
JOHN BRINDLEY (1811-1873), CHESHIRE
SCHOOLMASTER 

THE OPPONENT OF ATHEISM

G.W. Place, M.A.

John Brindley described himself as a 'lecturer against infideli 
ty and socialism'.' He has earned a minor place in the history 
of radical thought in the mid-nineteenth century by attacking, 
indeed harrassing, some of its proponents wherever he found 
them. 2 Lecturing was his passion, and he attacked Robert 
Owen and other Socialists, the Mormons including Brigham 
Young in person, the introduction of the Roman Catholic 
hierarchy, and Charles Bradlaugh, all with relentless gusto. 
Yet he does not seem to have held militantly reactionary 
views, except in that he was a keen advocate of orthodox 
Protestant belief. His educational views were liberal enough to 
include, at first, a ban on corporal punishment. The life of an 
itinerant lecturer was, however, a precarious way to earn a 
living and Brindley had to fall back on his basic trade, 
spending twenty-three years as a schoolmaster in the three 
Cheshire towns of Tarvin, Chester and Birkenhead.

John Brindley was born in London, in about 1811. He 
began his education in Edmonton, and moved to Birmingham 
where his sister Harriet, twelve years his junior, was born in 
about 1823.' His father, Henry Brindley, was buried in 
Birmingham where he had Tor so many years previous to his 
death, urged men to repentance and newness of life.' 4 His 
father's occupation is uncertain, but it is likely that the family 
was in humble circumstances. When John married, 'he was 
scarcely possessed of seven or eight shillings in the world.' 5 
His wife Mary bore their first child in Birmingham in 1834, 
and it is probable that he was then teaching.

That year or the next, when Brindley was only twenty-three 
or twenty-four, he was appointed headmaster of March 
Grammar School in Cambridgeshire." At first sight it seems 
most unlikely that a man so young, and without a degree,
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should obtain such a post. The school at March was, however, 
no longer a grammar school. The founder's instructions in 
1696 had required that the master should be an orthodox man 
of the Church of England, and should teach eight poor boys 
the English and Latin tongues. The school decayed in the 
eighteenth century and was refounded in 1826 with the 
requirement that the schoolmaster should be qualified to 
teach Latin, English and arithmetic. 7 The school's records for 
1835 do not survive, so the details of Brindley's appointment 
and rapid departure after a single year are not known. His 
successor as master, William Chamberlain, was appointed in 
February 1836, and in that year it is recorded that he taught 
reading, writing and arithmetic to about one hundred boys in 
winter, though half his pupils left without permission to work 
on the farms between April and October. The school was run 
on Bell's system and was associated with the National Society. 
There was no usher, so the master was working single-handed 
with monitors; and there was no Latin being taught, because 
'the parents were not desirous of their children being taught 
Latin, unless the Trustees could undertake to place them in 
some situation in life to meet the objects of such education.' 8 
The school was known simply as March School until 1851, 
when it was reorganised as a genuine grammar school 
together with a National School. These facts did not inhibit 
Brindley from describing himself, later, as having been head 
master of March Grammar School.

He left March to become second master at Brigg Grammar 
School, where he stayed for two years. This was a genuine 
grammar school, but a classical education was given only to 
the upper school, by the headmaster, Mr Cotterell. The lower 
school, which was Brindley's responsibility as usher, learned 
only reading, writing and arithmetic, and 'the usual course of 
what is considered a commercial education.'" Before long, 
though, he scented the chance of better things.

In January 1838 Brindley wrote, from Brigg Grammar 
School, a letter of application for the post of headmaster of 
Old Swinford Hospital School, Stourbridge. 1 " This was not a 
grammar school even in name, but a charity which provided a 
boarding education for nominated boys from the surrounding 
parishes, and which then placed them in apprenticeships. In 
his letter he said that the feoffees 'have a right to demand 
further proofs, not so much of the knowledge I possess, as of my 
ability to impart it to others - an important distinction, and one, 
the neglect of which has often proved a fatal error in the choice 
of Masters and a fertile source of subsequent dissatisfaction.'
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The feoffees examined five candidates in English and 
mathematics and appointed John Brindley at an annual 
salary of £230, the same salary that the headmaster of Brigg 
Grammar School received." At March he had been paid only 
£80, although accommodation was provided: at Brigg he was 
probably paid a similar sum.

All went well for a year, and the boys' work at Old Swinford 
Hospital was given favourable reports. Then, in April 1839, 
the feoffees' minutes recorded two areas of difficulty. The first 
was clearly an attempt to restrict the budding lecturer. 
'Ordered: the Headmaster shall not be allowed to lecture or to 
enter into any engagements, unconnected with the Hospital, 
during the half year; in as much as his whole time should be 
devoted to the business of the Institution.' The second 
complaint reflected a clash with Miss Irving, the matron and 
housekeeper. 'Resolved: that the Headmaster shall not inter 
fere with the buying in or ordering any supplies whatever for 
the use of the Hospital." 2

