, par. 5. 
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demonstrations.  In January 1927 Rev. T.M. Johnstone told a rally at Larne that:   

He did not want to say anything that would hurt the feelings of the man 

who had done so much for Ulster, but they strongly advised Sir James 

Craig to … bring himself into line with the democratic spirit and 

democratic practice.74   

Three ‘Local Option candidates’75 contested the Stormont election of May 1929 and 

fought an unusually vigorous campaign.  In parallel, David Wilson stood as an 

Independent Unionist in the Westminster election for North Belfast against Thomas 

Somerset, a local mill-owner.  Posters reading ‘Who will you vote for, Wilson the 

abstainer or Somerset who drinks?’ were plastered across the constituency and 

Somerset was heckled in the street as a ‘sweater’.76  He set his mill-hands to campaign 

for him, denying that they were ‘sweated’.  Rev. T.M. Johnstone spoke in Wilson’s 

favour and said that ‘the press, the Unionist Party and the liquor-trade were against 

him’.  Presbyterian Unionists were rallied behind Somerset:  Rev. S. Cochrane of 

Sinclair Seamen’s said that ‘you never find a drunk man in my parish and that is due 

to the great temperance legislation of the Northern Government’.77   In Strandtown the 

Unionist candidate, Herbert Dixon advised electors to ‘vote early … and I won’t say 

vote often, for we’ve stopped all that’.78  The Presbyterian, Hugh Pollock, Minister of 

Finance stated that ‘prohibition … was an impossibility.  Our Constitution prevents us 

from interfering with trade … the law is we cannot prohibit the circulation of alcohol 

to any extent in Northern Ireland’.79 The ‘Local Optionists’ polled relatively well at 

the Stormont election, winning 9,776 votes80 between them, but none were elected.   

                                                             
74 Northern Whig, 26 January 1927. p.5. 
75 There were 48 territorial Divisions, each electing 1 MP. 
76Northern Whig, 30 May 1929. p.8. 
77Northern Whig, 25 May 1929. p.7. 
78Northern Whig, 30 May 1929. p.8 
79Northern Whig, 17 May 1929. p.9., 
80Northern Whig, 24 April 1929. p.7. 
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The Rev. R.J. Patterson died in October 1930 but Catch-my-Pal was already in decline.  

In his prime: ‘His appearance, his power of mimicry, inevitably made every audience 

his own.  In this work, he proved a veritable prince of the platform, a monarch of the 

masses.81  In an obituary, The Scotsman told its readers that Catch-my-Pal:  

… was a temperance propaganda movement which spread rapidly over 

the whole of Ireland from which it was carried to Britain, Europe and 

America.  Mr Patterson directed the movement for nine years but 

ultimately broke down under the strain and in other hands it gradually 

declined.82   

 

The halls were dismantled or sold and the last active ‘Pals Club’ closed in Coleraine 

in January 1970.83  The Belfast Telegraph wrote that ‘The members of the old 

organisation wanted to save Ulster for temperance … now it seems that Ulster does 

not want to be saved’.84  In 2020 the last remnant of the once-mighty organisation is 

the ‘Catch-My-Pal Snooker and Billiards Club’ at 191a Kingsway, Dunmurry.  It is 

not a temperance club.85   

As a Judge in the City of London, James Rentoul showed the same carelessness in 

making powerful enemies as he had as an MP in Ireland.  He alienated businesses by 

declining, as a matter of policy, to issue committal notices for debts as he regarded 

them as inherently unjust.  He also alienated fellow members of the legal profession 

by challenging the primacy of London as a forum for civil actions at law, which he 

saw as tending to injustice.  His enemies took the opportunity afforded by a scathing 

criticism of one of his judgements in the Court of Appeal to demand his removal from 

                                                             
81Belfast Telegraph,15 January 1970. p.10. 
82The Scotsman, 10 October 1930. p.12. 
83Belfast Telegraph, 15 January 1970 p.10. 
84Ibid. 
85‘Catch My Pal Billiards and Snooker Club’, (https://www.foodhygieneratings.org.uk/catch-my-pal-

billiards-snooker-club-191-kingsway)  (13 January 2019). 

https://www.foodhygieneratings.org.uk/catch-my-pal-billiards-snooker-club-191-kingsway
https://www.foodhygieneratings.org.uk/catch-my-pal-billiards-snooker-club-191-kingsway
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the bench but he was already sick with the illness which was to kill him and he died 

in 1919.86 He dictated his memoirs on his death bed and his sister, Elizabeth, edited 

them in such a way as to be regarded as co-author.  They interestingly reflect the 

thinking of two intelligent, informed Donegal Presbyterians as the imminent reality of 

separation from the rest of Ulster sank in.   Elizabeth Rentoul continued her frantic 

activism for the rest of her life, lending as the Northern Whig put it: ‘all the power of 

her forceful personality and her zealous energy’ to campaigns until two months before 

her death in December 1932,87  but in both Church and society, the wave had passed. 

The General Assembly of 1934 saw a more moderate policy emerge. Grassroots 

activism had withered away to the point where the Report of the Committee on 

Temperance stated that ‘There are almost no congregations with any Temperance 

organisation for adults and very few for children’ and that ‘Many Presbyteries report 

that there is no organised Temperance association within their bounds to speak in the 

name of the Churches but in others there are.  Some reports ‘do not know’.  The report 

put its trust in temperance education in schools, which was common.   They 

Committee was encouraged by a report from First Carrickfergus that ‘…during the 

past year a member of their Congregational Committee bought a public house and 

extinguished the license.’  They were optimistic that the ‘poor state of businesses’ 

would cause many licensed premises to close.88   The 1937 report of the Committee 

noted, despairingly, that: 

…quite a number of congregations in different Presbyteries still use 

alcoholic beverage at the Communion service. A congregation ought 

not to obtain its Communion elements from the licensed trade, and 

young people should not taste alcohol for the first time when they got 

to the Lord’s Table.89 

                                                             
86James Rentoul, Stray Thoughts and Memories, (London, 1921) Kindle Loc. 2301-2308. 
87Northern Whig, 5 December 1932. p.8. 
88Minutes of the General Assembly 1934. p.46 
89Minutes of the General Assembly 1937, p.48. 
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The last, farcical gasp of the extreme total-abstainers occurred after the Rev. T.M. 

Johnstone, was prosecuted and fined £100 for contempt of court in 1937.  He had 

criticised a decision of the High Court while presenting the  report of the Temperance 

Committee to the General Assembly.90  Johnstone was freed to attend his son’s 

ordination but was told that he would then be imprisoned in Crumlin Road Gaol until 

he paid his fine.91 He was outraged when persons unknown paid on his behalf, 

frustrating his eagerly-anticipated martyrdom.  Even moderate Presbyterians saw his 

prosecution as lèse-majesté and a Special General Assembly was called which passed 

motions supporting Johnstone and condemning the Government.  Sir James Craig sent 

a conciliatory message but declined to intervene, while ‘the consensus of the legal 

opinion submitted at the special meeting of the General Assembly … was that the Rev. 

Dr. T.M. Johnstone was guilty of contempt of Court’.92  Threatened legal action by 

the Church never materialised and it, instead, lapsed into an embarrassed silence. 

Even at the time of the total-abstinence faction’s greatest success, in the first decades 

of the twentieth century, Belfast had not been the boiling, expanding kettle of 

confusion that it had been in the latter part of the nineteenth century.  Although poverty 

was endemic in working-class Belfast during the inter-war years, the public 

drunkenness and consequent disorder that had been such an obvious feature of that, 

older, city had become less visible to middle-class Presbyterians and was a less urgent 

issue for them.93 

                                                             
90Northern Whig, 30 June 1937 p.7. 
91Belfast Telegraph, 29 June 1937. p.11. 
92Belfast Telegraph, 12 October 1937 p.13. 
93Rev. James Woodburn of Fitzroy, Moderator in 1940, who had been working in Belfast for many 

years, told the 1941 Assembly of his shock and surprise at seeing signs of poverty among those made 

homeless by German bombing.  ‘I have been working 19 years in Belfast and I never saw the like of 

them before - wretched people, very undersized and underfed’. Belfast Newsletter, 3 June 1941. p.3. 
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ix. Conclusion. 

The total-abstinence movement in the Presbyterian Church in Ireland had always one 

aim in sight:  the prohibition of the manufacture, sale and use of alcoholic beverages.  

In the General Assembly, the ‘temperance ‘forward’ faction and other total-abstinence 

groups had three, long-term transitional demands which, they hoped, would help 

achieve this aim.  They wished to i. Procure a direction from the General Assembly 

that ‘non-fermented wine’ should be used in the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper.  ii. 

Use the General Assembly to tie Presbyterian political support for any candidate, party 

or movement to that candidate, party or movement’s pledge to back legislation which, 

it was hoped, would end with total prohibition.  iii. Obtain a change in the law of the 

Church so that financial contributions – gifts and freewill offerings – from those whose 

money derived from the manufacture, distribution or sale of alcoholic beverages 

would be refused, with the practical effect of excluding from membership distillers, 

brewers and liquor merchants.   

The first transitional demand was partially achieved at the General Assembly of 1905 

and in time was almost universally applied in local Congregations.  The second 

transitional demand was achieved at the General Assembly of 1916 and partly 

reflected in the licensing reform undertaken by the Northern Ireland Government 

through the Intoxicating Liquor (Northern Ireland) Act 1923.  This law, although quite 

restrictive, was much less than the Church had been able to achieve in Scotland where 

the Temperance (Scotland) Act 1913 made provision for the creation of ‘dry’ areas 

through local ballots. There was a wave of prohibition polls in the 1920s and although 

the prohibitionists were often disappointed, many local districts voted for the measure 

and many licences were revoked.  The disappointment with which some total-
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abstinence campaigners greeted the lack of a similar ‘local option’ provision in the 

Northern Ireland legislation suggests that they were planning to use their substantial 

organisational, human and financial resources to launch campaigns of attrition which 

would have proven very divisive.   Cooler heads in the Church may have been relieved 

that ‘local option’ was never an actual option in Northern Ireland but, wisely, they 

kept quiet.  The third transitional demand was aimed personally at James and Charles 

Craig and was perceived by many, even among temperance advocates, to be unjust.  It 

failed to be adopted at all.   

As with so much that we are inclined to think of as distinctive to late Victorian or 

Edwardian Ulster, Presbyterian total-abstinence campaigns need to be set in their 

national and international context.  This was not a local movement and it was not a 

marginal movement; it was international and it was mainstream.  Given the relatively 

small size of the committed total-abstinence faction as a proportion of the Church and 

of society, it was very successful and yet, in the long term, it failed in its most 

important objects.  From the vantage point of the twenty-first century ‘the crusade 

against drink seems odd and misplaced’.94 It has, however, a current legacy.   

This lies, not in the attitudes of the Northern Irish and Irish Presbyterians to alcohol 

or in restrictive Northern Irish, Irish or United Kingdom licencing legislation, all of 

which continue to be built around a scaffold of assumptions constructed by the 

temperance movement.  It is in campaigns against other natural, recreationally used 

substances driven by the same sort of concerns and pursued by the same sort of 

people.  The campaign against tobacco, which seems to be on the verge of 

succeeding in some countries and the international ‘war on drugs’ which is facing 

                                                             
94John L. Merrill, 'The Bible and the American Temperance Movement: Text, Context and Pretext', 

Harvard Theological Review, 81(2), (1988). pp. 145-170. P.145 
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defeat and which may be looked back upon by historians in one hundred years with 

the same puzzlement with which we view the Presbyterian prohibitionists of 

Edwardian Ireland, today. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



216 
 

Part iii:  Presbyterianism in a time of disunity. 

 

           

 

9.  The Presbyterian Civil War 1921-1939.         217. 

         

 

10.   The Just War 1939-1945.           245. 

 

 

11. A Dangerous Thing: Education Policy in Northern Ireland 1921-1947.     268. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



217 
 

Chapter 9.   The Presbyterian Civil War 1921-1939.  

 

And Samuel said, Hath the LORD as great delight in burnt offerings and 

sacrifices, as in obeying the voice of the LORD?  Behold, to obey is 

better than sacrifice, and to hearken than the fat of rams. For rebellion is 

as the sin of witchcraft, and stubbornness is as iniquity and idolatry. (1 

Samuel 15:22-23). 

 

 

i. Introduction. 

If a Church leadership rebels against the traditions of the Church, who is to blame for 

subsequent conflict: they or those who rebel against them?  This is a more difficult 

question to answer in a Presbyterian context than in an Episcopalian one.  Before 1918 

the Presbyterian ordained leadership had often acted outside Church structures but the 

authority of the institution had always been preserved.  Even when its members did 

not heed the Church courts, their right to speak authoritatively to - and on behalf of - 

Presbyterians was acknowledged. Externally, at the start of the twentieth century the 

ordained leadership had acted decisively, pursuing its own interests but also guiding 

its people to adapt to reality.  Internally, however, all was not well.  During the 1920s 

a civil war broke out in the Church which threatened it as an institution.  In resolving 

that civil war, the ordained leadership agreed rules and conventions which preserved 

the institutional unity of the Church at the cost of its distinctiveness and of much of its 

institutional influence, not only externally but even over its own members.  Was the 

cost too great?  Did the noble ends justify the ignoble means? 

ii.  Optimism and disillusionment:  the post-war context. 

At the outbreak of the Great War any theological justification for disobedience to the 

state disappeared and the institutional Church adopted the strident, pro-war position, 
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discussed in Chapter 6.  After the war, doubts about that position combined with 

financial circumstances to create another new context.  The 1920 General Assembly 

saw the duty of the Church as social progress and radical change.  The Rev. A.F. 

Moody of Cliftonville, moving the report on Social Service on 10 June 1920 told the 

Assembly that:  

It would be an unspeakable calamity if after this war … the old order of 

things was to be resumed … it was the pressing duty of the Church to 

set itself to try and discover what a perfect social order would be.1  

 

 

Some took this desire for social change further than others.  In 1928 the Clonaneese 

minister, Rev. James Edgar recalled a gathering ‘of a so-called society in the Church 

House for young ministers’ where one ministerial speaker ‘… delivered a eulogy on 

Moscow police arrangements in contradistinction to our Belfast constabulary, and 

glowed over the wonderful way in which the Bolsheviks cared for and educated their 

children’.2    

The determination of many  to reform the Church was reflected in a new debate on the 

role of women in its leadership and in 1926 the General Assembly approved the 

ordination of women to the ruling eldership.3 The first ordinations were performed by 

the Presbytery of Newry at Warrenpoint on 29 April 19274  where one of those 

ordained was ‘Miss Harbinson’, sometime secretary of the Warrenpoint branch of the 

Irish Suffrage Federation,5 and the other was an ‘active worker in the Church’, Miss 

Small.  The two women were sent by their congregations, Warrenpoint and Rostrevor, 

as representative elders to the 1927 General Assembly and were welcomed by 

                                                             
1Belfast Newsletter, 11 June 1920.  p.7. 
2James Edgar, Presbyterianism on its trial. An answer to the “Record”, (Castlecaulfield, 1928). p. 17. 
3Northern Whig, 10 June 1926. p.10. 
4Northern Whig, 30 April 1927. p.8. 
5Irish Citizen, 24 April 1915. p.7 
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applause.6  

With women permitted to be ordained as ruling elders, the debate over their ordination 

as ministers intensified.  The Presbytery of Newry again provided the first candidate, 

the remarkable Edith Sinclair Martin who was the niece of Thomas Sinclair and the 

widow of a well-known Belfast solicitor.  She had lost her only son in the Great War.  

Clever, educated, rich, well-connected and formidable in every way she persuaded the 

Church to allow her to attend Assembly’s College and to complete the full training 

programme for a minister, including an assistantship at Sinclair Seamen’s Church in 

Belfast.7  However, ministers in Presbyteries such as Belfast which had approved the 

ordination of women to the ruling eldership, opposed their ordination as ministers.8  

Accordingly, the 1930 General Assembly decided that women should not be ordained 

as teaching elders.9  

Mrs. Martin was not deterred and, assisted by her friend and former minister Rev. 

William Corkey, she secured the agreement of the United Free Church of Scotland 

(Continuing) that she would be accepted as a candidate for their ministry.10  Her 

ordination, the first of any women into the ministry of an historic Presbyterian Church 

was performed by the UFC (Continuing) Presbytery of Glasgow, meeting at Partick 

on 19 June 1931. 11   The Rev. William Corkey took an active part in the ordination.  

In the Dictionary of Scottish Church History and Theology, I.O. MacDonald implies 

that this was a double ordination with Elizabeth Barr12 but this was not the case since 

                                                             
6Mid-Ulster Mail,  18 June 1927. p.5 
7Belfast Newsletter, 1 May 1929. p.8. 
8Belfast Newsletter, 5 December 1929 p.12. 
9Northern Whig, 4 June 1930. p.9. 
10Mark Wilson, ‘The Rev. Edith Martin Story’, Stedfast, March/April Ed., (2020). p.4. 
11Kirkintilloch Herald, 10 December 1930. p.5. 
12I. O. Macdonald, ‘Women in Presbyterian Ministry’ in Nigel Cameron, David Wright, David 

Lachman, Donald Meek (eds.), Dictionary of Scottish Church History and Theology, (Edinburgh, 

1993). p.886. 



220 
 

newspaper reports make it clear that Rev. Martin alone was ordained on this occasion. 

Miss Barr was actually ordained by the UFC Presbytery of Perth in March 1935 at 

Auchterarder.13 The Presbyterian Church in Ireland subsequently accepted Rev. 

Martin as the minister of a ‘true’ Church and she was not only officially referred to as 

such by them, but often conducted worship in Irish Presbyterian Churches.  She was 

appointed ‘Honorary Assistant Librarian’ of the Gamble Library at the Assembly’s 

College in Belfast14 and took an active part in College life, sometimes being pictured 

in academic gown, surplice and clerical collar with the Professors and students.15 The 

Presbyterian Church in Ireland would not select, train or acknowledge a second female 

minister from its membership until 1976.16 

In the meantime, many Presbyterians had decided that the hyper-patriotic stance of the 

Church during the war had simply been wrong.  Proposing the report of the Committee 

on Social Service - which had spent the war years pressurising young Presbyterians to 

enlist - the Rev. Cuthbertson Jackson MC of the Crescent Church ‘…contended that 

the Churches should use all their power to prevent war, even to the extent of refusing 

to let their ministers act as chaplains in the event of a war’.17   These reactions against 

reflexive patriotism and the defence of the status quo ante,  although in tune with the 

music of the times, paradoxically played a part in limiting the external impact of the 

Church.  A determination to reform society contributed to an explosion of internal 

dissension which drowned it out.  

New, inward-looking unofficial or semi-official Presbyterian associations now sprang 

                                                             
13The Scotsman, 28 March 1935. p.14. 
14Northern Whig, 7 October 1948. p.2. 
15Belfast Newsletter, 19 October 1938. p.8 
16Presbyterian Herald, June 2016.  (https://www.presbyterianireland.org/Blog/May-

2016/Presbyterian-Herald-June-2016.aspx)  (18 November 2019). 
17Northern Whig, 10 June 1933. p.8. 

https://www.presbyterianireland.org/Blog/May-2016/Presbyterian-Herald-June-2016.aspx
https://www.presbyterianireland.org/Blog/May-2016/Presbyterian-Herald-June-2016.aspx
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up aimed at influencing or even at taking control of the institutional Church.   Three 

in particular stand out during this period.   

iii. Presbyterian ginger groups:  The Church Reform Society. 

Ministerial pay had been eroded by economic circumstances during the war, as Robert 

Brown, a soap manufacturer from Donaghmore in County Tyrone told the Assembly 

of 1919:  

…inflation during the war had amounted to 126 per cent’ and that 

‘[incomes of] farmers, tradespeople and wage earners have increased by 

between 200 and 300 percent’ this was not true of ministers who 

‘…have a right to share in the general prosperity of the country.18   

 

In 1919 the Finance Committee had described the increase in the income of the Church 

as ‘magnificent’19 but ministerial income remained low and in the less optimistic 

climate of 1921, a group of ministers decided to act. 

