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The list of John Edward Nassau Moleswortrf s academic 
distinctions, gained at Trinity College, Oxford, is an 
impressive one. He was awarded the degrees of B.A. in 
1813, M.A. in 1817 and D.D. in 1838.' He had been an 
undergraduate at Oxford from 1809 to 1812, and after 
graduation obtained a curacy at Millbrook, Southampton. 
There he remained until 1828 when, after a few months as 
vicar of Wirksworth, he became rector of the church of St 
Martin and St Paul in Canterbury. It was from this church 
that he moved in 1839 to become vicar of Rochdale. 2

Although this seems a comfortable progression. Moles- 
worth had not been born in comfortable circumstances. 
When he was born on 4 February 1 790, a distant connection 
of an Irish peer, he was the son of a financially incompetent 
father who died when he was just over a year old. Before 
going to university, his only education was obtained at a 
private day school in Greenwich, near the family home. 3 
Given the financial difficulties of the family, it was a 
considerable relief to obtain the curacy of the village of 
Millbrook. On the stipend of £60 per annum he was able to 
live relatively comfortably. 4 It was while he was at Millbrook 
that he began to publish tracts and pamphlets on a wide 
variety of subjects on which he felt strongly.' This was to 
become a life-long habit. While Molesworth was at Canter 
bury, he became acquainted with Archbishop Howley, and 
the two soon became friendly. 6 It was to this connection that 
he was later to owe his appointment to the very rich living of
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Rochdale, which until the establishment of the diocese of 
Manchester was in the gift of the archbishop of Canterbury. 
In his time at Canterbury he also edited, and largely wrote, 
a weekly journal designed to provide reading matter which, 
in a more Sabbatarian age, would be suitable for reading on 
a Sunday. The Penny Sunday Reader, as it was called, was a 
success from 1835.'

Although Molesworth was at YVirksworth, in Derbyshire, 
for only a matter of months, it was here, in 1829, that he 
made the first of many forays into the world of politics. It 
was the time of the national controversy concerning the 
removal of the civil disabilities of Roman Catholics, and 
feelings ran very high. George IV was extremely unwilling 
to have anything to do with what was rather dramatically 
known as Catholic emancipation on the grounds that it was 
contrary to the passage in his coronation oath in which he 
had sworn to defend the Church of England. He had 
surrendered to the duke of Wellington on this point only 
under the greatest pressure. 8 It was the issue which was said 
to have driven George III mad. 9 Opposition to Catholic 
emancipation was not only royal, however. When Peel stood 
for election as member of parliament for Oxford University 
he was defeated solely because of his support for the 
measure, 10 and throughout the country petitions were 
organized against it. At Wirksworth, Molesworth was the 
instigator of an appeal to the king, because, although to 
some he was a high churchman, he was strongly opposed to 
anything which suggested popery on the grounds that the 
protestant church would be weakened." To be a high 
churchman then implied the holding of a 'high' view of the 
Church as embracing everyone. This was opposed to the 
'low' view of the Church as a number of gathered congrega 
tions of believers.

In the years before he came to Rochdale, Molesworth was 
a prolific writer, as he was to be throughout his life. From 
his writings some aspects of the man himself begin to 
emerge, and they do not always fit the comments on 
Molesworth which were to be made by his enemies. In 1838 
he published a collection of his own sermons, in the fashion 
of the day. It took the form of two volumes, entitled The 
Domestic Chaplain. It would have surprised no-one who
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regarded him as an unfeeling tyrant (and there were to be 
many such) that one of the sermons in the collection is 
entitled Duties of Servants to Masters. But Molcsworth made 
conscientious efforts to present a complete view of 
Christianity, and his reading of the whole of Ephesians VI is 
demonstrated by his sermons on Duties of Masters to Servants 
and Duties of Servants to Each Other. IJ

In view of some of the difficulties which Molesworth was 
to encounter at Rochdale, the publications giving his views 
on dissenters are particularly interesting. The association 
with Archbishop Howley, to which reference has already 
been made, began when Molesworth was invited to deliver 
the sermon in Canterbury Cathedral for the archbishop's 
primary visitation. He described two popularly held objec 
tions to church rates as fallacies:

The one is the assertion, that the revenues of the Church are a 
compulsory charge on the people; and especially on Dissenters, for 
the maintenance of Ministers, whose services they do not require. 
The other is, that the effect of the total abolition of tithe, and 
throwing the Clergy upon the voluntary bounty of their flocks, would 
be what is coarsely and irreverently termed, "cheap religion"."

Molesworth answered these points by quoting a dissenting 
minister, the Rev. J. Fell, as saying that only nine tenths of 
any property are owned if tithes are paid on it, and that 
therefore to refuse to pay tithes is tantamount to theft, and by 
maintaining that if clergy had to be paid by their congrega 
tions the burden on the poor would be much more severe. 14 It 
is only to be expected that in 1832 Molesworth could not 
envisage a day when the poor might feel able to dispense with 
the services of clergy. In the same sermon Molesworth 
attacked the principle operating in dissenting chapels 
whereby the minister was 'called' by the congregation and 
was therefore their employee. In the event of a disagreement 
the disaffected withheld their financial contributions and 
could reduce their minister to penury or drive him away.

The voluntary nature of the funds on which they depend, frequently 
brings an aggravation of the evils of poverty in the coarse humili 
ations and vulgar tyranny to which teachers of eminent learning 
and piety are exposed. 15
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It was a common cry that pluralities should be abolished 
on the grounds that they led to parishes being deprived of 
spiritual leadership by absentee clergy. Molesworth made 
the practical point that this would make it impossible to 
operate a probation system for curates. 16

For a man who was later to be criticised for what his 
opponents called his 'Puseyism', Molesworth was accus 
tomed to use in his sermons a turn of phrase which we 
should now tend to describe as evangelical. The Christian 
life was one of continuous spiritual development. 'We must 
not only be born again, but we must grow in grace, and in the 
knowledge of our Lord and Saviour.' 17 Another evangelical 
characteristic of Molesworth's sermons was the great stress 
laid upon the importance of studying Scripture. He was by 
no means a fundamentalist, however, because he stressed a 
duty not to accept what appears to be the biblical meaning 
without the use of human reason in its interpretation.

