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ABSTRACT 

The White Quakers were a small but vocal sect of schismatic Quakers in Dublin, 
Waterford, Clonmel and Mountmellick, under the leadership of Joshua Jacob and Abigail 
Beale, between c. 1840-1854. The history of the sect, its connections with contemporary 
utopian leaders in England, its contemporary reputation in the Quaker and non-Quaker 
world, and treatment in historiography are examined. White Quaker ideas on religious 
authority, gender and marriage, capitalist and commercial activity, are also outlined in the 
following study. 
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Thackeray in The Irish Sketchbook ( 1843) noted that Ir ish Quakers had estab

l ished 'a sort of monkery' . Outs ide Carlow he encountered 'a couple of cars 

drawn by w h ite horses, and hold ing w h ite Quakers and Quakeresses, in wh ite 

hats, clothes, shoes, w ith w ild man iacal-look ing faces, bump ing along the road.'' 

The Wh ite Quaker sect's often b izarre act iv ity from c . 1840 - 54, under the lead

ersh ip of Joshua Jacob ( 180 1 - 77), and h is partner Ab iga il Beale ( 1797 - 1849) 

is remembered by conno isseurs of the eccentr ic and h istor ians of rad ical sub

cultures . Early n ineteenth century Ir ish Quaker ism had been d isturbed by the 

de ist ic ' New L ights' , while the Wh ite Quakers, a few ultra-conservat ive mem

bers,' emerged in decades of anx iety about the moral state of Ir ish Fr iends . In 

the late 1830s the d iscontented found a leader in Jacob and, follow ing h is expul

s ion, a 'chosen remnant' jo ined him in the creat ion of a Quaker church . The sect 

became recogn ised as a herald of the com ing times by rad ical soc ial-regenera

tors in Br ita in such as Goodwyn Barmby, leader of the 'Commun ist Church', 
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and the Ham Common Concord ists. The ir supporters, although few in number, 

pra ised the ir reforms in cloth ing and hyg iene, s implificat ions of domest ic 

arrangements, commun ism in property, oppos it ion to taxat ion and t ithes, and -

most notor iously for the ir many cr it ics - the alleged abandonment of conven

t ional marr iage . The ir tenets were advocated through several commun it ies and 

often dramat ic publ ic appearances . The sect had meet ings at Dubl in, Waterford 

and the 'Quaker towns' of Clonmel and Mountmell ick . To date, there has been 

no deta iled account or analys is of the sect, wh ich had a r icher and more com

pl icated h istory than prev ious br ief references have suggested. Th is study beg ins 
by outl in ing the h istor iography of the sect and summar is ing its h istory .  The 

sect's bel iefS and att itudes concern ing Quaker ism, rel ig ious author ity, gender, 

commerce and cap ital ism are exam ined . Br ief reference to the ir connect ions 

w ith other reformers prefaces the conclus ions . 

THE HISTORIOGRAPHY OF THE SECT 

The ir act iv it ies from 1843 - 44 are recorded in the extraordinary ser ial Some 

account of the Progress of the Truth as it is in Jesus.3 Th is compr ised reports from 

Joshua Jacob, supporters' and opponents' letters, m inutes of the sect's meet ings, 
and mater ial relat ing to the sect's preh istory in the form of letters and accounts 

of dreams from c . 1832 onwards. Any attempt to understand the members' 

psychology must study the dreams prec isely recorded in the ir pr ivate journals -

a common pract ice in ma instream Quaker ism - and publ ished in Progress of the 

Truth. They offer ins ight into the emot ional relat ionsh ips between members, and 

between them and the ir Quaker relat ions . They express anx iety about the 

Quaker major ity from wh ich they were al ienated and wh ich they saw as the ir 

persecutors, and a sense of themselves as a d iv inely-favoured body . 

