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AUTHOR’S NOTE

The subject of this book is timeless: the rights of people to practise their own religion. There is a side issue concerning the possible duties to the State which exist alongside those rights. It is, however, limited to one particular time in British history: thus the narrative begins with the Gordon Riots against Catholic Relief in 1780 and ends roughly fifty years later with the parliamentary Act for Catholic Emancipation.

During that period the phrase ‘the Catholic Question’ – used by people of very different views on the subject – came to dominate British and Irish politics. At one point an exasperated Anglican clergyman even referred to it as ‘the Abominable Cath. Quest. which made it impossible to eat or drink or see or think’. There are obvious parallels with other periods of religious dispute and ferment, including the present day, which readers will draw for themselves. During this time the conscience of the reigning monarch played an important part, hence the symbolic use of the word ‘King’ in the title of this book, although there were two Kings on the throne during this period.

On a personal note, I should say that I am not a ‘Cradle Catholic’, as those born into the Catholic Faith are sometimes known; my parents’ families were Church of England (or Ireland) and Unitarian respectively. Following their conversions to Catholicism, some years apart, I was allowed to make my own choice to convert at the age of fourteen, just when history was beginning to obsess me. The result was a lifelong fascination with Catholic history which found expression in a study of the events leading up to the Gunpowder Plot of 1605, published in 1996. The King and the Catholics is, in one sense, the sequel to that book.

I should add that my direct descent, on my father’s side, from the Irish Protestant Ascendancy, including such characters as Brunswick Tom, 2nd Earl of Longford, gave an added piquancy to my researches.

Antonia Fraser
Feast of All Saints, 2017

NOTE ON MONEY

I have from time to time given rough estimates of the value of particular sums of money in our own day, using round figures for convenience. In this way, £100 in 1800 is taken to be worth approximately £7,500 in 2018. The website of the Bank of England provides a proper detailed guide.
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PROLOGUE
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Sky like Blood

‘Such a scene my eyes never beheld, and I pray God I may never again . . . The sky was like blood with the reflection of the fires’

Lady Anne Erskine, Clerkenwell, 1780

THE STORY BEGINS with violence: in the summer of 1780 London was the scene of the worst riots the city had ever experienced, and which were to prove the ‘largest, deadliest and most protracted urban riots in British history’. The death toll was probably about 1,000 people altogether (in proportion to the population of the capital, this remains the highest percentage of deaths in a riot yet known). The physical damage to the structure of the city would not be surpassed until the Blitz in the Second World War. Known to history as the Gordon Riots – famously commemorated by Dickens in Barnaby Rudge, when he wrote of ‘a moral plague’ running through the city – they were deliberately initiated by the militantly Anti-Catholic son of a Scottish duke, who was a Member of the British Parliament.1

Riots were certainly not unknown in eighteenth-century London: there had been the so-called Wilkes Riots in the 1760s and the Keppel Riots after that; but in degree of violence, the Gordon Riots excelled them. Symbols of the State were attacked. Ten Downing Street, already the official residence of the Prime Minister, Lord North, was assaulted at two o’clock in the morning by protesters bearing lighted flambeaux and faggots: they had to be driven off by twenty dragoons on horseback. Meanwhile the Prime Minister’s dinner guests climbed onto the roof in order to see the fires burning as far as the horizon.

If prime ministers were obvious targets for attack, private individuals were not safe either. Lady Anne Erskine was a Scottish lady living quietly in a house attached to Spa Fields Chapel in Clerkenwell. She wrote: ‘Such a scene my eyes never beheld, and I pray God I never may again. The situation of the place which is high and very open gave us an awful prospect of it. We were surrounded by flames. Six different fires – with that of Newgate towering to the clouds . . . with every hour we were in expectation of this house and chapel making the seventh. The sky was like blood with the reflection of the fires.’ Ten years later, the literary Ladies of Llangollen, gazing at a fierce crimson sunset, were still irresistibly reminded of the Gordon Riots.2

Susanna, sister of another literary lady, Fanny Burney, was living just off Leicester Fields (the modern Leicester Square); the house had formerly belonged to Sir Isaac Newton and still had his old observatory attached. From here the twenty-five-year-old Susanna heard the violent shouts and huzzas as all the furniture of their neighbour was piled up in the square, and his servant forced to bring a candle to light the bonfire: ‘my knees went knicky knocky,’ she confessed. The next night was worse. She watched another house in her own street totally emptied and set alight. The rioters, covered in smoke and dust, looked like ‘so many Infernals’ in the firelight.3

Suddenly the little group in the window, consisting of Susanna, her sister Esther and brother-in-law, caught the attention of the crowd below: ‘They are all three Papists!’ was the cry. It was a dangerous acclamation. ‘Call out No Popery or anything,’ said Esther urgently to her husband. (They were not in fact Catholics.) In a similar fashion, the Jews in Houndsditch would inscribe ‘This house is a true Protestant’ on their dwellings to preserve themselves. One foreigner simply wrote ‘No Religion’ outside his own house, although he also more explicitly draped himself in the blue ribbons of the rioters in the cause of self-preservation.