The Church Reform Society was founded in Belfast on 10 February 1921.  Initially 

consisting, mostly, of younger ministers it was soon taken up by a section of the 

ministerial establishment.  The first meeting proposed ‘…certain broad items of 

policy’ including: ‘…. securing for every minister … an income of not less than £250 

per annum … together with a free residence’.20 

The Society wanted to force congregations unable to pay the minimum to unite and it 

wanted to move the Church’s focus away from rural congregations or overseas 

missions towards the city of Belfast.  Its programme was presented in extended articles 

in the Belfast Newsletter of 1, 8 and 29 April 1921.   Simultaneously, Presbyteries 

                                                             
18Northern Whig, 5 June 1919. p.5. 
19Northern Whig, 4 June 1919. p.7. 
20Belfast Newsletter, 11 February 1921. p.8. 
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were invited to endorse its aims.  The Presbytery of Belfast approved of a minimum 

income,21 so did the Presbytery of Route.22 At a meeting in Londonderry in April 1921 

a minimum income for ministers of £400 - equal to that of the Church of Ireland -  was 

mooted by the Chairman, Rev. W.J. Logan of Letterkenny.23  There were other 

opinions.  In a letter to the editor of the Northern Whig which provoked a flurry of 

self-justification by members of the Society24 a correspondent styling himself 

‘Country Elder’ wrote that:  

… the present campaign savours too much of trades-unionism and the 

fixing of a minimum wage, any body of men which sets up to determine 

the amount of their own salary are not following in the path trodden by 

the Master and His disciples.  As Burns says, ‘When self the wavering 

balance holds, ‘tis rarely right adjusted’.25   

 

These proposals were brought to the 1922 General Assembly: a minimum stipend of 

£250 per annum and a ‘free residence’, excluding congregations in the Presbyteries of 

Dublin, Munster, Cork, Athlone, Connaught, Bailieborough and Cavan.  These were 

unanimously agreed.26   

Having achieved, substantially, their initial aims the Society devised a radical 

programme to increase ministerial independence.  In February 1923 Rev. J.S. 

Rutherford of Kingstown proposed a selection method for candidates for the ministry 

‘entirely unaffected by … local considerations’ and said that ministers should 

regularly be moved by the Church from congregation to congregation, rather than 

being appointed permanently.27  To counter the fundamentalist fury of W.P. Nicholson 

                                                             
21Belfast Newsletter, 4 May 1921. p.9 
22Belfast Newsletter, 5 May 1921. p. 9 
23Northern Whig, 28 April 1921. p.7. 
24An extended example is found in the North Down Herald of 28 May 1921. p. 3. 
25Northern Whig, 15 May 1921. p.8 
26Northern Whig 8 June 1922. p.6. 
27Northern Whig, 3 February 1923. p.5. 
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– an Ulster-born American Presbyterian evangelist who conducted large-scale 

missions in Ulster between 1921 and 1925 -   the Society organised a series of missions 

itself,  aimed primarily at urban, nominal Presbyterians and encouraged a traditional 

understanding of ‘conversion,’ more cultural than emotional.28   

The Society functioned as a meeting place for those who wanted more freedom to 

adopt modernist theology.  This theology stressed:   

…the importance of placing doctrinal statements in historical context, a 

belief in progress, the pre-eminence of spiritual faith over historically 

conditioned forms and doctrines, divine immanence, and the ethical 

standard as the supreme test of doctrine.29   

In the re-organisation following the heresy trial of 1926/27 ministers quickly decided 

that association with the Church Reform Society was not conducive to career success 

and the organisation disappeared.  Its place was taken by less visible cliques such as 

the Junior Minister’s Association, founded in 1928 for ministers of fewer than twenty 

years standing.  Rev. W.E. Davidson recalled that:  

… the first rule was that admission to the association would be restricted 

to those who could be trusted not to talk outside … any member could 

take up the most extreme and daring position … in the sure knowledge 

that his opinions would not be related outside, or taken and used against 

him.30  

 

 

 

                                                             
28A. R.  Holmes, The Irish Presbyterian mind: conservative theology, evangelical experience, and 
modern criticism, 1830-1930, (Oxford: 2018). p.209. 
29A. R. Holmes, ‘Biblical authority and the impact of higher criticism in Irish 

Presbyterianism, ca. 1850-1930’ in Church History, 75, (2006). pp. 343–373. p.344. 
30W.E. Davidson, A critical analysis of the decisions of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian 

Church in Ireland on social issues 1920-1970. (PhD thesis, the Queen’s University of Belfast, 1978). 

p.443. 
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iv. Presbyterian ginger groups:  The Presbyterian Bible Standards 

League. 

The most disruptive of the new organisations was the Presbyterian Bible Standards 

League. It was formed partly in reaction to proposals to diminish the ‘subordinate 

standards’ of the Church,31 partly as a response to American theological disputes and 

partly to perpetuate the ‘revival’ presided over by W.P. Nicholson.  Its cultural loyalty 

to the Presbyterian denomination was less than the other groups, its focus was more 

clearly theological and it aimed at a thorough reformation of the Church.   

Its chosen battleground was the confessional standards of the Church which were, 

increasingly, being questioned by a section of the ministry:  

In February 1924, the Belfast College Committee … received a letter 

from thirteen ministry students requesting information about ‘the 

precise obligations imposed by the Formula of Subscription’ to the 

Westminster Confession of Faith.32   

 

An overture had then been brought before the 1924 General Assembly from the Kirk 

Session of High Street, Holywood asking that a Committee be appointed to devise a 

new statement of faith and a new catechism; the issue was put back for a year.33  In 

1925 the Theological Examinations Committee asked that a change in the formula of 

subscription be considered:  

… there had been a certain hesitancy on the part of the students with 

regard to the formula of subscription … it seemed to proceed, perhaps, 

from a greater tenderness of conscience than that which actuated some 

of those who signed the Confession of Faith so blithely in years gone by 

(laughter).34 

 

                                                             
31Bill Addley, Rev. James Hunter of Knock 1889-1927. (Belfast, 2018). p.68 
32Ibid. 
33Northern Whig, 5 June1924. p.7. 
34Northern Whig, 5 June 1925. p.7. 



225 
 

The Rev. John Hunter of Knock had already published pamphlets accusing the 

Presbyterian College of promoting unorthodox theology.  The Moderator of the 

Belfast Presbytery, Rev. John Irwin of Windsor, described them:  

At the top of the first page there were the large letters “S.O.S.”  and 

midway within the page were the words “Faith or infidelity, which is it 

to be?”  At the bottom was this other announcement “The Presbyterian 

College a seed-bed of heresy”.35 

   

The Assembly censured Hunter, and the College Principal ‘Rev. Professor Haire, was 

received with tumultuous applause, the Assembly standing’.36 It appointed a 

Committee, however, made up of equal numbers of ministers and ruling elders to 

oversee the selection of textbooks.  During another uproarious debate marked by 

‘considerable commotion’ and heckling from the public gallery, the recommendations 

of the Committee on the Formula of Subscription were narrowly defeated.37 

At the first meeting of the Bible Standards league on 12 May 1926, the Chairman, J.C. 

Graham:  

…placed before the meeting the great uneasiness felt by the 

Presbyterian public in regard to the persistent rumours of erroneous 

teaching in Presbyterian colleges and pulpits, and the contemplated 

change in the formula of subscription to the Westminster Confession of 

Faith.38   

 

The meeting resolved that the aims of the League were:  

… the maintenance of the historic position of the Presbyterian Church 

in regard to the infallible authority of the Bible as the Very Word of God 

and the Deity of our Blessed Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ and other 

fundamental doctrines as exhibited in the Westminster Confession of 

Faith and the Longer and Shorter Catechisms.39  
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At a follow-up meeting held on 17 May W.H. Snoddy, now the Hon. Secretary, an 

elder in Mountpottinger spoke plainly:   

I will tell you what is wrong with the colleges and why you don’t get 

students - because you are not faithful to the Word of God.   Our students 

go up to the colleges warm, vigorous with high ambition in their minds; 

warm Christians with the new life filling their souls.  What do you do 

with them?  You refrigerate and chill them and mildew them.40 

 

This campaign created something like panic in ministerial circles, reflected in a 

Northern Whig editorial headlined ‘Hallelujah for what?’ on 1 June 1926:  

An extraordinary campaign is going on in the Presbyterian Church, 

characterised by methods which recall the courts of Russia rather than 

anything for which we have precedent in time of peace … … there has 

been revival of seventeenth century spirit, an enthusiasm, a fanaticism 

… I have no doubt of their sincerity, any more than I have of 

Mahommedans at a time of religious excitement.41 

 

After the heresy trial in 1927 some of the League’s leaders were satisfied by new 

arrangements, including W.H. Snoddy.  In October 1930, he had told a meeting that 

‘…there were signs that they were gaining in the battle against Modernist teaching’42 

and by January 1931 he believed that ‘the teachings of the college were now in line 

with the doctrines of the Church’.  A delegation from the League met with him but 

rejected his arguments and reaffirmed their opposition to the Professors ‘…until all 

corrupt literature has been withdrawn and until such expressions of repentance have 

been made as will ensure the blessings of God Almighty’.43  Snoddy was later 

appointed ‘Lay Assistant’ in Greenwell Street, Newtonards.44 
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In 1932 the League tried to propose amendments to Church law to the General 

Assembly. The Business Committee declined to allow the debate, amid howls of 

protest and ‘...a vigorous defence’ of the refusal by Rev. John Waddell, a member of 

the Committee.45  Waddell himself then made a proposal to forbid the discussion of 

Assembly business in the news media, which – in a characteristic piece of procedural 

chicanery - was passed in a sparsely attended Friday afternoon session.   

The new Hon. Secretary of the League, R. McConnell, wrote to the editor of the 

Northern Whig that:  

…this legislation is now the law of the Church but I notice in today’s 

‘Whig’ that the minister responsible for its passage through the 

Assembly is holding a broadcast service in his own Church.  Presumably 

he has obtained permission from every minister in the Irish Presbyterian 

Church to do something which is altogether contrary to the new 

legislation.  If not, may we expect to see him arraigned in his own 

presbytery on a charge of contumacy?46   

 

The ‘Waddell Overture’ was found impossible to put into effect, to the glee of those 

against whom it was aimed.47    

Attempts at reconciliation continued. The outgoing Moderator, Rev. T.M. Johnstone 

told the General Assembly of 1935 that:  

… twelve months ago, he had set before himself an endeavour toward 

the recovery of some who had for a while felt estranged from the Church 

… he was able to report that as a result of certain negotiations a 

conclusion highly honourable to all parties had been reached.48   

 

Ultimately, at a meeting in March 1937 the League’s officers agreed that it should be 
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wound up.  It was revived in September 193849  but quickly split into two, one 

retaining the name ‘Bible Standards League’ and the other taking the name ‘Ulster 

Protestant League’.  Another group seems to have split from this, established itself as 

a commercial enterprise and named itself ‘The Ulster Protestant Ltd.’.  The last report 

about any of these groups is of a court case in 1939, regarding some rented furniture.  

The group which possessed the furniture said that it had attempted to pay but did not 

know which of the other groups actually owned it: ‘The Ulster Protestant wanted to 

pay but did not know to whom … in order that they should be safe they crossed the 

cheque ‘Bible Standards League’ and had it endorsed by both treasurers’.50  The case 

was dismissed on 19 November 1939. 

v. Presbyterian ginger groups:  The Ruling Elders Union. 

The Ruling Elders Union aimed to unify the ruling eldership, keep the teaching 

eldership in check and to ensure that congregations without functioning Kirk Sessions 

elected elders.  Although membership overlapped to some extent with that of the 

Presbyterian Bible Standards League, it was most concerned by matters regarded by 

the League as peripheral.   

The practice, continued throughout this period, of allowing congregations to 

commission ruling elders from elsewhere to represent them at the General Assembly 

facilitated a persistent elder’s faction.   This faction attended every Assembly for years 

as representatives of diverse congregations. Some ministers tried to limit the influence 

of the ruling eldership by modifying this practice51 and in 1924 it was decided that not 

more than three ruling elders of any one Kirk Session would be eligible for 
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appointment as representatives of other Congregations.52   

During the very divisive debate on the standards of the Church in 1926 the Ruling 

Elders Union made a low-key intervention which may have been, ultimately, decisive.  

It resolved to oppose any revision in the questions and formula of subscription in the 

ordinations of ministers and elders.53  While the Ruling Elder’s Union sometimes took 

positions on controversial theological issues, its main concerns were missionary work 

overseas and the work of Sunday Schools.   

vi. The scapegoat:  Professor Ernest Davey. 

Fundamentalist leaders in the late 1920s, aware of their new strength in the Church, 

cast about for a prominent, exemplary victim.  Their chosen quarry, after several others 

had escaped, was the Professor of Biblical Literature and Hellenistic Greek at the 

Assembly’s College in Belfast, Rev. Professor James Ernest Davey. 

Ernest Davey, the son of a prominent Presbyterian evangelical,54 was born in 1890 and 

had a brilliant school and undergraduate career in Ireland, England and Scotland.  He 

resisted the very considerable pressure on young Presbyterian men to volunteer for 

service in the Great War,55 instead spending the first years of the war at the University 

of Edinburgh completing his third undergraduate degree.   Davey converted his BA to 

a Cambridge MA in 1916 when he was awarded a four year, stipendary research 

Fellowship at King’s College and ultimately received a number of honorary doctorates 

but he never completed any postgraduate degree.    He was licensed to preach in May 

1916 and was appointed Professor at the Assembly’s College in Belfast at the 1917 
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General Assembly after a very brief assistantship at Agnes Street,56 eventually 

becoming Principal of the College in 1952.  He was elected Moderator of the General 

Assembly in 1953.  Davey is both, as the Belfast Telegraph put it after his death in 

1960, ‘remembered as a man of exceptional calibre’57 and as ‘one of the most 

controversial figures in the Church’.58  He is one of eleven Moderators of the Irish 

Presbyterian Church from the hundred years ending in 2019 to have a separate entry 

in the online encyclopaedia Wikipedia and one of the few who cannot be suspected of 

having written their own entry.59   

David Chapman writes that ‘…that Davey can … be considered to be a theological 

hero. He pointed the way to a modernised form of Irish Presbyterianism’.60  Ian Paisley 

formed a different judgement.  In 1983, preaching to his ‘Free Presbyterian’ 

congregation in Belfast he said that ‘Professor Davey's body is today eaten by the skin 

worms; his soul is in Hell in the torments of the damned’.61     

Davey’s prominence as the popular representative of unacceptable theology in the 

Church was not because he was unique in holding it.  Neither was it because he was 

an extremist; by the standards of the times he was quite moderate and in some 

Presbyterian Churches he might have been considered a mainstream evangelical.  It 

was because he had tried to popularise his theology.   

Andrew Holmes writes that ‘Many believing critics who accepted higher critical 
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methods … believed that ministers should not introduce critical conclusions into their 

sermons, which suggests that many congregations were unaware of the liberal views 

of their ministers’.62 Davey had chosen to lift this particular veil in the hope of 

propagating the compendium of modernist thought which he had appropriated during 

his time as an undergraduate.  In 1922 he had published Our Faith in God through 

Jesus Christ,63 intended for University students and then, in 1923, the Changing 

Vesture of the Faith aimed not at students, ministers or theologians but at Church 

members.  To modern eyes these works may seem tedious or convoluted, and they 

certainly are complicated by Davey’s habit of using words in idiosyncratic and 

sometimes contradictory ways without clear explanation, but they were intended to be 

popular.  

The studies are meant in the first place for those who belong to the 

Churches, and aim throughout at challenging thought upon serious 

matters.  Thought is indeed dangerous, but its risks are the risks of life 

as constituted by a wise Providence; and in days like these, when 

rebellion against tradition is rife, and unreality the chief obstacle to the 

work of the Church, thought and criticism are essential to all who would 

own, exercise and transmit to others a living faith; and it is in this belief 

that the following studies have been put together.64 

 

The Changing Vesture of the Faith sold relatively well, staying in print through several 

editions.  An American edition was printed as well as a British one and it had a wide 

circulation.  The copy to which I have had access was once in the library of Visva-

Bharati College (now University) in West Bengal, a Hindu institution which was the 

alma mater of the Nobel Prize-winning economist, Amartya Sen.65 The psychiatrist 

and politician, Lord Alderdice, whose father was a minister and who was a ruling elder 
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in Knock until 2018 when he resigned over theological differences,66 has written that: 

At such a time of frightening uncertainty however it is also easy to see 

why his message was not a reassuring one and was responded to with 

attacks and denigration. While his intention was to adumbrate the best 

of the higher forms of faith, he inevitably, if gently, pointed up the 

rigidities and pathology of what he referred to as ‘the lower end’ of 

religion, and in doing so from within the theological faculty of the 

church rather than from a more remote academic perch, he opened 

himself up for vitriolic abuse from those who by this time were part of 

a fairly coherent network of religious fundamentalism.67 

Popularising this theology brought him to the attention of those in the Church who 

would never have read an academic work and one of the effects of the crisis that 

followed was that he and people like him simply stopped writing for a popular 

readership. 

Davey’s writing was out of print for decades before the advent of ‘on-demand’ 

publishing and, while now available, is only rarely read.  In 1969 his widow told his 

former colleague Professor James Haire – speaking about the work of another former 

colleague, Austin Fulton -  that ‘she cannot get the family to read the theological parts 

of your MS because they had all become pantheists or humanists’. 68 Davy’s object of 

‘…freeing the true spirit of Christianity from what he saw as the ossified dogmatism 

of the past in order to communicate with the modern intellectual world’69 was not an 

unqualified success.  However, the influence that his attempt to reconcile the simple 

faith and religious experience of his youth with a questioning, intellectual approach to 

orthodox, Presbyterian  doctrine had over later leaders of the Church was significant.  

This influence and, arguably, the existence of the Evangelical Presbyterian Church of 
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Ireland has been lasting legacy.  

Since Davey was a member of Belfast Presbytery, that is where charges of heresy were 

laid. It appears, from the accounts of the trial, that the Presbytery was pre-determined 

to acquit Davey. William Corkey in his autobiography makes it clear that he, for one, 

had decided the case in his own mind before reading or hearing any of the evidence.70  

He was duly acquitted by sixty votes to five and his accusers appealed to the General 

Assembly. 

Davey came to the General Assembly having obeyed the Belfast Presbytery’s 

injunction to silence and treated the Assembly with a respect which contrasted very 

favourably in their minds with the public campaigning and uncouth behaviour of his 

accusers, goaded into discourtesy by what they clearly believed to be a ‘fixed’ process. 

Steve Bruce, in an introduction to his sociological study of ‘Paisleyism’ God Save 

Ulster, competently summarises some aspects of Presbyterian history but mistakenly 

grounds Ian Paisley in a denomination with which he, actually, had almost nothing to 

do except as an external, destructive force.  Bruce’s view of Davey’s acquittal is that: 

… when the issue came to a vote, people found themselves voting for 

either Davey or Hunter on the grounds of which seemed like a nicer 

person or a better Christian, and not on the issue of whether or not 

Davey’s beliefs had moved so far from the tradition of reformed 

Presbyterianism as to be unacceptable.71  

 

This is an attractive explanation but it can only be partly true.  People liked James 

Hunter personally but they viewed his ‘heresy hunting’ as unacceptable. Men like John 

Waddell, who blackened the names of his opponents with regularity and abandon in 

the General Assembly, did not initially do so with James Hunter.  In the event: ‘… the 
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majority of his accusers, though sincere, lacked the ability to identify the weaknesses 

in his position and made elementary mistakes in the quotation of evidence’.72  

The Presbyterian Church in Ireland, while conservative, has never been especially 

narrow and the Assembly acquitted Davey because he convinced them that, although 

his theology was non-traditional, it was ‘orthodox enough’.  Davey made clear 

statements of evangelical orthodoxy which he then hedged around with typically 

convoluted qualification and the Assembly, hearing the orthodoxy and bewildered by 

the rest, upheld the decision of the Belfast Presbytery to the fury of his opponents. 