Some of the ir cr it ics' often extremely host ile letters, tracts and posters were 

reproduced in Progress of the Truth. Th is mater ial and the journal's general tone, 

accord ing to the En glish rad ical Thomas Frost, were 'dec idedly un ique in jour

nal ism, and worthy of preservat ion as one of the cur ios it ies of l iterature.'' A 

Quaker cr it ic called it a 'rake's progress to untruth .'' Jacob's (and h is followers') 

fierce denunc iations were pr inted as handb ills, and many are preserved at the 

Fr iends' L ibrar ies in Dubl in and London . An important, though b iased con
temporary account, is prov ided in Sarah Greer's Quakerism, or the Story of My Life 

( 185 1).6 Scattered references appeared in the Owen ite paper New Moral World, 

Barmby's several journals, the freethought journal The Reasoner, and two other 

progress ive journals: Howitt's Journal and Joseph Barker's The People. Shortly after 

its dem ise, Wh ite Quaker ism was br ie fly d iscussed in the Br it ish ant iquar ian 
journal Notes and Queries. A succ inct synthes is of mater ial largely from Progress 

of the Truth formed a mostly accurate and well balanced account, in two 

uns igned art icles in the Newcastle Weekly Chronicle of 1876 .7 

Joshua Jacob fasc inated contemporar ies . One ant iquar ian cla imed somewhat 
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hyperbol ically that he had 'd iv ided publ ic attent ion equally w ith [ Daniel] 

O'Connell' , the L iberator." H is notor iety secured an entry in the late V ictor ian 

[ Br it ish] Dictionary of National Biography and the Quaker Alfred Webb's 

Compendium of Irish Biography, and a modern Dictionary of Irish Biography. The 

bas ic b iography is supplemented by a recent short art icle by Lena Boylan 

draw ing on local memor ies of the sect in an art icle in The Irish Times ( 1888). 

Most recently Jacob's character and h is sect are explored in John Mac Kenna's 

novel, A Haunted Heart." G iven the ir rad ical, utop ian and commun itar ian 

connect ions, the sect appears but is not closely exam ined in W. H. G .  Armytage's 

class ic study of English utop ian exper iments; Barbara Taylor's Eve and the New 

Jerusalem; Edward Royle's Robert Owen and the Commencement of the Millennium, 

and Jack ie Latham's study of the 'sacred social ist',]. P Greaves . Quaker exam i

nat ion of th is small but content ious sect is l im ited, for reasons wh ich w ill 

become understandable. They appear only br ie fly in Isabel Grubb's Quakers in 

Ireland and Maur ice W igham's recent study, The Irish Quakers.10 

THE HISTORY OF THE SECT 

Joshua Jacob was born in Clonmel, one of the southern Ir ish 'Quaker towns' 

(so-called due to the importance of Quaker econom ic activ ity) .11 The son of a 

bankrupt bus inessman, he was thrown on h is own resources. After rece iv ing an 

educat ion in Leeds, Waterford and Ball itore, he was apprent iced to a Dubl in 

grocer and candlew ick manufacturer . In 1829, he marr ied Sarah Fayle and 

fathered seven ch ildren . He saved enough to establish a profitable shop, 'The 
Golden Teapot' , selling tea and sugar in ha'penny and farth ing packets. In the 

Quaker community he was known as a prosperous tradesman and 'Fr iend in 

good standing, a regular attender of meet ings for worsh ip and d isc ipl ine, a good 

ne ighbour, k ind to the poor, and greatly respected .''' Around 1835, conv inced 

that Quakers were backsl id ing, Joshua preached intemperately aga inst worldl i

ness and mammon ism . 13 He was d isowned by the Soc iety in 1838 and soon fol

lowed by other cr it ics of decadence, such as the former Overseer Ab iga il Beale, 

a respectable and wealthy sp inster. Ret ir ing from h is trade, Jacob felt requ ired by 

God to d ispose of fur n iture and household goods; and to wear s imple, undyed 

cloth ing that was to g ive the sect its popular name and wh ich symbol ised the 

contrast w ith the ' Black Quakers' . By 1842, the rejection of wordly goods was 

the next requ irement. Most Quakers ignored the actions prec ip itating h is ejec

t ion but Jacob's condemnat ion of worldl iness attracted supporters among 'the 

more r ig id professors, in many of the Monthly Meet ings'14 who also wanted a 

return to an earl ier pur ity: 

They looked on h im, as he looked on h imself that is to say, they had a 

very h igh op in ion of h im; they espoused h is cause, talked of a persecuted 

recusant, prophes ied an ev il day to the soc iety, preached l ike h im, were 
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equally refractory, and were in l ike manner d isowned, were kept out of 

the meeting l ike h im, and held forth in the passages as he d id. 15 
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Supporters included close relations, notably Jacob's brothers Samuel and 

W ill iam, s ister Mary, and n iece Lucy, wh ile a s ister- in-law was another follower, 
and many of the members were cous ins . Accord ing to Greer, h is w ife Sarah was 

'un ited heart and hand,' and Jacob's symbol ic publ ic smash ing of the ir house
hold's coloured and g ilded ch ina and earthenware met w ith her applause. 16 She 

was par t icularly 'effic ient in the women's Meet ing', 17 but in real ity, her support 
wavered and she was dramat ically rejected by her husband and other members .'" 

