
Chapter 10  
Events and personalities that 

shaped the 18th Century in Ireland 
The 18th century began just as the 17th century ended and that was with an 
uneasy calm on the Emerald Isle. The old sectarian bitterness however that 
had been so evident in Ireland for centuries, still remained. Protestants were 
still being classed as outsiders and 
hated by many of their Roman 
Catholic neighbours. This hatred 
was in many cases fueled by the 
sermons of the Roman Priesthood, 
who appeared to be hell bent on 
blaming all of Ireland's woes on 
Protestants. (NOT MUCH HAS 
CHANGED)   

After the death of King William III in 1702, he was succeeded by the Protestant 
Queen Anne, who reigned until her death in 1714. Her death brought to an 
end the house of Stewart and introduced the house of Hanover to the royal 
throne in England.  

Anne was succeeded by her German cousin, 
George of Hanover, who ascended the throne as 
George I. It was during his reign that the Emerald 
Isle began to see a dark cloud forming over the 
church. This cloud was only to grow bigger and 
darker as the years went on. This menacing cloud 
was given a name, it was ironically called "The new 
light". It was nothing short of a downgrade of 
sound doctrine, in fact, it cut to the very heart of 
the matter. 

One of the principle bones of contention was: ‘The essential Deity of the Lord 
Jesus Christ’. Not accepting Christ's Supreme Deity, put those who embraced 
this so called "NEW LIGHT" at odds not only with the presbytery, but also with 
the evangelical wing of the church that still held the majority at the time. 
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This clerical club of heretics consisted mainly 
of Presbyterian ministers along with some 
influential laymen. They were led by a 
Presbyterian minister from Antrim, the Rev 
John Abernethy. The name they chose for 
their gang of heretics was "THE BELFAST 
SOCEITY". 

Its formation marked the beginning of one of 
the darkest periods in Ulster Protestant 
History. Not since the awful bloody slaughter of 1641 did anything present so 
much a danger to the Protestant faith in Ulster as this so called "Belfast 
Society" did in the 18th century. In 1641 the danger came from those outside 
Protestantism, this time it came from those who professed it. This made it all 
the more dangerous, for there is nothing more dangerous than the enemy 
from within.  

The Belfast Society was also to become known as "The Non-Subscribers", 
because they resolutely refused to subscribe to the Westminster Confession 
of Faith, something that all Presbyterian ministers were required to do. They 
were avowed Unitarians. The old Presbyterian historian Thomas Hamilton, 
described them as being "Presbyterians that were honeycombed with error".  

As the Apostle Paul puts it in I Corinthians chapter 5 and verse 6, " Know ye 
not that a little leaven leaveneth the whole lump". The fact is that the 
doctrines of Christianity are just as important to be believed as its duties are 
to be practiced. If you believe what you like in the Gospel and reject what you 
don’t like from the Gospel, then, what you do believe is not the Gospel, but 
only own opinions. If this is the case with you, then I strongly advise you 
examine yourself and see if you are in the faith. 

It was John Calvin who said "purity of doctrine is the 
soul of the Church". Where the Doctrine is corrupt 
the church has no soul. These Unitarian ministers, 
who were sowing this corrupt doctrine among the 
people, were a threat to the very soul of the 18th 
century church on our Emerald Isle. 

What was true in the 18th century is also equally 
true in the 21st century. The greatest threat to the church today is the same 
as it has always been. "THE ENEMY FROM WITHIN".  
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While this sorry state of affairs continued among both the clergy and members 
of the Presbyterian Kirk in the Province of Ulster. By the middle of the 18th 
century it really began to gather momentum and its effects were devastating 
to the wider Protestant community. 
Like some of the political and 
religious issues of our time it divided 
communities and even split families 
(not unlike the Belfast and St. 
Andrews agreements). 

As the 1770’s approached, it 
became clear that there was once 
again trouble brewing, not only at 
home but also abroad. This fear fueled the atmosphere that caused a tide of 
emigration. The numbers of Ulstermen leaving their native province for what 
was then called "The New World of America", began to swell until it reached 
fever pitch. It is said that between 15% and 20% of the skilled Protestant 
workforce left Ulster during the thirty years from 1770 to 1800. This mass 
emigration was to set the tone for an even greater emigration that took place 
fifty years later at the time of the Irish Famine.  

By 1774, the revolt against British rule in America was gathering momentum. 
On the 19th April of the following year, the first shots rang out in Lexington. 
This marked the beginning of the American Revolution. While there were a 
number of complaints made by the colonists about their treatment by the 
colonial power, the real root of the matter was to gain full independence from 
Britain. 

The colonists knew that the only way that 
they could be free to prosper was to be able 
govern themselves and make their own 
laws that best suited them, which included 
taxation. By the end of 1775 it became clear 
to those in London that America had come 
of age and that a long protracted war 
against the colonies was not in Britain’s 
interest and that to sue for peace on the 
basis of securing good trading 
arrangements was the wisest way forward.  
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The following year in 1776, on the 4th July, America declared its independence. 
Their Declaration was as follows:-  

 

 

 

 

America now being Independent, left the British Government free to focus on 
events that were taking place back home. In the years that followed the 
Declaration of Independence in America there was a series of revolts and 
revolutions that took place mainly in continental Europe, but also here on the 
Emerald Isle. With the benefit of hind-sight, you can see how they were 
inspired by what had taken place in the American Revolution. So the latter part 
of the 18th century became an era of rebellion against the establishment. 
There was nowhere where this was so clearly seen as it was in France in 1789.   