His opponents all but accused him of lying in order to secure acquittal, while his 

defenders asserted that he was a pillar of orthodoxy. Neither was true.  He had acquired 

a simple, evangelical faith as a young man and had spent his undergraduate years 

surrounding the simple assertions of faith that he saw as central to his Christianity with 

that complex web of qualifications which is contained in his writings.  He was telling 

the truth as he saw it but both that truth and that concept of truth were quite different 

to the raw, primal certainties of W.P. Nicholson, of   Rev. James Hunter and of their 

followers. 

vii. The compromise peace. 

The decade after 1927 was, in many respects for the Church, one of simple reaction to 

these traumatic events. Even before the Davey’s appeal was over, there were calls for 

his accusers to be sanctioned.  The General Assembly moved to prevent such a trial 

happening again and a Special Commission of the Assembly, consisting of fifteen 

elders, fifteen ministers and the Moderator, was constituted to consider how this 
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should be done.73    

Part of their solution was to attack some of the individuals involved.  The ‘Commission 

on Reference from the Belfast Presbytery’ reported in June 1928 that ‘… as the Rev. 

James Hunter has by his own actions severed his connection with this Church, his 

name be now removed from every roll of the General Assembly’.74  After  some 

discussion the report was altered to read ‘by his retirement’ in order ‘not to cast 

aspersions on one ‘of the saintly character of Mr. Jas. Hunter’ and was received by the 

General Assembly.75  Regardless of the change of wording, this had the effect of 

depriving Hunter of his pension.  Another of Davey’s accusers, the Rev. Samuel 

Hanna, was censured.  Reflecting on the repressive atmosphere in the Church, the Rev. 

James Edgar wrote in 1928 that:  

… the real issue sought is SILENCE, the silence of a dead, not a living 

Church, the bane of sectarianism and a one-sided silence … such 

coercive methods belong to the Inquisition, the Star Chamber, the 

Russian Bolsheviks … and yet it is left to the Irish Presbyterian Church 

to point, as the way of safety, to those methods of the dark ages and 

darker minds.76   

 

Emotions continued to run high, though they never boiled over in the way that they 

had in 1926/27.  Rev. Thomas Smith of Great Victoria Street in Belfast was elected 

Moderator in 1928 and as he spoke, condemning what he saw as the novel, moral evil 

of greyhound racing, ‘…an elderly man rose and shouted ‘see that the heresies are put 

out’.  Dr. Smith asked him to resume his seat and this he did without further remark’.77   

The Formula Revision Committee brought its final report to the Assembly of 1928 

and, after perfunctory debate the Assembly rejected it, adopted an amendment 
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‘explaining’ the formula of subscription and discharged the Committee.  Then, the 

Northern Whig reported ‘… there was a large exodus from the hall and, as a matter of 

fact, it will probably transpire that for not a few members the proceedings of the 

Assembly were at an end’.78 

These measures mollified traditionalists, quieted most of the fundamentalists and 

allowed liberals to make ‘mental reservations’ as they apparently subscribed to the old 

certainties.79 

Attempts by ministers to control press reporting of the Assembly served both to 

prevent division and to limit scrutiny.  An example, dragged into the light by the 

Belfast Newsletter, occurred in 1938 when the Assembly Business Committee licensed 

a ‘private’ session of the Assembly to discuss a resolution welcoming the new (1937) 

Constitution of the Irish Free State, the completion of a trade agreement between the 

UK and the Free State and the election of Douglas Hyde as ‘President’ under the new 

constitution. These resolutions of Assembly were neither published nor publicised in 

advance.  The session was very poorly attended, presumably the presence of only some 

trusted individuals was requested, and the resolution was passed by a large majority 

of those present.  However, the Belfast Newsletter had got hold of the resolutions in 

advance and printed them in the edition of the same day.80  This led to outrage, some 

of it perhaps sincere.  Rev. John Waddell and those who had devised the resolutions 

damned it as a dishonourable breach of privilege. The Belfast Newsletter responded in 

an editorial on 11 June 1938: 

The proceedings in private were not reported in our columns but we are 

tempted to regret this in view of the light which an ex-Moderator of the 
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General Assembly has shed upon them.  We hesitate to suggest that the 

resolution, the substance of which we did publish, was adopted furtively 

or in a ‘hole in the corner’ fashion.  Yet, what are the facts?81  

 

People like William Corkey protested that if only they had known, they would have 

been present and voted against it.82  It is difficult to believe that such a thing could 

have been done without Corkey’s knowledge, given his position in the Church, but 

there is no way of knowing whether his anger was confected or not.  This was clearly 

an attempt by a faction of the ministerial elite to enhance its position in the southern 

state without damaging itself in the eyes of the, overwhelmingly unionist, Church 

membership.  It is an example of how, in order to avoid conflict, they gave up trying 

to influence the membership on major issues about which they might have had useful 

things to say, in favour of futile machination. 

viii. The external influence of the Church. 

In The Story of a Hundred Years, published in 1940 Ernest Davey wrote that:  

… recent events have so altered the whole position that the old party 

demarcations have become blurred and many find the question today a 

much more confusing one than their fathers did and are less happy about 

the political mission of the Church.83 

 

However, Presbyterian ministers continued to seek political office. Rev. Professor 

Robert Corkey and Rev. Robert Moore were both members of the Northern Ireland 

Cabinet while at the same time holding ostensibly full-time positions in the Church.84 

Rev James Little  was returned to Westminster as Unionist MP for Down between 

1939 and 1945, fell out with the Unionist Party but was re-elected as an Independent 

in the 1945 General Election.85  William Stewart, the founder of the Ulster Progressive 
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Unionist Association who sat for South Belfast from 1919 until 1945 was a ruling 

elder in Cooke Centenary, Belfast.86   He was found guilty of defrauding the War 

Department in 1944, was fined £10,000 and retired in 1945.87  Other ruling elders such 

as Rowley Elliott MP and John Robb MP served in the Northern Ireland Parliament 

and often spoke in the General Assembly while representing a variety of 

congregations.  Alexander Haslett, an elder in Ballyalbany,88  was President of the 

Ruling Elders Union for a number of years and represented Monaghan as an 

independent TD in Dáil Éireann from 1927-1932 and from 1933-1937.   

In 1930 an attempt by the Judicial Commission to prevent Professors from seeking 

election without the permission of the College Committee and ministers without the 

consent of Presbytery failed.89  In 1943, as Corkey and Moore were appointed to the 

Northern Ireland Cabinet an attempt by an anti-Unionist faction in the Church, led by 

Rev. Dr. John Waddell of Fisherwick, to force them either to resign their seats in 

Parliament or their Church appointments also failed but a Committee was instructed 

to inquire into ministers and public office generally and to report to the next General 

Assembly. In 1944 the same faction, led again by Dr. Waddell again presented an 

overture to ban active ministers from holding public office:   

A Minister or Professor in active duty shall not in future accept any paid 

employment unless it be of an occasional kind or a chaplaincy.  In the 

event of a breach of this rule the Presbytery shall proceed against the 

offender for contumacy.90 

After extended and vigorous debate, this overture was rejected but those intending to 

seek public office were instructed to gain the approval of their Presbytery first.  The 
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fact that ordained Church leaders were Members of Parliament and Cabinet Ministers 

does not seem to have advanced the distinctive policies of the Church. The 

tempestuous debate on Lord Londonderry’s Education Bill in 1922, when speaker 

after speaker attacked the government, ended with a decision to withdraw co-

operation.  It was conducted while H.M. Pollock, Minister of Finance and Deputy 

Prime Minister, waited silently to present the next scheduled item: the report of the 

Committee on the State of the Country of which he was then Convenor.   

The 1921 Committee for Social Service report had ‘…avowed Presbyterian 

commitment to social justice’.  It affirmed equal rights for all children to education; 

industrial development that would benefit the ‘well-being of all’ and social and moral 

reforms that would ‘remove all conditions of living that tend to downgrade and the 

creation for all of an environment that shall be healthy, dignified and pure’.91   There 

was, however, a problem with this report and the many reports like it that followed 

over the decades, as the Assembly Notes by A Member published in the Belfast 

Newsletter commented. ‘It must be said that in every respect the programme is 

admirable, as it deals with educational, industrial, moral and benevolent reforms.  The 

only difficulty that suggests itself to one’s mind is the carrying out of the 

programme’.92 This was indeed a difficulty.  However much a Committee of the 

General Assembly preached radical reform, Presbyterians were as unwilling to pay 

more tax as anyone else.  As J.M. Barkley writes in his survey of the ‘literally hundreds 

of pronouncements of the General Assembly on social issues over the decades,93 ‘the 

positive proposals remained a dead letter for many years’.94  
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Much later Rev. David Temple wrote that:  

… even when the Government Committee attempted to initiate local 

action following a conference on ‘Christian Responsibility and Spiritual 

Leadership in Northern Ireland Today’, none of the sixteen (out of 

twenty-two) Presbyteries which replied could report any enthusiasm for 

action by their members.95  

 

The two socio-political objectives which did arouse enthusiasm among, at least some, 

of the wider membership are both examined in other chapters. The first was education, 

including the partially successful aim of gaining financial support for Magee College, 

but above all the issue of non-denominational religious instruction in state schools.  

This was pursed as part of an alliance with the Church of Ireland the Methodist Church 

and the Loyal Orange Institution against a Unionist political caste determined that it, 

and not the Churches, should control the public-school system. 

The other principal social concern of the Church was ‘temperance’, the term by now 

a synonym for ‘total abstinence’.  After the partial victory embodied by the Northern 

Ireland Licensing Act the policy of the General Assembly became ‘local option’ on 

the model of the ‘Temperance (Scotland) Act (1913).  It was pursued for decades, long 

after the temperance movement had lost its impetus and it failed.  The attitude of the 

public to the issue was reflected when the Belfast Telegraph published a photograph 

in September 1938, of the Convenor of the Temperance Committee - Rev. T.M. 

Johnstone - and six others standing in Carlisle Circus with placards in the rain, being 

regarded curiously by a small child.  The photograph was captioned ‘a mass meeting 

of prohibitionists held recently’ and was accompanied by a quote from Johnstone 

claiming that ‘there were behind me tens of thousands of people’.96  
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ix. Conclusion 

From the middle of the nineteenth century until the end of the Great War the 

Presbyterian Church in Ireland was outward looking and confident.  It cultivated 

relationships with Presbyterian and Reformed Churches overseas both on the 

European continent and within the British Empire.  It had a missionary focus which 

led it to extensive work in India and China, in Germany, Spain and the near-east. It 

was also confident in its particular identity, which it asserted firmly.   

After the Great War the Church changed.  Initially, a crisis of confidence in its mission 

and in its choices during the war focussed it on internal and social issues.  The financial 

self-interest of ministers and a desire to make sure that indifferent Presbyterians were 

pressured into connection with congregations, especially in the City of Belfast, quickly 

became its new priorities.  This ultimately led to an influx of nominal members who 

swelled the membership of the Church without contributing much else to it.   Overseas 

mission had to make do with fewer resources and fewer personnel, though by 

contemporary standards it was still well resourced. 

Politically, it quickly became clear after 1921 that there was no consensus among the 

Presbyterian ordained leadership either for a cosy relationship with the Northern 

Ireland Government or for consistent opposition to it.  While a section of  the ordained 

leadership saw its role as one of opposition to the Unionist government, another 

section of the ordained leadership and most of the membership was strongly Unionist. 

The debates of the General Assembly were well attended by members of the public, 

but post-war were much more sparsely reported on than before. This became a more 

serious problem in the 1940s, when most Presbyterian newspapers and magazines 

ceased publication.  Political committees in the General Assembly were allowed to 
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become the fiefdoms of unrepresentative special-interest groups, composed in 

particular of ministers who had ample time to spend.   Once appointed, these groups 

were given free rein to wrangle and pontificate.  Potentially divisive debates on a much 

wider range of issues were held in private and sometimes even the agenda was 

concealed.  The resolutions passed during sparsely attended private sessions were 

sometimes kept secret until the publication of the minutes, even from out-of-the-loop 

representative elders and ministers.   

Division and theological differences of opinion led to a turning away of influential 

groups within the ministry from the wider membership of the Church.  The 

development of a form of Church government focussed on an outward appearance of 

unity and theological conformity led some ministers to simply hide their real views 

from their people.  

The ineffectiveness of the Church was viewed with remarkable complacency by 

leading ministers who appear to have regarded their stewardship of the Church as 

having been brilliant.  Domination of the General Assembly and the machinery of the 

Church masked for them their own reduced influence.   J. Ernest Davey himself, in an 

historical work surveying the hundred years since the Union of Synods in 1840 (and 

which does not mention the dispute between fundamentalism and modernism or the 

heresy trial of 1927, even in passing) wrote that this period had been ‘…one of life 

and progress in every department of the Churches interests’.97   

One view of the origin of the system of Church government which emerged from the 

divisions of the 1920s and perseveres to the present is that of Mitchel:  

Presbyterianism’s deep distrust of centralised power and its emphasis 

on the liberty of individual conscience continues to be reflected in the 

                                                             
97J.E. Davey, 1840-1940: the story of a hundred years, (Belfast, 1940). p.89. 
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Churches highly democratic structure.  A complex network of 

relationships act to balance power between individuals, kirk sessions, 

congregations, minister’s presbyteries, boards committees, the general 

Assembly and the Moderator. The system depends on multiple levels of 

accountability ensuring against the possibility of any group or person 

exercising autocratic rule in the Church.  A somewhat ponderous and 

bureaucratic form of contemporary Church government can mask the 

strong anti-authoritarian impulse that lay behind its formation.98 

 

Another view is that the system has been an essentially successful – by its own lights 

-  and enduring experiment in consociational government, hedged around with checks 

and balances, prioritising institutional unity at the cost of both internal and external 

effectiveness.  Like the British Constitution it has been a mixture of formal, written 

statute and mutually acknowledged convention.  No group would attempt either to 

dominate the Church completely or to completely exclude the other from it or from 

positions of influence within it.  Wide freedom was allowed in terms of belief, 

providing that this freedom was bounded by public expressions of orthodoxy on key 

doctrines.  Contentious matters were dealt with informally and in secret.  Committees 

and Commissions of the Church were given licence to deliberate and make 

proclamations, so long as their deliberations were essentially private and their 

proclamations very quiet.  It seems to have been the intention that reports published 

in editions of hundreds, bound with other reports and masses of statistics; opaque 

minutes of debates from which controversy has been removed and designed to conceal 

rather than to impart information, would be the means by which the Church would 

guide its people on political and social matters. 

The veil between the Church power cliques, the larger number of ‘outsiders’ within 

the ordained leadership and the wider membership insulated the power cliques from 

both external criticism and potency.  Those who contravened the written statutes or 

                                                             
98Patrick Mitchel, Evangelicalism ... p.218 
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flouted the agreed conventions were marginalised and excluded.  

Between 1921 and 1939 where Presbyterians, including members of the ordained 

leadership, were very powerful both as individuals and as a loose grouping in the 

Government of Northern Ireland, the Church simply squandered most of its influence 

even over its own members.  In the very different situation in Northern Ireland post-

World War II, the position of the Government of Northern Ireland was clear.  Now 

dominated by land-owning members of the Church of Ireland, its attitude to the 

political pronouncements of the Presbyterian leadership mirrored the position of the 

Presbyterian public at large.  They respectfully, deferentially but very firmly ignored 

them. 
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Chapter 10.  The Just War 1939-1945. 

It is a little over a year since Hitlerism became triumphant in Germany 

… it will not be out of place here to put on record our warm sympathy 

with the Jewish people in the cruelties and brutalities that they have had 

to suffer; we are ashamed that that a great nation like Germany, calling 

itself Christian, should have been guilty of such gross injustice.1 

 

i. Introduction. 

The Presbyterian Church in Ireland had never been closer to the appearance of power.  

Its ordained leaders were prominent at all levels of both official and independent 

unionism, they sat in the Northern Ireland Cabinet, in the Houses of Commons at 

Stormont and Westminster, and in the Northern Ireland Senate.  One of its ministers, 

the Rev. J.A.H. Irwin of Lucan, was a member of Éire’s Commission on Vocational 

Organisation,2 formed to ‘generate social integration by reorganising the cultural 

architecture of Irish society’3  and from 1944 was a member of the Fianna Fail National 

Executive.4  Was the reality that these men, often very loyal to their Church, saw no 

reason to confuse it with the little faction of ministers who controlled the General 

Assembly?  During the war the Church was strong and its members wielded power 

and influence in a manner conditioned by their religious context:  to what extent did 

that potential power translate into institutional influence? 

ii. Optimism and disillusionment. 

The Church had unquestioningly supported the state in the Great War and it had 

contemplated a peaceful, victorious future at its end: it found war, terror, division and 

                                                             
1Reports of the General Assembly 1934.  p.25. 
2John Swift, ‘Report of Commission on Vocational Organisation and its times’, Saothar (Journal of 

the Irish Labour History Society) Vol 1 (1.), (1975).  pp.54-63. p.54. 
3Fred Powell, ‘Religious Nationalism, Sectarianism and Anti-Semitism’ in The Political Economy of 

the Irish Welfare State: Church, State and Capital, pp. 99-122. Bristol, 2017). p.99. 
4Belfast Newsletter, 8 November 1945. p.2. 
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strife.  It was a bitter harvest.  Disillusionment was not confined to Irish Presbyterians. 

George Orwell wrote about that post-war period in September 1940: 

I have often laughed to think of that recruiting poster, ‘What did you do 

in the Great War, daddy?’ (a child is asking this question of its shame-

stricken father), and of all the men who must have been lured into the 

army by just that poster and afterwards despised by their children for 

not being Conscientious Objectors.5 

 

Even those who were emphatically not pacifists had no illusions about the Great War.  

Arthur ‘Bomber’ Harris, the future Marshall of the Royal Airforce was then an Air 

Commodore.  He had fought in South-West Africa and on the Western Front.  He 

wrote in 1937 that: 

In the next war … the War Office would be bound to experience ‘natural 

difficulties’ in obtaining ‘sufficient morons willing to be sacrificed in a 

mud war in Flanders’.6 

The frustration of Christians who had fought, and hoped for a better future was brutally 

highlighted by the principal guest speaker at the General Assembly of 1925, ex-Army 

chaplain the Rev. Lauchlan MacLean Watt, minister of Glasgow Cathedral: 

The war profiteer with the blood of Belgium’s sacrifice in his bankbook 

made people pause.  He was an obstacle at the Church door everywhere.  

Men who had lain like beasts in unclean ditches came back and found 

the stay-at-homes rich in money …  an idea had got abroad that the 

Church had drifted from its moorings … he did not believe that that was 

so; though the cable might sag in quiet waters and the wind of God was 

blowing from behind the stars, the needle of faith still pointed to the 

steady pole.7  

Rev. Cuthbertson Jackson MC, of the Crescent Church, recalled his own service in the 

Great War as an infantry officer to the 1933 Assembly: 

The time had come when an effort should be made by the Church to 

                                                             
5George Orwell, ‘My Country Right or Left’ in A Patriot After All, (London, 1998). pp. 269-271. p. 