We are both to avail ourselves of God's grace, and we are to employ 
our own powers of reason and knowledge. I say our own powers of 
reason and knowledge; because, in their excessive zeal to decry 
human reason and knowledge, to deprecate their being set up in 
opposition to the Divine wisdom, and counsels, some have main 
tained . . . that these have little or no place in the study of 
Scripture. But to deny the exercise of reason, in this employment, 
appears to preclude its application to the very object, for which, of 
all others, the Almighty has especially given it.

As the movement against the imposition of church rates 
on those who were not members of the Church of England 
began to increase in momentum during the first half of the 
nineteenth century, Molesworth laid emphasis in his ser 
mons on the duty of the individual towards the State. In his 
exposition of Romans XIII 1-3 he did not say that the State 
could never be wrong, but his upholding of law was quite 
decided.

Submission to our rules is a religious duty, and is not to be lightly 
violated. ... It is our duty, then, to render unto our rulers the 
reverence, and obedience, due to them, notwithstanding any occa 
sional defects which we may perceive in their government, or any 
occasional hardships we find, or fancy to result from the laws which 
they are appointed to administer. 19
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In the years before 1839, Molesworth, conservative in his 
politics and perhaps over-defensive of the position of the 
Church of England, was nevertheless concerned to preach a 
gospel that was not a mere formality but which would 
involve the minds as well as the hearts of those who 
subscribed to its truth. His attitude to dissenters was not 
one of contempt so much as of distrust of a system which 
would not allow a minister to say something unpopular.

The Rochdale to which Molesworth came as vicar in 1839 
was very different from Canterbury. The most important 
difference had nothing to do with climate, landscape, or 
economics, nor even with the very strong presence of 
dissent. Molesworth's predecessor, Hay, had succeeded in 
alienating vast numbers from the Church of England. He 
was a pluralist, resident in Rochdale for onlv six months of 
any year, and it is noticeable that in his obituaries in the 
Manchester Courier and Manchester Guardian his work as a 
magistrate is praised whilst no mention at all is made of his 
work as a vicar. 20 At the close of the century, indeed, one 
local writer credited him, 'more than any other man in the 
last 150 years', with having promoted the local growth of 
dissent. His extreme attitude towards any kind of reform, 
and his action in reading the Riot Act at the great Peterloo 
meeting in Manchester in 1819 inspired a dislike more than 
could have been explained by any difference on religious 
matters. 21 Indeed, Hay had become a member of the 
Radicals' gallery of monsters, and appeared in numerous 
political caricatures.

Several prints are attacks on the Peterloo clerical magistrates, 
Ethelston and Hay, whose diehard Toryism and judicial ferocity 
were used to typify their whole hated class, injecting the 
eighteenth-century stereotypes of the gouty, drink-blotched plur 
alist with a new political venom.~~

A substantial group from Rochdale had been present at 
Peterloo, and what had seemed to them to be their vicar's 
direct action against them had changed their attitude to 
their vicar's church from the apathetic alienation born of 
indifference to the malignant alienation born of hatred. 
Molesworth, as far as many of his parishioners were con-
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cerned, was tarred with the same brush. When the church 
rates question finally erupted in full force in 1840, the 
vicar's principal opponent, John Bright, was still making 
use of Hay's behaviour in his attacks, more than twenty 
years after the events to which he referred.

In 1795 the Vicar of the Parish was concerned in directing the 
Soldiers to fire upon the people, when (August 3rd) two aged men, 
each having seen 80 years, were shot dead on Rochdale bridge! In 
1819 (August 16th) the late Vicar's voice was heard shouting 
'onward, onward!' to the Yeomanry Cavalry as they rode down the 
people assembled in Manchester to petition Parliament. 23

When Molesworth arrived in Rochdale he found that 
there had been dissatisfaction with the church rate for some 
time, with some suggestion for at least ten years that the 
money raised was being spent illegally. 24 A salaried auditor 
had been appointed in 1828, 25 but renewed opposition to 
the rate had been growing since 1831. 2f> The church rate was 
only one of a set of grievances currently being felt and 
increasingly expressed by dissenters throughout the 
country. These were summarized in a petition delivered to 
the Lord Chancellor in 1834 as follows:

1. Births could only be officially registered in parish churches.
2. Except for Quakers and Jews, only marriages in parish 

churches had been legal since 1753.
3. The churchyard was Church of England property.
4. A local rate was used to repair the parish church.
5. Dissenters were unable to take university degrees.

It is significant that this list of grievances 2 ' was prepared in 
the industrial north of England, although in many ways it 
agreed with programmes originating in London. Dissent in 
Rochdale tended to be more radical than in many other 
areas, however, and was particularly prominent in agitation 
against church rates and in favour of disestablishment. 28 
The cry for disestablishment was clearly given by John 
Bright in his famous 'tombstone' speech of 29 July 1840, 
given at a meeting of church rate payers in St Chad's 
churchyard to 5,000 people, 'My friends, the time is coming 
when a state church will be unknown in England, and it
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rests with you to accelerate or retard that happy consum 
mation'. 29

Additional problems lacing Molesworth in 1839 were the 
vast size of a parish still predominantly rural and sparsely" 
populated, and the difficulty caused by not always being 
able to understand the local dialect. Both these problems 
are evident from the works of Edwin Waugh, the local poet.

I've worn my bits o' shoon away,
Wi ! rovin' up an' deawn, 

To see yon moorlan' valleys, an'
Yon little country teawn: 

A country teawn, where one can meet
Wi' friends an' neighbours known; 

Where one can lounge i' th market-place,
An' see the meadows mown. in

This was written in about 1850, and its picture of the close 
conjunction of town and countryside in the Rochdale of the 
mid-nineteenth century is that which greeted Molesworth 
as he stepped from his coach outside the Georgian vicarage 
at the west end of Rochdale parish church.

