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Purpose



Objectives

• To explore the broad 
theological positions 
throughout the century

• Explore how churches 
expanded and changed in 
Belfast over the century.

• Consider what impact 
religion and the church had 
on people’s lives in Belfast.



The 
expansion of 
places of 
worship



Nature and 
extent of church 
expansion

• 1800, estimated to be one Catholic Church, Two 
Church of Ireland, Three Presbyterian.

• In 1833, Commissioners on Public Instruction 
reckoned there were 22,078 Catholics, 17,942 
Church of Ireland members, 25,939 
Presbyterians in Belfast.

• In 1900, Belfast had over 200 ‘non-Catholic’ 
places of worship, 19 Roman Catholic churches 
and one synagogue.

• Churches expand due to: 

• Population rise

• Industrialisation and urbanisation

• Suburbanisation



Development 
of the Church 
of Ireland



The Magdalene Asylum 
& Episcopal Chapel, 
Donegall Pass

• Opened 1839 as Ulster Magdalene Asylum and 
Episcopal Chapel.

• Accommodate 763 people; 100 pews rented 
generating £402pa.

• Damaged by fire in 1898, rebuilt to 
accommodate 900.

• Connected to the Church: 

• 1st Irish Company of the Boys’ Brigade 
originated from the Church

• Charlotte Street Hall, erected in 1870.

• Magdalene National School 

• Ulster Magdalene Asylum

• Source: St Mary Magdalene Parish Church, 
Donegall Pass, Belfast, Church of Ireland, 
Diocese of Connor, A history, 1839-2010,



All Saints’ University Street, Belfast

Church moved to site in October 1887, local 
church St Mary Magdalene Church, in Donegall 
Pass, could no longer accommodate all the 
people living in it’s vicinity.

All Saints’ made separate parish in 1890.

First church in University Street was a 
temporary iron building, the ‘Iron Church’ 
building seated 750 people, cost £700 to 
purchase, erect and equip and was the largest 
iron structure of it’s kind in Ireland.

Current All Saints’ church built in 1898 to  
accommodate 1000 people for £8,000. 

Built in the Early English Gothic Style, chancel 
added in 1906.

Source: http://www.ascbelfast.com/our-story

http://www.ascbelfast.com/our-story


St John’s Church 
Of Ireland, 
Malone Road

• 1839 congregation formed, 
probably in temporary building

• 1842 building on site of current 
McCraken Presbyterian church. 

• 1886 church too small to meet 
local population; six years of 
debate about enlarge or build a 
new church.

• Current St John’s consecrated 
1894; building of English 
Decorated Gothic style.

• No tower; funds runout.



St Annes, Donegall St



Development 
of the 
Presbyterian 
Church



Malone Presbyterian 
Church, Lisburn Road

• 1839, first church opened by Dr Henry Cooke, was ‘subscribing’.

• 1836-1883, Rev Joseph Mackenzie was the 1st minister. He built 
Balmoral Cemetery, where he himself was to lie buried, along 
with Cooke and many other Presbyterian notables.

• 1857 National School attached to the church

• 1889-1912, Rev Andrew J. Wilson became minister. Introduced a 
Sunday School.

• Church rebuilt in 1899.

• Source: https://www.malonepresbyterian.org/history-of-malone/

https://www.malonepresbyterian.org/history-of-malone/


Gilnahirk 
Presbyterian 
Church

• Erected 1797

• Rebuilt 1845

• Extended with tower 1910

• Source: 
https://www.gilnahirkpresbyt
erian.org/about%20us.html

https://www.gilnahirkpresbyterian.org/about%20us.html
https://www.gilnahirkpresbyterian.org/about%20us.html


Fisherwick 
Presbyterian Church, 
Malone Road

• Congregation of Fisherwick was founded 
in 1823 as Fisherwick Place Church and 
was based in what is now the 
Presbyterian Church in Ireland’s 
headquarters, Church House, in the 
centre of Belfast. 

• New church building was opened in 1901 
on Malone Road/Chlorine Gardens to 
move closer to the congregation.

• Church is in the neo-Gothic style, 
unusually for a Presbyterian church it is 
cruciform in shape. 

• Source: https://www.fisherwick.org/new-
page

https://www.fisherwick.org/new-page
https://www.fisherwick.org/new-page


Development of 
the Catholic 
Church



St Mary’s Church

Built in 1784, first Catholic Church in 
Belfast. 

A group of Catholics leased a gateway 
and house in Belfast’s Crooked Lane 
(now Chapel Lane) “in trust for the 
congregation of Roman Catholics” at a 
rental of £4.11s per annum.
Funded with contributions from the 
Presbyterians of Belfast. 

On Sunday30th May 1784, Fr Hugh 
O’Donnell celebrated the first mass in 
the new church. The Irish Volunteers 
formed a guard of honour outside the 
church, led by Captain Waddell 
Cunningham. 



St Patrick’s 
Church, 
Donegall Rd



St 
Malachy’s



Holy Cross Parish, 
Ardoyne 

• Mills opened up in area: William Ewarts, 1845; and the 
“Rosebank” and “Brookfield” mills which both came into the 
area in 1850.

• The Society of St. Vincent De Paul had erected a schoolhouse 
in February 1852, but around 1865, the bishop changed the 
use of the schoolhouse into a church. 

• 1868, Passionists opened a retreat.

• 1868, first church opened.

• 1902, new Holy Cross opened

• Source: http://www.holycrossparishbelfast.com/History.htm



St Brigid's Church, Derryvolgie Avenue
• As Belfast expanded southwards, the Catholic domestic staff in the large houses found the journey to 

the nearest church too long. In 1889 the bishop of the diocese leased a plot of land at Derryvolgie 
Avenue, and in 1891 erected a house part of which became an oratory, and part of which 
accommodated two priests

• Two years later, St Brigid's Church was built beside it. The boundaries of the parish which were 
established soon afterwards have not altered since: the parish was enclosed by a line from the old 
central railway station along Botanic Avenue and the Lagan to Shaw's Bridge, and thence through the 
Queen's playing fields and Balmoral Golf course across Stockman's Lane and along the railway tracks 
to the junction with the central railway at Shaftesbury Square. 