270. 
6Air Chief Marshall Sir Arthur Harris.  Quoted in Uri Bialer, The Shadow of the Bomber, London, 

1980). p.141. 
7Northern Whig, 5 June 1925. p. 14. 
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enter into conference with the other Christian Churches in order to 

express to the new generation the mind of Christ towards war.  … “as 

an officer” he said “I was really no good to my country because my heart 

was not in my job … on one hand he had his Christian conscience which 

he had learnt at his mother’s knee… and on the other hand he had the 

instructions of the Higher Command”. 8 

The ultimate reaction to the Church’s policy in the Great War was an anti-war position 

which fell, for some Presbyterian leaders, just short of outright pacifism.  This was 

embodied in resolutions of the 1934 General Assembly including that: ‘war, as a 

means of settling international disputes, is incompatible with the teaching and example 

of our Lord Jesus Christ’ and refusing to ‘support any Government in any war in which 

that Government has refused to submit the matter in dispute to conciliation or 

arbitration’.9 

Rev. Robert Corkey, Professor of Ethics and Practical Theology at Assembly’s 

College and a member of the Northern Ireland Parliament, considered the Church’s 

position in War, Pacifism and Peace.  The book was first published in 1939 and then 

re-published in the United States, circulated as a Christian argument for American 

entry into the war.  He opened his study by writing that:  

Our leaders and our men in the last war were braced for the fight by the 

hope that it would lead to the establishment of an enduring peace.  It is 

just because during the past twenty years, all our hopes of such a peace 

have been dashed to the ground that we are compelled to return again to 

a consideration of principles.10 

 

In his 1961 work – A Philosophy of Christian Morals for Today – Corkey reflected 

that:  

In the years following the first world war many thoughtful people, with 

the holocaust of France and Flanders vividly in mind, vowed that they 

                                                             
8Northern Whig, 10 June 1933. p.7. 
9Minutes of the General Assembly 1934. p 55. 
10Robert Corkey, War, Pacifism and Peace, (London, 1939).  p.iii 
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would never again ‘fight for king and country’.  Most of them however, 

in 1939 stood by our Government in resisting the Nazi threat to our 

independence and to our Western Civilisation.11 

That a war against Nazi Germany would be a just war was self-evident to many 

Presbyterians.  The Irish Presbyterian had already welcomed the Munich Agreement, 

concluded on 29 September 1938,12 as a ‘divinely-ordained opportunity for 

rearmament and as fostering the necessary resolve to act against Hitler’.13  The General 

Assembly’s Committee on the Causes of War listed the factors which it believed made 

war increasingly likely in June 1939 and concluded that such a war would be 

justifiable.14  

iv. Continental Fascism and Presbyterian philo-Semitism. 

Irish Presbyterians disliked fascism for both positive and negative reasons.  In 

Germany, Nazi persecution of the Jews horrified them and in Spain, the Republican 

Government had eased restrictions against Protestant worship which pleased them.  

Re-enforcing this was Irish Nationalist approval of Mussolini following the Lateran 

Treaty of 1929 and especially of General Franco during the Spanish Civil War.  In 

1936 the General Assembly adopted the report of the Continental Mission which 

supported the Spanish Government, in spite of the ‘considerable amount of 

Communistic influence at work’ in its war against the fascist rebels.15 As a result, the 

Catholic Standard had accused Irish Presbyterian missionaries in Spain of being 

‘political subversivists in a sanctified guise’.16   Former Garda Commissioner, Eoin 

                                                             
11Robert Corkey, A Philosophy of Christian moral for today, (New York, 1961). p.120 
12The Irish Presbyterian, April 1939. p. 49 
13Matthew Houston, ‘The Churches, Northern Ireland and the Second World War’, (PhD thesis, the 

Queen’s University of Belfast, 2018).  p. 64. 
14Reports of the General Assembly 1939. pp.139-142. 
15Northern Whig, 4 June 1936. p.9 
16Catholic Standard, 19 July 1940. p. 6. 
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O’Duffy raised and arranged transport of a brigade of 700 volunteers to fight on the 

Fascist side in Spain, though most of them had returned to Ireland by June 1937.17  In 

September 1937 the Nationalist Derry Journal reflected on the war and reported that:  

… as General Franco restores the soul of Spain to the people under his 

regime.  They accept it - the liberation of religion - with the most ardent 

joy …  their war upon Marxism is a social war, but one in which their 

heroism and crusader spirit are inherent with their Catholicity.  The cry 

of “Viva Christo Rey!”  precedes “Viva Espana!”.18 

The Presbyterian Church was directly involved in Germany through its continuing 

Jewish Mission in Danzig and at the Jerusalem Church in Hamburg-Altona, a 

congregation of the Presbytery of Belfast.19  It had been protesting against Nazi attacks 

on Jews from before Hitler’s accession to power in January 1933.20 

Irish Presbyterians in Germany had experienced persecution for themselves. In 1929 

a meeting of the Irish Presbyterian Mission, held at the Wilhelms Gymnasium in 

Hamburg, had been invaded by Nazi street-fighters and subsequently its evangelistic 

meetings had needed police protection which was withdrawn in early 1933.21   The 

leader of the Nazi ‘German Christian Movement’ in nearby Hanover, Gerhard Hahn, 

recalled his activities in Hamburg-Altona during the early years of the Kirchenkampf 

in his pamphlet Christuskreuz und Hakenkreuz: 

As Christians, we put ourselves then in the middle of Hitler’s German 

freedom movement because we were convinced that God called us to it 

and demanded it of us.  … I remember how after one of those bloody 

Sundays in Altona a pastor reproachfully said to me: “Well, why do you 

go there” … I was shaken by such lack of understanding.22 

                                                             
17Fearghal McGarry, Eoin O’Duffy: a self-made hero, (Oxford, 2005). p.290 
18Derry Journal, 20, October, 1937. p.5. 
19See p.98. 
20Northern Whig, 9 June 1933. p.8. 
21Harald Jenner, Jerusalem-Arbeit im 19. und 20. Jahrhundert, in Inge Mager (ed.), Hamburgische 

Kirchengeschichte in Aufsätzen, Teil 4, (Hamburg, 2013).  pp.441-482.  p.472 
22 Gerhard Hahn, Christuskreuz und Hakenkreuz, (Hannover, 1934).  p.1.  Translation by Randall 

Bytwerk.  (https://research.calvin.edu/german-propaganda-archive/ww2era.htm)  (21 December 

2019).  

https://research.calvin.edu/german-propaganda-archive/ww2era.htm
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At the 1939 General Assembly, the Convenor of the Jewish Mission spoke of the 

ordeal of Irish Presbyterian ministers in Hamburg during those years.  Rev. Arnold 

Frank and Rev. Ernst Moser were ethnic Jews who had been arrested by the Gestapo 

when the Mission was finally suppressed in 1938. They had only been released after 

the personal intervention of the British Foreign Secretary.  Rev. J.A. Bain told the 

Assembly that ‘…a murderous gang of Jew-baiters had taken over the Government of 

the German people and thrown Dr. Frank into a concentration camp’.23  Frank himself, 

rising to tumultuous applause said that:   

Though the mission was closed its influence would remain … Jews had 

been deprived of every right, degraded and treated as outcasts or even 

as lepers.  But there was a better time in store for them.24   

The Church was appalled by the ‘German Christian Movement’, which had infiltrated 

the Churches and wanted to ‘change their Christianity into a neo-Pagan worship of 

race and nation’. 25  Under the heading ‘menace of Hitlerism to Christianity’ the 

Assembly of 1935 deplored the actions of the Nazi-appointed Reichbishop Müller who 

had called the Jews ‘the most savage enemies of Christianity’.  August Hoppe, the 

Hitler Youth press representative, had urged young people to ‘throw from them the 

last remnant of their Christian education, which destroys the character of Nordic man; 

to hurl from themselves the Jewish-Christian ideas of sinfulness, pity and love for their 

enemies’26 and the Reichbishop ‘did not seem to see it, that the neo-paganism which 

was at the back of this attack on Judaism would not spare Christianity’.27   The 

‘German Christian’ attempt to subvert the reformed Churches was not as successful 

as had been hoped and by 1941 some Nazi leaders, such as Hermann Köhler  

                                                             
23Belfast Newsletter, 9 June 1939. p.9. 
24Belfast Newsletter, 9 June 1939. p.9. 
25Northern Whig, 9 June 1933. p.8. 
26Ibid. 
27Northern Whig, 7 June 1936. p.9. 
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Kreisleiter of Eisenach in Thuringia, were directing those under their command to cut 

ties with them.28 

During the war, some Presbyterians concerned themselves with the welfare of 

refugees. In 1940 the Rev. Prof. Ernest Davey, in his role as Chairman of the Belfast 

Committee for German Refugees, appealed for tolerance in the face of widespread 

hostility towards all German nationals:  

… human spirits, already crushed by Nazi cruelty, should not be 

subjected in our country to ignorant persecution … we beg members of 

the public to abstain from idle rumour-mongering and all petty 

persecution.29 

Later, the report of the Committee for the Interpretation of the Church’s Task in the 

Present Crisis to the 1944 General Assembly included a section titled ‘The Jewish 

Problem’: 

 … the hideous horrors of the Nazi persecution of the Jews is based upon 

a mythical and quite unscientific theory of a pure Nordic race … and 

today it is openly declared by Dr. Ley that it is the Nazi intention of 

waging this war until the Jews have been wiped off the face of this 

earth.30 

The Committee could present no solution, the Jews of Germany being beyond the help 

of the British State, but demanded: ‘The Christian Church must express with utmost 

frankness its profound moral horror at the spectacle of so much wanton cruelty’.  31  It 

concluded that, since there would be hundreds of thousands of Jewish refugees post-

war: 

Is there a hope that the opinion may triumph that such an addition to our 

                                                             
28Kreis Eisenach collection at the University of Michigan, Memo No. 23/41. Memo from Kreisleiter 

Hermann Köhler.  Translation by Randall Bytwerk. (https://research.calvin.edu/german-propaganda-

archive/koehler.htm)  (11 February 2020). 
29Belfast Telegraph, 12 June 1940. p.3. 
30Reports of the General Assembly 1944. pp 49-50. 
31Ibid. 

https://research.calvin.edu/german-propaganda-archive/koehler.htm
https://research.calvin.edu/german-propaganda-archive/koehler.htm
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population would provide an asset … would our great self-governing 

Dominions follow such a magnanimous lead if it were given?32  

Although the aspirations of the Committee were never met, ‘nearly 300 Jewish 

children’ found refuge at the Millisle Kinderfarm, also known as ‘Magee’s Farm’, 

between 1939 and 1948’33 and the small Jewish community in Belfast34  grew by 

almost 20% between 1936 and 1946.35  

v. Presbyterians and fascism in Ireland. 

As the Church abhorred continental fascism, so it also abhorred British and Irish 

fascism.  In the Irish Free State the strident Catholic Nationalism of the ‘Army 

Comrades Association’ - the ‘Blueshirts’ - repelled most Presbyterians as did the more 

extreme Ailtirí na hAiséirghe,36  whose slogan was ‘Arm to take the North’ and which 

advocated the expulsion Protestants who were insufficiently loyal.37   

In Northern Ireland, the tiny ‘British Fascist’ group had organised in the mid-1920s.  

Their most active branch was a ‘Women’s Section’ in Kilkeel, led by Dorothy Harnett 

- later known as D. Gainsborough Waring.  Harnett left the organisation in 1933 and 

joined the Ulster Protestant League, led by two Presbyterian ministers.38  She 

resurfaced on 19 June 1934 in the company of one of them, the Rev. Samuel Hanna 

of Berry Street.  They were both charged with ‘unlawfully using words calculated to 

                                                             
32Reports of the General Assembly 1944. pp 49-50. 
33Catherine Lynagh, Kindertransport to Millisle, Culture Northern Ireland, (2005).  

https://www.culturenorthernireland.org/article/1228/kindertransport-to-millisle).  (19 December 

2019). 
34Stanley Waterman & Barry Kosmin, ‘The distribution of Jews in the United Kingdom’ in 

Geography 71 (1), (1986). pp 60-64.  p. 61. 
35David Warm, 'The Jews of Northern Ireland’ in P. Hainsworth (ed.), Divided Society: ethnic 
minorities and racism in Northern Ireland, (London, 1998).  pp.222-240.  p.224-25. 
36Architects of the Resurrection. 
37R.M. Douglas, Architects of the Resurrection: Ailtirí na hAiséirghe and the Fascist ‘New Order’ in 

Ireland, (Manchester, 2009).  p.109. 
38Graham Walker, ‘Protestantism Before Party: The Ulster Protestant League in the 1930s’ The 

Historical Journal 28 (4), (1985). pp 961-967 p.963. 

https://www.culturenorthernireland.org/article/1228/kindertransport-to-millisle
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incite disorder’ while protesting outside a meeting of the Catholic Truth Society.  

Hanna was released under the Probation of Offenders Act (1907)39 while Harnett was 

bound over to keep the peace.40  Having failed to influence the organisation in a pro-

fascist direction, Harnett quickly departed it.41 

The larger British Union of Fascists organised in Northern Ireland in September 1933, 

calling themselves the ‘Ulster Fascists’.  They opposed Ulster Unionism and proposed 

a: ‘united fascist Dominion of Ireland within a British Empire of fascist states’.42  Their 

publicity officer and Director of the ‘Ulster Centre of Fascist Studies’, Job Stott, had 

been a dogged adversary of the Presbyterian Church when Secretary of the Ulster Anti-

Prohibition Council in the 1920s.43   Stott denounced the ‘cumbersome methods of 

Parliament and said that if Fascists got into power they would pass an “Enabling Act” 

which would give them authority to act at once’.44  He toured Northern Ireland 

delivering a lecture, The Steel Creed of an Iron Age to curious audiences but recruited 

few members.  Stott made angry attacks on Protestant and Unionist institutions in the 

pages of the Irish News45 which gave the pro-Nationalist Fascists ‘extensive coverage’ 

for a number of years, a fact which James Loughlin generously attributes to a desire 

                                                             
39Where any person is charged before a court of summary jurisdiction with an offence punishable by 

such court, and the court thinks that the charge is proved, but is of opinion that, having regard to the 

character, antecedents, age, health, or mental condition of the person charged, or to the trivial nature 

of the offence, or to the extenuating circumstances under which the offence was committed, it is 

inexpedient to inflict any punishment or any other than a nominal punishment, or that it is expedient 

to release the offender on probation, the court may, without proceeding to conviction, make an order 

either— (i) dismissing the information or charge; or (ii) discharging the offender conditionally on his 

entering into a recognizance, with or without sureties, to be of good behaviour and to appear for 

conviction and sentence when called on at any time during such period, not exceeding three years, as 

may be specified in the order. Probation of Offenders Act (1907), Chapter XVII, Par.1. 
40 Derry journal, 13 June 1934. p.5. 
41Graham Walker, Protestantism Before Party …  p.963. 
42James Loughlin, ‘Northern Ireland and British Fascism in the Inter-War Years’ in Irish Historical 

Studies vol. 29 (116), (1995).  pp 537-552. p.537. 
43See the Northern Whigs of 25 November 1926 p.7 and 29 February 1928 p.8. among many others. 
44Belfast Newsletter, 7 April 1934. p.4. 
45Irish News, 3 May 1937. p.6. 
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to annoy Unionists.46   

 In September 1934 a group of Ulster Fascists had visited Eoin O’Duffy in Cork to 

bring him ‘a message that the Blueshirt movement would be welcomed’ in Belfast.47  

In February 1935 O’Duffy again met with the Ulster Fascists in Dublin ‘in order to set 

up a non-political organisation to promote the voluntary reunification of Ireland’ to be 

known as the ‘32 Club’.48  A third meeting between the groups was held in Belfast on 

20 April 1935 for the purpose of  ‘effecting an alliance between the Blueshirts and the 

Ulster Fascists’.49 According to the RUC, which was  keeping a careful, covert eye on 

all concerned, the meeting ‘resolved itself into a huge farce, no-one apparently taking 

the proceedings very seriously … no attempts have been made to hold further 

meetings’.50 The Ulster Fascists dissolved in October 1935.51   

The strong philo-Semitism of Ulster Presbyterians contrasted with the mounting anti-

Semitism of Sinn Fein and the IRA.52  Brian Hanley quotes War News ‘the IRA’s main 

publication’ as condemning the arrival of:  

so-called ‘Jewish refugees’, along with unspecified numbers of 

‘Albanian, Abyssinian, Mongolian [and] Tartars’. These new arrivals 

were not only supposedly putting Irish people out of work but also 

exploiting those that they employed. Belfast was said to be increasingly 

in the ‘hands of international Jewry’ because of this influx. ‘The Jews’, 

War News warned, were ‘like the English, when they are strong they 

bully and rule.53 

                                                             
46James Loughlin, Northern Ireland and British Fascism … p. 543 
47Derry Journal, 7 September 1934. p.13. 
48Martin White, ‘The Greenshirts:  Fascism in the Irish Free State, 1935-45’ (PhD thesis, Queen Mary 

University, 2004). p.43. 
49Ibid. p.45. 
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52David O’Donoghue, The Devil’s Deal:  The IRA, Nazi Germany and the Double life of Jim 
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255 
 

During the war, extremist Nationalists allied themselves to Nazi Germany and were 

kept very strictly in check by the Irish authorities.  In Ulster, however, there was a 

strong popular perception that Éire was sympathetic to the Germans, privately 

believed true even by members of the Northern Ireland Cabinet.54  This perception 

was re-enforced by speeches in the Dáil55 such as that made by Oliver J Flanagan, TD 

for Laois-Offaly who was to become Irish Minister of Defence in 1976.  On 9 April 

1943, as the Warsaw Ghetto was being liquidated by the Nazis, Flanagan told the Dáil 

of his admiration for Herr Hitler’s Jewish policy and suggested that Irish Jews and 

disloyal Protestants could do with the same treatment: 

There is one thing that Germany did, and that was to rout the Jews out 

of their country. Until we rout the Jews out of this country it does not 

matter a hair's breadth what orders you make… How is it that we do not 

see any of these Acts directed against the Jews, who crucified Our 

Saviour nineteen hundred years ago, and who are crucifying us every 

day in the week? How is it that we do not see them directed against the 

Masonic Order?56 

Flanagan’s anti-Semitism and sectarianism did not hurt him politically.  He was 

consistently returned to the Dáil - often topping the poll in elections - became a Papal 

Knight, was a member of several Fine Gael Governments and, as is common in 

Ireland, passed his parliamentary seat on to his son, Charles Flanagan, when he retired 

in 1987.57  Charles Flanagan was Irish Minister for Justice and Equality between 2017 

and 2020.   Presbyterian opposition to fascism, British, Irish and continental was as 

powerful a factor as its patriotism in its attitude to the Second World War.  

                                                             
54Robert Fisk, In Time of War, (London, 1995). p. 460. 
55Which, nevertheless, did contain one Jewish TD:  Robert Briscoe was Fianna Fail TD for Dublin 

South from 1927-1961.   
56Dáil Éireann Debates, Vol 91 (9 July 1943). 
57Diarmaid Ferriter, ‘Flanagan, Oliver Joseph’ in Dictionary of Irish Biography, (2009). 

(https://dib.cambridge.org/)  (11 March 2020).  
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vi.  The Home Front; morale, the Belfast Blitz and the British War 

Effort. 