Membersh ip of the sect spl it many other families and fr iends: 

mothers left the ir grown-up ch ildren and grandch ildren, husbands the ir 

w ives, and w ives the ir husbands and ch ildren, denounc ing and inve igh
ing all sorts of b itter th ings aga inst all the ir old acqua intances who were 

unprepared to go the whole hog w ith them.19 

They were of good and wealthy Quaker fam il ies, 'educated as good as 

Fr iends generally have' , and of h itherto 'highest respectab il ity ' .  20 Webb recalled 

'many r ich people, par t icularly r ich women' . 21 In total, about fifty adults jo ined 

in the early 1840s. In add it ion, members had ch ildren, and were naturally keen 
to train them in the 'Truth'. Jacob felt it a 'requ ir ing' from 184 1 to educate 

them through personal example 'to learn to serve themselves in the creat ion; to 

make the ir own beds, and to clean the ir rooms every mor n ing .''' Until the 

fam ine years, when the sect, l ike ma instream Quakers, cont inued the ir char ita

ble work by offer ing rel ief, they recruited few from outs ide the Quaker m iddle 

classes, although they were 'open to all' . 23 An except ion was the pa inter Isaac 
D ickenson, whose lower status was h ighl ighted by h imself and by h is Quaker 

opponents. 24 In the later 1840s few or ig inal Wh ite Fr iends rema ined, and 

recru its were of humbler, non-Quaker background. 
The sect's development from the t ime of Jacob's d isownment was m inutely 

deta iled in almost three thousand pages of Progress of the Truth to late 1844. Th is 

text revealed the drama from the establ ishment of several houses and Meet ings;'5 
Joshua's impr isonment in the Four Courts Marshalsea (unt il 1846), for pr inc i

pled refusal to return money vested in the commun ity, wh ich belonged to the 
ch ildren of a deceased brother;'" h is 'putt ing away' of h is w ife and 'marr iage' to 

Ab iga il (March 1843), wh ich cr it ics thought threatened the inaugurat ion of a 

free-love commun ity along the l ines of the Owen ites; through to the enforced 
auct ion of goods at the commun ity house at W ill iam Street, Dubl in ( October 

1843),27 and establ ishment of a new house at Usher's Quay.'" 
The Progress of the Truth ceased in late- 1844/9 but there are accounts of the ir 

commun ity in the mans ion and estate at Newlands outs ide Dubl in. Th is was 
represented as a cheerful, self-suffic ient vegetar ian parad ise but in real ity by 
1850 it was a fa il ing exper iment. 30 By th is date, through desertion31 espec ially 

after the 'marr iage' of Ab iga il, abduct ion'' (although presented as 'rescue' by the 
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male relat ions and fr iends who carr ied out these forc ible removals from the 
commun ity) and early death;" there were almost none of the or ig inal Wh ite 

· Fr iends. 34 Such was the h istory of the sect . It began as an internal protest aga inst 
tendenc ies in contemporary Ir ish Quaker ism, formed itself into a soc iety of self
procla imed authentic Quakers and latterly operated as a commun ity w ith only 
a handful of former Quakers as members, albe it w ith a co-founder, Joshua 
Jacob, st ill in charge. The ideals and ideas wh ich defined, susta ined and d iv ided 
the sect now need to be exam ined. 

WHITE QUAKER BELIEFS CONCERNING QUAKERISM 

In a study of th is length it is only poss ible to exam ine the Wh ite Quakers' most 

important bel iefs . The ir rel ig ious and socio-pol it ical ideas w ill need to be 
comprehens ively analysed elsewhere. These bel iefs were presented in wr it ing, 
but requ ired practical man ifestat ion: 'We cannot call Chr ist our Sav iour in 

s incer ity w ithout w itness ing H im in th is way.'35 The ir understand ing of the ir 

task was prov ided in a statement g iven by Joshua and Ab iga il to an inquirer who 
was a follower of Barmby. It was: 

s imply and ent irely the work of God . D ifferent from all other commu

n it ies, we l ive by fa ith; no plans, no commerce, no speculat ions, no 

contr ivances, no tak ing thought for the morrow, nor tak ing thought for 

any of those th ings wh ich the nations of th is world seek after, because 

our Father who hath begotten H is Son in us, and has g iven us th is fa ith, 
knoweth what he have need of, and w ill supply all our need, as we con
t inue in the exerc ise of it.'" 