• The curates were also responsible for overseeing the religious training of Catholic children in the 
Workhouse School, and in 1898 there were no less than 124 Catholic girls and 103 boys on its rolls. In 
the twentieth century these figures dropped significantly; by 1915 the number of Catholic girls had 
declined to 21 and Catholic boys to 36.

• 1902 St Bride' ;s School was opened. Children who had been obliged to walk to the schools of St 
Malachy's quickly transferred and by the following year there were 102 on the rolls. By 1912 that 
figure had increased to 132 and by 1920 to 161. 

• Source https://www.stbrigidsparishbelfast.org/parish-info/history/

https://www.stbrigidsparishbelfast.org/parish-info/history


Interior 
of old St 
Brigid’s



St Brigid’s 
today



Development of 
Jewish places of 
worship



Jewish community and worship

• Jews in Belfast dates from 1652, and 
a "Jew butcher" was mentioned in 
1771, suggesting some semblance of 
a Jewish community at that time.

• Jewish population in 1901 was put at 763.

• Synagogue congregation in 1900 put at 
78.

• Two synagogues on Annesley Street 
(1904–1964) and Great Victoria Street 
(1871–1904),

• Otto Jaffe, Lord Mayor of Belfast, was life-
president of the Belfast Hebrew 
Congregation, which worshipped at 
the Great Victoria Street synagogue.

First Synagogue building on Great Victoria St, 
1871



Annesley 
Street 
Synagogue, 
2022



The 
church 
during the 
century



Who is who? 

• Catholics - They believe they are the one, holy, catholic and 
apostolic church founded by Jesus disciple St Paul. Based on 
transnational demoninational hierarchy of the pope, 
cardinals  and bishops. 

• Anglicans – Protestants that accept the Reformation, reject 
Rome, believe they are ‘reformed’ (true) church, accept 
bishops/hierarchy, associated with English establishment. 
Varying views on ritual/liturgy

• Presbyterians – Protestants that accept the Reformation but 
reject Rome/hierarchy/Anglicanism/ritual. Favour 
practicing congregationalist church governance, in which 
each congregation independently and autonomously runs its 
own affairs. 

• Methodists. Protestants that derive their doctrine of practice 
and belief from the life and teachings of John Wesley. George 
Whitefield and John's brother Charles Wesley.

• Baptists – Protestants that profess Christian believers only 
can be baptized Baptist churches also generally subscribe to 
the doctrines of soul competency (the responsibility and 
accountability of every person before God), sola 
fide (salvation by faith alone), sola scriptura (scripture alone 
as the rule of faith and practice) and congregationalist church 
government.



Religious relations around 1800

1783

Member of the First 
Presbyterian church and 
protestants in Belfast 
had made contributions 
for the construction of 
the Catholic church of St 
Marys in 1784.

1816

the Second Presbyterian 
Church granted the 
congregation of St 
George the use of their 
church for services while 
the new church was 
being built.

1818

Liberal Protestants in 
1818 at a meeting in the 
Brown Linen Hall called 
for a total repeal of the 
Penal Laws against 
Catholics.

1825

Dr Henry Montgomery 
entertained the Catholic 
Bishop of Down and 
Connor in 1825.



Religious 
composition 
of Belfast



Anglican church: 
Hi vs low

• Anthony Trollope, English novelist wrote 
about the hi & dry church vs low church 
conflict in the Church of England in his 
Barchester series of books

• Worked as a civil servant in the Customs 
House. 



Oxford movement

• Its main leader was John Henry Newman (1801-
1890), a fine preacher, who, with his friends, was 
at the heart of a new High Church 
spiritual Revival movement, the High Church being 
the wing of the church very attached to ritual, 
liturgy and the Prayer Book. 

• Newman insisted on the apostolic succession 
within the Church of England and, in 1841, 
demonstrated that the 39 Articles, the very 
foundation of Anglicanism, could also be 
interpreted from a Catholic point of view. 

• This gave rise to a deep controversy within the 
church obliging Newman to resign and, in 1845, to 
convert Catholicism. 

• The movement survived but concentrated more on 
ritual – it also introduced liturgical practices which 
had much in common with Catholicism. Supporters 
were called “Anglo-Catholics”.



The Mant Controversy

ALEXANDER MANT WAS CONSECRATED 
AS THE BISHOP OF DOWN AND CONNOR, 

A DIOCESE IN NORTHERN IRELAND, IN 
1823. HE WAS KNOWN FOR HIS LIBERAL 

AND EVANGELICAL THEOLOGICAL VIEWS, 
WHICH DIFFERED FROM THE MORE 

CONSERVATIVE HIGH CHURCH VIEWS 
HELD BY MANY IN THE CHURCH OF 

IRELAND.

MANT'S THEOLOGICAL VIEWS, 
PARTICULARLY HIS EMPHASIS ON 

EVANGELICALISM AND HIS SUPPORT FOR 
THE IRISH CHURCH MISSIONS TO 

CATHOLICS (AN ORGANISATION AIMED 
AT CONVERTING CATHOLICS TO 

PROTESTANTISM), LED TO TENSIONS 
WITHIN THE CHURCH OF IRELAND. MANY 
CLERGY AND CHURCH MEMBERS IN HIS 
DIOCESE WERE MORE ALIGNED WITH 

HIGH CHURCH ANGLICANISM.



Resistance and Controversy

• A significant number of clergy and 
laity in Down and Connor diocese 
resisted Mant's leadership and 
theological direction. They accused 
him of promoting views they 
considered unorthodox and 
divisive.

• Legal Battles: The Mant 
controversy spilled over into the 
legal arena, with lawsuits and 
disputes over property and church 
governance. Mant's opponents 
sought legal remedies to challenge 
his authority.



Impact on the Church of Ireland

• The Mant controversy highlighted the 
theological divisions within the Church 
of Ireland and exacerbated tensions 
between evangelical and High Church 
factions. It also raised questions about 
the governance and authority of 
bishops within the church.

• In 1846, Bishop Mant resigned his 
position as Bishop of Down and 
Connor due to the ongoing disputes 
and controversies. His resignation 
marked the end of the Mant 
controversy, but it left a lasting impact 
on the Church of Ireland in Belfast and 
the broader Anglican community in 
Ireland.



The Evangelicals

• Towards 1850, about a third of the Anglican clergy 
were Evangelicals. 