The Rev. E.J. Hagan, attached to the Eastern Section of the Alliance of Reformed 

Churches Holding the Presbyterian System told the General Assembly for 1939 that: 

They were the only British Church whose ministers and members could 

go from Central to Eastern Europe to find in every country a native 

national Church that would admit them with brotherly love to their 

fellowship and their sacraments.  Those contacts had been their glory in 

the past bit not they were over-shadowed.  They knew how free 

institutions had been destroyed everywhere; how nations were being 

governed by dictators who demanded for the State the loyalty that was 

due only to the Lord Jesus Christ … in the forefront of the conflict stood 

the Reformed Churches, and they were standing fast.58 

A letter from the Moderator, Rev. Prof. James Haire, appeared in the Northern Whig 

on 2 September 1939 - the day before the declaration of war by the United Kingdom: 

Sir, - A few hours ago, we received the distressing news that hostilities 

have already begun between Germany and Poland, and before these 

words appear in print out nation may be plunged into war …  we may 

be called upon to make great sacrifices and endure bitter suffering but 

we must not lose our heads, whatever happens … above all, we believe 

in God and in His sovereign rule.59 

Two days later the Church issued a message stating that:  

What is required from those who hold fast to the Christian faith is 

steadfastness and courage.  A dictator has not the final issue of this 

struggle in his grasp.  There is a God who overrules all things for His 

glory and in the best interests of His people.60   

                                                             
58Belfast Newsletter, 7 June 1939. p.9. 
59Northern Whig. 2 September 1939. p.8. 
60The Witness. 22 September 1939. p. 3. 
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The freedom of the Presbyterian community in Éire to support the war effort was 

restricted by the southern state’s neutrality, although some Presbyterian men defied 

their Government and volunteered to fight on the British side.  Early in the war the 

congregation in Waterford provided premises to the ‘Emergency Supply Depot’, 

working at the time with the Irish Red Cross. It had been founded by the Duchess of 

St. Albans, formerly the Marchioness of Waterford, to send bandages, dressings and 

other supplies to Poland and Finland during their wars against the Nazis and their then 

Soviet allies.61 

The Church repeatedly called on its membership to uphold British armed forces in 

prayer.  When the King called a National Day of Prayer for 26 May 1940, the 

Moderator wrote that: ‘His Majesty’s wish will be recognised as singularly appropriate 

at the moment of national emergency’ and appealed for all ministers to observe that 

Sabbath as a ‘day of prayer throughout the whole Church’.62 One especially persistent 

advocate of National Prayer was Rev. Dr. James Little, minister of Castlereagh.  Little, 

who had been elected to Westminster as a Unionist (and then Independent Unionist) 

from Down in 1939 requested that the Government arrange a further National Day of 

Prayer.  Churchill, in response, asked the Archbishop of Canterbury to make the 

arrangements and it was held on 23 March 1941.  Philip Williamson writes that Little 

asked thirteen parliamentary questions on days of prayer between 1940 and 1944 

which ‘received remarkably sympathetic Ministerial replies’.63 

The 1940 General Assembly met as the battle for Dunkirk reached its end, with the 

evacuation of many British and Free French soldiers to the Great British mainland and 

                                                             
61Waterford Standard. 31 August 1940. p.3. 
62Belfast Newsletter. 21 May 1940. p.4. 
63Philip Williamson, ‘National Days of Prayer:  The Churches, the State and Public Worship in 
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called upon ‘their members throughout the Church, always maintaining their loyalty 

to the Gospel of Christ, to support in every possible way the national effort’.64   Fearing 

that they presented the Germans with a tempting target, the 1940 Assembly adjourned, 

its members fleeing to places which they imagined safe.  It later, uniquely, 

reassembled on the afternoon of 2 June 1941 with the 1940 Moderator, Rev. J.B. 

Woodburn, in the Chair.  It resolved to relinquish its business to the 1941 Assembly 

which had convened that morning and would meet again that evening.65 

Although Northern Ireland was relatively remote - Belfast was 535 miles from the 

nearest point in Germany - and although the British saw it as a very low priority for 

the supply of materiel, the Northern Ireland Government did what it could to prepare 

for air raids.  The Northern Whig of 26 September 1939 ran a photographic feature on 

its front page showing recruitment events for anti-aircraft brigades, training in anti-

gas measures and first aid for air-raid wardens.  Among other things, it showed the 

windows of the Presbyterian College in Belfast being boarded up and protected by 

sand bags.66  In September 1940 Belfast and Londonderry were provided with a light 

balloon barrage and by the spring of 1941 the anti-aircraft artillery in Northern Ireland 

included twenty-four heavy guns and fourteen light guns.  One squadron of Hurricane 

fighters was based at RAF Aldergrove to defend Belfast in July 1940 and more were 

to be stationed at RAF Eglinton to defend Londonderry in August 1941.  None of these 

aeroplanes, however, were able to operate as night fighters.67  

 In the course of four Luftwaffe attacks on the nights of 7-8 April 15-16 

April, 4-5 May and 5-6 May 1941 lasting ten hours in total, 1,100 people 

died, over 56,000 houses in the city were damaged (53% of its entire 

housing stock), roughly 100,000 made temporarily homeless …  It came 

                                                             
64Belfast Newsletter, 6 June 1940. p.8. 
65 Belfast Newsletter, 3 June 1941. p.3. 
66 Northern Whig, 26 September 1939. p.1. 
67 Brian Barton, ‘The Belfast Blitz’, History Ireland 5 (3), (1997). pp 52-57. p 52. 
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twelfth in the ‘league table’ of urban areas attacked in the United 

Kingdom as measured by weight of bombs dropped.68 

A reporter for German radio who had accompanied the German aircraft on 4/5 May 

told his audience that; 

When we approached the target at half-past two, we stared silently into 

a sea of flames such as none of us had seen before … in Belfast there 

was not a large number of conflagrations but just one enormous 

conflagration.69 

 

Following the raids, the General Assembly appointed a Commission to deal with 

problems directly relevant to the Church arising from them.  The War Damage 

Advisory Committee reported in 1942 that:  

…the material damage to property of our Presbyterian Church … can 

now be summarised as seven Churches and seven halls demolished; four 

Churches and five halls very severely damaged; fourteen Churches and 

five Halls damaged but usable; thirteen manses demolished or damaged 

and a number of sexton’s houses – estimated in all by the Commission 

at approximately £200,000 to which requires to be added loss or damage 

to contents unascertained but estimated at a further £50,000.70   

The Moderator, Dr. Woodburn visited the areas devastated by the bombing and told 

the Assembly of 1942 that he was shocked by what he saw.71    Emma Duffin, a Non-

Subscribing Presbyterian nurse who commanded the Belfast unit of the Voluntary Aid 

Detachment (VAD) described in her diary the thousands of confused newly-homeless 

and the distress of those at the enormous temporary mortuary in St. George’s Market, 

searching through the unidentified dead for their friends and relations.72 

The life of the Church was inevitably affected.  The north Belfast congregation of 

                                                             
68 Ibid. p.53. 
69 Robert Fisk, In Time of War … p.475. 
70 Reports of the General Assembly 1942. p.62. 
71 Northern Whig, 8 June 1945. p.5. 
72 PRONI D2109/18/9 ‘Diary of Emma Duffin 1939-1942’. 
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Oldpark was severely damaged on the night of April 15/16 when ‘…the minister, 

Church officer and one of two others were on fire-watch duty’ and were able to prevent 

the complete destruction of the Church.  An alternative meeting-place had to be found 

and ‘The impact on services of worship was marked.  In April, prior to the raids, some 

422 attended communion but only 183 attended in July while, in October, with 

holidays over only 219 attended’.73 

A fund set up by the Moderator to ‘help our Church in any of the financial difficulties 

with which it was faced as a consequence of enemy action’ had raised £19,514 6s 1d. 

The Church disbursed large sums of money from this to ‘the ministers of twenty 

congregations to enable them to relieve distress among their members due to the air-

raids’ and further large sums to: 

…nineteen congregations to supplement their depleted incomes and 

enable them to meet congregational liabilities for the year 1941’.74  In 

1943 the Committee reported that ‘Every case of personal distress 

brought under the notice of the Commission has received help’.75 

Further war damage to property was reported to the 1943 Assembly:   

… their magnificent Jerusalem Church in Hamburg was now a heap of 

ruins ... they had not even the satisfaction of saying damaged by enemy 

action because it seemed likely that the church had been destroyed by 

the RAF.76   

The Church was indeed destroyed.  The history of the Jerusalem Deaconesses Institute 

-  Fünfzig Jahre Diakonissenanstalt Jeruslaem 1913-1963 - describes what happened:  

The lives of patients and nurses were graciously preserved during the 

bombing.  Firebombs fell on the Church on the night of 26/27 June 1942 

… the Church was destroyed except for the external walls.  In the other 
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Mission buildings, the top floors were gutted by fire … the deaconesses 

had to rely on the power of prayer through many horrific nights.77 

 After the war, services continued in Hamburg in the remains of the Mission property.  

In Danzig, located in the Soviet zone of occupation and shortly to be assigned to 

Poland as Gdansk, ‘the old city is a mere heap of rubble … and it is very doubtful if 

we shall rescue anything of our property there or even be able to make a fresh start in 

it’.78  The congregations had almost entirely disappeared, either dispersed or killed but 

since ‘Hamburg would remain an important commercial centre and probably contain 

more Jews than the other cities of Germany’ it was decided to rebuild. 

Many young people had been evacuated from Belfast in the wake of the air raids and 

by the summer of 1942 a large number of them had returned but, ominously, many 

had stopped attending Sabbath Schools.79  The secretary of the Home Mission spoke 

of the debilitating nature of wartime society:   

The cocktail habit which followed in the train of the last war had 

assumed larger proportions in the present one and wine parlours were 

frequented by young and old, youth and maiden, with a cheap bravado 

and disregard for worthy pursuits.80 

 

The evening session of the General Assembly on 6 June 1944 was dramatically 

interrupted by news of the invasion of mainland Europe.  The Assembly spontaneously 

sang the National Anthem and debates on the report of the Home Mission were 

adjourned as the Moderator – Rev. Andrew Gibson MC of Trinity, Cork - led the 

gathering in prayer for the success of the invasion.  A telegram pledging loyalty and 
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praying that ‘God may …  send victory and deliverance in the great task of liberation’ 

was dispatched to the King.81 

vii. War’s end:  more optimism? 

Victory in Europe was marked, by a national service of thanksgiving in St. Anne’s 

Church of Ireland Cathedral in Belfast:  

The key-note of the service was struck by the Moderator of the General 

Assembly (the Right Rev. Professor Corkey) in the first words carried 

into the streets of the city by loud-speakers – “O magnify the Lord with 

me and let us exalt His name together” … a moment later hearts and 

voices were lifted in the familiar words “All people that on earth do 

dwell, sing to the Lord with cheerful voice” … and as the Moderator’s 

voice died away, that of the people rose fervently in the doxology”.82 

The 1945 General Assembly had met just under a month after VE day, with the war 

in the east still under way.  There was welcome news that censorship permits were no 

longer be required for postal despatches from Great Britain to Northern Ireland or from 

Great Britain or Northern Ireland to Éire.  This was accompanied by the less welcome 

news that the Postal Censorship Department in Belfast was to close with the loss of 

200 jobs.83  The Committee on the State of Religion resolved to hold a Church-wide 

‘Victory Mission’ under the title ‘From Chaos to Christ’ in both Northern Ireland and 

Éire, to communicate the Church’s vision for the future to its people.84  Meetings in 

connection with this ‘Mission’ began in November 1945 and were held throughout the 

island.85 

The Assembly was divided on the treatment of Germany.  When the report on the 

                                                             
81Belfast Newsletter, 7 June 1944. p.2. 
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Interpretation of the Church’s Task in the Present Crisis was voted upon, 135 voted in 

favour to 135 against.  The Moderator, Rev. Robert Corkey declined to use his casting 

vote and the report was referred back to the Committee.86  Corkey had made his own 

view clear in 1939, condemning the Treaty of Versailles terms of disarmament and 

reparation as showing no ‘appreciation of the importance of connecting the advent of 

the new era of a warless world with a peace that might have been, if not popular, at 

least tolerable in the enemy countries’.87  The report agreed, but was very unpopular 

with a large section of the Assembly.   

It comprised eleven closely-printed pages and dealt with the Committee’s view on the 

treatment of war criminals, the re-education of Germany, the political shape of 

Germany after the war, the post war economic control of Germany and the peace 

settlement with Japan.88 A much-shortened and revised version of the report was 

presented to and accepted by the General Assembly of 1946.89  It is unrecorded as to 

whether Prime Minister Attlee, Marshal Stalin or President Truman consulted the 

report when deciding upon the shape of post-war Europe.  What is certain, is that the 

Northern Ireland Government was not listening.   

ix. Conclusion. 

In his valedictory address in 1941, the 1940 Moderator Rev. James Woodburn of 

Fitzroy told the Assembly that: 

After the big ‘blitz’ of a few weeks ago, I was inexpressibly shocked by 

the sight of the people I saw walking in the streets.  I have been working 

19 years in Belfast and I never saw the like of them before - wretched 

people, very undersized and underfed - ... is it creditable to us that there 
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should be such people in a Christian country? … I want the Church to 

find out all about the so-called bug business and to see and counteract 

any jump or kind of grab the financiers are going to make after the war 

is over.90   

The Member of Parliament for Duncairn, William Grant, was Parliamentary Secretary 

to the Ministry of Labour and a member of Rosemary.91 Having heard of Woodburn’s 

comments, he told the House of Commons that:   

as a member of the same Church he did not feel very thrilled by the 

remarks and that he (Mr. Grant) then remembered that Dr. Woodburn 

was retiring from the Moderator’s chair and that one was always 

expected to say something sensational so that your name would be 

remembered.92   

The Northern Whig used its editorial column to support Grant: ‘…with all respect, we 

venture to question whether the best-intentioned of clergymen do much good by 

enunciating vague generalities and even vaguer charges against all and sundry.  It is 

merely irritating’.93   

As the war went on, members of the Unionist Government became increasingly aware 

that the immense potential influence of the institutional Church over its membership 

was seldom matched by actual influence and that the membership often disagreed with 

the views of its leaders.    

Teaching elders who were Members of Parliament, even those who were Cabinet 

Ministers were not always seen as assets to the Church.  Efforts were made in 1943 

and 1944 to make them resign either their Church responsibilities or their public ones 

by a small but powerful anti-Government clique in the General Assembly.  As a result, 
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ministers who held political office were more inclined to behave as Unionist agents 

within the Church rather than Church agents within the Government.   

Within the Unionist Party itself, leadership changes reduced the influence of the 

Presbyterian Church in particular.  This was not yet apparent when J.M. Andrews 

succeeded Craigavon in 1940.  Andrews was a member of the Non-Subscribing 

Presbyterian Church of Ireland, a very small denomination with which the leadership 

of PCI had a moderately good relationship.  The Presbyterian Historical Society 

provided a semi-official point of contact between the historical Presbyterian 

denominations,94 and they acknowledged their shared history and belief.  Andrews 

saw the Church as a social stakeholder with a moral right to be heard. He was, 

however, an old man and was seen as an electoral liability. He was soon toppled in a 

coup led by younger Unionists from border constituencies rather than from Belfast 

and from Church of Ireland landed backgrounds, rather than Presbyterian business 

ones.   

When Andrews was forced out of office and Sir Basil Brooke, a personally-convinced 

atheist who was a member of the Church of Ireland,95 became Prime Minister, the 

Unionist Party became less inclined to pay attention to the Church, unless it was 

clearly in its own electoral interests.96  Brooke’s political misjudgement in brutally 

terminating Robert Corkey’s appointment as Minister for Education97 only prevented 

him from promoting Corkey’s unpopular assassin, his Parliamentary Secretary, Dehra 
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Parker, for a time. Corkey’s election as Moderator in 1945 was clearly intended as a 

rebuke to Brooke but had no discernible effect. 

The war years also saw a decline in the internal influence of the Irish Presbyterian 

leadership.  The revised structure of the denomination from the end of the 1920s 

encouraged furtive behaviour at worst, discreet at best.  The hoarding of information 

among groups and by individuals became a mark of their importance.   

The Minutes of the General Assembly are opaque and equivocal.  Before the war, 

detailed, eye-witness newspaper accounts of the meetings had thrown much-needed 

light upon them but their opacity and equivocation became more of a problem post-

war.   Until the early 1940s the independent bi-weekly Presbyterian newspaper, The 

Witness, had disseminated Church news and given Church leaders a way to speak 

directly to an informed membership.  When the Witness ceased publication in January 

1941 the Missionary Herald and the Irish Presbyterian were its inadequate substitutes. 

Even these merged in 1943 and became the Presbyterian Herald, an institutional 

publication which deliberately avoided controversy.   

The Reports of the General Assembly are clearer than the Minutes but they 

increasingly spoke of matters over which the Assembly had no influence -  the future 

shape of Germany, the morality of Atomic weaponry – and even then, failed to 

effectively communicate their conclusions to the membership.  Perhaps leading 

Presbyterians, their minds on higher things, simply did not realise that the vital place 

which had been filled by the Witness, Missionary Herald, Irish Presbyterian, 

Daybreak, Women’s Work, the Banner of Ulster and other publications was now 

empty.   
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More frequently as the years went on, the conclusions of the Assembly and in 

particular its Committees and Boards were communicated primarily through these 

Minutes and Reports, published in single editions of several hundred and then 

forgotten.  The Gamble Library of Union Theological College in Belfast contains 

multiple copies of the Minutes and of the Reports, donated by members of the 

Assembly over the years.  Examining those reports - all prominently marked on the 

cover ‘These Reports Will Not Be Reprinted’ - many copies contain uncut pages; proof 

that no one had read them; silent witnesses to the reality that no-one, not the ruling 

eldership, not the membership and certainly not the Government was being influenced 

by what they said. 
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Chapter 11.  A Dangerous Thing: Education Policy 

in Northern Ireland. 

…if you asked me which form of Government I like best, I would at 

once say a benevolent dictatorship, next a very wise privy council; and 

as neither of these is possible in this country I am prepared to make the 

very best I can of what is called democracy.1  

 

i. Introduction. 

In 1921 the Northern Ireland Government had inherited responsibility for financing a 

school system run by the Churches; it wanted first to take control of the system and 

then to make local councils responsible for funding it.  It asked the Churches to hand 

over their schools unconditionally,2 and threatened that those which were not 

‘transferred’ would have their grants reduced. The Presbyterian Church did not see 

this as a good bargain and set out to drive a better one.  How was this achieved?  What 

was its result? 

At the end of the period the ‘… socially progressive, fair and beneficial’3 Education 

Act (Northern Ireland) 1947 modified the ‘better bargain’ driven by the Churches but 

it still met the basic requirements of the Presbyterian Church: representation on 

management committees, Christian religious instruction and daily worship enshrined 

in a non-denominational, state education system. 

ii. The Churches in Northern Ireland and the Education System. 

The Catholic Church in Ireland was quickly assured of its special position in the Irish 

                                                             
1The 7th Marquess of Londonderry, Northern Ireland Minister for Education 1921-26.  Quoted in: D. 

Akenson, Education and Enmity:  the control of schooling in Northern Ireland 1920-50, (Newton 

Abbot, 1973).  p.42. 
2William Corkey, Glad did I live. (Belfast, 1962). p. 245. 
3G. Walker, ‘The 1947 Education Act - a landmark in Northern Ireland’s History’, (2017). 

(http://qpol.qub.ac.uk/1947-education-act) (21 July 2019). 

http://qpol.qub.ac.uk/1947-education-act


269 
 

Free State and, with that guarantee of public funding, was free to subsidize its activities 

in Northern Ireland from its immense private income. Its refusal to engage with the 

state – even when it was trying to govern equitably – is often excused as a response to 

discrimination. It was, in a more fundamental way, the result of a ‘… medieval 

determination to control the schools singlehandedly’:4  

… they wanted a completely separate Catholic school system, 

permeated by the Catholic ethos, staffed completely with Catholics 

chosen by the Church and under the Church’s managerial control. They 

also wanted the state to pay for this in full.5    

Alone among the denominations it could afford to simply defy the Government and it 

played a long game, making no concessions and few compromises. This strategy 

proved much more successful than the Presbyterian one of negotiation and 

compromise.6  In 2020, uniquely, the Catholic denomination’s core mission in 

Northern Ireland7 is directly subsidized by the British state by hundreds of millions of 

pounds per annum. 8  

The Church of Ireland, only a little larger than the Presbyterian Church at the time,9 

had been provided with very substantial resources as part of the process of 

disestablishment.10  In succession to the dismantled, established Church it was a 

wealthy independent denomination, enriched both by the state and by the privilege of 

                                                             
4D. Akenson, Education and Enmity:  the control of schooling in Northern Ireland 1920-50, (Newton 

Abbot, 1973).  p.116. 
5A. Smith, ‘Religious segregation and the emergence of integrated schools in Northern Ireland’ in 

Oxford Review of Education 27, (2001). pp.559–575. p.563. 
6J. Gardner, ‘Education in Northern Ireland since the Good Friday Agreement: Kabuki theatre meets 

danse macabre’ in Oxford Review of Education 42, (2016). pp.346–361. p.347 
7I. McQuillan, ‘Catholic education: the vision in Northern Ireland’ in The Furrow 58, (2007). pp.240–

243. p.242-3 
8Education Reform (Northern Ireland) Order 1989. 

(https://www.legislation.gov.uk/nisi/1989/2406/contents)  (21 July 2019). 
9Central Statistics Office of Ireland, ‘Population classified by religion for relevant censuses from 1881 

to 2002’ (2004).  (https://www.cso.ie/en/media/csoie/census/documents/vol12_entire.pdf)  (21 July 

2019). 
10R. B. McDowell, The Church of Ireland 1869-1969, (London, 1975). pp.47-49. 
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its leading members.11   

The Presbyterian Church was relatively small and relatively poor.  Unlike the other 

denominations, members of its ordained leadership held positions in the Northern 

Ireland Government but this did not at all translate into direct influence.  Presbyterian 

politicians showed no inclination to defer to it and concessions were hard won, in the 

rough-and-tumble of practical politics. 