The mere word ‘Popery’ was in fact inflammatory in its own style. Many of the ignorant crowd, when not seriously bent on plunder as such crowds tend to be, were aware of ‘Popery’ as an evil which needed to be restrained (with ‘Papists’ being those who practised it) without seeking any further information. There were 10,000 stout fellows, as Daniel Defoe had written earlier in the century in The Behaviour of Servants, who would spend their last drop of blood against Popery but ‘do not know whether it be a man or a horse’.4

An illustration of this was the bewilderment of a certain group at the time of the actual Riots when called to attack a house ‘as there were Catholics there’. They replied: ‘What are Catholics to us? We are against Popery.’ Maria Edgeworth, in her novel featuring these events, Harrington, picked on another area of ignorance. A certain woman observer was amazed at the assault on a particular carriage, and the breaking of the windows of a house; for surely these were not ‘Romans’. When assured they were: ‘How is that, when they’re not Irish? For I’ll swear to they’re not being Irish . . .’ This particular mob responded with lethal simplicity: ‘We require the Papists to be given up for your lives,’ and then added for good measure: ‘No Jews! No wooden shoes!’ This was the kind of mindless cruelty which was responsible for the deliberate incineration of the canaries belonging to a rich silk merchant named Malo, on the grounds that they were ‘Popish birds’.5

From her observation post, Susanna’s heart ached for her Catholic friends, mainly Italians (she was having a delicate romance with an Italian singer at the time). They could not even venture to complain about the destruction of their houses and property because their religion made them so vulnerable. Instead, they mainly took their suspicious foreign names off the door, and one even put his own No Popery notice on it. The summit of the crowd’s wilful, even absurd destruction occurred when a house was attacked – just because the notices outside were in French.

These ferocious riots were in fact a protest against the Catholic Relief Act which had received the Royal Assent of George III in June 1778. It might legitimately be supposed that this Relief Act had enacted widespread, even revolutionary, relaxation of the Penal Laws against Roman Catholics, to provoke such a scabrous assault. In fact the Relief was relatively mild. It was the reaction which was extreme.

To sum up the actual state of the law in England and Scotland before June 1778:* first of all, no Catholic could receive political office, neither in the House of Lords nor the House of Commons, or engage in anything else of an official nature. No Catholic in England and Scotland was allowed to buy or inherit land. Exercising the function of a Catholic priest or running a Catholic school were both activities punishable by life imprisonment. Catholics could not receive commissions in the army or navy, or officially be soldiers or sailors. In the same way, Catholics who declared themselves as such could not attend universities, let alone take degrees.

There was one prohibition in particular with enormous potential social consequences. Even if both bride and groom were Catholics, they could not get married legally by a Catholic priest in a Catholic church: such a ceremony would have no status under the law, with all the consequent penalties. The Marriage Act of 1753, which had relaxed the rules for other dissenting religions, left out the Catholics. For Catholics, in order to avoid complications to do with inheritance and other matters, there had to be an alternative (Protestant) ceremony, even if the participants by definition regarded these vows as empty.

Inheritance was, in fact, another awkward question. There were penal tax laws. Catholics could not in theory inherit property – giving rise to the unpleasant possibility of one member of the family declaring adherence to the official Protestant religion of the State, and demanding to inherit property otherwise destined for a Catholic heir. Six years before the passage of the Act for Relief, the case of the Widow Fenwick became notorious. The Catholic heiress Anne Benson had married the Protestant John Fenwick. When Fenwick died, his Protestant brother claimed his sister-in-law’s property with no other justification than her proscribed religion. Mrs Fenwick was fortunate: she attracted the attention of the benevolent Lord Camden, and finally she secured a settlement by a private Act of Parliament.6 But the threat remained, and it was a genuine threat under the law.

There were minor issues: religious dress – that of nuns, monks and priests – could not lawfully be worn in the streets. Ostentatious signs of the Catholic religion, such as the sound of bells being tolled at Catholic chapels, were specifically forbidden. Furthermore, there is an important clue to the world which lay beyond the arid sentences of the law: anyone who chose to provide information leading to the conviction of a Catholic priest could expect a payment of £100 (about £7,500 today). Nor had this law been a dead letter in recent years: in 1767 the Informers Act was used to secure the successful prosecution of a priest. The informer was one William Payne, who made a living out of such dubious activities. As a result of this denunciation a certain Father Maloney was sentenced to life imprisonment, although subsequently released after four years with a Royal Pardon on condition he left the country to become ‘an exile for Christ’, in the words of a Catholic bishop.7

What then did this Act for Relief, so savagely resented, provide for? First and perhaps most importantly, the laws concerning the arrest and prosecution of Catholic priests were repealed, and the keeping of a Catholic school was no longer punishable by life imprisonment. Catholics could buy land and inherit it just like anyone else, according to the laws of the country, without the potential menace of a Protestant heir, however remote, intervening. All of this affected the lives of ordinary people, or at any rate those prominent enough in society to attract the attention of the land law.

The existence, however, of that notorious controlling authority, the foreign Pope, was not ignored. Catholics were now explicitly commanded in a new Oath of Allegiance to deny that the Pope had any ‘temporal’ (worldly) jurisdiction as opposed to spiritual authority; which meant that the Pope could not any more declare Catholics able to murder their ‘heretic’ Protestant princes (or princesses) without sin. The Pope was also no longer allowed to absolve Catholics from keeping faith with heretics – in so far as he ever had. On the positive side, there were to be prayers for the King in the Catholic churches and chapels newly freed from their illegal status.