• The movement became even more powerful when 
many Evangelical bishops were nominated, 
although this did lead to a certain amount of 
friction in some dioceses. 

• The Evangelicals achieved enormous progress in 
social reform ; they fought against alcoholism and 
prostitution ; they also set up an education system 
to help the poor. 

• A major missionary society was started which 
worked throughout the British Empire, and then 
the Bible Society which enabled the Bible to be 
read all over the world thanks to its translation into 
many local dialects. 

• However, their strict, moralistic attitude, reinforced 
by the example of Queen Victoria, went too far and 
caused an adverse reaction against them by some 
people.



Old Lights and the New Lights

• Dispute about subscription to the Westminster 
Confession.

• In 1643, the English Parliament [puritan, anti 
monarchial] called upon "learned, godly and 
judicious Divines" to meet at Westminster Abbey in 
order to provide advice on issues of worship, 
doctrine, government and discipline of the Church 
of England

• It produced the Westminster Confession in 1649.

• For more than three hundred years, various 
churches around the world have adopted the 
confession and the catechisms as their standards 
of doctrine, subordinate to the Bible. 

• Split the Synod of Ulster when 17 non-subscribing 
ministers joined the Remonstrant Synod in 1830

• Split healed in 1840 when General Assembly of the 
Presbyterian Church in Ireland was formed



Non-Arian, Old Light, subscribers to the 
Confession Presbyterians
• Westminster Confession of Faith states 

that the sole doctrinal authority is 
Scripture, and it agrees with and restates 
the doctrines of the Trinity and 
of Christ from the creeds of the early 
church. 

• The doctrine of the eternal decree 
(predestination) is that “some men and 
angels are predestinated unto everlasting 
life, and others foreordained to 
everlasting death,” and yet “neither is 
God the author of sin, nor is violence 
offered to the will of creatures.”

• Seen as conservative, dogmatic and 
worshipers of the old ways.

May St Presbyterian Church, 1902



Arian, New Light, non-subscribers to the 
Confession Presbyterians
• Seen as liberal, using their 

conscience, education and 
judgement to interpret the word of 
god. 

• Some were Arianists. Arianism is a 
Christological doctrine first 
attributed to Arius, a Christian 
presbyter in Alexandria, Egypt.

• Arian theology holds that Jesus 
Christ is the Son of God, who was 
begotten by God the Father with 
the difference that the Son of God 
did not always exist but was 
begotten within time by God.



Rev Henry Cooke

• Youngest son of John Cooke, tenant farmer 
of Grillagh, near Maghera, County 
Londonderry; born on 11 May 1788. 

• Matriculated at Glasgow College in November 
1802.

• Cooke's first settlement was at Duneane, 
near Randalstown, County Antrim, where he 
was ordained on 10 November 1808.

• Cooke was an old light, non Arian Subscriber 
to the Westminster Confession.

• Minister at May Street Presbyterian Church, 
opened 18 October 1829.

• Died on 13 December 1868. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Stone_relief,_Omagh_Orange_Hall_(2)_-_geograph.org.uk_-_931823.jpg


May Street Presbyterian Church (note plaque)



Dr Henry Cooke stokes the fires

• When a branch of the Catholic 
Association was formed in Belfast in 
1824, Dr Henry Cooke, Presbyterian 
minister, said there was growing 
feeling against Catholic emancipation 
as the ‘common people think of the 
year 1641’. 

• At Synods at 
at Strabane (1827), Cookstown (1828), 
and Lurgan (1829), Cooke persuaded 
them to adopt the Confession.



Cooke honoured in Belfast

Earl of Belfast statue, erected in 1855, replaced by Henry Cooke in 1876 on an ‘orange occasion’.



Why growing anti-Catholic feeling?

• Experience of the United Irishmen; 
Cook had lived through this. 

• Growing political importance of 
Catholics in Ireland with 
Emancipation and Great Reform 
Act.

• Rising migration from the 
countryside.

• Religious opposition to 
Catholicism.

• Sectarian riots and conflict in 
Belfast during 1820s

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Rev_Henry_Cooke,_Belfast_-_geograph.org.uk_-_1746369.jpg


Dr Hugh Hanna

• Born in Dromara, County Down in 1821

• Studied at Bullick's Academy in Belfast before 
becoming a draper. 

• He was inspired by Josias Wilson to become 
a Sunday school teacher, then a full-time teacher 
at a religious school. 

• During this period, he studied at the Belfast 
Academical Institution. 

• Stanch anti-Catholic, Home Ruler and 
Conservative.

• In 1847, he decided to become a minister of 
the Presbyterian Church in Ireland. He began 
missionary work in north Belfast in 1851, 
founding a congregation in Berry Street, which 
moved to St Enoch's in Carlisle Circus in 1872.

• He died in 1892.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Hugh_Hanna_Damaged_Statue_1970.jpg


1857 Riots

• 13 to 23 July 1857, riots ensured 
between Sandy Row and The 
Pound. 

• Methodist ministers attacked, 
Methodist church wrecked on 
the Falls.

• One girl shot, many injured. 

• Lots of property damaged

• Parliamentary investigation



Was Hanna to blame for the 1857 riots?



Hanna: a factor, 
not the factor

• Preaching probably inflamed 
opinions but emotions already 
high through Orange marches.

• Number of services between 
1851-55 increased x7.

• Hanna not only preacher who 
spoke outdoors; Thomas Drew 
and William Macillwaine, both 
Church of Ireland also did so. 



William McIlwaine (1807 - 1880), minister 
of St George's Church, Belfast. 

• Curate from 1830 to 1880

• He was a classics and English scholar and was a member 
of the board of the Linen Hall Library.

• Evangelical: very anti Oxford movement in 1840s; belief 
in open air preaching; heavily anti-Catholic.

• Later life, more tolerant of Catholicism.



The Battle for 
St Clements’

• 1890s, St Clements run by Rev. William Peoples, 
who was ‘high church’.

• Services at St Clements’s were subject to protests 
and interruptions by radical Presbyterians and 
members of the Protestant Association. 

• The Belfast Protestant Association was a populist 
evangelical political movement in the early 20th-
century. Founded Arthur Trew, a former shipyard 
worker, who had become an evangelical 
Protestant preacher and made fiercely anti-
Catholic speeches on the steps of Belfast 
Customs House.