At that, Brindley promptly tendered his resignation, and 
the feoffees as promptly accepted it. He brought a series of 
charges concerning Miss Irving's weekly accounts before the 
visiting committee which, to Brindley's indignation, decided 
'the inaccuracies on which they were founded were satisfac 
torily explained.' 13 He refused to accept this finding, and wrote 
in the report book, 'With every respect to the Feoffees I feel it 
my duty both towards the Hospital, and those innocent 
persons who have been made to suffer for the guilty   to enter 
my protest against the resolution below   feeling confident 
that ere long an all wise Providence will so order it that the 
Truth shall plainly appear." 4 The feoffees considered that this 
response was insulting and subversive of good order, so they 
dismissed Brindley, about ten days before he was due to leave 
in any case.' 5

These events suggest certain clues to Brindley's character 
which set the stage for the future. First, he had the ability, by 
the skilful use of words, to present himself effectively; but he 
was unwilling and perhaps unable to put the brake on this 
same skill when he began to talk himself into trouble. 
Secondly, he does not seem to have been flexible enough to 
work either with or for other people with any harmony, or to 
deal tactfully with them. Thirdly, he had demonstrated a 
narrow and unrelenting zeal in pursuit of his aims, quite 
regardless of the effect on himself or other people. As he could 
no longer rely on good testimonials as he had in the past, he 
had to turn to his favourite hobby of lecturing. The life of a
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freelance lecturer would suit him ideally, if only it would 
support a growing family - and he had at least five children by 
1839. 16

Brindley's own description of his departure from Old 
Swinford Hospital was that, 'From that situation he retired in 
1839 that he might devote his whole energies to the suppres 
sion of the then rapidly advancing evils of Socialist 
infidelity.' 1; During the next two years he threw himself into a 
whirl of public debates and pamphlets, and most of it was 
directed against Robert Owen's socialism.

It is remarkable, in view of his obsession with harrying the 
Owenites, that Brindley seems to have expressed neither 
interest in the details of their political or social opinions, nor 
any definite opinions of his own. His background as a largely 
self-educated teacher from a probably artisan family made it 
at least likely that he might be interested in radical politics; 
yet it was radicals he hounded, usually for religious reasons, 
but sometimes because they sought to overturn the estab 
lished order. Brindley seems to have supported the status quo, 
but not for explicitly political reasons: perhaps because his 
evangelist father had taught him to render their due unto both 
God and Caesar. His own later career suggests a pragmatic 
view of society, complicated by an offhand, not to say careless 
disregard for financial details.

The Owenites hated Brindley because he accused them 
generally, and on occasions individually, of being immoral. 
How could they, who were trying to build a new heaven and a 
new earth, be immoral? Brindley, however, was not in the 
least interested in their new earth, and he could not forgive 
them for postulating a new heaven. In this they were immoral, 
for how dared they tamper with the existing heaven? The 
mouthpieces for Owen's views, who called themselves Social 
ist Missionaries, welcomed discussion and positively sought 
out opponents for debate on their social beliefs. 18 But to be 
taken in the rear, by someone who attacked them with 
blinkered fury on religious grounds, they thought unforgive- 
able. Yet when Robert Owen published his Book of the New 
Moral Order, the first part of which had appeared in 1836, he 
was laying himself wide open to attack.

It was not quite accurate to call Owen personally an 
atheist; an agnostic perhaps, or a deist in a vaguely philo 
sophic but not recognizably religious sense. Brindley was only 
one of several self-appointed defenders of the faith who 
travelled as the Socialist Missionaries travelled, and chal 
lenged them on religious grounds. One of them, the Rev.
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Joseph Barker, wrote to Owen many years later to apologize 
for his attacks, having changed his religious standpoint more 
than once in the meantime."

It was the Bishop of Exeter, Henry Philpotts, who led the 
challenge. In January 1840, Philpotts attacked Owen in the 
House of Lords, and even suggested that Socialist lectures 
might be illegal because they promoted the unconstitutional 
overthrow of the government. 20 Brindley saw himself as part of 
an existing movement, therefore, when he set off as a wander 
ing lecturer. He was probably still living at Stourbridge, 
where he had been required to reside within a mile of the 
school, 21 for another of his children was born there in 1841. 22 
He met several Socialist Missionaries in debates which lasted 
for two or three evenings each: he met Frederick Hollick in 
Leicester, 23 Alexander Campbell in Sheffield," Mr Mackin 
tosh in Moxley," Lloyd Jones in Birmingham. 2'' In the winter 
of 1839-40 Brindley's lectures worried the Owenite groups in 
Huddersfield, Rochdale, Bradford and Leeds so severely that 
they wrote to Owen and urged him to tackle this new menace 
in person. 27 Sometimes his attacks impugned the moral recti 
tude of individual Socialists: in his pamphlet The Immoralities of 
Socialism (1840), Brindley accused a leading Owenite of 
deserting his wife and seducing his sister-in-law. The accused 
publicly denied the first charge but remained silent about the 
second. 28

The highlight of the campaign was a meeting between 
Brindley and Robert Owen himself in Bristol, on the three 
evenings of 5, 6 and 7 January 1841. Owen had refused an 
earlier challenge, because Brindley had cast doubt on Owen's 
dealings with the fortune of his sister-in-law. Brindley had 
earlier given a course of six lectures on Owen's Rational 
System in Bristol, and as a result, a committee was formed to 
set the two men against each other. 29 In preliminary letters, 
Owen described his opponent as a notorious character, and 
doubted whether he possessed 'veracity and common honesty, 
and all the moral qualities of a gentleman.' But such an 
impressive list of supporters was put forward to acknowledge 
Brindley as their spokesman, that Owen felt obliged to take 
part. Five thousand people heard the debate, and although 
their entrance money went to charity, no doubt Brindley's 
expenses were paid first, and it was by such means that he 
earned his living at this period.