From the very beginning of Molesworth's ministry in 
Rochdale, John Bright, then a young radical politician with 
a reputation to make, set out to be a thorn in the vicar's 
flesh. In order to commemorate the wedding of Queen 
Victoria in February 1840, a public meeting was held in 
Rochdale to send a message of congratulation. Clement 
Royds proposed that the vicar should take the chair, but 
John Bright objected and led out his supporters to a rival 
Radical meeting for the same purpose.' 1 There was a 
similar dispute with Bright in June of the same year over the 
chairmanship of a meeting to congratulate the queen on 
having escaped an assassination attempt. 32 However, the 
most serious and protracted dispute between Molesworth 
and Bright was on the subject of church rates. These rates 
could be levied only with the consent of the ratepayers, and 
when a poll was taken in April 1840 the Church party 
received 3,000 votes and the Dissenters and Radicals 1,500. 
Another meeting was held in the following July, and so 
many people arrived that it had to be adjourned to the 
churchyard. There Molesworth stood on a tombstone to
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harangue the crowd, whilst Bright, a Quaker, and Fielden, a 
Unitarian manufacturer from Todmorden, twelve miles 
distant but still part of the parish of Rochdale, made 
speeches from another. 33 The number of people present on 
this occasion appeared to give support to Bright's opposi 
tion to the church rate on the grounds that 'the local 
population was now much too large to fit into the church at 
all'. 34

Further church rate meetings were held during the 
summer of 1840, and feeling ran so high that on one 
occasion Molesworth was given a military escort and the 
Riot Act was read. Although the Church party won the vote, 
it gained a majority of only a hundred out of a total vote of 
13,000. This meant that it would be almost impossible to 
collect the rate from any but Anglicans. 30 Needless to say, 
Bright, who was primarily concerned with his own political 
career, did not hesitate to accuse the Church party of 
rigging the vote and of encouraging employers to use their 
position to coerce their employees to vote for the rate. 36 He 
took exception to the fact that the vote was not held on 
neutral ground, but in the Anglican-financed National 
School in Redcross Street, 37 and asserted that Molesworth 
was a mere tool in the hands of Abraham Brierley, the 
churchwarden. 38 He seems to have made no attempt to 
substantiate his charges.

In August 1840 Bright actively encouraged opponents of 
the rate to 'use every legal means to resist it', 39 whilst 
Molesworth poured out an almost constant flow of 
pamphlets and addresses directed at those opponents. 40 
Molesworth was, however, fighting a losing battle. 1840 was 
the last year in which the parishioners of Rochdale ever 
voted a church rate. 41 Some idea of the extent of the 
opposition to Molesworth may be gained from a consider 
ation of the large number of dissenting congregations within 
the parish. Bright's own account of the number, written in 
1840, tells us that - -.

in the Borough there are three places of Worship belonging to the 
State Church, and twelve Chapels belonging to Dissenters; and in 
the whole Parish the State Church has ten Places of Worship, whilst 
the Dissenters have forty-four Chapels, besides Seven School Rooms
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not connected with these Chapels, in which service is frequently 
performed. 42

From the point of view of success in communicating, 
Molesworth was always defeated by Bright. Where Moles- 
worth would concentrate his argument on the question of 
what was right, Bright would rely on heart-rending anec 
dotes of hardship caused to the poor by Molesworth's 
insistence on the justice of church rates. 43 Being an adroit 
politician, Bright did not found all his opposition to church 
rates on emotion. He saw the whole argument as a contest 
over the establishment of the Church of England. As a 
result of his Quaker upbringing, he saw establishment as a 
hindrance to that church, and hoped that if church rates 
could be abolished the link between Church and State 
would be weakened. Molesworth saw the Church as neces 
sarily an upholder of the law, and felt that considerations of 
conscience were irrelevant. So it appears that Molesworth 
was defending, and Bright attacking, the establishment of 
the Church of England. 44

The different approaches of Bright and Molesworth may 
be seen from the ways in which they wrote at the time. 
Bright's objections to Molesworth's conduct of the poll were 
based on the vicar's failure to administer the voting 
correctly.

1st. That the Church Party have compelled their workmen to
vote against their judgement and consciences. 

2nd. That in many instances they have discharged such workmen
as have refused to comply. 

3rd. That at least one of them openly declared his determination
to do this, before the Poll commenced. 

4th. That Abraham Brierley, the Vicar's Warden, was charged
publicly with this oppressive conduct, in the presence of the
Vicar, and the charge was not denied. 

5th. That the Officers of the Poll were all Partizans of the
Church. 

6th. That the Vicar prolonged the time of Polling on those days
only, when it served the purpose of the Rate Party. 

7th. That there was no obstruction of Voters to justify either
prolongation or adjournment. 

8th. That the Overseers of Wuerdle and VVardle, gave Tickets,
within three hours of the final close of Poll, to above seventy
persons whose rates were unpaid.
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9th. That the Vicar refused to examine into this, and called the
objection made of these votes a 'Frivolous objection'. 

10th. That the result of the Poll as declared by the Vicar, is not 
correct, and that the Vicar refused to allow any examination 
of the Books, or of the Votes which had been placed upon 
the doubtful list, and most of which were against the Rate. 43

Molesworth, on the other hand, never attacked any one 
person directly, but argued the principle. For example, he 
carefully enumerated some of the differences between 
churches and dissenting chapels.

[Churches] cannot be turned again to secular purposes. They are 
not built on speculation, and, if that fail, capable of being used or 
sold by the builder, for a theatre, or an assembly room. I do not put 
this as a sneer, or a reproach, to dissenters: but merely to state one 
general distinction between the places of worship of the Estab 
lishment, and those of dissent, which, independently of all other 
considerations, entitles them to the national support.*

In the same vein of dispassionate analysis, Molesworth 
criticized the popular description of the church rate as a tax, 
rather than as a rent.