The Government applied pressure to the Churches by such measures as restricting 

payments for heating in schools and for educational materials.12 The Presbyterian 

Church had no enormous parent organisation, no reserves of wealth inherited from the 

past, no powerful allied Church in England, no large membership or Government 

endowment in the south, no ability to cross-subsidise different categories of schools 

and as time went on they had, sitting in their decaying school buildings, a large number 

of increasingly cold and bored Presbyterian children.  As The Witness told its readers 

in June 1927: ‘The Government so framed the Act that it operates in the direction of 

putting steady and increasing economic pressure on managers to cause them to 

transfer’.13 The demand was that they should give in and they had, apparently, few 

options. 

What the Presbyterian Church did have was the ability to play a very bad hand very 

well.  This came in the loquacious, devious and extraordinarily belligerent form of the 

Very Rev. Dr. William Corkey MA DD.  Corkey was a son of the manse and part of 

a ready-made faction in the General Assembly as his seven brothers and several of his 

                                                             
11Ibid. pp.68-70. 
12Northern Whig, 27 July 1923. p.6. 
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brothers-in-law were also ministers.  In 1928 a Presbyterian Unionist described him 

as: ‘…one of the numerous and noisy, but not very distinguished, brood of 

Presbyterian ministers reared, schooled, and colleged on a stipend paid by the farmers 

of Glendermott’.14  He did not fear to speak plainly to power or to incite rebellion if 

power chose not to listen.  The Church set out to drive a very hard bargain with a 

Government which had shown every intention to pay it no heed.  

One consequence of the Church reorganisation in the late 1920s was that Presbyterians 

had come to view the General Assembly with scepticism and, often, simply ignored 

it.   In its education policy, however, it had the support of its people.  With Corkey in 

control, it formulated a few, essential demands and gave ‘Assembly Powers’ to a 

motivated and bloody-minded Board of Education.  This Board negotiated 

compromises with the other reformed Churches and vigorously pursued its interests 

both behind the scenes and in the agora.  When necessary, it intervened in electoral 

politics.  It eventually achieved most of its key aims, based on far-reaching 

compromises with Churches whose history, theology and political interests were very 

different to their own.   

iii. Constitutional context. 

From 1921 until 1974 the Northern Ireland Government was subject to the 

Government of Ireland Act (1920).  The Irish Free State was granted effective 

independence within the British Empire in 1921 and: 

The freedoms enshrined, respectively, in the Government of Ireland Act 

(1920) and the Anglo-Irish Treaty (1921) would be accorded tripartite 

agreement in 1925 by the three Governments in London, Dublin and 

Belfast.15  
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However, all Northern Ireland policies were affected by the limited tax-raising powers 

provided in the Government of Ireland Act, which had been intended to prevent the - 

never constituted - Government of Southern Ireland from pursuing a separatist 

economic policy.16  These provisions caused a perpetual funding crisis for the 

Government of Northern Ireland, making it dependent upon Westminster and tied to 

imitative policies.17  Among other things this made the transfer of schools to local 

authority control, where they would be paid for by a local education rate, a priority. 

Another provision which complicated Northern Ireland affairs was that against both 

the establishment and the endowment of religion.  

In the exercise of their power to make laws under this Act neither the 

Parliament of Southern Ireland nor the Parliament of Northern Ireland 

shall make a law so as either directly or indirectly to establish or endow 

any religion, or prohibit or restrict the free exercise thereof. 18 

In Northern Ireland, where there was no question of the formal establishment of any 

denomination, the provision against endowment was interpreted more or less strictly 

by different Northern Ireland Attorneys General.19  In the Irish Free State these 

provisions had no effect at all, the Catholic Church was explicitly endowed and 

implicitly established.  The Archbishop of Dublin, E.J. Byrne insisted to the President 

of the Executive Council, William Cosgrave that ‘…the Catholic Church had not 

merely the right, but the duty, to control Protestant consciences’20 and this dogma 

informed the Catholic approach to both Governments until the Second Vatican 

                                                             
16J. J. Lee, Ireland 1912-1985: Politics and Society, (Cambridge, 1989). p.44. 
17Patrick Buckland, The Factory of Grievances:  Devolved Government in Northern Ireland 1921-39, 
(Dublin, 1979). p.81. 
18Government of Ireland Act (1920) 

(http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1920/67/pdfs/ukpga_19200067_en.pdf.) (10 July 2019). 
19See pages 273 & 278. 
20Letter from E.J. Byrne to W.T. Cosgrave, quoted in: J. J. Lee, Ireland 1912-1985: politics and 

society. (Cambridge, 1989). p. 77. 
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Council.21  The 1937 Constitution of Ireland embodied Catholic doctrine as the law of 

the state22 and, until 1973,23 recognised ‘… the special position of the Holy Catholic 

Apostolic and Roman Church as the guardian of the Faith professed by the great 

majority of the citizens’.24 

Provision was made for a ‘separate but equal’ education system serving the little 

minority who refused either to emigrate or to convert while the Catholic Bishops made 

ruthless use of their influence over members of the Government and of their sway with 

the electorate to further their own interests in education as in all else.25  The influence 

of the Presbyterian Church in the Irish Free State/Eire/Ireland on educational - or any 

other - policy was extremely limited. 

 

iv. The 1923 Education Act.   

At first, Presbyterians hoped for an acceptable Education Act in Northern Ireland.  At 

the General Assembly of 1921 the Board of Education was given ‘Assembly Powers’ 

to speak and act, officially, on behalf of the Church.26  This allowed the Board to 

represent itself as the voice of the Church, to join an ecumenical United Protestant 

Education Committee and to become an official analogue of those semi-official, 

unofficial or extra-constitutional Presbyterian political campaigns which had 

                                                             
21For a Presbyterian view see:  Carlisle Patterson, ‘A Presbyterian Comment’ in The Furrow 16 (1), 

(1965). pp.7-15. 
22A. Ryan, The road to democracy in Irish primary school education. (Sheffield, 2014). p. 78. 
23Constitution of Ireland (Amending Acts), Fifth Amendment of the Constitution Act 1972. 
(http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/cons/en)  (10 July 2019). 
2424Constitution of Ireland (original text).  

(https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Constitution_of_Ireland_(original_text)/) (10 July 2017). 
25D. O Corrain, Rendering unto God and Caesar: the Irish Churches and the two states in Ireland 

1949-1973, (Manchester, 2006). p.7. 
26Reports of the General Assembly 1921. p.59. 
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exercised Presbyterian political influence in the past.   

In December 1922, the Moderator, Dr. Strahan addressed the annual prize-giving at 

Larne Grammar School laying out some of the Church’s priorities: 

 … better salaries for the teachers … more teachers, better equipment 

and schools in places where there were none … and should it cost 

threepence or fourpence in the pound to pay secondary teachers a little 

better and give the poor boy with brains a chance, he was persuaded the 

people of Ulster would be ready to make the sacrifice. (Applause).27 

 

James Craig, himself a Presbyterian, appointed the Marquess of Londonderry as 

Minister for Education; a prominent Church of Ireland layman; a vastly wealthy coal-

miner and landowner.  Previously he had briefly been a member of the Viceroy’s 

Advisory Council and, for a short time, Under-Secretary for Air.28    He later became 

a member of the U.K. Cabinet but became identified with the policy of ‘appeasement’ 

and, suspected of sympathy for continental fascism, never held high office thereafter.  

At first it seemed that an outcome acceptable to the Church would be reached. This 

impression was strengthened when Londonderry appointed a committee of enquiry 

under the chairmanship of R.J. Lynn MP, a Presbyterian.  Ominously, however, the 

Catholic Church refused to co-operate.  Akenson describes this as:  

The single most important determinant of the educational history of 

Northern Ireland … it surrendered their last shred of influence at the 

very time when the basic character of Ulster’s education development 

was being determined.29 

 

The Board of Education made extensive representations, arguing for local school 

                                                             
27Larne Times, 23 December 1922.  p.4. 
28I. Kershaw, 2004. Making friends with Hitler: Lord Londonderry and Britain’s road to war, 

(London, 2004). p.10-12. 
29Akenson.  Education…  p.52 



275 
 

management committees and for an agreed scheme of scriptural instruction.30  The 

Lynn Committee issued an interim report in 1922 and its recommendations were 

broadly in line with the Church’s wishes.  Among other things, the report suggested 

the transfer of schools to County Council control through education committees. These 

proposals were presented in March 1923 as ‘entailing an approximate rate of 4d’.31 

However, at this point Londonderry, egged-on by his officials,32 chose to interpret 

section five of the Government of Ireland Act (1920), forbidding the endowment of 

any denomination, as prohibiting non-denominational religious instruction in state 

schools.  This interpretation seems to have accorded closely with his own,  personal 

preference since he favoured secular schools regardless of the Government of Ireland 

Acts provisions.33 

The Bill as introduced on 14 March 1923 fell short of Church requirements in vital 

ways.  The Lynn Committee had proposed a non-denominational scheme of religious 

instruction based on ‘simple bible instruction’ free of dogmatic or denominational 

instruction and this was omitted.  

Londonderry’s further instruction that school managers should not require teachers to 

adhere to a particular denomination, when it was clear that only schools run by 

reformed denominations would transfer,34 was another problem:  

Protestant opposition focused on the ability of Catholic teacher to be 

allowed to teach at Protestant schools but not vice-versa.  Given that the 

Ministry’s teacher training college had manged to enrol almost two 

hundred Catholic applicants in 1923, it was not an altogether paranoid 

                                                             
30Reports of the General Assembly 1922.  p.101. 
31Northern Whig, 15 March 1923 p. 5. 
32Most importantly his special advisor, Andrew Bonaparte-Wyse, a close personal friend of James 

Craig who was to become Permanent Secretary in 1927.  See: Arthur Green, ‘Andrew Bonaparte-

Wyse’ in Dictionary of National Biography Online, (2010).   (https://doi-

org.queens.ezp1.qub.ac.uk/10.1093/ref:odnb/66886).  Accessed 12/9/2020. 
33N. Fleming, The Marquess of Londonderry, (London, 2005). p.107. 
34Belfast Newsletter 7/11/1923 p.5. 
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claim, especially as the Catholic Hierarchy warned the students that they 

would not be employed in Catholic schools.35 

 

Churches were expected to give the state their schools in return for which ministers 

might be given some conditional access outside compulsory school hours.  The 

property of a non-transferred school would belong to the denomination whereas that 

of the transferred schools would become the property of the state, with no 

compensation payable.  William Corkey wrote that: 

The Education Act of 1923 made provisions for the transfer to local 

authorities of the Protestant schools which had been built and 

maintained by the ministers of religion for over 90 years …, not only 

without any financial recompense, in defiance of the 1920 Government 

of Ireland Act, but also without any provision for the continuance of 

Religious Instruction as heretofore in these state-aided schools.36 

 

Other options were available to those Churches which could afford them: where a 

management committee consisting of four local representatives and two nominees of 

the Ministry of Education was adopted a school would receive a grant amounting to 

half of running costs and further grants towards capital expenditure.  Schools refusing 

to accept the ‘four and two’ committees would receive up to half their running costs 

but no contribution toward capital costs. All three classes of schools were to have their 

teachers paid by the state.37   

Where national schools refused to accept any state control at all they were to receive: 

‘…full payment of its teacher’s salaries, a grant which covered about three quarters of 

the expenses of operating an elementary school’.38  Even so, the financial pressure on 

                                                             
35N. Fleming, The Marquess of Londonderry ... pp.107-110. 
36William Corkey, 1962. Glad, did I live …. p.245. 
37D. Akenson, Education …  pp.61-63. 
38Ibid. p.55. 
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Presbyterian schools to transfer was enormous.  

The General Assembly of 1923, urged the Government to prepare a ‘…programme of 

religious instruction by ministers to be taught by teachers’.39  The Moderator, Rev. 

George Thompson of Cliftonville,  declared that otherwise the Church would ‘refuse 

to surrender a right so precious as that which was now at stake, a right the maintenance 

of which was so vital to the coming generation’.40  Robert Lynn himself pledged to 

oppose the Bill on the grounds that it failed to implement a non-denominational 

system: 

Bible instruction was a Presbyterian cause especially, and Robert Lynn 

was a Unionist voice with a pronounced Presbyterian inflection …and 

he vowed to carry his objections ‘into every corner of Northern 

Ireland’.41 

 

In the event, minor concessions were made, sufficient to quiet his objections.  He was 

nominated for a knighthood in February 1924. 

v. The Amending Act of 1925. 

A campaign for an amendment of the 1923 Education Act gathered pace during 1924 

and the Board of Education decided that the time had come for direct action.  They 

understood that it was necessary to combine with other denominations and that this 

required compromise in the common cause.  Negotiations bore fruit and the United 

Education Committee of the Protestant Churches (UEC) was formed in 1924 with 

William Corkey, the Church of Ireland Rev. James Quinn and the Rev. W.H Smyth of 

the Methodists as joint-secretaries. 

The formation of the UEC was a departure for Churches used to fighting their own 

                                                             
39Reports of the General Assembly 1923, p.101. 
40 William Corkey, The General Assembly and the new education act, (Belfast, 1947). p.3. 
41Graham Walker, Ulster Unionist Party…, p.68. 
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corners and it quickly became clear, to the chagrin of the Unionist leadership that on 

education, the Churches spoke for many of their members.  Londonderry attempted to 

conciliate public opinion, saying: ‘… in a speech given at a Lord Mayor’s luncheon 

in Belfast that the problems came from the cleric’s having made a ‘perfectly honest 

misreading of the Act’.42  The secretaries of the UEC responded with a letter of 

remarkable bluntness for that, deferential, time.  It was published in the Belfast 

Newsletter of 29 January 1925 and deconstructed Londonderry’s speech in a way that 

he found extremely unpleasant: 

… during all this controversy, we have never once heard of such a far-

fetched and even fantastic interpretation of the clause as was given at 

the City Hall luncheon …  this is not how plain Ulstermen who have to 

administer this act will read it.43 

 

The Church of Ireland leader, Rev. Charles D’Arcy sought to soothe Londonderry’s 

feelings in a letter of his own to the Belfast Newsletter expressing confidence that ‘the 

explanations given by the Minister of Education are not mere abstract statements’.44  

However, D’Arcy did not repudiate the UEC and agreed that an explicit amendment 

to the Act was needed. 

It is difficult to believe that Londonderry failed to see that the political tide was turning 

against him but this does seem to have been the case.  He later wrote to a friend that: 

… I never have understood … Presbyterians and it is always difficult to 

know under the shouting and the threats what the people really want and 

what is best for them to have.45   

 

                                                             
42D. Akenson, Education… p. 80. 
43Belfast Newsletter, 29 January 1925. p.5. 
44Belfast Newsletter, 31 January 1925 p.7. 
45Charles Vane-Tempest-Stewart, 7th Marquess of Londonderry and Northern Ireland Minister for 
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A protest meeting in the Assembly Hall on 5 March 1925 was chaired by the 

Moderator, Rev. R.W. Hamilton, who had shortly before declared himself ‘a Liberal 

and one of those who still thought that if Mr Gladstone's Home Rule Bill had become 

law we would not have had the deplorable lawlessness and strife and murders that had 

so blackened our history’.46  The meeting was addressed by one of the most influential 

lay members of the Church of Ireland outside the aristocracy, Sir Joseph Davidson, 

Grand Master of the County Grand Orange Lodge of Belfast. It was:    

… in favour of taking steps to secure the amendment of the Act so that 

adequate provision shall be made in transferred and provided schools 

that simple Bible instruction shall be given by the teaching staff to 

Protestant Children.47 

The UEC employed two King’s Counsel who advised ‘…that, in their judgement, 

there was nothing which made it impossible to amend the Education Act of 1923 so 

as to continue the provisions for religious instruction’.  A campaign to raise £20,000 

for legal action against the Government commenced and a substantial sum of money 

was collected.48   

Alerted to the danger, Craig now bypassed Londonderry and negotiated with the UEC 

himself.49  An Amending Act was passed ‘with extraordinary speed’ just before a 

General Election called by the Prime Minister,50  ‘…hurried through all its stages in 

both Houses so that the prorogation may take place’.51  The Northern Whig was 

unhappy with the Prime Minister’s decision to call a General Election:  

…on all hands it was received with expressions of disapproval.  It was 

pointed out that when the Education difficulty is solved there remains 

                                                             
46James Hamilton, 1995, Robert Wilson Hamilton 1851-1935.  Available at: 
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47Northern Whig 6/3/1925 p. 7. 
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no question on which public opinion in Northern Ireland is sharply 

divided … the work of the present Parliament has not yet been 

completed.52 

In the General Election of 21 April 1925 the Unionist Party lost eight out of its forty-

eight seats and its share of the vote was reduced to 55%, from 66.9%  in 1921.53  

Separately, one seat in Antrim was taken by a Presbyterian radical, George Henderson 

of the ‘Unbought Tenants Association’,54 which  Rev. John Irwin of Killead described  

as: ‘one of the greatest blows that had been struck for liberty since the days of Dan 

O’Connell (Loud applause)’.55  The outcome of the General Election was a poor one 

for the Unionist Party, compared to 1921,  but a significant Presbyterian electoral 

rebellion had been moderated and Craig retained a position of relative strength.  

Londonderry forlornly attempted argue that nothing had changed but that: 

… the impression - apparently a very general, though very mistaken 

impression - that religious instruction will not be permitted in provided 

and transferred schools under the Education Act will be immediately 

and for all time removed.56 

It was agreed that ‘simple Bible instruction; without any denominational gloss, would 

be taught by teachers outside the hours of compulsory school attendance’ and ‘the 

Attorney General for Northern Ireland certified that the Amending Act, so interpreted, 

complied with the provisions of the Government of Ireland Act (1920).57 

The Presbyterian campaign to amend the 1923 Education Act is remarkable both in 

that it was partly successful and that it was based on theological and political 

compromise with other Churches.  It illustrates the potential, as opposed to the actual, 

influence of the Church where it was represented by a pragmatic leader such as the 
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Rev. William Corkey, focussed on a limited set of achievable demands.  The UEC was 

to speak for the Churches on education policy for the next thirty years and the 

successes which it scored were both genuine and important 

vi. The Education Act (Northern Ireland) 1930. 

Although the Amending Act met the Church’s minimum demands, it only permitted 

the concessions and nothing was mandated. Members of the higher-tier Education 

Committees were nominated by County Councils which were loath to yield any of the 

limited patronage at their disposal.  In any case, a strand within Unionism was 

disinclined to allow Churches a place in the management of schools. In May 1928, the 

Independent Unionist, Daniel H. Christie, told the Coleraine Regional Education 

Committee, that: 

 They all knew from past and present experience that where they had 

clergymen managing the schools in 999 cases out of 1000 they had done 

nothing but harass schoolmasters … he considered the committee had 

been perfectly right in not having one clergyman in its membership.58  

 

This reluctance extended to conditions guaranteeing the ethos of the transferred 

schools.  The most controversial example of this was when the Armagh Regional 

Committee rejected the transfer of several schools, to the irritation of the 

Government.59 

The Board of Education reported to the Assembly of 1927 that: ‘… in several areas 

the education authority has persistently refused to grant to managers the privileges 

they are entitled to demand as conditions of transfer’.60  The UEC continued to work 
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among the political grass roots and in the meantime, the General Assembly sent a 

deputation to Stormont to discuss the failure of the Amending Act.  This deputation 

reported told the Minister that: 

… the interests of transferors were not adequately represented on 

Borough or Regional Committees … in several Regional Committees 

no Protestant Clergymen were nominated to Act, though in some such 

Committees Roman Catholic Priests were active members, and took a 

lively interest in managing transferred Protestant Schools.61 

 

Part of the problem was the hostility of the Minister for Education himself, bitter that 

his plans had not simply been accepted without discussion.  Lord Londonderry 

claimed that:  

… Presbyterian ministers were ‘not at all popular’ and that when 

opportunities came to keep them off committees it was ‘taken with 

alacrity’.  I was the only person … who ever stood up to the 

Presbyterians and I should have done more in that direction if my 

colleagues would have (I won’t say supported me) not worked against 

me.  There is no democratic feeling and very little religion amongst a 

good many of the well-known Churchmen.62 

 

Londonderry resigned as Minister for Education in 1926 and was replaced by another 

aristocratic, senior Church of Ireland layman who combined the role with that of 

Leader of the Northern Ireland Senate.  Viscount Charlemont, more self-aware and 

pragmatic than Londonderry, had no personal stake in the 1923 scheme.  He accepted 

that a new Education Act was needed, since another General Election was approaching 

and the UEC was in no mood to be fobbed off once again.   