A very full report of this debate was published, by Owen's 
supporters; and from this account and from Brindley's own 
pamphlets, especially A Reply to the Infidelity and Atheism of
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Socialism,  it is clear why Owen was unwilling to meet such an 
opponent. First, Brindley was clearly an excellent debater: he 
could play upon his audience and could deal with hecklers; he 
could pick up points from his opponent and had no trouble at 
all in getting Owen agitated. Owen was no debater, on this 
evidence. He had expected a discussion, and began a prepared 
lecture, but he ignored the provision of half an hour to each 
speaker in turn, and when Brindley's half hour was up, Owen 
merely continued to read his lecture from the point where he 
had stopped. To get a debate at all, therefore, Brindley was 
obliged to throw his adversary off balance, and this he did 
with adroitness. Brindley had no intention of discussing 
anything systematically; he was well armed with quotations 
from Owen's own writings, and in the end, Owen was reduced 
to trying to defend himself against Brindley's attacks, mainly 
on his religious views. Secondly, Brindley took no notice of the 
social and political aspects of Owen's theories and work. He 
was concerned only with Owen's religious views, with his 
'infidelity', in fact.

Brindley's case against Socialism was that 'it was a system 
that aimed at the destruction of all our institutions that are 
now in existence ... it was a system that would take away 
from man all power of choice and action - all accountability to 
his fellow-men and to God ... it positively denounced every 
kind of marriage in principle and in practice, and it de 
nounced religion, of every kind and sort.' Owen did not at all 
enjoy trying to defend his own writings (on religion, 'the real 
source of vice, disunion and misery, of every description'; 31 
and on marriage, 'a satanic institution, an unnatural and 
artificial union between the sexes' 32 ), and he felt that they were 
not necessary to a discussion of Socialism, but Brindley 
cornered him with relentless zeal. When Brindley asked 
whether Owen believed that the Scriptures were the re 
vealed word of God, and with the chairman's help insisted 
on an answer, Owen lamely replied that he believed that 
every word spoken by anyone at any time was the word of 
God.

Owen was then seventy years old, and Owen's supporters 
were pained that an old man should have been hounded by a 
man of thirty who treated the debate as if it were a blood- 
sport. The secretary of Owen's Bristol branch said, 'Mr Owen 
has acted very unwisely in meeting Mr B, and he is 
not qualified to meet such an opponent.'" In reply, Owen 
wrote, 'It would have been the loss of most precious moments 
for me to have attended to anything Mr Brindley might say,
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instead of using them to tell the world what I wished it to 
learn from myself.' 34 Not a recipe for a successful debate, 
perhaps.

Brindley and his supporters were elated by their success, 
and some aspects of the campaign took on a darker hue. Ten 
days after the debate with Owen, there were disturbances 
when a Socialist called Simkins tried to speak, and twice when 
Lloyd Jones held meetings in Bristol the proceedings could 
not start. There is no reason to implicate Brindley personally 
in these disturbances, for he later heard Lloyd Jones speak (on 
'A comparison of the characters of Moses, Jesus Christ, 
Luther and Robert Owen') without incident." But he tried to 
persuade the magistrates to ban the same lecture by Lloyd 
Jones in Manchester by hinting that his own hostile presence 
might provoke a riot. 16 Brindley did meet Lloyd Jones, 
however, in lengthy debates in Macclesfield and Birmingham. 
More sinister was the accusation that Brindley's lectures in 
the Potteries had persuaded a Mr Wood of Burslem to dismiss 
some of his Socialist employees, and the same thing was said 
to have happened in Congleton and Macclesfield. 37 These 
events foretell Brindley's anti-Mormon agitation several years 
later. But others besides Brindley tried to deny free speech to 
Owenites: several were prosecuted for blasphemy, and Brind 
ley had no hand in that. 38

Apart from these public debates, Brindley issued a stream 
of tracts which attacked, for example, the Blasphemies, the 
Immoralities, and the Frauds of Socialism. 39 More important 
for the future, he attracted the financial support of a number 
of backers who were prepared to set him up in a school of his 
own.4" This time, he would be his own master, who could say 
what he liked to the housekeeper, and who could lecture 
whenever he pleased.