Further problems…

• In 1901, Trew was sentenced to 
twelve months' hard labour after he 
incited his supporters to riot in 
opposition to a Roman Catholic 
Corpus Christi procession in the city.

• The management and curate of St 
Georges supported Peoples and his 
stance St Clements but his provoked 
protests and a mob outside St 
Georges. 

• The then curate of St Georges, Hugh 
Murphy and colleagues were mobbed 
and assaulted on their way to the 
tram. 



A report in the paper…

Rev Peoples knelt down, but as soon as 
he did so there was great booing and 
hooting…At the close of the service a 
scene of almost indescribable confusion 
took place. The rowdies who formed 
the major part of the congregation 
cheered and yelled, and hundreds 
clambered pell-mell over the pews in 
expectancy of seeing a fight. The crowd 
outside pelted the church with missiles 
of all kinds resulting in windows being 
broken. A missile aimed at the Rector 
missed and struck the churchwarden, 
breaking his nose! Eventually a large 
force of police arrived in an effort to 
contain the situation…



Extent of the disturbance…

• November 1898: St. Clement’s 
Church….was again, besieged by anti-
ritualist crowds.

• January 1899: Another anti-ritualistic 
demonstration was organised by the 
Belfast Protestant Association. It took 
place on Queen’s Road to demand the 
removal of the Reverend William 
Peoples…from St. Clement’s Parish 
Church. About four hundred people 
attended the demonstration, which 
passed off peacefully.



Further trouble…

• January 1899: Samuel Mills of 28 Flour Street 
summoned Margaret Anderson of 32 
Foxglove Street for assaulting him in St. 
Clement’s Church. James McNary of 65 Bright 
Street, Mountpottinger, who is the 
churchwarden of St. Clement’s Parish Church, 
summoned William Johnston of 4 Annette 
Street for being guilty of riotous behaviour in 
St. Clement’s Church. 

• March 1899: Further disturbances occurred in 
St. Clement’s Parish Church. 

• April 1899: St. Clement’s Church, Beersbridge 
Road has been closed due to anti-ritualist 
disturbances.



Religious 
activism



Catholic 
Emancipation



Penal Laws

• The Penal laws were imposed on 17th 
century Ireland (then a single country) 
to force Irish Catholics and Protestant 
dissenters to accept the established 
Church of Ireland. 

• The laws enabled a wide range of 
provisions to penalise those Catholics/ 
dissenters refusing the surrender their 
beliefs:

• Catholic churches were confiscated 
and given to the Anglican Church of 
Ireland Their lands were confiscated

• Catholics & dissenters were forced to 
pay “Recusant Fines” for non-
attendance at Anglican services



Catholic Emancipation, 1829

The Catholic Emancipation Act of 
1829, also known as the Roman 
Catholic Relief Act 1829, was a 
significant piece of legislation in 
the United Kingdom. It brought 
about several important changes:

• Catholic Voting Rights

• Catholic Eligibility for Parliament

• Catholic Relief from Certain 
Religious Penalties



Preaching and collecting the Rent

• Many priests preached in favour of 
Catholic Emancipation. 

• Catholic Association set up 
by Daniel O'Connell in 1823.

• Comprised of the middle-class 
elite: the annual subscription 
amounting to a guinea.

• The ‘Catholic Rent’ was a one 
penny subscription that was to be 
paid monthly to the Catholic 
Association in Ireland.

• Collected at Mass.



Sabbatarianism



Promoting morality amongst bakers

October 1842: The Reverend Dr. 
Cooke has issued a petition with 
regards to the Belfast baking 
industry and ‘Sabbath 
profanation’ for baking on a 
Sunday. 



April 1856:

• William John Lavery complained 
that four bakers in the employment 
of Mr. Rice and three in the 
employment of Mr. Grubb had 
violated the Sabbath by working on 
Sunday nights. The bakers were 
fined five shillings. In their defence 
they said that they had to work on 
Sundays because their customers 
were complaining that the bread 
sold on Mondays was sour.



Campaigning against the ‘Sunday Trap’

April 1844: Five hundred and 
ninety people visited Botanic 
Gardens on Sunday despite the 
Reverend Dr. Cooke’s 
admonishment that to do so was 
against God’s will to keep the 
Sabbath day holy.



Anti poverty



William Murphy O’Hanlon

• Born 1809, Newry.  Father barrister.

• While Parents in India,  O’Hanlon was schooled at 
Creighton’s boarding school.

• School run by Rev. George Hamilton, independent 
church member.

• O’Hanlan trained as a vicar. Ordained in 1837 and 
became minister at Hollinghead Church, Chorley 
Lancashire.

• O’Hanlon was appointed minister of the 
Congregational Church in Donegall Street.

• 1854, O’Hanlon was recalled to England; becoming 
a pastor in Barnley. Died in 1855.





Salvation 
Army

• Founded in East London in 1865 when 
Methodists, William and Catherine 
Booth.

• The Booths ‘preached and lived out a 
doctrine of practical Christianity — 
soup, soap and salvation — to 
encourage both social and spiritual 
transformation among society’s most 
vulnerable and marginalised people’ 
[website].

• The organisation adopted a quasi-
military structure with officers and 
members wearing a military-style 
uniform in 1878.



Tackling poverty in Belfast

• 1895: 1,000 volunteers and 
between 6,000 to 10,000 
‘adherents’ (Belfast News-letter, 
22.10.1895)

• December 1904: 
• 1,800 ‘free breakfasts’ given out in 

1 week in December of that year 
(Belfast Weekly News, 8.12.1904). 

• In Ballymacarrett, over Xmas, 
given 15,000 ‘free breakfasts’ 
(BNL, 3.2.1904)



Anti 
slavery



Slavery in the 19th century

1807

the transatlantic slave 
trade abolished by the 
British Parliament.

1833

The Abolition of Slavery 
Act is passed by the 
British Parliament, 
abolishing the practice 
of slavery in all British 
territories.

1860s

Mary Ann McCracken 
campaigned against 
slavery at Belfast docks 
(aged in her 90s).

1865

slavery ended in the USA.



Anti slavery in Belfast

June 1838

An anti-slavery meeting 
was held in the Methodist 

Chapel at Donegall 
Square.