Church-rates are not a tax, and to call them a tax is a miserable 
trick, tending to deceive the people, and to mislead their judge 
ments, by appealing to their prejudices. Church-rates are not a tax 
charged upon the persons of dissenters, but a rent charge on property, 
older by centuries than the title of any estate on which it falls. 4 '

Molesworth went on to make the very sensible point that tax 
payers could not expect to receive a personal benefit from 
every tax they were called upon to pay, 'I deny that taxes are 
either unjust or impolitic, because they are applied to 
objects from which some individuals derive no profit, or which 
they even disapprove'. 48 In any case, from Molesworth's 
point of view, the benefit of the church rate was available for 
everyone, and most people made some use of the parish 
church, at least for christenings, weddings, and funerals. If 
people did not wish to the enjoy rights for which they had 
paid, they were entitled to press for a change in the law, but 
not to refuse payment so long as the law stood. 49

Unfortunately, this rational argument was not the way to
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appeal to those who opposed the church rate. Molesworth 
was extremely capable of winning minds but not nearly so 
expert at winning hearts, and at the popular level of 
Rochdale politics it was hearts which were important. 
Bright was well aware of this. Molesworth's antipathy was 
directed principally at those who were dissenters for politi 
cal reasons, or who used their inherited dissent for political 
purposes, like Bright. He could be extremely sympathetic to 
those who expressed dissent on genuinely religious 
grounds. The distinction he made between political and 
religious dissenters was not his own, but was derived from 
Dr Hook, the high church vicar of Leeds. 00

It was inevitable that the church rate vote should go 
against Molesworth's wishes in a parish where dissent was 
not only widespread but also politically vocal. The parish 
meeting at which the vote was taken was open to every 
citizen of the parish, whatever his religious views. 51 It is 
worth noting that a rate which was levied was not always 
collected. Collection could be rendered unnecessary either 
as a result of large donations, or because there happened to 
be few expenses in a given year, or because the income from 
pew rents might be enough to pay for the upkeep of the 
church. 52 Again, it was a common practice not to collect the 
rate from the poor, even though they were liable to pay it as 
occupiers of property. a! Records at Rochdale do not show 
whether collection was always carried out to its fullest 
extent; in any case opposition was largely on the basis of 
political principle rather than of actual effect. It is true that 
the building of new churches could result in some people 
becoming liable to pay church rates simultaneously in two 
parishes, which was patently unjust, 54 and that Bright, as a 
Quaker, was well aware of the method used to recover 
church rate from non-payers by distraint on goods. 00 Such 
consequences of the church rate system did not make 
Molesworth's task as apologist any easier.

Resistance to church rates was stronger in Lancashire 
than in any other part of the country, 06 so that those 
resisting had no feeling of isolation to weaken their 
resolve, and were prepared to make a round trip of more 
than twenty miles, in some cases, to attend the parish 
meeting at which the vote would be taken. Because of the
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vast size of the parish of Rochdale, including, for example, 
Bacup and Todmorden, no vicar could hope to exercise 
pastoral care over the remoter parts, however energetic he 
might be. The parishioners from these areas came to vote 
against the church rate partly, at least, as a protest 
against what appeared to them to be a very one-sided 
bargain. 07

The heart of the organized opposition to Molesworth 
in this matter, however, lay in the town of Rochdale itself. 
The strength of that opposition was not evenly spread 
throughout the centres of local nonconformity. 
Methodism in particular, divided between Wesleyan 
Methodist and Wesleyan Methodist Association congre 
gations, did not offer the same problem to Molesworth 
as, for example, the Quakers. Of the two divisions 
of Methodism, it was the Association chapels which were 
by far the more vocal in their opposition to the church 
rate, and of those chapels it was that in Baillie Street 
which was by far the most vociferous. Consequently 
Molesworth maintained an almost constant attack, both 
verbal and written, upon the superintendent minister of 
that chapel.58 Most of these attacks were printed in his 
own Common Sense Magazine, between May 1842 and Sept 
ember 1843. Although his defence of the principle of 
church rate remained as well argued as ever, he began to 
adopt some of the methods of his detractors in making 
personal attacks on the entire leadership of Baillie Street 
Chapel. 59

Molesworth was quite right in identifying Methodism as 
his strongest enemy in the town. Although it is difficult to 
be precise about the number of dissenting congregations, 
owing to the fluid nature of 'cottage meetings', a useful 
indication may be obtained from the religious census of 
1851, even though this was taken a few years after the 
fiercest stage of the church rate controversy. Returns are 
extant from ten Anglican churches, including the parish 
church itself. The numbers of nonconformist chapels are 
given in table l.GO
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TABLE 1 Nonconformist chapels in Rochdale in the religious census
of 1851

Quaker 1
Independent 4
Baptist 7
Wesleyan Methodist 14
Wesleyan Methodist Association 15
Countess of Huntingdon's Connexion 1
Unitarian 2
Primitive Methodist 8
Roman Catholic 1

It is clear from this information that the Methodists were by 
far the most influential group of nonconformists in the 
town, possessing thirty-eight out of the fifty-three dissent 
ing chapels. However, the three main groups of Methodists 
were by no means alike in character. The Primitive 
Methodists, with an emphasis on personal salvation, tended 
to ignore politics, and we find no mention of them in the 
accounts of the church rate affair. The Wesleyan 
Methodists, with a social composition of Liberal mill- 
owners and prosperous tradesmen, were politically aware, 
but tended to support the payment of the church rate 
because to do otherwise would have seemed to call in 
question the importance of obedience to the law, and they 
were generally nervous of attacks on the establishment. For 
this position they earned the severe displeasure of Bright 
and the approval of Molesworth. 61 It was with the members 
of the Wesleyan Methodist Association chapels (a powerful 
group of fifteen congregations according to the census of 
1851) that Molesworth's battles were fought.