In 1842, therefore, John Brindley was looking for premises 
to house a school. Why a man recently associated with the 
Birmingham area should come to Cheshire for his search is 
not clear. He may have been invited by some supporters from 
Chester, where the King's School was at a very low ebb, and 
remained unsuitable for aspiring parents until its separation 
from the cathedral choristers in 1850 began a slow process of 
recovery. 41 Whatever the reason - and the 1851 census 
recorded very few of his pupils from Chester - it was in 
Cheshire that he founded his school, and years later, after 
further vicissitudes, it was to Cheshire that he returned. At 
first he looked for a building in Chester itself, and actually 
advertised his forthcoming establishment as the Chester
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School, but finding nothing suitable there, he took a lease of 
Tarvin Hall, some five miles from the city. 12

Tarvin Hall was possibly built in 1776 (from a date found 
on the roof), an earlier hall having been destroyed in the fire of 
Tarvin in 1752. For many years the hall had been let to a 
succession of tenants. Its owner was a minor, Miss Panton, 
and her step-father, Charles Dean, let Tarvin Hall to Brindley 
for a rent of £120 a year. In January 1843 the first term of the 
Chester school began. 4 '

Brindley's educational aims were definitely liberal. For the 
Chester School they were:

To ensure a thoroughly Scriptural and Gentlemanly Education, under 
Masters of high Classical and Mathematical attainments; to make the 
Classics and Mathematics the basis of the system, but to provide also a 
really solid and useful course of English instruction; to maintain in every 
department the strictest discipline, united with kindness and moderation, 
and the absence of corporal punishment; by means of familiar conversa 
tional lectures, to teach the principles as well as the common facts of 
Knowledge."

This latter point, the need to teach understanding rather than 
merely facts, was well expressed by Brindley in an address he 
made to St Peter's Reading Association, Hereford, in 1846." 
The purpose of the Association was to offer young men the 
chance to improve their minds after leaving school, and 
Brindley's concern for this aim makes one wish that he had 
discussed education with Robert Owen, rather than religion.

Discoveries, said Brindley, are not made by lucky accidents, 
but by observation, study and patient enquiry: slow and 
steady wins the race. The memory should not be overbur 
dened at the expense of the understanding, for the reason of 
man, relative to the instinct of animals, causes him to learn by 
experience, to adapt, to improve. It is not judicious or fair to 
stifle a child's interest by reproving its questions, and no 
doubt Newton and Watt were troublesome and mischievous 
as little children. He compared the quick, flashy youth who 
thinks he can achieve great things, but for want of careful 
application is disappointed; with the steady plodder who does 
not disdain to learn thoroughly. If knowledge is power, 
religion is principle.

It says something for his drawing power on a non- 
controversial subject, that this address was heard by over 700 
people. It commends his delivery that the closing stages, an 
appeal for faith, of this long address were frequently inter 
rupted by bursts of prolonged applause.

Unfortunately, Brindley's ideal of no corporal punishment
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had to be modified in the light of reality; after six months the 
ban was qualified by 'except in extreme cases'. Brindley 
believed strongly in advertisement, both for himself and the 
school. Most schools in the area, if they advertised at all, were 
content with a few discreet lines twice a year. Brindley put 
extensive descriptions of the school into the local papers each 
week at one stage, and he made sure that he created enough 
'news' to be written about. One liberal aspect of his regime, 
expeditions by the whole school   for example, to Chester in 
1844, a picnic at Parkgate in 1845   was turned into an 
advertisement by publicising the outings well in advance and 
inviting friends. Twice a year he held public examinations of 
his pupils, which were fully reported in the newspapers. This 
somewhat theatrical style was highly successful. Within eight 
een months he had 62 pupils, and a year later he had achieved 
his target of 100 pupils. Later the numbers went up to 130 
briefly, but at the time of the 1851 census he had 90 resident 
pupils, aged between 10 and 19, though the great majority 
were aged between 12 and 1646

Once the school had got under way, Brindley began to 
study how to clothe himself with academic respectability, as 
hitherto his qualifications seem to have rested on experience 
only. In 1844 he was admitted as a sizar to Magdalene 
College, Cambridge, although he never took up residence and 
did not intend to read for a first degree. 47 Probably his 
admission was requisite for his next step, which was to obtain 
a doctorate from Giessen University in Germany. He did not 
matriculate at Giessen and therefore did not study there, but 
in June 1844 he was awarded a Ph.D. Whether he was 
required to write a thesis, or whether, indeed, he gained this 
title by merely paying a fee, is not likely to be known because 
the doctorate records at Giessen were destroyed during the 
Second World War. At some stage during the next six years, 
Brindley acquired the further doctorate of Ll.D. Where this 
came from has not emerged   not from Giessen, which did not 
award an LI. D.   but he was very proud of this degree, and 
described himself as 'John Brindley, Ll.D.' for the rest of his 
life. 48

Of course, Brindley was soon lecturing again. Sometimes he 
invited audiences to his own premises at Tarvin, and some 
times he spoke in Chester. A wide variety of subjects was 
covered, although it is probable that they all had a religious 
theme. An example of his style of lecturing has survived from 
1850, when he spoke in the Theatre, Chester, on 'Popish 
Aggression', which was an attack on the recent decision by
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Pope Pius IX to replace his eight Apostolic Vicars in England 
with an archbishop and twelve bishops. 49 The skill which 
Brindley showed in debate is just as apparent in the verbatim 
reports of his lectures. However partial and narrow his 
viewpoint, his subjects were thoroughly studied and his 
arguments were well analysed and constructed. He made 
telling use of quotations from his opponents, and he was a 
master of oratorical effect.