The leader – the initiator – of the ferocious protests against this mild relaxation of the Anti-Catholic laws was a curious individual even to his contemporaries. Lord George Gordon’s unusual appearance – long red hair to his shoulders, and slightly protuberant blue eyes – added to the startling impression which he left upon observers, and inspired Horace Walpole to call him ‘the lunatic apostle’. Whether it detracted from the effect he had, or secretly added to it, Gordon had the reputation of a libertine in his private life. It was significant that when he denounced the Protestant Archbishop of Canterbury as ‘the Whore of Babylon’ for his Catholic sympathies, a wit commented that this particular whore was the only whore that Gordon disliked.8

Lord George was the sixth child of the Duke of Gordon. His education at Eton College was conventional, a note of eccentricity in his family circle being struck by his mother, the Duchess: on being widowed, she chose to marry a young American soldier. It was the Duchess who decided on her son’s early career in the navy. Lord George was twenty-nine at the time of the Gordon Riots, and had been a Member of Parliament for Ludgershall in Wiltshire since the age of twenty-two: it was a seat, in the unreformed House of Commons, which had been bought for him by General Simon Fraser, the Member of Parliament for Inverness.

Gordon was a complicated character. His fierce hostility to the idea of Catholic Relief should be contrasted with other views which would be considered positively liberal in the modern sense of the word.** Undoubtedly possessing great personal charm, he was kind and tender to his social inferiors. Mistreatment of the sailors during his naval career appalled him and he said so: he was ‘the sailor’s friend’, in the words of a biography written shortly after his death. Visiting Jamaica, he studied the conditions in which the inhabitants lived and was indignant at what he called ‘the bloody treatment of the negroes’. In America, by way of contrast, he admired the free-and-easy way of life and independent spirit which he found in the people. Later, as an MP, influenced by Burke, he was marked by his violent opposition to the ‘mad, cruel and accursed American war’ against the would-be independent colonies.9

This was also a man who, as the son of a duke, felt entitled to call on King George III, and exercised his birthright twice. In the second of the two interviews, he chose to indulge himself in a rant about the historic banishment of the House of Stuart for its encouragement of Popery and arbitrary power, with the obvious implication for the future of the King himself, given the Relief Act he had sanctioned. Unsurprisingly, Gordon was denied access to the royal presence a third time.

As all this demonstrates, as well as the charm and the compassion, there was something deeply erratic in Gordon’s nature. On the one hand, it enabled him to exercise a hypnotic influence over large numbers of people. On the other hand, it could take an extremely aggressive form which brought its own consequences. Horace Walpole’s lunatic apostle was on another occasion described by him as Lord George Macbeth.† There was a saying that there were three parties in Parliament, the ministry, the Opposition and Lord George Gordon – to which the man himself characteristically responded that he belonged to a fourth party, the party of the people. Another reference was made to the ‘whirligig’ nature of his political speeches, which contrasted with the ‘elegant young gentleman of engaging manners’ who went out in Society.

When the Catholic Relief Bill was originally introduced into the House of Commons on 15 May 1778, not many Members were present and interest in it was lacklustre. It was not long, however, before stories began to spread and play upon the susceptibilities of what seemed like a self-perpetuating Anti-Catholic mob. In Scotland a separate bill was proposed in 1779, but met with organized hostility in which Gordon took a keen personal interest. As a result, he was elected leader of the Scottish Protestant Association.

One anecdote seems to sum up that mixture of good manners and ardent Anti-Popery which characterized Edinburgh. As the good Catholic Bishop Hay was returning home, a woman explained to him with great courtesy why the way was blocked: ‘Oh, Sir, we are just burning the Popish chapel and we only wish we had the Bishop to throw in the fire.’10 She evidently believed her behaviour to be perfectly normal, or at any rate to need no further justification. There were torchlight processions in Glasgow and other demonstrations; Gordon was able to report to the House of Commons that many of the Scots were quite sure that King George III was actually a ‘Papist’. The Bill was abandoned in February 1779.

All of this was highly encouraging to the English Anti-Papist zealots: in the autumn of 1779 an English Protestant Association was formed with the declared aim of getting the Relief Act repealed. The title page of the Appeal from the Protestant Association by Bishop Sherlock did not mince words: ‘To design the Advancement of POPERY is to design the Ruin of the State, and the Destruction of the Church, it is to sacrifice the Nation to a double Slavery, to prepare chains for their Bodies and their Minds.’ This theme was continued in the text. Popery had long been ‘chained’ in Britain and the consequences of unchaining it would be dreadful to posterity: ‘to tolerate Popery is to encourage what by Toleration itself we mean to destroy, a spirit of persecution of the most notorious kind’.11 In parallel, Gordon’s speeches in the House of Commons, never calm, became notably wilder as the months passed.

Meanwhile signatures were gathered for Petitions to Parliament, the lawful contemporary method of protest. In London over 40,000 people put their names to one Petition, leading to strange incidents such as the distinguished Catholic Lord Petre calling upon Gordon in Welbeck Street, and having to push through a crowd of people waiting to sign a Petition against all his co-religionists. London Petitioners included a handful of women. Susanna Burney believed in fact that the women were more active than the men, but another commentator cynically blamed the odd female intervention on drink – ‘shocking intemperance’ – rather than political commitment. Personal testimonies were added to signatures: ‘John Castle protests against the Doctrine of Popery’; ‘Joseph Sloane, Cooper and Freeman of London and Popery I do deny.’12

Rumour, Shakespeare’s Rumour ‘painted full of tongues’, was ever present. Benedictine monks in Southwark were said to have poisoned all the flour. Even more frighteningly, there were tales of 20,000 Jesuit priests lurking in tunnels beneath the Thames, only waiting for orders from Rome to blow up the banks and bed of the river in order to flood the whole of London.13 This was a bizarre echo of the details of the Gunpowder Plot 175 years earlier, when Guy Fawkes had reached Parliament via the river, and probably owed something to folk memory of it.