Dec. 1844

A meeting of the Belfast 
Anti-slavery Society was 
held in Rosemary Street 

Presbyterian Meeting 
house.

Jan. 1845

A public breakfast was 
held in the Victoria 

Temperance Hotel for the 
Reverend H. C. Wright as a 
tribute to his exposure of 

the evils of American 
Slavery. More than fifty 

gentlemen attended.

Nov.–Dec. 
1845

An anti-slavery meeting 
was held in the 

Independent church in 
Donegall Street.

June 1846

Mr. Frederick Douglas 
(right) ‘a fugitive slave, 
attended a meeting of 

Friends of Anti-slavery at 
the Presbyterian Church, 

Donegall Street’.

Douglass in 1847, around 29 years 
of age



Campaigning 
Against 
Animal 
Cruelty



Activity in Belfast

• June 1845: Belfast Society for 
the Protection of Animals met in 
the Methodist Chapel, Donegall 
Square East.

• April 1847: The annual meeting 
of the Society for the Prevention 
of Cruelty to Animals was held in 
Fisherwick Place Presbyterian 
Meeting House



Temperance



Campaigning by the church

• June 1844: A temperance soiree was 
held in the Methodist Chapel, 
Ballynafeigh.

• September 1846: The Very Reverend 
Dr. Spratt held a temperance meeting 
at Wellington Place, attended by over 
4,000 people. Upwards of seven 
hundred people took the pledge. Over 
the past two days at least 5,000 
individuals have knelt and pledged 
avoidance of all intoxicating liquors.



Temperance 
cont

• October 1846: The Very Reverend Dr. 
Spratt has returned to Belfast and held 
another successful meeting at which 
there were 2,000 people in 
attendance.

• October 1849: A meeting was held in 
the Reverend Nelson’s church, 
Donegall Street, to hear a deputation 
from the Scottish Temperance League. 

• April 1881: A temperance meeting was 
held in the Wesleyan Schoolhouse, 
Andersonstown.



Arthur Hill Thornton’s campaign

• 1853:Verstry meting of St Anne’s,  
Arthur Hill Thornton, pointed out that 
the need for 20 overseers of public 
houses as authorised by acts of par. 

• Magistrates appointed Thornton and 
colleagues to oversee pubs. 

• Massive reduction in pubs:

• 1847 – 554 pubs in Belfast

• 1853 – 889

• 1853 - 726



Campaign against the disestablishment of the 
Church of Ireland



The Irish Church Act 1869

• The Act meant the Church of Ireland 
was no longer entitled to collect 
tithes from the people of Ireland.

• It also ceased to send representative 
bishops as Lords Spiritual to 
the House of Lords in Westminster. 

• Existing clergy of the church received 
a life annuity in lieu of the revenues to 
which they were no longer 
entitled: tithes, rent charge, ministers' 
money, stipends and augmentations, 
and certain marriage and burial fees.



Reaction in Belfast

June 1869: The ‘great Protestant 
demonstration’ to protest against 
Gladstone’s Irish Church Bill, took 
place in the Botanic Gardens. A 
very large crowd of between 20-
25,000 people turned out. 
According to the Belfast 
newspapers, it was essentially an 
Orange demonstration in honour 
of Mr. Johnston, M.P.



Anti Home Rule



Activism

• March 1912: The Methodists of 
Ireland held protests against 
Home Rule at five meetings 
throughout Belfast. There 
announced five resolutions of 
protest, which were repeated at 
each meeting.

• Many protestants thought Home 
Rule was ‘Rome Rule’



People’s 
experience of 
religion and 
religion’s impact 
on their lives



Influences on early life

• Religious days: St Patrick’s Day, 
Our Lady’s Day, etc

• School: churches ran schools 
(we’ll deal with this when we 
talk about education) 

• Community identity and 
cohesion

• Identity: religion connected with 
politics and constitutional 
questions (we’ll talk about that 
next week)



Religion as a source 
of intercommunity 
friction

• June 1841: John McIntosh was charged 
with the use of inflammatory 
expressions in George’s Lane, for 
posting a slip of paper at Mr. 
Johnston’s’ address to the electors of 
Belfast, with the words ‘To Hell With 
The Pope’ printed on it. He was bailed 
to keep the peace.

• April 1880: John Donaldson was 
charged with having been disorderly, 
by cursing the Pope in Durham Street. 
A fine of 40 shillings and costs was 
imposed.



Church based youth organisations



Boys’ Brigade

• Founded in Glasgow by Sir William 
Alexander Smith on 4 October 1883.

• Connected to the Presbyterian Church 

• Aimed at "The advancement of 
Christ's kingdom among Boys and the 
promotion of habits of Obedience, 
Reverence, Discipline, Self-respect 
and all that tends towards a true 
Christian manliness." 

• Achieve this through the use of a 
semi-military discipline and order, 
gymnastics, summer camps and 
religious services and classes.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Boys%27_Brigade_emblem,_Uphall.JPG


By 1910…

• There were about 2,200 
companies connected with 
different churches throughout 
the British Empire and the 
United States, with 10,000 
officers and 100,000 boys.

• 1st unit established in Belfast 
was the 1st Irish (1st Belfast) BB 
Company in the Charlotte Street 
Mission Hall under the 
leadership of Mr. William 
McVicker. 



Girls’ Brigade

• Began in Sandymount Church, 
Dublin in 1893 by Miss Margaret 
Lyttle.

• Purpose: ‘the extension of 
Christ's Kingdom among girls’ 
through Bible study and physical 
training.

• 1897: Annual Inspection of 
Belfast companies held at May 
St Hall.



Church Lads’ Brigade

• Church of Ireland uniformed youth 
organisation

• The Church Lads’ Brigade was 
founded  11.11.1891 in London by 
Walter Mallock Gee. 

• Christ Church, Leeson Park, Dublin, 
was the Pioneer Company in 
Ireland, enrolled in 1893. 

• St Luke’s, Belfast, was the first 
company in what is now Northern 
Ireland, enrolled in 1895.



Church Girls’ Brigade

• The Church Girls’ Brigade began 
in London in 1901 as the Church 
Red Cross Brigade. 