He compared the cautious statements of Catholic priests in 
England, who declared that the reintroduction of the Catholic 
hierarchy was a change in form only, with the bolder claims 
frc'.n abroad. The Pope had granted an indulgence of 300 days 
for every Hail Mary offered for the conversion of England: 
'Very good, Mr Pope!' He discussed Papal Infallibility with 
cogent and detailed argument. To show that the Church of 
England was not a corrupt creation of Henry VIII but a 
purified version of the original church, Brindley quoted at 
length from the historians Miller, Sir Thomas Mackintosh, 
Puffendorf, Mosheim, Karl Schlegel and David Hume. He 
attacked the miraculous powers ascribed in Wiseman's 
account of five saints canonised in 1839, which included some 
'obvious fables'. 'Once more, I enquire, does Dr Wiseman 
believe that? If not, why does he publish it?' To show that he 
argued the last point fairly, Brindley quoted from the Catech 
ism of the Council of Trent, the Glories of Mary by Alphonsus 
Liguori, who was one of the five saints; from the Abridgement of 
Christian Doctrine, an Abstract of the Doway Catechism, and an 
Explanation of the Sacrifice of the Mass.

Since a number of Brindley's opponents in debate accused 
him of unfair, ungentlemanly or even scurrilous tactics, it is 
worth pointing out that surviving reports do not support the 
unpleasant impression which a reading of Owenite opinion, in 
particular, would suggest. Although he sometimes became 
excited on the platform, Brindley's style was moderate comp 
ared with certain other speakers. When the curate of St 
Mary's, Walthamstow, preached on Papal Aggression he said, 
'To enumerate all the lies of Popery would be an endless task: 
her false doctrine, her false practice; her pretended miracles, 
her lying legends, her profane and old wives' fables. . . . Could 
I unveil the hideous pollution of the confessional. . .' Brindley 
was never so wild nor so unscholarly. 50

In 1851, Brindley must have felt secure. He was well placed 
in a fine house with his wife and eight children, and his sister 
Harriet had married the vice-principal, Thomas 
Waddington. 51 The school was flourishing and seems to have
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enjoyed an excellent reputation. Although at the time he had 
only five pupils over the age of 16, Brindley planned to extend 
the upper part of the school by starting a medical course. 52 To 
this end he changed the name from Tarvin Hall School (which 
had replaced the name Chester School in 1844) to the 
Collegiate Institution. At the same time he began to make 
plans for a separate junior department.

However successful the education was proving, its financial 
basis was shaky. Charles Dean, the landlord, had objected to 
structural alterations which had been made to Tarvin Hall, 
and he obtained a court order to prevent any more. In 1852 
Miss Panton came of age, and Brindley was given notice to 
quit. This was a severe blow, for Brindley said that he had 
spent £4,000 or £5,000 on the building; but Dean declared 
that Brindley had shown 'a fanciful and insatiable taste for 
pulling down and building up', and that he had left Tarvin 
Hall in an untenantable condition.53

Before he was obliged to leave Tarvin, Brindley had already 
built a new house, opposite the church, to house a preparatory 
department. 54 He called this the Lower Hall, though in later 
years it became known as the Manor House. He had made 
arrangements for the Rev. E.H. Price, curate of Lutterworth, 
to come and run the new department, although in the event 
Brindley had moved from Tarvin before Price arrived. He 
introduced Edward Price to his pupils' parents at the Collegi 
ate Institution's half-yearly examinations in December 1853: 
'Dr Brindley begged leave to introduce to the company a 
gentleman who was about to become a fellow-worker with 
him. Mr Price was commencing a branch establishment at 
Tarvin.' It is clear, therefore, that expansion was still in his 
mind. 55

In November 1852 Brindley had taken a lease of Abbot's 
Grange in Chester, an early nineteenth century building on 
the north side of the city, built before 1816 by Mascie T ay lor. 56 
It had already housed two schools: from about 1832 William 
Harrison had conducted a boys' school, followed in the same 
decade by a girls' school run by William Ayrton. After 
Ayrton's death in 1850, an unsuccessful application was made 
to house a lunatic asylum there. In January 1853 the Collegi 
ate Institution was installed at Abbot's Grange, and the 
remaining furniture at Tarvin Hall was sold. 57 But the plans 
for Edward Price went ahead, and in December 1853 he 
advertised a 'Preparatory School in connection with the 
Collegiate Institution, Abbot's Grange, Chester. A Prepara 
tory Branch, the want of which has long been felt, will be
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opened after the Christmas vacation at the Lower Hall, 
Tarvin, which was built and fitted up by Dr Brindley 
expressly for that purpose.' The school was for pupils between 
7 and 12 years of age, at 40 guineas a year, the same fee that 
Brindley had charged for that age group. 'Each pupil will 
have a separate bed.' 58