At selection meetings for Unionist candidates throughout Ulster, Church members 

demanded Church representation in the management of their children’s schools.  

When the Unionist association representing Woodvale met on 10th April 
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1929, to choose a candidate, the crowded meeting insisted unanimously 

in requesting their chosen member to convey, if elected, a message to 

Lord Craigavon stating that they wished the Education Act amended 

along the lines laid down by the Protestant Churches … ‘63 

 

An Amending Act to the 1923 and the 1925 Acts was introduced to Parliament in April 

1930 and contained a number of concessions.  The Minister for Education was given 

to power to appoint members to Borough and Regional Education Committees 

representing transferors of schools.  The Management Committees of schools 

transferred were to consist of transferors ‘to the number of at least half the committee 

along with parent’s representatives and teacher representatives without voting 

power’.64   Non-denominational religious instruction was to be given where the parents 

of ten or more children asked for it.  Schools were to be open to children of all religious 

denominations and parents were given the right to withdraw their children from 

religious instruction.  Although teachers were required to teach this subject, they were 

not liable to dismissal for inefficiency in doing it. 

These measures did not, however, meet the basic demands of the Church in one 

important way.  As the General Assembly of 1930 resolved: 

… the General Assembly asks as a matter of justice, that the conditions 

under which Protestant teachers are trained be made as acceptable to the 

Protestant Churches as the conditions under which Roman Catholic 

Teachers are trained are made acceptable to the Roman Catholic 

Church.65 

 

After a brief controversy, the Churches were granted representation on the 

Management Committee of Stranmillis Training College.66 For nearly twenty years’ 
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after the 1930 Act, education policy was uncontroversial.  The Presbyterian Church 

had most of what it wanted but the Church of Ireland was less satisfied and retained 

more schools under its own control, Charlemont was replaced by John Robb, a 

Presbyterian ruling elder and one of the MPs for Queen’s University.  The Church 

continued to make its views on education clear to the Government, which sometimes 

felt it wise to respond.  In 1936 legislation raising the school-leaving age to 15 was 

passed in England and Presbyterians immediately demanded that the same be done in 

Northern Ireland.67 Legislation for this passed in 1938, though it was never applied 

due to the outbreak of war.  By the time normal service resumed, more radical change 

was in the air.   

viii. The defenestration of the Very Rev. Prof. Robert Corkey. 

Sir Basil Brooke, a member of the Anglican landed gentry led a Unionist Party coup 

against the Non-Subscribing Presbyterian, J.M. Andrews in early 1943 and succeeded 

him as Prime Minister.  He was a different, more traditionally Irish kind of leader.  

Graham Walker writes that the coup was not just ‘a ‘country squire’ kind of Unionism 

replacing that of the industrial magnate’.68  Brooke’s previous experience and views 

might seem to justify this assertion, but his actions as Prime Minister suggest 

something else.  The illusion of progressiveness in the early years of Brooke’s 

premiership concealed a re-packaged, traditional paternalism.  Brooke’s family was 

better-connected in some ways than Andrews’ but he was both paternalist and 

parochial in his views.  The country squires who ruled Northern Ireland in their own 

interests for the next three decades were indeed members of the Church of Ireland, 
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mostly, replacing the Presbyterian industrialists of the past.   

One motivation for Brooke’s coup had been a perceived electoral threat from the 

centre-left by the Ulster Progressive Unionist Association, led by the Presbyterian 

ruling elder, William Stewart, and from the left by the Northern Ireland Labour Party.  

These had polled well in terms of votes cast at the Northern Ireland General Election 

in 1938 69 and the Labour Party had advanced at by-elections and local elections 

since.70  Brooke appointed men likely to appeal to their voters to the Cabinet.  

Sensationally the former Labour leader, Harry Midgely, was appointed Minister for 

Public Security in spite of his not being a member of the Unionist Party.  At the same 

time, Senator the Rev. Professor Robert Corkey was appointed Minister for Education.   

By now it had become obvious that there would be a new and radical Education Act 

for England and Wales.  The influence of the Labour Party in the National Government 

and their gathering political popularity, a determination to build a more just society 

after the war made this a practical certainty.  One of Brookes’ duties as Prime Minster 

was to negotiate with the Home Office and the Treasury and education seems to have 

featured in these discussions.   

A White Paper outlining a Northern Ireland Education Act was being prepared by 

officials, seemingly with little input from the responsible Minister.71  When the Act 

for England and Wales was published, Brooke appears to have been surprised by a 

provision that: ‘…instruction in the Christian faith will be given (subject to a 

conscience clause) to all boys and girls in England and Wales at public elementary, 
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preparatory and secondary schools’. 72  This was just how the Presbyterian Church 

saw the scheme of ‘simple Bible instruction’ instituted in 1925 and re-affirmed in 

1930.  If the Education Act in England and Wales had not provided for this and the 

Act had been adapted for Northern Ireland by minor concessions, then a Presbyterian 

leader guiding it through Parliament would have been a great political asset.  In the 

event, Corkey made it plain that he expected the English provisions to be replicated 

with a continuation of ‘non-denominational religious instruction’.73 

This allowed the well-connected and strong-willed South Londonderry MP, Dehra 

Parker to attack Corkey.  Parker had been Parliamentary Secretary since 1937 and had, 

it seems, expected to be promoted as Minister.  She began what Akenson describes as 

‘a comic, but thoroughly vicious fight between the Parliamentary Secretary for 

Education and the Minister’. 74 The administrative headquarters of the Department had 

been transferred from Belfast to the north coast resort town of Portrush for the duration 

of the war.  Parker complained to Brooke that Corkey visited Portrush only 

infrequently and was supported by officials, most importantly Andrew Bonaparte-

Wyse’s successor as Permanent Secretary, Reginald Brownell,75 who hoped to roll 

back the changes to Departmental policies made in favour of the Churches in 1925 

and 1930.76   Corkey protested that the political headquarters of the Department 

remained at Stormont, as they always had but Brooke sent for him and required him 

to resign, citing his failure to visit Portrush frequently enough and alleging inattention 

to duty.77 
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Corkey had no doubt as to why he had been dismissed – it was because he wished to 

reproduce the provisions of the Education Act (1944) in Northern Ireland.  He told a 

meeting of the Belfast Presbytery, convened to protest against his treatment on 14 

March 1944 that it:  

… will give religion a secure and definite place in all schools … I made 

no secret of the fact that that I was in sympathy with our adopting that 

section of the English Act.  Moreover, that was they only outstanding 

question I can think of about which there were any differences between 

me and some others with whom I had to co-operate in the Ministry.78   

The Rev. Dr. James Irwin of Lucan in County Dublin, by this time a senior member 

of Fianna Fail told the 1944 General Assembly that: ‘I was never so proud in my life 

as when I heard why Professor Corkey was cast out because I knew then we had a man 

among our ministers who could not be bought’.79  

It was widely believed that Brooke intended to promote Parker to be Minister for 

Education but Corkey’s dismissal proved very unpopular with the Unionist rank and 

file.  There was such serious dissension among a minority of the Unionist 

Parliamentary Party, that there was speculation in the press about Brooke’s future as 

Prime Minister.  Parker was forced to make a statement to the House of Commons 

saying that: ‘there had been no clash or controversy between her and Professor Corkey 

on religious policy or on any other matter’, but this was so clearly untrue that it failed 

to damp-down the controversy.80  Four days later Jack Beattie MP, a former 

Presbyterian and leader of the Northern Ireland Labour Party told the House of 

Commons that: 

 … public opinion throughout Northern Ireland is 99 percent against the 

Prime Minster in the Corkey controversy and the Unionist Party is 

hopelessly divided over the whole incident … …  it is not the duty of 

                                                             
78Belfast Newsletter, 15 March 1944 p. 6. 
79Londonderry Sentinel, 10 June 1944. p.6. 
80Ballymena Observer, 3 March 1944. p.5. 
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the Opposition to fight Professor Corkey’s case, however disgracefully 

he may have been treated by his own friends.81 

 

Parker resigned shortly thereafter and Professor Corkey was elected Moderator in 

1945. This ‘…  predisposed large numbers of Presbyterians to distrust the motives and 

plans of the Government in shaping post -war educational programmes’.82 

ix. The Education Act (Northern Ireland) 1947. 

The Education Bill was welcomed by Presbyterians save for one omission: it contained 

a ‘conscience clause’ for teachers which had been copied from the 1944 Act for 

England and Wales.  It provided that: 

… no teacher at any such school shall be required to give religious 

instruction or receive any less emolument, or be deprived of, or be 

disqualified for any promotion or other advantage by reason of the fact 

the he does or does not give Religious Instruction. 83  

 

This was especially problematic for the Church of Ireland, concerned that intermediate 

schools would make its country schools unviable.  The Archbishop of Armagh issued 

a statement that: 

… the Government was breaking faith with the transferors, that there 

must be sufficient Protestant teachers to teach Protestant children and 

that country schools must not be deprived of children who had reached 

the age of 11.84 

 

He was afraid that no teacher would be available, in smaller schools, to deliver 

religious education or the ‘Act of Worship’ provided for in the actual Bill.  The former 

Prime Minister, Andrews acted as an intermediary and the Government agreed that 

                                                             
81Belfast Newsletter, 7 March 1944. p.3. 
82D. Akenson, Education …  p. 254. 
83Education Act (1944).  (http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/Geo6/7-8/31/section/30/enacted) (21 

July 2019).  
84R. B. McDowell, The Church of Ireland 1869-1969, (London, 1975). P.118. 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/Geo6/7-8/31/section/30/enacted
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the practice under the 1930 Act would be continued, immediately before the General 

Election of 1945.  Shortly afterwards the Attorney General unexpectedly declared, 

against the certification of his predecessor in 1930, that the provisions contravened the 

Government of Ireland Act.  The Churches85 and the former Prime Minister had no 

doubt that Brooke had simply lied to them in order to win an election.86  In the end: 

...the Government’s education act, whose rough passage was completed 

when it received the royal assent on 27 March 1947 contained the same 

conscience clause included in the original bill.87 

 

However, when it was presented to the House of Commons early in 1947 the clauses 

on religious instruction and the place of Christian worship in schools were, in the main, 

acceptable to the Presbyterian Church.  It provided that: 

Subject to the provisions of this and the next following section, the 

school day in every county school and voluntary school shall begin with 

collective worship on the part of all pupils in attendance at the school ...   

Subject to the provisions of this and the next following section, religious 

instruction shall be given in every county school and voluntary school. 

Ministers of religion and other suitable persons (including teachers of 

the school) to whom the parents do not object shall be granted 

reasonable access at convenient times … for the purpose of giving 

religious instruction.88 

 

And also, that: 

Subject to the provisions of this section, the collective worship required 

by sub-section (1) of the last foregoing section shall not, in any county 

school, be distinctive of any particular religious denomination, and the 

religious instruction given to any pupils in attendance at such a school 

shall be undenominational religious instruction, that is to say, 

instruction based upon the Holy Scriptures … but excluding instruction 

as to any tenet which is distinctive of any particular religious 

denomination.  

                                                             
85William Corkey, Episode in the History of Protestant Ulster …  p.121. 
86D. Akenson, Education … p.176. 
87Ibid. 
88Education Act (Northern Ireland) 1947, Paragraph 21:1, 2 & 5. 

(http://www.educationengland.org.uk /documents/acts/1947-education-act-ni.html)  (21 July 2019). 
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Although the Church kept up its condemnation of the ‘conscience clause’ as 

formulated, its opposition was muted and, as Akenson notes: 

 In contrast to every preceding educational controversy which had 

occurred since the foundation of the Northern Ireland Government was 

led by laymen instead of clerics.  Indeed, the board of education of the 

Presbyterian Church endorsed [the] Bill.89 

 

The breakdown of the united front of the Reformed Churches over the 1947 Act 

reflects an ideological divergence between the Church of Ireland and the Presbyterian 

Church in Ireland.  The Church of Ireland had in any case been much more reluctant 

to transfer its own schools without further ethical concessions; in 1945 there were still 

150 schools under its management.  After the 1947 Act. 

‘… the Northern Board of Education of the Church of Ireland 

‘…convinced that the act opens up the way to the complete 

secularisation of the teaching profession’ seems to have contemplated 

ceasing to transfer Church of Ireland Schools or even reversing the 

process’ and actually did defer transfer of many of them until the 

1960s.90  

By contrast, the enthusiasm of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland for non-

denominational religious instruction lay at its heart in a concern that Christianity and 

Christian worship should be part of the education of the young in a Christian country:   

A rapidly growing number of responsible people are insisting that if 

civilisation is to emerge from this generations strengthened and purified, 

the place of religion in education must be made secure, and that such 

religious teaching must be noteworthy for its sincere appreciation of 

spiritual realities and sound scholarship.91 

 

The 1947 Act enshrined a non-denominational Christianity at the heart of the state 

                                                             
89D. Akenson, Education … p.187. 
90R.B. McDowell, The Church of Ireland … p.118. 
91Reports of the General Assembly 1941. p.49. 



291 
 

system and this met most of the Assembly’s needs.  The Presbyterian General 

Assembly was, what is more, heartily in favour of its main aims which were – as 

Graham Walker writes: 

of a piece with the social reform ethos of the times, and the 

determination to build a more just society out of the trauma of war … it 

was socially progressive, fair and beneficial to the Catholic minority.92  

 

The most important elements of the hard bargain driven by Corkey and the UEC on 

behalf of the Churches remained: protections for transferors, representation on school 

management committees, representation on regional education authorities, and most 

importantly, a non-denominational Christian ethos in state schools which has endured 

right up to the present.93 

The 1947 Act was viewed in a positive way by many of the most influential people in 

the General Assembly and many Presbyterian voters were more fired up about the 

disproportionate share of the cost to be borne by Belfast ratepayers than the specific 

provisions.  In a situation where the primary purpose of almost all Church action was 

to prevent open conflict the Church did just that and the Government obligingly 

ignored them. 

Conclusion. 

Both Finlay Holmes94 and Andrew Holmes95 refer to Patrick Buckland’s opinion that 

the provision of non-denominational religious instruction in the state school system 

                                                             
92Graham Walker, ‘The 1947 Education Act - a landmark in Northern Ireland’s History’, (2017). 

(http://qpol.qub.ac.uk/1947-education-act) (21 July 2019). 
93D. Akenson, Education … p.181. 
94R. F. G Holmes, Our Irish Presbyterian Heritage, (Belfast, 1985). p.149.  
95A. R.  Holmes, The Irish Presbyterian mind: conservative theology, evangelical experience, and 

modern criticism, 1830-1930, (Oxford, 2018). p.195. 

http://qpol.qub.ac.uk/1947-education-act
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involved an ‘…endowment of the Protestant faith’.96  The standard work to which 

these, and almost all other references to educational policy in Northern Ireland 

between 1921 and 1949 appear ultimately traceable is Donald Akenson’s Education 

and Enmity, published in 1973.  This has, for the purpose of a balanced judgement, 

one especially significant flaw.  In his introduction Akenson asserted that he 

recognised theological differences - though he assumed, quite falsely, that there are no 

significant political differences - between Churches other than the Catholic one:  

… the Protestant Churches are often referred to as a single group; this 

is for the sake of convenience and not a denial of the significance of the 

theological differences which distinguish the various Protestant 

groups.97    

In spite of this, and occasional other protestations that he does not make light of the 

differences between reformed Churches, throughout his work the word ‘Protestant’ is 

used as though it denoted a single denomination.  Both his reasoning and his 

conclusions make little of, where they do not just ignore, differences between 

reformed Churches.   

However, it is only if, like Akenson, the serious theological, political and cultural 

differences between the reformed Churches are set at nothing that non-denominational 

instruction in State schools in Northern Ireland can be described as an ‘endowment of 

the Protestant faith’, as though Protestantism was a denomination which could be 

endowed or established.   

The Presbyterian Church was not motivated to anything like the same extent as the 

Church of Ireland by the need to defend the position of its schools in the Irish Republic.  

The Church controlled only a very small number of such schools and, in any case, had 

                                                             
96P. Buckland, The Factory of Grievances .... p.256. 
97D. Akenson, Education … p.10. 
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only a practical not an ideological desire to control them. 

The remarkable tenacity of William Corkey allowed him to use the UEC as a vehicle 

for the single-minded pursuit of a compromise position.  This position was liberal 

enough to win over most of those who favoured non-denominational education but 

contained just enough satisfy those who wanted it to contain a clear Christian element.  

Corkey acted as a plenipotentiary of the Church and interpreted his mandate widely, 

allowing himself the maximum room to manoeuvre, independent of scrutiny. 

Corkey was operating in a context where the right of the Presbyterian General 

Assembly to influence the Northern Ireland Government was never regarded as being 

inherent.  It was never deferred to, even by members of its own ordained leadership, 

as a free-standing moral authority which had a right to be heeded.  It was not even 

recognised as a partner in civil society with which the Government had a moral 

obligation to consult.  It was only when the policy of the General Assembly was at one 

with its members and threatened the Government electorally, or when a substantial 

number of Unionist Party members took its part in the nomination of candidates that 

the Church was heeded.  Even then, in 1925 and again in 1930, 1931 and 1946 the 

Government was perfectly willing to make agreements with the Churches in private, 

allow them to be advertised and then, after the crisis had passed, to brazenly repudiate 

them.  In 1925 and 1930 the pressure from voters and party members was such that 

the Government gave way on some issues.  In 1947 the interests of the Presbyterian 

Church and the Church of Ireland diverged, the majority of Presbyterians was satisfied 

with the 1947 Bill which was fully in accordance the Churches long-term aim of a 

non-denominational Christian ethos in transferred schools and with its idea of social 

progress.  After the Second World War the quieting of the Presbyterian leadership, 

which had been the price of institutional unity following the crises of the late 1920s, 
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reduced the influence of the Church to a level of outwardly respectful indifference.   

The Catholic Church had, by contrast, an ideological unwillingness to transfer its 

schools and its objections to any measures which displeased it were simply bought off 

with money.98   It was only after the Second Vatican Council, in the late 1960s, that 

the local leadership would choose to engage more closely.  However, the residual 

loyalty of the membership of both the Presbyterian Church and the Church of Ireland 

meant that most of the limited concessions won by the campaigns of the 1920s and 

1930s were permanently retained.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
98A. Smith, ‘Religious segregation and the emergence of integrated schools in Northern Ireland’ in 

Oxford Review of Education 27, (2001). pp.559–575. p.563. 
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Conclusion:  Presbyterians, Ulster Unionism and the 

establishment of Northern Ireland 1905-47.   

But ye are a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, an holy nation, a 

peculiar people; that ye should shew forth the praises of him who hath 

called you out of darkness into his marvellous light. (1 Peter 2:9). 

 

The Presbyterian Church in Ireland remains as much of an enigma today, to many 

outside it, as it was in the past.  When its existence penetrates the public consciousness 

at all, both the institution and its officers are frequently misidentified.  The Moderator 

of its General Assembly is routinely, mistakenly referred to as the ‘Moderator of the 

Presbyterian Church’ or even as the ‘Leader of the Presbyterian Church’ and its very 

name is often misrepresented as the ‘Presbyterian Church of Ireland’.  It is a fact that 

it is still held in great affection and that it inspires sincere commitment on the part of 

very many people, that it has held together in a remarkable way through many troubles 

and that, although it is now declining at an alarming rate,1 it has retained its adherents 

to the extent where in terms of actual members it may be the second largest Christian 

denomination in Ireland.  All this is true, yet it is still little regarded and poorly 

understood.  Outside Ulster it is often viewed and treated as only a slightly odd, 

regional variation of the Church of Ireland. The pressing contemporary question is, 

therefore: why is this remarkable institution so apparently incapable of projecting 

itself?  Can it really be the case that it is simply ineffectual?   