The vicar's entry into combative journalism with Common 
Sense did not long go unchallenged. His Association oppo 
nents replied with the Vicar's Lantern, and for over a year the 
people of Rochdale revelled in the contest. The vicar was 
undoubtedly the victor in style and argument, but the 
Methodists were more accomplished in the art of abuse. 6 " 
Molesworth attempted to persuade the parish meeting to 
levy a church rate of one halfpenny in the pound in June 
1842, but this was defeated, b;J and in 1843, after four years'
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struggle, he seems to have given up. 64 At first sight it seems 
a great pity that so much of an able man's energy should 
have been invested in an affair of rather sordid local politics 
and denominational rivalry. However, it does seem that the 
church rate controversy did have a part to play in the 
increasing interest in religious matters which was to gather 
so much momentum in the later years of the nineteenth 
century. It was difficult to remain impartial on the issue, 
and people became strongly pro-Church or pro-Chapel in 
much the same way as they might today support Manches 
ter United or Manchester City. Many were drawn into a full 
participation in church or chapel affairs who might other 
wise have remained aloof or on the margin.60

The antipathy towards Molesworth was slow to abate. We 
find the following 'warning' in a local magazine in early 
1844:

The time draws on again, that the Abettors of State-Priestcraft are 
accustomed to demand the ungracious pence of Dissenters for the 
support of an Establishment whose creeds and ministrations they 
reject, and whose systems of polity they condemn. Men of Rochdale! 
You have known something of these things. - Have an eye to the 
conduct of Churchmen.'*

But the contest was over. The last vote on the rate had taken 
place in 1843, when the church rate was refused by 2,963 
votes to 1,140. 67 The issue was not quite a dead letter 
nationally until all church rates were made voluntary in 
1868,68 and the connection between rates, the Church, and 
education was to give rise to conflict, on and off, until 
1906,69 but in Rochdale Molesworth had effectively con 
ceded the point.

Molesworth's attitude to religious dissenters, as opposed 
to the political variety, was one of criticism, certainly, but of 
a criticism friendly and sympathetic in spirit. His remarks 
on dissent were not condescending, for he took the trouble 
to argue his position at some length. An example of his 
reasoned approach is to be found in an issue of Common Sense 
in which he discussed a resolution of Baptist pastors 
meeting in Rochdale to work for the overthrow of the 
Church of England. 70 In 1844 the Spectator carried an attack



Molesworlli, Vicar of Rochdale 275

on Molesworth which accused him of nepotism following 
the appointment of his son as vicar of St Clement's, 
Spotland, and went on to discuss the tendency of the 
Church of England to simony.' 1 This type of accusation, of 
course, dates back in English history at least as far as the 
reign of Henry I, and Molesworth did not defend himself 
but pointed out in Common Sense how simony could be seen 
to operate in nonconformist circles, where 'the most ignor 
ant and profligate buyer of a conventicle may, without any 
other authority than his money, become pastor of it'. 72

However, Molesworth's most carefully considered work 
on nonconformity took the form of a didactic novel, Overbury. 
In this work he paid particular attention to the way in which 
it was possible for the deacons of a chapel to exercise a 
tyranny over their pastor, which could include a ban on 
association with persons of whom they disapproved, such as 
the Anglican clergy. It could also include a threat of 
dismissal against a pastor who might preach a sentiment of 
which the deacons disapproved. 73

Molesworth always took a particularly strong interest in 
the correct administration of charities, and was never slow 
to take up his pen when he felt that their original intention 
was being ignored or that their funds were being diverted. 
At national level, he objected to the fact that the Church 
Pastoral Aid Society, established to finance an increased 
provision of clergy for an increased population, seemed to 
be supporting only men of an evangelical approach. He not 
only wrote to his bishop on the subject, he also published 
his letter. His forthright manner and blunt refusal to 
tolerate what we should now describe as 'fudging the issue' 
are immediately apparent, as is his talent for driving to the 
heart of the matter.

The issue is, whether the Pastoral Aid Society is not an engine, 
adapted and used, not for general Church purposes, but to disseminate 
the doctrines, and to multiply the missionaries of a SECT OR PARTY in the 
Church.

If it be so, let it assume its proper colours. Let it at once disclose the 
contracted basis of its scheme, and say that it is an engine of what 
is termed the Evangelical party. 7 *

It was local charities, however, which engaged most of his
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attention, and he was particularly concerned with those 
which were involved with education. One of his earliest 
sermons shows him to have been very much in favour of the 
National Society and the education of the poor/3 Moles- 
worth was quite prepared to sacrifice any popularity, even 
among those who had supported him over church rates, in 
order to safeguard the local charities. One prominent local 
worthy, Clement Royds, had been diverting some of the 
funds of the Betty Whitworth Charity. The offence was 
aggravated by the fact that the vicar of Rochdale was ex 
officio one of the trustees, and it was he who was accused of 
mismanagement in the Spectator in 1845. 76 Molesworth 
reproached Royds, but was told that if a fuss were made, he 
(Royds) would do his best to destroy the vicar's educational 
plans by discouraging subscriptions for a new National 
School and for the much needed replacement of the ancient 
Rochdale Grammar School. Molesworth's reaction was, as 
usual, to wage war in print, and to write what he saw as 
truth without any thought of the number of influential 
persons who might be offended. He published an open letter 
to Clement Royds, the tone of which is conveyed in one 
paragraph:

Your boast of being a. Churchman upon principle, and 'a Tory to the 
backbone', stands in melancholy and humiliating contrast with 
your doings. As a striking illustration of this policy of yours, I will 
adduce (in addition to your unworthy declarations respecting the 
National School) your proceedings in the affair of the Grammar, 
and Parish Church Sunday and Infant Schools."