Meanwhile in Chester, the storm-clouds of impending 
bankruptcy were gathering over Brindley, although he con 
tinued to publicise the success of his pupils. Edward Price 
must have foreseen the trouble, because in the summer of 1855 
he moved his pupils from Tarvin to Parkgate in Wirral, where 
the Mostyn Arms Hotel was to let after the death of its 
landlady. 59 After July, Brindley's and Price's advertisements 
cease to mention each other, and Brindley stated that 'the 
preparatory department will in future be under the special 
care and teaching of the principal, vice-principal and secret 
ary.' The Lower Hall in Tarvin was offered for sale: 'these 
premises were most substantially built, and were erected and 
fitted up, regardless of expense, specially for a boarding 
school, for which they are most admirably adapted,' 60

'Regardless of expense' was clearly the cause of Brindley's 
downfall. One wonders if he remembered Miss Irving at this 
hour! Criticism began to mount. Although the editor of the 
Chester Chronicle had often sung the praises of the school, 
even he remarked that Brindley was fond of self- 
advertisement. Some citizens of Chester found Brindley's 
readiness to air his opinion and advice rather hard to take. In 
the summer of 1856 the Collegiate Institution at Abbot's 
Grange closed, and its furnishings which included the library 
and an organ were sold. Brindley was declared bankrupt at a 
hearing in Liverpool at which it was said that he owed 
£13,000. In the official petition he was described as 'brickmak- 
er, stationer and schoolmaster': the first two occupations seem 
to have represented investments made by Brindley, and the 
reports of the hearing did not mention them. In the autumn of 
that year he was allowed a 'certificate of the 2nd class' subject 
to suspension for six months. 6 '

The subsequent history of the various buildings illustrates 
the short-lived nature of so many Victorian schools. Abbot's 
Grange became a girls' school again under Mrs Green. For a 
short time Tarvin Hall also housed a girls' school under Giles 
and Kerr, until it reverted to being a boys' school under 
Griffith Jones   a development which seemed to annoy 
Brindley. The Lower Hall or Manor House was a private 
residence for a while, until it was again used as a school by Dr
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Gough. The fortunes of the two Tarvin buildings were linked 
once more in 1875 when James Carter's school at the Hall 
moved into the Manor House. Edward Price's school at 
Parkgate, which he called Mostyn House School, ceased to 
specialise in the younger age group, and he took boys of any 
age between 8 and 18. In 1890 it reverted to a wholly 
preparatory role, in which form it has continued to the present 
day, as the only lasting, if oblique, memento of John 
Brindley.62

It was at his bankruptcy hearing that Brindley described 
himself as 'a lecturer against infidelity and socialism'. Now 
that schoolmastering was in temporary eclipse, he resumed 
the role of freelance crusader with all his old enthusiasm; but 
his target this time was the Mormons.

When Brigham Young and two associates came to Man 
chester in 1840, Brindley met them and challenged them to 
debate; according to him they did meet in a Liverpool theatre 
but the Mormons walked out. 63 The sect had enjoyed a flush of 
popularity in this country which was, by 1857, on the wane, 
but they had several chapels in Birmingham. Brindley estab 
lished his family at Knightcott House, Leamington Spa 
(which suggests that he had salvaged something from those 
£13,000 debts), and set himself up as a preacher." In his usual 
way, he soon had a committee of supporters who provided the 
funds for his work. Each week, and often every day, he was 
lecturing against Mormonism or preaching more generally.

It is not easy to assess Brindley's precise religious stand 
point. His early teaching appointments demonstrate that he 
was accepted as an orthodox member of the Church of 
England, and he worked with E.H. Price who was an Angli 
can clergyman. Yet his supporters included nonconformist 
clergy, and his lecture in 1850 against Popish Aggression was 
delivered at the request 'of thirteen of the clergy and ministers 
of various denominations in Chester.' 65 He certainly felt no 
sympathy for the Anglo-Catholic movement. During the same 
Chester lecture he had said, 'We believe that this attempt on 
our reformed religion has come most opportunely, will do 
infinite good, by healing the differences amongst us, and 
uniting us more closely than ever in unity of spirit, and in the 
bond of peace. We further believe that it will have the 
beneficial effect of separating from our church those insidious 
foes who can only be mischievous while working in secret, and 
under a disguise. The morbid sympathy with Romish ceremo 
nials, and the ill-concealed hankering after Romish fineries 
required a check - thanks to this movement the check has
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been received.' Brindley was not, of course, ever an ordained 
clergyman himself, and his own style of preaching, where it 
survives, does not reveal any pursuit of the details of doctrine. 
When he was not merely attacking the views of others - and 
these attacks were usually in the academic style of a school 
master - he tended to call for a generally religious attitude to 
life. He told the St Peter's Reading Association, 'Unhappily 
there have not been wanting men of infidel minds, that have 
ridiculed the idea of immortality co-existing with a corrupti 
ble, finite body. It may be beyond their comprehension, but it 
is nevertheless a fact. . . . Surely then it is not sufficient that 
you concern yourself merely about the scientific and literary 
knowledge this institution furnishes - of how far exceeding 
importance is it, that you also obtain that knowledge which is 
to fit you for eternity.' 66

As he claimed to lecture against infidelity, so does his 
preaching seem mainly to have been an encouragement to 
'fidelity'. No doubt his father, who had 'urged men to 
repentance and newness of life', had kindled a simple but 
genuine religious enthusiasm.