It was the presentation of the London Petition to Parliament on 2 June 1780 which led to the escalation of protest to the next, very different stage. The weather matched the mood of the crowd: it was intensely hot, with occasional flashes of lightning. At least 60,000 people gathered in St George’s Fields in Southwark (now the site of Waterloo Station, then an area notorious for beggars on the one hand and illicit love encounters on the other).

Upon which, ‘King Mob’ took things to another stage and began a massive march on Parliament. There were Scots there too, led by a Highlander in a kilt with a drawn sword, and cockades for sale with ‘No Popery’ on them. At least one fifteen-year-old boy from nearby Westminster School joined in. Naturally, not every member of this growing army was animated by idealism; drink began to play an inevitable part, the drunken merging happily with the zealots.

Finally, the whole vast throng surged into Palace Yard and began hooting at the MPs and peers as they arrived. It was not long before hostile words gave way to deeds: the mob moved to pelting mud, and was soon jostling and even assaulting the law-makers of the country. Lord Bathurst was first insulted as ‘the Pope and a silly old woman’ – surely contradictory – and then hit in the face. The Duke of Northumberland had a bad time when he was mistaken for a Jesuit priest. The Protestant Archbishop of York was manhandled, while the Prime Minister, Lord North, had his hat snatched off his head, with pieces sold off as souvenirs for a shilling each.

Soldiers eventually dispersed the rioters from Parliament itself but the mob simply moved on to what it did best: crude but effective attacks on targets chosen according to their own equally crude prejudices. In this way the chapels of the ‘Catholic’ Embassies were sacked. Most visible was that of Sardinia in Duke Street, Mayfair, ‘the Cathedral of London Catholicism’; then there was the Warwick Street church originating from the Portuguese, then the Bavarian Embassy chapel in Golden Square.‡14 The Venetian, the Spanish and the French chapels all suffered devastation.

If chapels were wrecked, so, at the other end of society, were prisons. Newgate was set on fire, which would result in a dramatic scene as described by Dickens, with Barnaby Rudge himself being held in the prison at the time. Other prisons were attacked, including the Fleet prison and the new prison at Southwark. Houses of prominent Catholics – or supposed Catholic sympathizers like the Lord Chief Justice, Lord Mansfield – were destroyed. Sir George Savile, as the initiator of the Bill, had his house completely destroyed even though he was a Protestant. The Catholic Bishop Challoner, the Vicar-Apostolic, who was in his late eighties and had dedicated his life to religion, had to be hustled away from his house in Queen Square to a place of safety in Finchley at the home of a Catholic merchant; he had a stroke as a result and died the next year.15

There were exceptions. A building at Hammersmith which was well known in the neighbourhood to be a Catholic convent was saved by the historical myth that Queen Elizabeth I as a girl had been educated there. Lord Petre was fortunate in that his house at the upper end of Park Street was protected by the encampment of soldiers in Hyde Park just opposite.16 But a certain Catholic gentleman, Thomas Fitzherbert of Swynnerton, physically collapsed after his fearful exertions in fortifying his London house, and died the next year at the age of thirty-seven –	with the unintended consequences, for royal history, of leaving his much younger wife Maria Fitzherbert a widow.

Along with these indignities and worse there were instances of admirable behaviour, headed by King George III. ‘My attachment is to the laws and security of my country’, along with ‘the protection of the lives and properties of all my subjects’, was the line he took.17

It may well be questioned why the soldiers took so long to demolish the resistance of people who were certainly not so efficiently armed, if properly armed at all. Officially the soldiery had to wait for the Riot Act to be read by a local authority, according to the rules of the time. But it has to be remembered that the enemies of England against whom wars had been fought sporadically throughout the century were actually Catholics. There were nasty stories that the troops had been bribed with money and, even more importantly, alcohol.18 Lord Stormont, for example, pointed out that since the army’s oath included support for the Protestant Succession, aiding Catholics might actually be illegal.

This is not to suggest that all non-Catholic contemporaries were similarly and lethally bigoted. John Newton was an evangelical Anglican clergyman who had begun life as the captain of slave ships before his conversion and subsequently wrote the hymn ‘Amazing Grace’; he founded the so-called Clapham Sect. Now in his fifties, and the recently appointed vicar of St Mary Woolnoth, Lombard Street, he was horrified by these events and declared himself firmly against the ‘mistaken zeal’ of the Protestant Association. ‘Surely the Son of Man came not to destroy men’s lives but to save them,’ he observed pointedly. Asked to condemn the Papacy by some of its members, he had an acerbic answer: ‘I have read of many Popes but the worst Pope I ever encountered was Pope Self.’ Newton was also dismayed that this should be happening at a time when Protestants were gaining more liberties in Papist countries.19

On the other hand, John Wesley, for the Methodists, as early as January 1780 had deplored the increase in Catholicism in the population in a way that was hardly conducive to peace. In the case of the riots, it was not until 5 June that the Protestant Association came to its senses and proclaimed that all true Protestants be requested to show their attachment to their best interest by ‘a legal and peaceable deportment’. Anything else would only distract the MPs from paying proper attention to the united prayers of the Protestant Petition. It was Lord George Gordon who signed the proclamation. But still the riots raged on.