Weaned of the world, they rejected its 'heap of th ings'. 37 God's bless ing super
seded mere fam il ial t ies . The ir l ifestyle was chaste, temperate, healthy and robust: 
'the means, whereby those who have been dur ing the ir l ife t ime otherw ise, have 

become so.' 38 Phy s ic ian, lawyer, pr iest and sold ier were not requ ired, wh ile 
servants were not allowed .39 Forbidden items included clocks, watches, carpets, 

bells, m irrors, wallpaper, bed curta ins, s ilver ware, mahogany furn iture, sofas and 
p ictures. Indeed, 

Only a change of ra iment, s imply made w ithout dye. We cook, bake and 
wash, scour the floors, make and mend our clothes and shoes; in wh ich, 

as well as useful learn ing, the ch ildren are instructed, hav ing no thoughts 

of toys or past imes in use in the world . Parents have no control out of 
the truth over the ir own ch ildren, but generally find com ing amongst us 
that they have much to learn themselves_4° 

Obed ience by ch ildren and ' in all to the Sp ir it of God' was ins isted on as 'un ity 
is held in the bond of peace.'4' 
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Although much that they ins isted on can be seen as reassert ing the pract ices 

of a ' Pecul iar People' , the ir Quaker opponents v iewed the ir doctr ines and prac

t ices as eccentr ic and scandalous .<2 They also aston ished English rad icals who 

supported Owen or Four ier, but others were less qu ick to condemn the ir 

eccentr ic it ies. In 1844, the Engl ishman George Ruby told the New MoralVVorld's 

ed itor that the ir ' internal arrangements as respect ing d iet, domest ic accommo

dat ion, demeanour to each other, &c, are d ist ingu ished by great pract ical good 

sense' ; nor d id the costume look 'so s ingular as one would expect from the 

descr ipt ion .'43 Nevertheless, g iven that Ruby was but a br ief v is itor, wh ile the 

sect cont inued for a decade, h is test imony has the value of a snapshot of a staged 

scene . 

The exam inat ion of the ir bel iefs naturally beg ins w ith the ir interpretat ion 

of Quaker ism. The Wh ite Quakers saw themselves as a 'pure body' wh ich had 

attempted to reform a once h ighly favoured church .44 Cla im ing from George 

Fox's t ime the 'h ighest and purest standard of Chr ist ian rel ig ion and worship, 

even of be ing led and gu ided by pure unerr ing Sp ir it of God' , d iv ine vengeance 

r ightly would fall first on Quakers for worldl iness and abandonment of old 

pr inc iples .45The sect represented a tendency apparent elsewhere, notably among 

followers of John W ilbur in Amer ica who were hostile to 'modern isers' l ike J .  J .  

Gurney .<" Jacob repr inted John Barclay's letters ( c . 18 18) aga inst innovat ions in 

ch ildren's rel ig ious educat ion .47 A letter to R ichard Allen in 1837 also re flects 

th is conservat ism. In June 1837, Jacob stated that the Moral Reform Soc iety 

was ' incons istent w ith the pr inc iples of our relig ious Soc iety, and inadequate to 

the end proposed by it .' He felt that it was gr ievous 'to see those who profess 

the only gu ide into all truth, and dependence on it alone, now turning to th is 

human invent ion as a subst itute .'4" He cla imed to have long felt burdened by 

impure tracts full of 'modern trash . . .  such as Gurney and others be ing too 

much resorted to and del ighted in .'49 

In the ir youth, Jacob, Ab iga il Beale, and a lead ing follower, Mary P im, had 

met John Conran ( 1739 - 1827), recalled by Jacob as 'a champ ion in h is day 

aga inst the same infidel ity that under another form then sought to trample on 

the l ife of Chr ist among us' - an allus ion to the late-e ighteenth century Ir ish 

sch ism . 50 Jacob declared that, meet ing Conran dur ing h is apprent icesh ip, he had 

been told about Conran's suffer ings at the hands of 'false brethren' (the ' New 

L ights'), and charged w ith cont inu ing Conran's defence of the doctr ine of 

Chr ist's d iv in ity. Perhaps Conran knew or sensed that h is young auditor was a 

fer vent Fr iend. If the inc ident truly happened then the comm iss ion to preserve 

the pur ity of the Soc iety is important. Ab iga il corresponded w ith Conran, and 

a letter from January 1820 to 'My dear cous in, Ab iga il Beale' was repr inted in 