It would be unfair to claim for Molesworth an exclusive 
interest in Rochdale education; his old antagonist John 
Bright was deeply concerned in the establishment of a 
British School between 1834 and 1841. 78 Molesworth was, 
however, able to command greater financial support, and in 
1843 established the Parish Church School. In August 1846 
the buildings of Rochdale Grammar School (dating from 
1565) were demolished, and in September 1847 the school 
was reopened in a new building, with the initials J.E.N.M. 
tastefully picked out on one wall. 79

Even in the midst of this success, however, Molesworth's 
enemies were not idle. Attacks were made on his plans for
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building on the glebe land, and upon the amount of his 
annual income. As so often, it was the Spectator which 
provided the critics with a soap box:

The living of" Rochdale is in the gift of the Archbishop of Canter 
bury. In the Liber Regis the annual rental of this Vicarage is valued at 
only £11 4j 9?d. but its actual value at present is near three 
thousand pounds a year, and it has the reputation of being the 
richest vicarial benefice in the kingdom. 80

Whether that reputation was or was not the invention of the 
Spectator's anonymous contributor is difficult to ascertain, 
but over a period of twenty years the feeling grew that the 
vicar should not have exclusive managment of the glebe. 
The Ecclesiastical Commissioners were involved by a mem 
orial addressed to them by a group of local clergy, appar 
ently without Molesworth's knowledge. One of the 
Commissioners, the earl of Chichester, visited Molesworth 
in an attempt to settle the matter. At the end of 1864 a letter 
appeared in the Rochdale Observer which was critical of 
Molesworth on the grounds that he ought to acquiesce in 
any scheme of the Commissioners for reducing his income 
in order to build other churches in the area, and should not 
expect any control over any churches so built.

We hear that the said Commissioners have proposed on condition 
that the Dr. gives up his rights to Church property, they will endow 
the Vicarage with £4,000 a year, and make up the stipends of all the 
outlying parish churches to £300 per annum. This might be 
considered a very fair offer, and one perhaps which ought to be met 
in the spirit in which it is tendered; when lo! the Vicar objects, 
unless he may hold the appointments to the livings, which may be 
taken as tantamount to his willing the property to his successors.

Mr. Editor, permit me to make a suggestion or two through the 
medium of your paper, i.e. now that Dr. Molesworth is very 
advanced in years, and considering that he has enjoyed the 
splendid revenues of this benefice so long, would it not be one step 
towards proving to the population of this very extensive parish that 
he really has the prosperity and extension of the Church at heart, 
provided that he accepted an endowment to the Vicarage of £1,500 
to £2,000 a year. The Commissioners would then be enabled to do 
much good in the whole parish, which is at present nearly as rich 
and large as some Bishoprics, by thus letting all the existing 
churches share in the gifts of our forefathers, according to the 
present proposal, at the same time giving the children to under-
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stand that now that they have grown up to something like man 
hood, they may not expect any further assistance from the parent 
stock. 81

The letter was followed by an editorial comment which 
actually defended Molesworth on the grounds that the 
arrangements for the reduction of his income were the 
result of his own generosity rather than of any demands on 
the part of the Ecclesiastical Commissioners. Since the 
Rochdale Observer was a Liberal organ, and often critical of the 
establishment in general and Molesworth in particular, 
there seems little reason to doubt Molesworth's genuine 
wish that the vicar's income should be used for the benefit 
of the Church throughout Rochdale.

Indeed, going even beyond the proposal of the Ecclesiastical 
Commissioners, Dr. Molesworth offered to relinquish, not only all 
future accretions to the revenues of the living, but to give up at 
once a large proportion of his present income. To the best of our 
recollection, these facts were explained in the paragraph to which 
our correspondent refers; and recollecting these facts, we felt it due 
to the Vicar of Rochdale to show him a slip of the above letter. We 
have his authority to state that the assertions respecting the Earl of 
Chichester s meditation [sic] as to the sale of land are untrue. The 
nature of the proposals are [sic] described from the writer's 
imagination. Equally unfounded is the writer's theory of the Vicar's 
objections. It is true that the Vicar has before him proposals which 
promise great public advantages, and which deserve, and will have, 
his best consideration. He sees at present no likelihood of any 
obstacles to these, unless they shall be raised by the perversity, or 
impertinent interference of others.''"

The last sentence has a distinctive Molesworthian ring.
To counter a suggestion of Molesworth's unwillingness to 

accept the terms of what was to become the Rochdale 
Vicarage Act, the following paragraph appeared in the same 
newspaper in January 1865, as part of another letter to the 
editor: 82

I believe that so far from the Bishop of Manchester being entitled to 
any credit for facilitating the negociations [sic] between Dr. Moles- 
worth and the Ecclesiastical Commissioners, the whole of the 
credit belongs to Dr. Molesworth, who has with extraordinary 
generosity voluntarily oflered to give up a large portion of his
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present revenues, for the augmentation of the livings of his parish, 
and that the great obstructive in these negotiations is the indi 
vidual who is singled out by the correspondent of the Record for 
compliment. The Bishop of Manchester is giving up nothing, not a 
farthing, for the benefit of the small livings of the parish. At the 
lowest estimate I believe Dr. Molesworth is giving up nearly £2,000 
a year.

I am. sir, yours obediently. 
ECCLESIASTICUS

When the Rochdale Vicarage Act became law in 1866. it 
was entitled

An Act for vesting the Glebe Lands of the Vicarage of Rochdale in 
the County of Lancaster in the Ecclesiastical Commissioners for 
England, and for making Provision for the Endowment of the said 
Vicarage in lieu thereof; and for the Promotion of other Eccle 
siastical Purposes connected therewith. 83

Among other provisions, the Act fixed Molesworth's income 
at £4,000 per annum until he resigned or died84 and that of 
his successors at £1,500. 8:> It also allowed the Corporation of 
Rochdale to have an option of taking those parts of the glebe 
known as Cant Hill and Broadfield, 86 provided they under 
took to maintain them as a 'pleasure ground or place of 
public Resort or Recreation'. 8 ' This is the origin of the 
Broadfield Park of today.