Gradually peace returned and the fires died down. The wretched Catholics who had been told to lie low and attract as little notice as possible began to creep back into the streets again. In the aftermath, there was general agreement by observers on the strange tranquillized state of the city, although there were soldiers instead of merchants on the Royal Exchange, and red coats instead of black infesting St Paul’s Cathedral. The authorities remained profoundly nervous about possible future explosions. Thus the thirteenth-century church of St Christopherle-Stocks, with its tower, in Threadneedle Street was deemed to be a potential ‘vantage point’ from which to storm the Bank of England. It was purchased and knocked down (to be replaced by the Bank’s own buildings). It became known that other areas had been subject to similar Anti-Popish violence, notably Bath in the west. Other churches and chapels had been destroyed, such as St Charles Borromeo in Hull.20

As a signification that order was being restored, Lord George Gordon himself was arrested in his Welbeck Street house and taken to the Tower of London. He was indicted for High Treason but subsequently acquitted, thanks to a determined defence who pointed out successfully that Lord George and the mob were two quite different things. And one of his legal defenders was not above invoking the Protestant past in a highly emotional manner: ‘I will not call up from the graves of martyrs all the precious blood that has been spilt in this land to save its established government and its reformed religion from the secret villainy and the open force of Papists.’21

Lord George Gordon’s own Narrative of these tumultuous events is not marked by any regrets: this, despite the colossal destruction and loss of life which had followed the presentation of the Petition which he had masterminded.22 In the face of examination, according to Lord Jersey, he had kept ‘a tolerable good countenance’ and answered all the questions with great cunning; but shrank when his crime was explained to him. In his own account, he describes vividly his fears that he would be attacked by Papists, and his need for guards. He denied strongly having any connection to the rioters: ‘he thanked God his conscience was perfectly easy and at rest’. Had he used the word ‘Persevere’, urging on the people in the lobby of the House of Commons? Lord George admitted that it was possible, but always in the sense of persevering ‘in constitutional measures’. He had certainly continued to supply them with bulletins throughout the proceedings.

Such a conflicted individual, at once liberally far-sighted and morally blind, was not destined for an easy life, despite this particular acquittal. Further troubles led to further imprisonments, and Lord George Gordon finally died of fever at the age of forty-two in Newgate, that prison once set on fire by the crowd he had inspired. For some time before his death, his interest had moved from Protestantism to Judaism. Five years after the Gordon Riots, he wrote from prison to the Austrian Emperor Joseph II about his policy towards the Jews. He was converted in 1787, growing a beard and taking the additional name Abraham.

The story of Catholic Emancipation, then, began with violence, the sky like blood. Lord George Gordon, by his strange life story, symbolized in an extreme form the enormous obstacles which lay in its path, the embedded Anti-Catholicism in England and Scotland. This was the emotion which would animate a preacher at the conclusion of the Riots, who referred to England as ‘the Capital of the Protestant world’. Here was a man who was able to envisage the sufferings of negroes, independent-minded American colonists and Jews, but, far from being able to encompass the need for so-called Catholic Emancipation, felt it his duty to raise the country against it.§

The question was whether the story would also end in violence. As the historian Gibbon, who lived through the period, wrote: ‘the month of June 1780 will ever be marked by a dark and diabolical fanaticism which I had supposed to be extinct’.23 There was another question about the fight for Catholic Emancipation: when would it end, if it ever did? One way or another ‘the Catholic Question’ would loom over the next fifty years of British history.

* The laws in Ireland were a separate matter at this point.

** Liberal as an adjective, meaning generous and tolerant, would come to be used in a critical political sense: but there was no Liberal Party as yet in Britain.

† It is possible that Gordon would be diagnosed as bipolar in the twenty-first century.

‡ Rebuilt, designed by Joseph Bonomi, in 1790, as Our Lady of the Assumption and St Gregory; today it is the only surviving eighteenth-century Catholic chapel in London.

§ The word ‘Emancipation’ means freeing from legal, social or political disabilities, hence its application to women and slaves as well as the professed adherents of a particular religion.
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THE DANGEROUS MIXTURE

‘Time will explain this mass of falsehood and intrigue – but when religion is mixed with politics, only misfortune can be expected.’

Hyacinthe Roland (Marchioness Wellesley), on Catholic Emancipation, 1801


CHAPTER ONE
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That Fallen Worship

‘She was a Catholic . . .
And deemed that fallen worship far more dear 
Perhaps because ’twas fallen . . .’

Lord Byron, Don Juan

IT IS TIME TO CONSIDER the Catholic world which the savagery of the Gordon Riots of June 1780 was intended to destroy. A year and a half earlier, shortly after the passing of the Catholic Relief Act, the whole household of Lord Petre at Thorndon Hall in Essex was in a state of joyous preparation. This was because King George III and his wife Queen Charlotte, together with their travelling royal panoply, had proposed themselves for a visit timed to coincide with the inspection of some troops in Essex. In English Society, distinguished birth evidently trumped the theoretical disability of a proscribed religion.