Progress of the Truth. 51 

Not only were they host ile towards the 'evangel ical' modern isers whom they 

interpreted as a new danger equ ivalent to the ' New L ights' , but they publ icly 
charged in pr inted and spoken test imony, par t icularly in the Progress qf the Truth 

and in broadsheets, the ir Quaker relat ives and the ir fr iends w ith worldl iness, and 
found fault w ith the l ives of 'we ighty' Quakers .  The major ity Quaker response 
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to their critique of an endemic 'backsliding' tendency had been expulsion. The 
language was heated with White Quaker supporters characterised, according to 
the White Quakers, 'not by the thoughtless ones only, but those holding the 
chief seats ' ,  as: 'ranters, fanatics, heretics, deep dark spirits, Hicksites, unbelievers, 
without love, without natural affection, disturbers of the peace, mad, deluded, 
self-righteous, devils.'52 White Quakers, including women, were forcibly ejected 
from meeting houses . 53 Further response was shaped, naturally, by activity as an 
independent body. This confirmed Quaker fears, and ensured they emphasised 
the sect's schismatic status. The recording clerk of the Religious Society at 
London felt it necessary to stress that Jacob was no longer a Quaker when The 

Times reported the sect's extraordinary behaviour in Waterford in 1842. 54 
Behaviour on both sides was intemperate. White Quakers attacked oppo

nents as individuals, showing no reluctance to publicise the family quarrels and 
hostilities . 55 The schism was complicated in part by being a familial con flict, and 
the legal proceedings by Joseph Beale against Jacob and his sister-in-law Anne 
Joseph Jacob (on behalf of her children) .56 Individual Quakers resorted to 
violence, appeals to the authorities, and tactics such as sending people to beg 
charity from the sect in 1843, to bankrupt or embarrass them .57 Handbills and 

papers spread misinformation,58 and bitter language was again resorted to . 
Anonymous letters castigated Abigail as a harlot, and her mother-in-law was 
similarly described. 59 Condemned for sexual immorality, the sect received letters 
and took notice of sentiments which confirmed their view that the Society 
harboured lewd members. One correspondent, claiming to have admired Jacob's 
early 'consistent walk,' spoke of 'Thy Tea Pot as it is technically called Poking its 

nose into forbidden Ground .''0 It was alleged that they were embracing Owenite 
free-love under the guise of religion. The grounds for this allegation was the 
'marriage' to Abigail Beale, which will be discussed below . 

Undoubtedly the White Quaker episode was deeply embarrassing, painful 

and shaming to Irish Quakers. Their publications exposed the family con flicts 

and alleged moral failings of prominent southern Irish Quakers .  They divided 

husbands from wives and children, and seemingly advocated free-love. 

Unsurprisingly, the Society avoided publicising the schism through discussions 

in its journals. Only the most opaque of allusions were made in an article in The 

Friend of 1849, and transmitted as a response to Barmby's The Apostle and 

Chronicle of the Communist Church." The conservative Irish Friend was also wary, 

though some paragraphs and correspondence show that several White Quaker 

concerns were shared by others (assuming that the letters were not from them) . 

The journal, which intended to serialise a ' Life of John Conran' , printed corre

spondence calling for simplicity in clothing and habitation, and paragraphs 

opposing compromises to simplicity involved in modern trade.62 It published a 

letter from ']. P.' of Islington, which stressed that George Fox and early Friends 

had 'minds of that which pressed upon them as their religious duty to declare' , 

regardless of reputation, worldly interest or safety. 63 But as' a salutary watchword' 

it printed a passage from Isaac Pennington's Works which enjoined tenderness 

in dealing with weaknesses . This may be an allusion to the new 'fault finders' in 

the Society.64 
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RELIGIOUS AUTHORITY AND DISCIPLINE 