A simple explanation may be that the institutional Church and its people are, often, 

not singing from the same hymn book.  In 2020 the institution itself is moving, perhaps 

decisively, in a conservative direction.  Liberal voices, formerly prominent although 

                                                             
1The trend can be seen, very clearly, in the statistics published annually in the Reports of the General 

Assembly. 
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never really representative, are falling silent and, notwithstanding that only a few have 

actually departed, those who speak officially for the Church speak, increasingly, with 

one voice.  In spite of this, it appears that the closest thing to a distinctive, 

contemporary political expression of Irish Presbyterianism is found in the Alliance 

Party of Northern Ireland.  Three out of its four leaders since 1987 have been members 

of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland, two of them ruling elders - John Alderdice of 

Knock and David Ford of Dunamuggy2 - and it remains the only significant Northern 

Ireland Party which has ever been led by a member of the Church’s ordained 

leadership.3  It may be that it will break out of its heartlands4 but as of 2020, the 

Alliance Party has only really polled well in areas which have large Presbyterian 

populations.  The Party’s current social policy is widely at variance with that of the 

Church.5 

Part of the solution to this contemporary puzzle may lie, as the solutions to such 

puzzles often do, in the past.  Wide political divergence is nothing new to the Irish 

Presbyterian Church.  In 1798, when significant numbers of Presbyterians were 

engaged in actual rebellion, the rebels were condemned by both the Synod of Ulster 

and by the Secession Synod.  As a small, disregarded minority in Ireland, Irish 

Presbyterians found the United Kingdom to be a very congenial environment before 

                                                             
2Colloquially known and referred to by him as such but formally known as ‘Second Donegore’. 
3The Ulster Progressive Unionist Association was led by William Stewart, an elder in Cooke 

Centenary, but although it polled relatively well in 1938 - 12.9% of the total vote -  It failed to gain 

any seats and quickly fell out of view.  It was dissolved in 1945.  Stewart was a Westminster MP until 

1945 but remained a member of the Conservative Parliamentary Party throughout. 
4Although its ‘breakout’ vote of 11.5% in the 2019 local elections was still lower than it had been in 

those of 1977, when it took 14.4%. 
5In particular, on the issues of abortion and same-sex marriage.  David Ford was removed from the 
duties, but not the office, of ruling elder by the Presbytery of Templepatrick in 2016 due to a 

‘breakdown of relationships’ regarding his views on abortion and same-sex marriage. John Alderdice 

resigned as a ruling elder and from the Church in 2018, citing the Church’s withdrawal from the 

World Council of Churches in 1980, its attitude to the Church of Scotland and its stance on same-sex 

marriage. Belfast Telegraph, 18 October 2016 p.3.  Irish Times, 8 November 2018. p.11. 
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1886 when many prominent figures among the Church leadership were Conservatives. 

At the same time, other leaders and significant parts of its membership were Liberals, 

sympathetic towards radical social and economic reforms. After the introduction of 

the first Home Rule Bill in 1886 Liberal Presbyterians were faced with a conflict 

between their Liberal and their pro-Union principles.  Following the foundation of the 

Ulster Unionist Council in 1905, which aimed to be more appealing to and more 

inclusive of Liberal Unionists, a majority of Presbyterians living in Ulster consistently 

voted for Unionist candidates.    

The Irish Republican, Ernest Blythe was a former MP, TD and Irish Cabinet Minister 

from Magheragall, County Antrim.  He was a member of the Church of Ireland whose 

‘mother came from a Presbyterian background’.6  In 1955 Blythe wrote that the way 

to end partition was ‘… to persuade a few hundred thousand Protestants in the north 

that they should vote for the reunification of Ireland’.7 The Ulster Unionist Party 

thought so as well and was acutely sensitive to all potential electoral threats.  8  A 

consequence of this sensitivity was that when it seemed that a significant number of 

Presbyterian voters might vote for candidates other than their own, the Ulster 

Unionists were willing to pay much greater attention to the Church.9  The Russellite,10 

Unbought Tenant,11 Local Optionist12 and Progressive Unionist13 movements had 

Presbyterians prominent among their leaders and explicitly sought, to a greater or 

lesser extent, the support of Presbyterian voters.  The ‘Sloanite’ movement, for a time, 

                                                             
6 Patrick Buckley, ‘Ernest Blythe’, Cambridge Dictionary of Irish Biography Online, 

(https://dib.cambridge.org/viewReadPage.do?articleId=a0753) (12 January 2021). 
7Daithi Ó Corráin, ‘Ireland in His Heart North and South: The Contribution of Ernest Blythe to the 

Partition Question’ in Irish Historical Studies 35(137), (2006). p.63 
8Patrick Buckland, The Factory of Grievances … p. 60. 
9Ibid p.31. 
10See Chapter 4. 
11See p.279. 
12See p.208-209. 
13See p.283-284. 

https://dib.cambridge.org/viewReadPage.do?articleId=a0753
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garnered support from working-class Presbyterians, as did the Northern Ireland 

Labour Party.14  

The electoral impact of any these groups on the Ulster Unionist Party was limited and 

most Presbyterians continued to vote for Unionist candidates15 but, nonetheless, it was 

only from the beginning of the Ulster crisis in 1910 until shortly after the foundation 

of Northern Ireland in 1921 that the Presbyterian Church as an institution and most 

Ulster Presbyterians as a group were united in support of the Unionist Party.  Even 

then, Presbyterians outside Ulster and, after it became clear that only six counties 

would be included in Northern Ireland, those in Cavan, Donegal and Monaghan were 

not part of this unity.16  

The Presbyterian Church in Ireland had approached the Ulster crisis in 1910 and the 

Great War in 1914 as an institution sure of being heard by the Ulster Unionist Party 

and confident of its moral authority over its membership. It had recognised both the 

Irish Free State and Northern Ireland at their foundation and had plainly instructed its 

members to be good citizens of whichever state they lived in.17 The Church was 

brought to a place in the late 1930s and 1940s where its only effective way of 

influencing the Ulster Unionist Party directly was to act in concert with other reformed 

Churches and where the Acts of its General Assembly, the reports of its committees 

and the pronouncements of its leaders apparently weighed lightly on the consciences 

of its membership.  What effected this change? 

The world of 1947 - no less the world of today - was manufactured by the traumatic 

and terrible events of the thirty-five years following 1910:  the Ulster crisis, the Great 

                                                             
14Paddy Devlin, 'Labour's Faltered March' in Fortnight, (337), (1996). pp. 16-19. 
15Patrick Buckland, The Factory of Grievances … p.30-31. 
16James Rentoul, Stray Thoughts and Memories, (London, 1921). Kindle Loc. 2711. 
17Northern Whig. 21 June 1923. p.7. 
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War - including the Easter Rebellion and the Battle of the Somme - the civil wars 

which followed, the secession of the south and west of Ireland, the subsequent 

economic recession and depression, affecting Northern Ireland particularly and the 

second, Great War against Fascism.  These all happened within half-a-lifetime and a 

person aged forty-five in 1940 might theoretically have taken an active part in all of 

them. A crisis of confidence in the Church’s mission and in the wisdom of its 

leadership had set in after the Great War when the hoped-for harvest of peace and 

prosperity from the sacrifice of the ‘People of God’ in the war failed to materialise. 

This crisis of confidence was exacerbated by a serious institutional crisis in the late 

1920s.  The result of these crises was to limit the institutional Church’s ability to assert 

itself either doctrinally or politically. 

There are three connecting threads which run through the history of the Presbyterian 

Church in Ireland during this period.  The first is the unrelenting attention, whether 

positive or negative, paid to the doctrine of the Church as represented by the 

Westminster Confession of Faith.  The Church sees the Bible to be divine in origin 

and, whether it is to be interpreted as literally as possible or through the lens of 

scholarship, its place at the heart of the Church is almost unchallenged. The 

Westminster Confession of Faith, on the other hand, is unquestionably a human 

document and discussion about it has been constant.  Conceived in the 1640s as a 

common statement of faith for the Churches of England and Scotland, it failed to be 

fully ratified by the English Parliament, was ultimately never accepted by the Church 

of England and has long since been abandoned as - in any coherent sense - a statement 

of faith by the Church of Scotland.  It has a unique place within the Presbyterian 

Church in Ireland.  The Confession has been treated with varying seriousness by 

different sections of the Church.  Some of those who professed to regard it with most 
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veneration, such as the heresy-hunting fundamentalists of the 1920s, did not venerate 

it nearly so sincerely as they claimed18 while some of those – like Ernest Davey or 

John Barkley – who wanted more theological freedom, actually took it very seriously 

indeed. As a symbol, the Confession tended to unite Presbyterians more than to divide 

them after a tolerable, agreed approach to the question of subscription was reached in 

the late 1920s.19  Afterwards, in times of trouble and through all troubles, most Irish 

Presbyterians have gathered about the Westminster Confession of Faith as the talisman 

of their Church, like a fractious tribal army rallied around the Standard of its King.   

The second thread is an interconnected, low-level conflict between the teaching 

eldership, the ruling eldership and the membership with regard to what constitutes the 

ordained leadership of the Church, as well as the Church’s political role and position. 

Sometimes, and in particular during the lifetime of Thomas Sinclair, the ruling 

eldership aggressively asserted its equality but for most of the time it was content to 

allow the teaching eldership to dominate the institutions of the Church, only reserving 

the right to itself of ignoring them when convenient. The strength of the ruling 

eldership at the start of the period is shown by the way in which leading members 

encouraged ‘a layman’- later revealed to have been Thomas Sinclair -20 to accept 

nomination as Moderator of the General Assembly in 1904.21  Rev. John MacDermott, 

who had been Moderator in 1903, made a speech to the General Assembly of 1917 

mentioning this and clearly believed that Sinclair would have been elected had he 

stood.22 In the revised Code of 1912 the status of the ruling eldership had been 

                                                             
18The Evangelical Church which emerged from those conflicts did not initially adopt it as its 
Confession. 
19 B.Th., ‘What is meant by Subscription to the Standards of the Church in terms of the General 

Assembly’s formula?’ in Biblical Theology, (1960). 10 (2). pp.35-42 
20Northern Whig, 7 June 1917. p.3 
21Northern Whig, 31 December 1904. p.11. 
22Northern Whig, 7 June 1917. p.3 
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enhanced.23  On the other hand, in 1930 the General Assembly, which had approved 

the ordination of women to the ruling eldership in 1926,24 refused to allow them to be 

ordained as ministers.25  In 1947 partisans of ministerial supremacy in the General 

Assembly  overturned a centuries-old precedent from the Church of Scotland26 to 

assert that only teaching elders were qualified to moderate Church courts.27  Reflecting 

on this decision J.D. Bailie, a ruling elder in Trinity, Bangor28 and President of the 

Ruling Elder’s Union,29 wrote that ‘…the great bulk of elders knew very little of what 

was involved and cared less … why then do we whine and say that the ministers must 

have their own way?  Isn’t it our own fault when another way is not suggested?’.30  In 

spite of this, for the whole of the period in question and up to the present day, the law 

of the Church, as shown in The Code, has been that the teaching eldership and the 

ruling eldership are one office divided by function and not order.31 The majority view 

of the Church’s political role has consistently been that of a Christian voice speaking 

to power and into society, while the political position of the Church has been the topic 

of wide and continual disagreement. 

The third thread is a commitment on the part of nearly all Presbyterians; the majority 

of the teaching eldership, the majority of the ruling eldership and a majority among 

the membership to prioritise internal, institutional unity over external, institutional 

effectiveness. There was one, very important, exception to this during the Ulster Crisis 

                                                             
23John M. Barkley, The Eldership in Irish Presbyterianism, Belfast, 1963). p.89-90. 
24Northern Whig, 10 June 1926. P.10 
25Northern Whig, 4 June 1930. p.9. 
26A ruling elder, George Buchanan, had been Scottish Moderator in 1567.  D.M. Abbott, ‘George 

Buchanan’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography Online, (2006). (https://doi-

org.queens.ezp1.qub.ac.uk/10.1093/ref:odnb/3837) (14 January 2021). 
27John M. Barkley, The Eldership … p.113. 
28Belfast Telegraph, 6 October 1952. P. 6. 
29Belfast Telegraph, 8 June 1948, p. 5. 
30John M. Barkley, The Eldership ... p.113. 
31‘The Code: The Book of the Constitution and Government of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland’, 

(1912 Revision, Belfast, 1912).  Chapter 1 Section 3. pp.2-3. 

https://doi-org.queens.ezp1.qub.ac.uk/10.1093/ref:odnb/3837
https://doi-org.queens.ezp1.qub.ac.uk/10.1093/ref:odnb/3837
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when the ruling eldership took control of the institutional Church for a short time and 

spoke in a voice too loud to be ignored.  A more ambitious attempt by elements of the 

ruling eldership along with a very few teaching elders to take control of the Church 

foundered disastrously in 1926-27. 

For the Presbyterian Church in Ireland had its own civil war in the 1920s, its own 

defining conflict.  Forces acting from outside; a ‘revival’ of emotional religiosity 

connected to a fundamentalist theological movement in the United States and moral 

pressure from their reformed and Presbyterian peers in Scotland, England and 

Germany on ministers to be part of the same theological system as them.  These 

external forces combined with those pre-existing, relatively, low-level disagreements 

in the Church to create a tension so strong as to threaten it as an institution.   

In 1995 the future Cabinet Minister, Jack Straw, characterised the British Labour Party 

between the General Elections of 1979 and 1983 as ‘a very important national 

institution having a nervous breakdown’.32 Such was the state of the Presbyterian 

Church in Ireland in the period surrounding the trial of Ernest Davey for heresy in 

1927.  Faced with a choice of whether to fight for a ‘pure’ Church on the one side or 

a congenial one on the other - damaging conflict accompanied by inevitable schism - 

more moderate leaders from both sides chose to combine and compromise.  The ‘last-

ditchers’ were marginalised and, eventually, most simply adapted to the new 

circumstances.  Only a relatively small number of fundamentalists left in the late 1920s 

followed by a relatively small number more in the 1950s and 1960s.33  A few 

individuals joined the Non-Subscribing Presbyterian Church or left for Scotland. 

Some ministers chose to study at Princeton or Westminster, Pennsylvania, others at 

                                                             
32‘Labour, the Wilderness Years’, (BBC, 1995). Episode One. 
33Steve Bruce, God Save Ulster: The Religion and Politics of Paisleyism, (Oxford, 1989). p.24 
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Tübingen or Jena but most at the Church’s colleges in Ireland, Magee and Assembly’s.  

The Confessional standards and the formula of subscription to the Westminster 

Confession of Faith were retained as symbols of institutional rather than theological 

unity.  It was quietly understood by those who mattered that no-one actually had to 

believe them all, so long as they sounded as though they believed the most important 

parts of them in public.34 These compromises over doctrine and ministerial conduct 

caused the teaching eldership, individually and in general, to be less open with and 

less connected to the membership. 

This institutional crisis and the arrangements which followed were succeeded, in the 

course of events, by the closure of those magazines and newspapers which had been 

produced for a Presbyterian readership until only one, the Presbyterian Herald, 

remained.  The loss of two publications was particularly harmful, of The Witness in 

1941 and of the Missionary Herald in 1946.35  The ability of the leadership to 

communicate directly with the membership in print was permanently, severely 

restricted at the same time as compromises over doctrine and ministerial belief 

practically reduced the ability of the membership to communicate on an open, 

straightforward level with the leaders.  What is more, the Committees of the General 

Assembly, the reports of which became the vehicles through which the central 

Church sought to influence its members on social and moral matters, were not 

connected to the Church membership in the way that Church courts were.  Their 

members were nominated by the Business Committee of the General Assembly 

which was, itself, elected by the General Assembly.36  The central councils and 

                                                             
34B.Th., ‘What is meant by Subscription to the Standards of the Church in terms of the General 

Assembly’s formula?’ in Biblical Theology, (1960). 10 (2). pp.35-42. 
35 List of Irish Presbyterian Magazines, Presbyterian Historical Society of Ireland, 

(https://www.presbyterianhistoryireland.com/web-resources/presbyterian-magazines/list-of-irish-

presbyterian-magazines/) (12 January 2021). 
36The Code.  Pars. Chapter ix Section 3. pp. 85-96.   

https://www.presbyterianhistoryireland.com/web-resources/presbyterian-magazines/list-of-irish-presbyterian-magazines/
https://www.presbyterianhistoryireland.com/web-resources/presbyterian-magazines/list-of-irish-presbyterian-magazines/
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commissions were, therefore, at three removes from the membership and were 

dominated by the cliques which had long been a feature of the Church.37  

The reports of these bodies represent an immense commitment of time and intellectual 

effort by ministers but almost all of them had almost no discernible external effect.  

Rather than being united with their people, many ministers hid their private selves 

from them.  They joined together in confidential debating or social clubs where they 

could speak frankly without ever having to expose their true beliefs in public.38  Some 

of them engaged in an, ultimately fruitless, effort to achieve Church Union.39 

The official leadership structures of the Church were occasionally, but sometimes very 

definitely, bypassed by the rebellions of those who did not control them. After the 

success of the first, great rebellion in 1911 led by the uniquely influential Thomas 

Sinclair and the foundering of the second, attempted by the Presbyterian Bible 

Standards League, subsequent arrangements deliberately allowed lesser rebellions to 

be subverted by those who controlled the institutional levers of power.   

Very occasionally, and less often as the years went on, especially able or committed 

individuals succeeded in combining a powerful place in the institutional leadership 

with significant support from the wider membership, to swing the Church behind 

policies which had an external impact.  John Macmillan, Robert Patterson and James 

                                                             
37A detailed survey of the constitution of Church Courts, Committees and Commissions of the 

General Assembly and revisions of the Code is contained in:  John Lockington, ‘An Analysis of the 

Practice and Procedure in Irish Presbyterianism’, (PhD thesis, the Queen’s University of Belfast, 

1980). 
38W.E. Davidson, ‘A critical analysis of the decisions of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian 

Church in Ireland on social issues 1920-1970’. (PhD thesis, the Queen’s University of Belfast, 1978). 

p.443.  
39As did Rev. Prof. John M. Barkley. A committed ecumenist, following a public argument with the 

Church of Ireland Rector of Armoy and Loughguile in the Ballymena Weekly Telegraph, he worked 

over decades to reconcile the Irish Presbyterian understanding of the ministry to the Irish Anglican 

one. Ballymena Weekly Telegraph 3 November 1950, p.6.  Ballymena Weekly Telegraph 10 

November 1950, p.3. Ballymena Weekly Telegraph 15 December 1950, p.6. John M. Barkley, The 

Eldership ...   
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Rentoul, among others, as leaders of a committed group of elders and members aligned 

the Church with a campaign for temperance legislation and succeeded in extracting 

significant concessions from Government.  Their policies were continued by later, less 

effective leaders, T. M. Johnstone most prominently, to no external effect.  William 

Corkey, privileged by his family connection, was able to act almost independently 

while representing the Church and speaking for a significant proportion of its 

membership.  In alliance with others from the Church of Ireland and the Methodist 

Church, backed by the Orange Order he was able to win significant concessions from 

a very reluctant Unionist establishment.  These isolated campaigns show the potential, 

as opposed to the actual, influence of the Church. 

The institutional Church as a concept retained the loyalty, the affection of its members 

to a remarkable degree.  They were jealous of the Church’s dignity and were angered 

by external slights; it could be practically ignored but it could not be openly 

disrespected.  Gradually the Government and the Unionist political leadership 

recognised the diminished and diminishing influence that the Church held over its 

membership.  The institution which was essential to the Unionist movement in 1905, 

the Church leadership which was integral to the Unionist leadership in 1910 was, by 

1947, treated with merely conventional respect. 
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