Between his arrival in Rochdale in 1839 and the year 
1868, Molesworth's problems seem to have been caused by 
those outside the Church of England who had a dislike of 
him or his office which had its root in feelings which were 
political rather than religious. But there had been warnings 
of other troubles to come as early as 1850. The Oxford 
Movement had been steadily gathering momentum since its 
beginnings in 1833. In 1850 one of a long line of nineteenth- 
century Liberal members of parliament for Rochdale, W.S. 
Crawford, wrote a letter to his constituency entitled Papal 
Aggression. In it he stated that, 'it cannot be denied that the 
Prayer Book and Ordinances of the Established Church 
retain many remnants of Papal doctrines and Popish cere 
monies'. 88 He was, of course, right, although it was cere 
monies that were the focus of attention rather than 
doctrines. It says much for Molesworth's patience and
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desire to educate that he took the trouble to reply with a 
careful description of the development of the Prayer Book 
and an account of the elimination of what had been con 
sidered particularly popish practices. 89

As a result of the missionary zeal engendered by the work 
of the Tractarians, the years between 1840 and 1876 were 
remarkable for the large numbers of Anglican churches 
which were built, although many were intended to be 
defences against Tractarianism rather than centres of it. No 
fewer than 193 were built in the new diocese of Manchester, 
and many of them were extremely 'high' in both design and 
practice. 90 Most churches of this type were in place before 
the episcopate of Prince Lee began in 1848. Molesworth had 
long been considered 'high', but in a political rather than a 
liturgical sense; he could always be relied upon to offer a 
vigorous defence of the position, local and national, of the 
Church of England. In 1868, we read of'Disturbances at St 
Chad's Church on account of alleged ritualism, which led to 
police court proceedings, the Vicar being fined for technical 
assault'. 91 Molesworth himself offered an explanation of 
this laconic record, and in so doing described what had 
actually been the cause of offence.

In regulating the ORDER OF DIVINE SERVICE, I directed, that 
at its commencement the Clergy and Choir should proceed in order 
from the Vestry to their seats, and that at the end they should 
return in like manner. I further requested the Congregation to keep 
their places till the Clergy and Choir should have passed, so that 
there might be no jostling or disorder.

Greatly do I regret that, notwithstanding this appeal to common 
sense and decency, two or three persons, unqualified by experience 
or wisdom, have attempted, or intend, to disturb the order of 
service bv brute rudeness . . , 92

A fuller account of the precise form taken by the 'brute 
rudeness' to which Molesworth refers describes how a Mr 
Nicholson would insist on walking out of his pew into the 
middle of the procession. When an incensed Molesworth 
pushed him back into his pew, Nicholson began an action 
for assault. A bench of delighted nonconformist magistrates 
took great pleasure in fining the vicar. 93
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The questions which exercised minds in the arguments 
on ritualism were:

1. Should the offertory be presented by the vicar at the table, or 
taken to the vestry by the churchwardens?

2. Should there be a weekly offertory?
3. Should the choir wear surplices?
4. Should the clergy and choir enter and leave in procession?
5. Should the congregation stand on the entrance of the clergy?94

Compared with the extensions into Roman practice 
described by Desmond Morse-Boycott,93 these questions 
seem today so footling as to be hardly worth consideration. 
As Morse-Boycott himself points out, more ritualism than 
this can be found in a 'low' church, 96 and. he might have 
added, in a nonconformist chapel.

One would have thought, from the description of Moles- 
worth as the 'Champion of the then by no means popular 
High Church party in Rochdale', 9 ' that his answers to the 
five questions above would be affirmative, and aggressively 
so. Instead we find that, although he was firm on what 
should be done in Rochdale parish church, he did not 
advocate the imposition of his views on all parish churches, 
for what may edify one congregation may not edify another. 
He was in favour of permitting any degree of ritualism or 
non-ritualism which may legally be permitted, and of 
entrusting the ultimate solution to some future consensus: 
'Let the oscillations of the ecclesiastical pendulum between 
opposite extremes be entrusted to the centripetal gravita 
tion of general reason and piety'. 98 For Molesworth, as for 
W. F. Hook of Leeds and many others who were called 'high 
churchmen', that consensus was already in being. The 
Church of England was the result of the swinging of the 
pendulum between the error of Rome and the vulgarity of 
dissent." Molesworth could afford to be tolerant, as he felt 
that toleration, personified by the Church of England, 
already had the upper hand, and he supported the position 
of Isaac Williams in advocating caution in introducing what 
he saw as dignified worship so as not to alarm those who saw 
a procession as popery putting its foot in the door. 100

The spiritual dignity which the Tractarians encouraged 
clergy to feel appealed to Molesworth, 101 and his own
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ritualism never went further towards Rome than following 
practices which had been common in the Laudian Church of 
England in the early seventeenth century. It was the evange 
licals, against whose encouragement he had already waged 
war in his attack on the Church Pastoral Aid Society, who 
saw an orderly ecclesiastical procession as necessarily head 
ing for Rome."'2 It is impossible to describe Molesworth as 
a Puseyite. He was in favour of order and dignity in worship, 
which had been unusual in the parish church of the early 
nineteenth century. The less educated section of his congre 
gation interpreted any innovation as incipient Puseyism. 103 
It was particularly unfortunate that the first bishop of the 
new diocese of Manchester took a similar view. He had been 
educated at Rugby by Thomas Arnold, who had said:

I look upon a Roman Catholic as an enemy in his uniform; I look 
upon a Tractarian as an enemy disguised as a spy.""

James Prince Lee heartily endorsed his headmaster's atti 
tude, and the vicar of Westhoughton soon felt the episcopal 
wrath when he not only wore a surplice himself but caused 
his choir to do so. This was roundly condemned by the 
bishop as the introduction of 'Puseyite practices'. 103 It will 
be clear what his view of Molesworth's services was.