Brindley's anti-Mormon campaign was recorded in great 
detail in a weekly publication, The Antidote to Mormonism and 
Infidel Error, which appeared for twelve issues in the summer of 
1857. This paper printed news items from American newspap 
ers about the misdeeds of the Mormons, as well as the 
confessions of former Mormons in this country. There were 
details of Brindley's movements and reports of his meetings, 
which were often held in the open air and provocatively near 
the Mormon chapels. This latter practice led to some 'riotous 
proceedings' which were vigorously condemned by the Birm 
ingham Journal." For several weeks, the Mormon meetings had 
been interrupted and the Saints had been pelted. After one of 
Brindley's meetings on 29 July, the Mormon chapel in 
Cambridge Street was attacked,68 and on the following Sunday 
the windows of the Thorp Street chapel were broken and the 
building was ransacked.69 At once Brindley denied that his 
followers were responsible, with that fluent, perhaps too fluent 
readiness with which he was accustomed to deny criticism. It 
was claimed that the damage was done by a few youths while 
Brindley was still addressing his audience - even that the 
Mormons had broken their own windows to discredit him! 
However, the Antidote published the Birmingham Journal's 
account in full, and Brindley wrote, 'Our earnest entreaty is 
that all violence should be laid aside.' From then on his 
sermons were general in character, without mentioning the
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Mormons. Nevertheless, one effect of the anti-Mormon cam 
paign was that the landlords of all the Birmingham chapels 
were induced to turn the Saints out. 7"

A remarkable show of support for Brindley occurred when 
he invited some of his Birmingham congregation to tea at his 
house in Leamington. Four hundred people turned up at the 
railway station, and a further hundred who could find no 
places on the morning trains, arrived in the afternoon. They 
were given tea, and an open-air service was held in the 
evening. The Royal Leamington Spa Courier, in reporting this 
occasion, said that Brindley had a congregation of eight 
hundred who, after meeting all summer in the open, had now 
found a room. 'Having followed the profession of schoolmaster 
for twenty-six years, he had now determined to have nothing 
more to do with school life. For the future he should devote all 
his energies to God, and as a Home Missionary, go from house 
to house, preaching everywhere and visiting the most lament 
able places. He now proposed to leave Leamington for 
Birmingham.' 7 '

From this piously humble dedication Brindley was dis 
tracted, perhaps predictably, by something more exciting. A 
new and formidable enemy now loomed, in the person of 
Charles Bradlaugh, whose atheism was far more dangerous 
than Robert Owen's anti-clerical pantheism. He was also far 
more skilful in debate than Owen. Brindley met Bradlaugh in 
debate over four evenings in June 1860 at Oldham, and two 
months later he was lecturing against atheism in North 
ampton, where Bradlaugh was a candidate for Parliament. He 
met Bradlaugh in debate again the following year at Norwich, 
in June 1861.  These events were recorded much later by 
Bradlaugh's daughter, Hypatia Bradlaugh Bonner, in terms 
not at all complimentary to Brindley. She described him as a 
confirmed drunkard and a bankrupt. He had of course been 
bankrupt, but it may be doubted whether Brindley could have 
maintained such recent and massive support as a preacher if 
he had really been a drunkard. Mrs Bonner was naturally 
partial in her father's cause, but she was inaccurate in 
describing Brindley as Reverend, and she seems to have 
attributed the Norwich debate to the wrong year. Her charge 
of drunkenness should therefore be treated with suspicion."

There were other targets besides Bradlaugh at this time. 
The Swedenborgians had held centenary rejoicings in 1857, 
and had presented copies of Swedenborg's works to many 
libraries. Here was another and spectacular attempt to build a 
'new heaven', and Brindley found plenty of material for his
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scorn. He met two Swedenborgian ministers, Bayley and 
Woodman, in debate, and he published a pamphlet about the 
sect in which he said, 'May God preserve us from such a 
dehumanising and damnable system.' 74

What happened in the next year is not clear, but in 1863 
Brindley returned to Cheshire and to schoolmastering. 75 This 
time his venture was on a much reduced scale, and it may be 
that as a lecturer he had run out of money, and was obliged to 
revert to a steadier occupation. In March 1863 he was 
running a school at Park House, 88 Claughton Road, Birken- 
head, where he was joined a year later by one of his sons, the 
Rev. Frederick Brindley. 76 Their advertisement that 'young 
and backward boys receive special attention', suggests that 
the new school was making a slow start. However, in 1865 he 
was calling it the Collegiate Institution and he moved it to 
different premises nearby, at Oakfield House, 268 Conway 
Street, Birkenhead. 77