In the present instance, Lord Petre was in every way a suitable courtier and host – with the exception of his Catholicism. Cardinal Newman would later describe the English Catholics as having spent decades ‘in the shadows’, and then added: ‘more accurately the shadows of obscure country houses’. This was certainly not true of all the ancient surviving Catholic families: some of the houses were very large and grand and, in Newman’s sense, diffused a good deal of sunlight. Had not Lord Petre’s father been given a licence by the Archbishop of Canterbury to marry his mother in 1732 – although both were well known to be Catholics?1

Lord Petre was confident of his position in the world, which he regarded with a certain hauteur. This was a man who, with a lofty sense of priorities, paid his Jesuit household chaplain £20 a year but his cook £40. (A generation later Sir William Jerningham paid his chaplain a princely £300; as he happily remarked when the man died, now he could give the salary as pin money to his wife.) At the same time Lord Petre was markedly charitable to the less fortunate, and in fact expended ‘his time, his mind and his fortune’ helping them, in the words of Charles Butler in his Historical Memoirs respecting the English, Irish and Scottish Catholics, published in 1819.2

A particular indication of his esteemed personal status is given by the fact that he was actually nominated Grand Master of the Masonic Order in 1772, this being before the Papal condemnation of the Freemasons. The new Meeting Hall in Great Queen Street, London, was dedicated to him, in recognition of his sterling work in raising money for it. His portrait* shows a fine, upstanding man of great dignity, whom the Freemasons would later salute: ‘In an age of religious bigotry he rose superior to the partisanship of all faiths and creeds . . . A true and liberal Christian.’ Another nineteenth-century ecclesiastic, Cardinal Manning, said that he knew the Church was built on the foundations of St Peter, but he had discovered it was also built on those of Lord Petre.3 It seemed appropriate to his rank to entertain his Protestant sovereign, although he would be devastated when his daughter married a Protestant (subject).

The largest landowner in Essex, with financial resources backed up by owning a great deal of timber, Robert Edward, 9th Baron Petre came of an ancient family which had managed to hold on to their wealth despite potential penalties. Sir William Petre had been Secretary of State to Henry VIII, Edward VI and Mary Tudor in succession; the first Lord Petre was created in 1603. Unfortunately, there was a reverse towards the end of the seventeenth century, when the Lord Petre of the time was imprisoned in the Tower of London as a result of the false denunciations of Titus Oates in the so-called Popish Plot.

This malevolent fantasy of 1678, a hundred years before the Catholic Relief Bill, resulted in the execution of various innocent Catholics, including priests. Four priests died in prison, one at the age of eighty-four, probably as a result of being thrown down three flights of stairs.4 Lord Stafford endured a lifetime’s imprisonment and died in the Tower. It remained a vivid if vicious part of the Anti-Catholic propaganda which reached its culmination in the Gordon Riots. In that capacity it could be linked to other legendary episodes of horror in which innocent Protestants were persecuted by villainous Catholics. The fact was that these episodes were horrendous either way: whether true – as some were – or fabricated – as many others were.

One of these was the (genuine) Massacre of St Bartholomew’s Day of 1572 in which 3,000 French Huguenots died in Paris and as many as 70,000 in the rest of France. It was notable that a pamphlet was issued in 1678, the time of the Popish Plot, entitled A Relation of the Barbarous and Bloody Massacre of about an hundred thousand Protestants, begun at Paris, and carried on all over France by the Papists, in the Year 1572. Lest anyone forget, it ended with a specific denunciation of the Pope: ‘Nor did the Pope think there was yet Blood enough shed, but that which all the World condemned as excessive Cruelty, he apprehended was too gentle.’ In short, in the words of a recent historian, since the sixteenth-century Reformation, Catholicism had been regarded ‘as a form of national treachery’.5

In 1666 it had been an automatic reflex to link the tragic accidental Great Fire of London which ignited in Pudding Lane to ‘the Papists’. On the first day, there was a rumour that 5,000 French (Catholic) troops had landed in the south of England.6 Given the primordial desire for some kind of visible target as spurious comfort in a time of disaster, who better than the Papists? The Jesuits were as always convenient targets: Titus Oates, recalling that the Jesuits had been implicated in the Gunpowder Plot, accused them of having another go in 1666.** At the time an hysterical false confession, probably under torture, by a deranged Catholic watchmaker called Robert Hubert had conveniently implicated the French and given the slender proof that was needed. (He was hanged for it despite the doubts of the judges concerned.)

In 1681, a plaque clearly blaming the Catholics was put up commemorating the Great Fire on the house where it had started in 1666: ‘Here by ye permission of heaven, hell broke loose upon this protestant city from the malicious hearts of barbarous papists, by the hand of their agent Hubert, who confessed, and on ye ruines of this place declared the fact for which he was hanged that here began that dredfull fire.’† Similarly, a monument erected to the Fire by Christopher Wren had an Anti-Catholic message carved on its east side in 1681, which caused Alexander Pope, himself a Catholic, to deplore its message in the next century:

London’s column, pointing at the skies,
Like a tall bully, lifts the head, and lies.7

If one delved further back into the unconscious of the sixteenth-century mob, not to say the Protestant memory, one might find the deaths of Protestant martyrs decreed by the last English monarch who was openly Catholic throughout her life. Queen Mary Tudor, known as ‘Bloody Mary’, was estimated to have killed 300 people for the sake of religion (the executions carried out in the subsequent reign of her half-sister Elizabeth – 123 priests and more than sixty laymen, including women – were of course part of the Catholic memory, not the Protestant one, and in any case took place over a far longer period of time).8 Foxe’s Book of Martyrs, first published in 1563 at the beginning of the reign of Elizabeth, went through several new editions, including cheap instalments, in the eighteenth century. Here brutal religious persecution was linked with Catholicism and foreign intervention, whereas the Protestant martyrs represented ‘everyman’, including women and babies.