The war against the Bible that France had fought for centuries had culminated 
in the awful bloody scenes of the Revolution in 1789. It is the opinion of many 
historians that it was Rome's suppression of the Scriptures in France that led 
to this terrible outbreak of revolution. The leaders of this outrageous revolt 
called this time "The Age of Light", when in reality, it plunged France into a 
spiritual darkness, that as a nation they 
have never fully recovered from.  

By the time the revolution had started 
in France, this spirit of rebellion that 
was sweeping the nations had arrived in 
Ireland. What started decades before as 
a clerical club of heretics had taken on a 
very political dimension, they had also 
become very militant. The Belfast 
Society had by 1791 become - "The Belfast Society of United Irishmen".    

"We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all 
men are created equal: that they are endowed by 
their Creator with certain unalienable rights; that 
among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of 
happiness". 

 

 



Their goal was very simple; it was to break the British link. In order to do this, 
they joined up with Irish Papists, who had the same ultimate objective. While 
the Irish Papists had this same objective, they had it for very different reasons. 
Theirs was to drive out the Protestants. As far as the Irish papists were 
concerned, the Pope was their king and popery was the only religion permitted 
on the Emerald Isle.      

These conspirators of the United Irishmen were led by a Dublin born 
Protestant who was a Barrister called Theobald Wolfe Tone. He was 
accompanied in his leadership of traitors by Henry Joy McCracken, Thomas 
Russell and William Drennan. Most of these were later executed with the 
exception of Wolfe Tone, who cheated the executioner by killing himself in 
prison while awaiting sentence.  

The Leaders of the United Irishmen 

By this time (1793) the Irish Papists had already formed a group called "THE 
CATHOLIC DEFENDERS". At the time of their union with the United Irishmen, 
Wolfe Tone described them as "being men who were organised on a military 
plan".  

What he may have been referring to was that The Catholic Defenders were far 
better supplied with men and ammunition than the traitors who called 
themselves Protestants and joined them. It became clear that they planned to 
prolong the combat in order to wear the British out, so that the Crown forces 
would eventually consider the cost too high and pull out. (This tactic was 
adopted by the I.R.A during the so called Troubles in recent times). For they 
knew on both occasions, that they could not beat the British on a conventional 
battlefield. 

After this union of the Irish Papists with the Protestant traitors, events moved 
quickly in Ireland: The following is a timeline of the closing decade of the 18th 
Century. 
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1789... THE FRENCH REVOLUTION 

1791... THE BELFAST SOCEITY BECOMES THE UNITED IRISHMEN 

1793... THE UNITED IRISHMEN JOIN WITH IRISH PAPISTS TO BREAK THE 
BRITISH LINK WITH IRELAND. WAR BREAKS OUT BETWEEN FRANCE AND 
BRITIAN. 

1794... THE UNITED IRISHMEN OUTLAWED AND BECOME A SECRET SOCEITY. 

1795... THE ORANGE ORDER IS FORMED TO PROTECT THE PROTESTANT 
COMMUNITY FROM THE CATHOLIC DEFENDERS, WHO HAD BEEN TOLD BY 
THEIR PAPISH PRIESTS THAT THE MURDER OF PROTESTANTS WAS NOT A SIN. 

 

 

 

 

1796... THE ORANGE ORDER ENLIST THOUSANDS MORE PROTESTANTS INTO 
THEIR RANKS AND BECOME BETTER ORGANISED AS A STANDING ARMY. THEY 
VIEWED THE REGILION OF ROME NOT ONLY HATEFUL ON ACCOUNT OF ITS 
INTOLERANCE, BUT BECAUSE OF ITS HOSTILITY TO ALL THINGS PROTESTANT, 
ESPECIALLY PROTESTANT GOVERNMENTS. 

1798... MARTIAL LAW IS IMPOSED AND THE REBELLION BEGINS. BETEWEEN 
MARCH AND JUNE IT SPREADS ACROSS THE EMERALD ISLE. ON THE 21st JUNE 
CROWN FORCES CAPTURE VINEGAR HILL FROM THE REBELS. THIS STARTED A 
SERIES OF VICTORIES THAT ENDED WITH THE REBELLION OF 1798 BEING 
CRUSHED. ON THE 19th NOVEMBER THAT YEAR WOLFE TONE KILLED HIMSELF 
IN PRISON. (It was the only decent thing he ever did). THE REST OF THE 
LEADERS WERE EITHER EXCUTED, OR FLED TO FRANCE.   

1799... THE PRIME MINISTER OF GREAT BRITAIN REQUESTS A UNION OF THE 
PARLIAMENTS BETWEEN BRITAIN AND IRELAND. SO SETTING THE STAGE FOR 
THE ACT OF UNION THAT CAME INTO EFFECT THE FOLLOWING YEAR 1800. 
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It was out of the ashes of the 18th century in Ireland that the Orange Order 
rose. The fact that they have not only remained to this day, but have grown 
stronger as the years have gone by, is testament not only to their endurance, 
but to the respect they have within the Protestant community in Ulster.  

For further details of the formation of the Orange Order, please contact them 
directly, as they have an excellent range of material covering this period 
extensively. 

So ends another bloody chapter in the ageless persecution of Protestants on 
the Emerald Isle.  