• Its founder was Rev Thomas 
Milner, assisted by his wife, 
Florence Nightingale Milner. In 
1911, the words ‘Red Cross’ had 
to be dropped so the name 
changed to the Church Nursing 
and Ambulance Brigade.

• It became the Church Girls’ 
Brigade in 1922. The first 
company in Ireland opened in 
1929 for St. Barnabas’, Belfast.



Belfast Battalion of the Church Lad’s Brigade, 
1909



YMCA

• Founded by was founded by George Williams 
in 1844.

• He was a London draper who was typical of 
the young men drawn to the cities by 
the Industrial Revolution.

• He was concerned about the lack of ‘healthy 
activities’ for young men in major cities that 
were not pubs or brothels.

• YMCA’s purpose was of "the improving of the 
spiritual condition of young men engaged in 
the drapery, embroidery, and other trades."

• It promoted evangelical Christianity in 
weekday and Sunday services, whilst 
promoting good sportsmanship in athletic 
contests in gyms and sports.

YMCA, Wellington Place, Belfast



Wellington Flute Band



Wellington Place YMCA hall



YMCA – Albertbridge Rd

• Built in about 1900.

• Rooms for men to stay in on 
apprenticeships.

• Facilities for reading, 
refreshment and education.

• In 1997, YMCA moved to new 
building in Lagan Valley 
Meadows, S. Belfast.



Mountpottinger YMCA football team, 1904-5



Why did the youth attend?

• Facilities of churches; sports 
halls, grounds, equipment

• Peer pressure; it was fun!

• Parental pressure; their doing 
constructive work

• It was something to do; no 
playgrounds, few parks; better 
than playin gon the streets



Impact in the rise of youth groups

• Reduction in youth gangs and 
crime – gave children something 
to do, under the supervision of 
moral (supposedly) adults.

• Helping with the creation of 
childhood? Giving them a social 
space to be children?



Community hub

Montpottinger Young 
Person’s Band, 
Ballymacarett, 1912



Members of St Thomas’ Church Choir, 1911



St Thomas’ Church, Lisburn Road



Members of the Mariners’ Church choir, 1910



A form of employment - Salvation Army 
Belfast Citadel Corps



Meeting spaces for local groups and activism

• April 1848: The Society for the 
Prevention of Cruelty to Animals 
annual meeting was held in 
Fisherwick Place congregational 
school room. Among the issues 
discussed were the problems of 
cockfighting among the 
respectable sphere of society



Sunday schools

Group of children from St 
Elisabeth Church of 
Ireland Church, Sunday 
school outing.



Running schools



Marriage

Marriage of Thomas 
Andrews, Harland and 
Wollf



Marriage and the church

• All weddings were conducted in 
context of church, either Protestant or 
Catholic.

• Until Catholic Emancipation in 1829, 
in theory the only valid marriages 
were those carried out by the state 
church, the Church of Ireland. 

• In practice this was widely ignored. 
For many years before then, Catholic 
priests had been recording marriages.

• Government (civil) registration of 
marriages in Ireland began in 1845 for 
non-Catholics and 1864 for Catholics.



Age of marriage

• 1800, the average age of first marriage 
was 28 years old for men and 26 years old 
for women. 

• During the 19th century, the average age 
fell but not lower than 22. 

• Patterns varied depending on social and 
economic class, of course, with working-
class women tending to marry slightly 
older than their aristocratic or middle 
class counterparts.

• Today (2021): 
• Ireland: average age of Irish women is 34.4 

and 36.4 for men. 
• In Northern Ireland it is slightly younger, at 

33.4 and 35.4 respectively.



Mixed marriages

1858, Vatican decreed that mixed 
marriages could not take place in a 
Catholic church.
Ne Temere (not casually) decree of 19 
April 1908.

The result of this legislation was that 
both partners:
(a) promised to bring up all the children 
as Roman Catholic, 
(b) the Catholic partner worked to 
convert the other, and 

(c) the marriage could not take place in 
Church and there would be no 
ceremony, only the exchange of vows.



Agnes and Alexander McCann

• Married in Antrim Presbyterian Church in 
May 1908.

• Moved to Belfast, Agnes worshipped at 
Townsend Street Presbyterian Church.

• By 1910, they had two children, Joseph 
and Mary.

• Alexander was informed by a parish priest 
that he was ‘living in sin’ and must marry 
in front of a priest.

• Agnes considered that they were properly 
married already and would not agree to 
this. 

• In October 1910, Alexander and the two 
children disappeared and moved to the 
USA; Agnes never saw her children again.



Reaction 

• This was the first major outing 
of Ne Temere in Ulster

• Major public protest meetings in 
Belfast, Edinburgh, Glasgow, 
London, Dublin and Australia, 
Canada and New Zealand.

• Prior to 1910 the Presbyterian 
General Assembly had 30% of its 
members in favour of Home 
Rule, after the McCann case just 
4%.



Unionist and Protestant reaction

• In 1916, the Grand Master of the Order, 
Colonel Wallace, declared that “the decree is 
final proof that Home Rule is Rome Rule.”

• The Orange Order decreed that a member 
entering a mixed marriage must leave the 
Order if any of the children are brought up as 
Roman Catholics (despite the claim that the 
Order stands for religious and civil liberty).

• The future Church of Ireland Archbishop of 
Dublin and Armagh John Gregg was then 
Dean in Cork. He said:

 “The Protestant is to surrender every 
right of conscience that he possesses, 
except that he is graciously allowed to 
remain a Protestant himself, though he 
must submit to reasonable efforts to 
make a Romanist of him.”



No D.I.V.O.R.C.E.  

•Before 1857 in Britain, the only way of 
obtaining a full divorce which allowed re-
marriage was by a Private Act of 
Parliament. 

•Between 1700 and 1857 there were 314 
such Acts, most of them initiated by 
husbands.

•Matrimonial Causes Act 1857 allowed 
divorce on grounds of adultery, although 
wives could now allege cruelty and 
desertion in Great Britain but not Ireland.



Slow to change

•In 1885, Lady Louise Westropp 

was the first Irishwoman to obtain 

an Irish divorce via the court of 

chancery (i.e. Parliament).

•No general right of divorce in 

Ireland until 1938 in Northern 

Ireland and 1995 in Republic of 

Ireland



Why no divorce? 