Where individuals were concerned, it was the Pope who was so often the problem. When the Jesuit Father Edmund Campion was sentenced to death, he declared with the eloquence of the future martyr: ‘In condemning us [the Catholics] you condemn all your ancestors, all the ancient priests, bishops and kings, and all that was once the glory of England, the island of saints, and the most devoted child of the See of St Peter.’9 It was the last phrase which was lethal.

And yet in the Protestant memory there was that notorious Bull Regnans in Excelsis of Pope Pius V of 1570, following the accession of Elizabeth in 1558, excommunicating her. Far from helping the fortunes of so-called ‘recusants’ or Catholics, it had a devastating effect. By formally releasing Elizabeth’s subjects from their loyalty to a heretical sovereign, it enabled them all to be treated as potential traitors in the eyes of the government. The Catholic Cardinal William Allen, for example, did not pretend to believe that Catholics and Protestants could live together, and aimed, on the contrary (if unsuccessfully), at the reconversion of England by a form of conquest.10 He assisted in the planning of the invasion of the Spanish Armada of 1588.

Most potent of all, perhaps, because it had become an annual ritual of cheerful Anti-Popery, was the image of the bonfires set alight throughout the country on 5 November, in memory of the so-called Gunpowder Plot of 1605. This was another genuine plot, even if the details were not as straightforward as the government of the day pretended. Ever since, an effigy representing the most memorable conspirator, Guy Fawkes, in his trademark black slouch hat, might be burnt on a village green or similar public space to universal glee; alternatively, some image of the Devil or the Pope (in so far as there was perceived to be a difference) provided good sport.

The vilification of the Pope, the cardinals who surrounded him, and all the other trappings of the Roman Catholic Church was amply demonstrated in the scandalous satires of the eighteenth century. The ostensible celibacy of both men and women in religious orders was mocked, as in a couplet of 1733: ‘Their Church consists of vicious Popes, the rest Are whoring Nuns and bawdy bugg’ring Priests.’

By way of illustration here were cardinals, identifiable by their hats and robes, lewdly kissing; their love objects were not necessarily female, although when women were involved the dress, if any, was scanty, the flesh by way of contrast lavish, and the sex often visibly unnatural. As the blasphemous text beneath one such picture, Le Magnificat de Priappe, had it: here was the physical demonstration of the famous words, ‘My soul doth magnify the Lord’.11

Enormous British interest, with numerous newspaper articles and best-selling translations of the legal briefs, was taken in salacious reports of a case for abuse brought in 1730 by a twenty-year-old French woman in Toulon against a Jesuit priest described in a popular jingle as:

That compound of a goatish Lecher 
And a most edifying preacher.

There were numerous newspaper articles and best-selling translations of the legal briefs. One letter to a newspaper hoped that ‘every British subject and true Protestant’ would now understand ‘by what villainous and diabolical Arts’ Catholic priests maintained ‘absolute Dominion’ over the consciences as well as ‘the Persons’ of their devotees.12

All this was the work of passion – and the work of prejudice. But there was a whole other aspect to Anti-Catholicism which might be termed ‘politics and foreign policy’. The Stuart threat to the Hanoverian dynasty on the throne had once been a real one, with two armed invasions, coupled with rebellions, in 1715 and 1745.

Furthermore, they had been backed by Catholic powers. Earlier it was the French in the form of Louis XIV who had supported the Catholic James II to fight the new Protestant King of England, William III, in Ireland. James fled to France after his deposition and, following his defeat at the Battle of the Boyne, Louis XIV gave him refuge for the rest of his life. In short, throughout the eighteenth century the English were regularly involved in wars with Catholic France and Catholic Spain. There might be said to be a hereditary enmity of which their different official religions were symbolic, even if there were many other causes as well.

In 1778 reality was different. The past could not be altogether obliterated: the mother of Lord Petre, for example, host at Thorndon Hall, was the daughter of the Earl of Derwentwater, who had been executed for his part in the rebellion of 1715. But the Stuarts were represented in 1778 by Charles Edward, King Charles III in loyal Stuart parlance. This man, grandson of the king deposed by William III in 1688, had once been known as the Young Pretender, and even as Bonnie Prince Charlie. By this time he no longer represented youth and adventure, but had ‘a melancholy, mortified appearance’, in the words of a contemporary.13 He was now approaching sixty, with his ‘countenance heavy and sleepy’, a bloated red face due to excessive drinking, a lugubrious gaze, his big frame bowed down – in other words, no hero figure to anyone.