Lee had been appointed as the first bishop of Manchester 
through the influence of Prince Albert, and had previously 
been headmaster of King Edward VI School, Birmingham. 
Lord John Russell, the Prime Minister of the day, had made 
it clear in a letter to Archbishop Howley that he regarded 
the Tractarians as the greatest enemy of the Church of 
England. They had objected to the appointment of Lee, and 
Russell was not

. . . surprised that such persons should dread to see a man on the 
Bench who will actively maintain Protestant doctrines. So long as a 
bishop is silent and winks at their attempts to give a Roman 
Catholic character to the Church of England they are not alarmed; 
but when they see a man promoted who has learning to detect and 
energy to denounce their errors they begin to fear that confessions, 
and rosaries, and articles taken in a non-natural sense, and 
monkish legends of saints, will be discouraged and exposed. 106
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In this letter, Russell revealed the way in which he expected 
Lee to do his job as bishop of Manchester. He was not going 
merely, or perhaps even principally, as a Father in God. He 
was to be the nineteenth-century equivalent of the 
Witchfinder General. Authority was to be more important 
than love. Lee treated all his clergy with considerable 
hauteur, and would never discuss any of his decisions. When 
asked for an explanation on one occasion, he replied: 'I have 
neither the time nor the inclination to undertake the, I fear, 
needless task of commenting on it'. 10 ' Part of the trouble 
Lee experienced in establishing friendly relations in his 
diocese may well have been the difficulty often experienced 
by successful teachers of children in communicating with 
adults. The same style of address will not usually be 
appropriate in both contexts. 108

Not only was Molesworth's churchmanship at odds with 
that of his bishop; not only was Lee a singularly 
unapproachable and prickly person; the two had even begun 
their acquaintance on the worst possible terms. When Lee, 
still at Birmingham, was appointed to the see of Manches 
ter, a man named Guttridge with a private grudge against 
him had accused him of habitual drunkenness. Lee refused 
to condescend to reply to this charge, considering it beneath 
his dignity, and Molesworth, taking silence to signify 
admission of guilt (how differently he would have reacted in 
such circumstances!), not only wrote to the archbishop of 
Canterbury to protest at the damage which would accrue to 
the church on the appointment of a drunkard to such a 
position, but even went so far as to organize a public 
protest. For this he was never forgiven by Lee. 109

The bishop visited Rochdale in 1855 in order to open the 
cemetery and to consecrate the part of it allotted to the 
Church of England. Thomas Livesey, the Chartist 
churchwarden, revelled in the opportunity to hand the 
mallet to the bishop 110 when the vicar was conspicuous by 
his absence." 1 Lee's description of the parish of Rochdale 
was deliberately wounding. He said that it was

. . . one of the neglected and benighted portions of the diocese. . . . 
Looking at the wealth possessed by the parish, it is a matter of grief 
that the spiritual provision has been in a great portion of it 
inadequate." 2
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This assessment was resented by the parish meeting, which 
particularly praised Molesworth's achievements in the 
building of churches and schools." 5

It was a source of considerable concern to Molesworth 
that there was hardly any room for the poor in the three 
Rochdale churches of St Chad. St Mary, and St James, 
because almost all the seats, whether actually occupied or 
not, were the preserve of those who paid pew rent, and there 
were hardly any free sittings. 1M A further difficulty, and one 
which made it so difficult for Molesworth to arrange what 
Lee described as 'spiritual provision', was the vast size of 
the parish. It had never been divided, although there had 
been a plan for this to be done as early as 1650. There were 
only a few chapels of ease." 3 Molesworth wanted to remedy 
the situation, but Lee's antipathy thwarted him at every 
turn." 6 A large number of new churches was eventually 
built, with Molesworth contributing to the cost out of his 
own pocket, on a 'pound for pound' basis. Lee, however, 
would refuse him permission to preach or even to say 
prayers at their services of consecration, and would only 
allow them to be consecrated at all on condition that the 
patronage of the living should belong to the bishop of 
Manchester rather than to the vicar of Rochdale."' In spite 
of Lee, however, eventually thirty new parishes were formed 
out of the original parish of Rochdale." 8 A list of those 
within the borough is provided by T. T. Heywood." 9

Lee died in 1869, and with his death Moleworth's career 
entered its final and calmest period. 120 He was now seventy- 
nine years old, and his enemies had predeceased him. By 
virtue of his survival he became a revered figure in the town, 
and was regarded as a mascot or monument. In some ways 
he was Rochdale, in an age which looked for its heroes 
among its clergy. 121 His old fire and love of combat never 
deserted him, however. In 1877, the year of his death, a 
complaint was made that the ringing of the bells of the 
parish church was interrupting Council meetings in the 
newly erected town hall. Molesworth's reply was char 
acteristically uncompromising.

Any inconvenience experienced in the Town Hall originates in 
bringing the Town Hall to the bells, not in bringing the bells to the 
Town Hall.
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The Vicar is desirous to mitigate (as far as he reasonably can) the 
inconvenience which the builders of the Town Hall have brought 
upon themselves, but such mitigation is not to be brought about by 
stamping out the ancient customs of the church. 12a

Dr Molesworth died in April 1877, aged eighty-seven, and 
was buried in the churchyard of St Martin, Castleton Moor, 
one of the new churches which he had caused to be built and 
had partly endowed. He died on good terms with the new 
bishop, his family, and most of Rochdale. It is difficult to 
assess his achievement as a spiritual leader, for almost all 
that has been written about him has concentrated on the 
conflicts in which he was involved. After all, much of the 
pastoral work of any clergyman could not, and probably 
should not, be made public. But there emerges through the 
atmosphere of petty squabbling the vision of a man who was 
concerned for what he believed to be right and for the need 
of others to learn what they believed to be right also. He was 
generous to his opponents, if not to his enemies. Certainly 
he left the parish much more aware of religious matters than 
when he came to it, and although we may groan at the 
expense of maintaining his new church buildings, he 
ensured the spreading of the gospel in the only way which 
he could conceive. Molesworth was wise in his generation, if 
not in ours.
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