• Irish and British political leaders against it: 
Daniel O’Connell, William Gladstone, John 
Redmond, Edward Carson against divorce.

• Charles Parnell and his relationship with 
Katharine O’Shea, which led to that 
sensational divorce, deplored first by 
Michael Davitt, then by the Methodist 
Evangelicals and subsequently by the 
Catholic Church. 

• All this scuppered any consideration of 
divorce reform in later 19th century.

• Popular values across sectarian divide 
probably supported this position 
throughout the century.



Death



Religion and church linked to death

• The dead had to be buried in official 
city cemeteries. 

• Mourning dictated by religious and 
social convention and etiquette. 

• Death and burial also market by social 
convention popularised by the death 
in 1861, the death of Queen Victoria's 
beloved husband Prince Albert 
stunned the world. 

• For the rest of her reign, until 1901, 
England and many other places 
adopted unusual death and funerary 
practices, all of which were influenced 
by Victoria's very public mourning of 
the late Prince Albert. 



Friar’s Bush cemetery

• Dates from medieval times.

• Oldest headstone in the cemetery was 
erected to the memory of Thomas 
Gibson who died in 1717. 

• During the 1800s, the cemetery was 
repeatedly raided by body-snatchers, 

• Many buried are victims of the 
Cholera epidemic of the 1830s and 
the Great Irish famine of the 1840s. 

• The graveyard is the resting place of 
the famed baker and philanthropist 
Bernard (Barney) Hughes who died in 
1878. 



Clifton Street Graveyard

• Clifton Street Graveyard, established in 1797, 
is managed by the Belfast Charitable Society 
and is now recognized as a historical site.

• Despite the construction of a protective wall, 
the cemetery failed to prevent bodysnatching, 
leading to relatives guarding new graves and 
the use of iron cages (coffin guards).

• The society eventually employed watchmen 
to protect the cemetery from bodysnatchers.

• The cemetery features a "poor grave" section 
for those who couldn't afford burials, and it 
contains an unmarked mass grave for victims 
of the 1832 cholera epidemic. Additionally, 
due to high demand, a second area known as 
the "lower ground" was opened for burials, 
with all plots sold by 1854.



Milltown Cemetery

• Opened in 1869 to serve 
Belfast's expanding Catholic 
population

• Approximately 200,000 
individuals interred in Milltown 
Cemetery



City Cemetery

Belfast City Cemetery, established in 
1869, served as a significant burial 
ground during a period of rapid 
growth in Belfast, accommodating 
diverse denominations.
First physical separation barrier built 
separating Catholic and Protestant 
plots.
In 1874, an area within the cemetery 
was designated for Belfast's Jewish 
residents, featuring a memorial to 
Daniel Joseph Jaffe, father of former 
Lord Mayor Otto Jaffe.



Social conventions

• Covered mirrors and stopped clocks, 
when a family member died, the 
survivors stopped all of the clocks in 
the house at the death hour. 

• Mourning cloths, death jewellery and 
black crepe

• Funerary Dolls. Grave dolls were a 
popular way for parents and siblings 
to remember a lost child. If the family 
could afford it, a life-sized wax effigy 
of the child was made and dressed in 
the deceased's clothing, and then 
displayed at the funeral. 

Notice in 
Campbellian 
Vol.3, No.4, 
December 
1913.



Mourning

- Strict mourning etiquette 
governed the behaviour and attire 
of mourners during the Victorian 
era.

  - Mourning periods varied in 
length, and wearing black 
clothing, especially for women, 
was expected.

  - The depth of mourning attire 
gradually lightened as the 
mourning period progressed.



Elaborate Funerals

- Victorian funerals were marked by 
elaborate and ritualistic ceremonies.

  - Elaborate processions featured a 
hearse, mourners, and carriages, 
with the number of carriages 
symbolising the social status of the 
deceased.

  - The practice of "lying in state" 
allowed friends and family to view 
the deceased and participate in a 
final farewell.



Complex Symbolism

Various symbols and motifs were 
associated with Victorian funerals, 
including black crepe, wreaths, and 
weeping willows.
Coffins were ornate and chosen to 
reflect the social standing of the 
deceased, serving as symbols of 
status.
Hymns, dirges, and mournful music 
played a significant role in setting the 
mood for Victorian funerals, 
symbolising the solemnity of the 
occasion.



Many could not afford to mark the dead

Memorials to those with no grave marker in Clifton 
Road Cemetery and Milltown Cemetery.



Covered and 
uncovered urn

• The urn was actually used in ancient 
classical burial grounds as a storage 
vessel for ashes and bones after 
cremation.  In the Victorian era the urn 
became a symbol for death and 
sadness.  

• Some are carved with drapery which 
represented veil between life and 
death.  This reflects death customs. 

• Victorians would drape items in the 
house when a person died. This could 
include the clock (which was also 
stopped), the mirrors and even the 
door knobs.



Obelisk

• Egyptian symbol of eternal life

• Originally the obelisk is an 
ancient Egyptian symbol found 
at the entrances to temples. 

• It represented the sun god Ra 

• Cleopatra’s needle is was 
erected in 1878 after it was 
gifted to the government by 
the ruler of Egypt.



Floriography

• Flowers in the Victorian period 
had great meaning and this 
language was called Floriography. 

• A rose was and still is a symbol of 
love.  On a grave,  an open rose 
usually represented a married 
woman, but a closed rose bud 
represented a child or unmarried 
women.  

• Lilies are also strongly associated 
with both death and cemeteries. 



Belief, 
conversion 
and church 
attendance

Church at the convent of 
the Good Shepherd, 
Ardmore Ave.



Where people Christians?

• Probably the vast majority of the 
population would identify as Christian. 

• Only small Jewish community may not.

• No statistics collected on religion and 
identity.

• Today: Northern Ireland has more 
Christians in its population (93%) than 
Wales (57.6%), Scotland (53.8%), and 
England (59.4%). 

• About 8% of the population is not religious 
compared to 31.9% in England, 43.7 % in 
Scotland, and 39.7% in Wales.

• In the 2016 RoI census, 78.3% (3.5 
million) of the population identified 
as Catholic. The next largest group after 
Catholic was "no religion" at 10%.



Great Ulster Revival, 1859

• The revival began in Kells and 
Connor in County Antrim.