Charles Edward had no legitimate heir, and on his death the Stuart claim, if pursued, would thus pass to his only brother Henry. This was the man now designated as Cardinal Henry of York, who had been ordained as a priest and was long resident in Rome. It was true that both men had spoken English since childhood – Henry was described in later years as speaking English ‘pretty well for a foreigner’ – but his cardinalate was obviously held against him in a Protestant country, even if Charles Edward had had a secret ‘conversion’ to Protestantism in 1750 on a clandestine visit to London. When it came to the two royal houses, Stuart and Hanover, it could not be questioned that the Hanoverians were by now thoroughly Anglicized by residence for over sixty years since 1715, whereas the Stuarts, in contrast, were aliens. (In his eighty-two years, Cardinal Henry, the Stuart heir, spent twenty months outside Italy, but none of them in England.)14

Pointing again in the direction of tolerance was the Quebec Act of 1774. Following the treaty which ended the Anglo-French wars in North America, Canada passed to the British. Yet the largest part of the population was Catholic. Later on, George III personally expressed understanding, and referred to ‘the old inhabitants whose rights and usages ought by no means to be disturbed’.15 Certainly, he acquired at this point about 70,000 new ‘Popish’ subjects. And there was the practical matter of security. Anti-Catholic penalties had not developed here, animated by passion and prejudice: where politics and foreign policy were concerned, it would be dangerous to impose them. So the Quebec Act was passed, guaranteeing free practice of the Catholic Faith, and, in a significant foretaste of what was to be so controversial in Britain twenty-five years later, removed a reference to the Protestant Faith from the Oath of Allegiance.

The English Catholic world in the eighteenth century, in contrast to such stirring events, presented outwardly a curiously untroubled appearance, given the technical illegality of so many of its practices. Estimates of the actual numbers of Catholics vary, as any estimate of a body practising a religion forbidden by the law of the country must inevitably do. There were probably about 70,000 or 80,000 British Catholics in the 1770s, out of a population of seven million, with estimates of the specific Scottish Catholic population varying between 12,000 and 19,000.

In the future, the rise of the middle classes in the burgeoning industrial cities would be a significant factor. For the time being the continuing influx of Irish workers, who were all Catholic, was an unsettling element, as everything about Ireland at that time was unsettling to the class known as the Protestant Ascendancy which ruled it. In the meantime, the county families who pursued the way of life of their ancestors could do so largely without interference except in times of national danger, as it was perceived by the authorities.

It hardly needs saying that county families who expressed their restless worldly ambitions, if any, by a keen competitive interest in racing (like the Petres) were very much part of English life. Then there was cricket. John Nyren, the great early chronicler of the game in The Young Cricketer’s Tutor, was born at Hambledon in Hampshire in 1764 into a Scottish Catholic family which had been implicated in the earlier Jacobite risings and fled to England. Nyren was educated by a Jesuit. His father, Richard Nyren, was founder and member of the famous Hambledon Club which gave laws to English cricket, and his daughter Mary went on to be Abbess of the English convent at Bruges – a conventional path for a girl of her religion at that time. The original list of members of what was then known as the Mary-le-Bone Cricket Club included wealthy Catholics such as a Stonor and Thomas Lord himself, a Catholic by birth, whose name is still commemorated by the ground.16

The harsh laws and the live-and-let-live reality were two very different things. This world was divided into the upper classes, the aristocracy and the gentry, and what were literally the working classes. Undoubtedly, the survival of Catholicism in the past was due largely to the dogged, but hopefully inconspicuous, protection provided by the former to the latter. Country neighbours, Anglicans and Catholics, lived amicably together in keeping with this laissez-faire reality.

If we take the Welds, an ancient Catholic recusant family established in Dorset, it was significant that at the time of the Forty-Five Rebellion, when all Catholics were supposed to be suspect – not unreasonably – there was trouble for them at Poole Harbour. Rumours were abroad of a plot to release Catholic prisoners held at Plymouth, along the coast. Nevertheless, the local magnate, the Lord Lieutenant, found these charges ‘malicious and improbable’. Edward Weld was equally accommodating in turn, and sent his coach horses to a neighbour’s stables ‘that I may not be in any way obnoxious to the government’. There was general agreement in the neighbourhood that the Welds would give no trouble, and Lord Shaftesbury went further: ‘you might have your horses whenever you pleased’.17

Meanwhile the lower classes, such as servants of various degrees and farm workers, miners, mill workers and tradesmen, responded with loyalty, hard work and gratitude for the opportunity to practise the faith of their fathers (and even more importantly, in many cases, their mothers). Their contribution should certainly not be ignored, even if it is for obvious reasons more difficult to uncover than that of their theoretical superiors. The unspoken survival of the Catholic community in England, despite the Penal Laws, depended also on these local families unknown to history whose existence is recorded as Catholics in Anglican parish registers. That of Walton-le-Dale parish church, near Preston in Lancashire in 1781, for example, records 178 families, with 875 individuals as ‘Papists’. Where baptisms are concerned, parental occupations are stated as weaver, husbandman and labourer, with names such as Turner, Wilcock, Baldwin and Charnley.‡18

Records of graveyards bear witness to the kind of benevolent indulgence by which local people seen as harmless have always managed to get by. Thomas Errington, a noted London silversmith, father of a future archbishop, bought a large estate in 1800 at Clints in Swaledale in Yorkshire. On 8 October 1779 Anne Preston, the cook at Clints, died: ‘She was a Papist but [underlined three times] had the Burial Service read as usual.’ On the other hand, ‘Bryan son to Miles Stapleton Esq. of Clints and Lady Mary his wife born not baptized by me as the family are papists.’19 Evidently neither of these events caused any disruption as, according to the law, they might have done.

The great houses had their chapels, which might perhaps for the sake of form be described as libraries, just as chapels had
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