Unlike his previous attempt at school management in 
Tarvin and Chester, where there was little competition, 
Brindley was vying in Birkenhead with a host of schools. The 
Park House premises he had vacated again became, in due 
course, a 'Day and Boarding School for young gentlemen', 
with Charles Freeman as principal. From 1869 Freeman was 
advertising his school every week in the local newspaper, and 
he held public reunions and half-yearly prizegivings in a style 
reminiscent of Brindley's, but which Brindley himself could 
no longer match and barely attempted. 78 For he was bedevil 
led once more by his old problem of money. In 1870 he 
advertised, perhaps in despair, that Oakfield House was the 
direct descendant of his earlier schools, as he sank into 
bankruptcy. In the middle of the crisis, the 1871 Census 
recorded that he had thirteen resident boy pupils aged 
between 11 and 16; yet he had three assistant masters 
resident, which suggests that he must have had considerably 
more day pupils. It is apparent that his wife Mary must have 
died, for in 1871 Mrs Brindley's name was recorded as 
Elizabeth. 79

Brindley's final hearing for bankruptcy in the County Court 
was in June 1871, when John Brindley LI. D was described as 
the proprietor of an academy in Conway Street. He had debts 
of £1,583, and assets of £320 which were almost all swallowed 
by wages and rent. Yet Brindley did not at once leave his 
school, for in August he advertised that Tarvin Hall School 
had removed to Oakfield House. This desperate claim seems 
to have been an attempt to spike the guns of Griffith Jones, a
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schoolmaster who opened his own school at Tarvin Hall in 
that year. 80

Before recounting the final, strange scene of Brindley's life, 
a scene which would be ludicrous were it not also tragic, let us 
examine the character of this unusual man. He clearly had 
considerable talent: his was a sharp, well-stocked mind, with 
strong powers of analysis and the will to work hard at the 
meticulous preparation of a subject. Yet his work does not 
reveal original thinking, and it often took the form of attacks 
on the thinking of others. He would have been devastatingly 
effective as a barrister, although his social origins and educa 
tion probably did not permit such a career. Despite his skill as 
a teacher and lecturer, there was a flaw in his character which 
tended to turn his talent to ashes. It may well be that the key 
to Brindley's personality was that he remained at heart an 
actor manque. He craved the limelight. He was happiest on a 
platform, where with an actor's egoism he could stimulate an 
audience and be stimulated in turn by its approbation. And, 
as an actor becomes bored with a long run and sighs for a new 
part, so did Brindley switch to a fresh interest or challenge 
when the old one began to pall. Perhaps his financial ruin was 
caused by a preference for illusion rather than reality.

What happened after his second bankruptcy in 1871 is not 
known: if he kept on the school, he did not advertise it. Two 
years later, though, he was on the move once more, at the age 
of 63, distracted by his old enemy, Charles Bradlaugh. In 
1873 Bradlaugh went to America on a lecture tour, and 
Brindley pursued him there, intending to harrass him with 
debates and rival meetings, as he had done thirteen years 
before. In October 1873 Bradlaugh gave a lecture in the 
Steinway Hall, New York, on 'The Republican Movement in 
England'. Brindley joined the audience, and when the lecture 
ended he made an unsuccessful attempt to voice his objec 
tions. The audience drowned Brindley's words, but Brad- 
laugh appealed to them 'to let the gentleman who represents 
the aristocracy and the Church of England go on.' Thus, 
according to the Chicago Times, was Brindley 'slain by satire'. 81

Four days later, Brindley gave his own lecture at the 
Cooper Institute. 'He is determined,' it was reported, 'to keep 
on after Bradlaugh hot foot, and wherever that eminent 
individual leaves a trace of his presence, there will the 
indefatigable Brindley be, with his orthodox whitewash brush, 
to wipe out the name and memory of his Freethinking 
countryman.' It would seem, though, that with age the once 
skilful orator had lost much of his edge. 'His voice is as funny
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as a Punch and Judy's, and when the audience of last night 
roared with laughter, it was impossible to tell whether it was 
at what Brindley had said, or Brindley's method and voice in 
saying it.' At least some of the former agility was there, for 
Brindley dealt briskly with hecklers, and the final impression 
was not unfavourable.

'Were you ever in a casual ward?' asked a smudgy fellow in the back of 
the hall. 'No,' answered the bold Brindley, 'but if you were there now it 
would save the police trouble.' And so he replied to other impertinent 
questions, until he made the impression that he was not quite such a fool 
as he looked. He said Bradlaugh was an Atheist, whose belief is that 
'brain power is the only soul in man,' and that as he was played out in 
England he had come over here to air his theories, and pick up pennies. 
'You know where Cheshire is?' said Brindley, 'Cheshire where the cheese 
is made,' and Brindley was about to tell a story on this head, when a 
donkey at the back end of the hall cried out, 'There ain't no cheese made 
there now. It's all done in Duchess county.' No telling what a good thing 
this fellow spoiled by his remark. Bradlaugh, anyhow, was scalped and 
vivisected, and Brindley took his tomahawk and himself away soon after."-

Not only was Brindley past his best, but he may have been ill 
as well. Within a month he had died. According to Mrs 
Bonner, 'He died in New York in poverty and neglect, and 
was buried in a pauper's grave.' 83 Such was the bizarre ending 
to an unusual and interesting career.
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