• In late 1857, through the 
encouragement of the minister of 
Connor Presbyterian Church, John 
Hamilton Moore, four recent 
converts began meeting in the Kells 
National Schoolhouse for prayer 
and Bible study.

• 1 January 1858 saw the first person 
converted as a direct result of the 
prayer meeting, and by the end of 
1858 the attendance was around 
fifty.



Great Revival in Belfast

1858, Daily Express wrote that the 
Rev Henry Grattan Guinness (right) 
‘preached yesterday in York Street 
Chapel. The attendance was greater 
than on any former occasion. In the 
evening it amounted to 1600, and if 
there were a place large enough, five 
times the number would have been 
present, to hear this highly gifted 
preacher.’



July 1862

A ‘great open-air revival meeting’ 
was held in Great George’s Street, 
opposite the Rev. Mr. Toye’s church, 
by several ministers and laymen. 
Addresses of a very spirited nature 
were delivered to a crowd of about 
600 or 700 men and women.



Impact?

• Mass conversions: The 
revival reportedly led to 
tens of thousands of 
conversions across Ulster. 

• In some areas, churches 
saw their congregations 
swell significantly due to 
revivalist preaching.

• Claimed that 100,000 in 
Ulster were converted.



Expansion of smaller denominations

• Between 1861 and 1911, the 
number of Methodists in Ulster 
grew from 32,030 (1.7% of the 
population) to 48,816 (3.1%).

• The category (smaller 
evangelical denominations saw 
an increase from 20,443 (1.1%) 
in 1861 to 53,881 (3.4%) in 
1911—a growth of over 163%.



Increase in 
specific 
denominations:

• Congregationalists 
increased from 2,749 in 
1861 to 8,578 in 1911.

• Baptists grew from 3,438 
in 1861 to 6,669 in 1911.

• Plymouth Brethren grew 
rapidly from only 170 
members in 1861 to 8,306 
by 1911.



Impact on main 
Protestant 
traditions

• The Presbyterian population 
remained relatively stable, but its 
share of Ulster's population declined 
slightly from 503,835 (26.3%) in 
1861 to 421,410 (26.6%) in 1911, 
partly due to growth in other 
evangelical groups.

• Similarly, the Church of Ireland saw a 
decline in its relative proportion, 
from 391,315 (20.4%) in 1861 to 
366,773 (23.2%) in 1911.



Overall evangelical growth

• By 1911, evangelical groups outside of the main 
churches (Presbyterian, Church of Ireland, and 
Methodist) made up a growing share of the Protestant 
population, reflecting the revival’s lasting impact.



Impact on the Catholic church

• The Catholic Church did not experience an internal 
revival comparable to the 1859 Protestant Revival. 
Instead, it focused on maintaining its traditional doctrines 
and reinforcing devotional practices. 

• Movements like the Marian devotions (devotion to the 
Virgin Mary) and the establishment of new religious 
orders (e.g., the Christian Brothers and Sisters of Mercy) 
played a role in strengthening Catholic religious life.



Rising congregations: 

Mountpottinger Presbyterian Church, Castlereagh 

Street

• 1867-1884, Rev David Hunter, 1st Minister

• 1885-1897, Rev W J McCaughan, 2nd Minister. 

• In 1885 when he was installed there were 268 
families, 139 communicant, 256 freewill offering 
contributors, 2 Sabbath schools, 550 scholars 
and Sabbath collections amounting to £102. 

• 1897, these figures had risen to 700 families, 
472 communicants, 630 freewill offering 
contributors, 7 Sabbath schools, 1,597 scholars 
and Sabbath collections of £479. 

• 1897-1928, Rev Robert Duff, 3rd minister

• Source: https://www.mpcbelfast.org.uk/ 

https://www.mpcbelfast.org.uk/
https://www.mpcbelfast.org.uk/s/cc_images/teaserbox_2473120274.jpg?t=1490824476
https://www.mpcbelfast.org.uk/s/cc_images/teaserbox_2473120280.jpg?t=1490824499
https://www.mpcbelfast.org.uk/s/cc_images/teaserbox_2473120299.jpg?t=1490823650


Popular support – death of Friar Christopher, 
Holy Cross, Ardoyne, 1871
At his funeral at Holy Cross, it was 
reported in the Norther Star that: 
“…twenty thousand people gathered round the 
church…and yielded to loud wailing when they 
beheld borne along, the coffin that contained all 
that remained of their departed priest…the 
funeral procession was over a mile in length…on 
arriving at the cemetery the coffin was slowly 
borne on the shoulders of six priests to the 
grave.”



Church attendance, Edwardian era

• 1908, one in 15 (6%) people in 

Ballymacarett attended church.

• Compared to: 

• 20% in Camberwell, London in 

1902-03. 

• 23% in Middlesbrough, North 

Yorkshire in 1906.



Religious fervor in the 
trenches?

• ”One factor…which could not be omitted from 
the record [of the division] was the element of 
religion…Undoubtedly something of the old 
covenanting spirit, the old sense of the alliance 
of ‘Bible and Sword’, the reborn in these men. 
It was the easier recreated because of the 
strength of religious feeling which had existed 
in times of peace in Protestant Ulster…’

• Cyril Falls, The History of the 36th (Ulster) 
Division Belfast: McCow, Stevenson & Orr, 
1922), p.16.



Challenges to the dominance of religion 
during the 19th century
• Scientific thought: Charles 

Darwin, Origin of the Species 
helped question religious belief

• Marxism and ‘scientific 
socialism’: ‘religion is the opium 
of the masses’.

• Mass education, literacy and 
communication gave people 
ability to ‘think’ for themselves.

• Breakdown in deference in some 
parts of society



Miracles?  

• July 1911: There were interesting scenes 
in the Falls Road area when it was said 
that in one of the houses hung a painting 
of the Virgin Mary whom persons 
examining it noticed what they believed 
to be a lifelike moving of the eyes and the 
hand.

• October 1913: It was reported locally that 
a young boy, the son of James Barnes 
from the Oldpark area, was miraculously 
cured after his mother applied holy water 
from the shrine at Lourdes and days later 
the boy discarded his crutches. People 
form the district confirmed that until a 
few days previously the boy had relied 
totally on his crutches and that a miracle 
had indeed occurred.



Questions? 
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