Jacob could have turned to another denomination after his expulsion, but he 

believed the Religious Society of Friends was originally 'favoured by God' and 
could not conceive of religious purity being maintained through structures 

derived from other denominations which he viewed as worldly compromises. 
He knew little about non-Quaker beliefs and practice as the Society discour

aged members from visiting other places of worship, and he had led attempts to 

revive rules making such visits the grounds for discipline and even disown

ment.65 He had never attended another place of worship when he felt called to 
attend and 'testify' at the Anglican Cathedral at Waterford at Christmas 184 1 ."6 

For him, Anglicanism was lifeless and 'a whore' . Catholicism was condemned 

for its Pope and priesthood, though his handbill, To those calling themselves Roman 

Catholics, criticised his gaoler's description of Catholics as unlettered and turbu

lent. 67 He wrote that labels such as Catholic, Protestant, Baptist and Quaker were 

'only Nicknames which the devil has invented to keep people from the right 
way of the Lord; there being in reality none but the two, the good and the bad, 

the sheep and the goats, the wise and the unwise .''" Jacob knew nothing of sects 

such as the Southcottians and Swedenborgians, and was unimpressed by 
apologists' tracts sent to him .69 Acquainted through English reformers with 

Shakerism, he rejected its basic tenet of celibacy.70 Moreover, given the 
centrality of Quakerism to Jacob, it is strange that he should later marry a 

Catholic woman and convert to Catholicism.71 

Aside from the Bible, White Quakers recognised early Quaker texts, though 
Jacob also praised the work of James, Bishop of Armagh and, like many conser

vative Quakers, the quietist Madame Guyon. A paragraph on the medieval 

Paterine sect represented another model of 'primitive' Christianity .72 Extracts 
from George Fox's journal, the writings oflsaac Pennington, John Woolman, and 

Robert Barclay were reprinted in Progress of the Truth. Old prophetic Quaker 

material was extracted, and the recent prophetic Quaker Job Scott was quoted . 
The affiliation went beyond text . Action was suggested and interpreted along 
early Quaker lines, which explained many of the 'eccentric' actions of the sect, 

and tenets, notably opposition to payment of church tithes, were ostentatiously 

maintained .  73 
Exotic as the sect may seem, in their attitudes concerning religious 

authority they were an expression of that major debate within nineteenth
century Quakerism:74 where did authority in religion ultimately reside? The 

departure point for the breakaway movement was conservative/ quietist princi

ples. For White Quakers authority was not in the Bible, since the devil was the 
'greatest scripturian in the world' .75 Evangelicals who maintained its primacy 
knew nothing of God and Christ beyond what was 'gathered in human wisdom 

and natural understanding of man which cannot know things of God.'76 White 
Quakers held to the 'Inward Light' tradition . For critics, their history illustrated 
the danger of this belief, which had exposed them to 'negligence, folly and 

crime'.77 Criticism of Quakerism during the controversy surrounding Greer's 



76 QUAKER STUDIES 

My Life (1851) identified the danger of the 'Inward Light' doctrine . Quaker and 

non-Quaker apologists evidently were too embarrassed by the sect to allude to 

them in their critique of Greer's distortions, but the Rev . E .  Nangle felt that the 

'fearful manifestation of evil' was but a doctrinal development. He noted that it 

should have been a new 'beacon' to the Society and was 'an added testimony 

that there is nothing in man to direct his steps; nor can he safely detract in any 

degree from the omnipotent authority of the written word of the living God.'7" 

Grubb's history oflrish Friends similarly represented White Quakerism as a per

version of the 'Inner Light' . 
Jacob was not advocating anarchy, but rather 'obedience' to this 'Inward 

Light' , and he condemned the eclipse of Quaker morality: 'If the light in thee 

becomes darkness, how great is that darkness .'7" He viewed free will and 

free-thought as 'infidelity'.  True earthly joy came through the 'leadings and 

guidance, prompting and restraints' of the Holy Spirit and not through reason, 

whose right place was 'subservient to revelation' ."0 Action had to be understood 

and presented as the result of a higher agency: 'we could not preach in our own 

wills, but in the Lord's way and time .'"' Belief in the 'Inward Light' meant a 

continued watchfulness for the Spirit's promptings . Jacob, as a traditionalist , felt 

'a thrill of horror' when he heard of any White Quaker speaking lightly or 

complacently 'of the smallest motion of God's spirit secretly manifested to them; 

which they have not faithfully attended to, and obeyed .'"' However, promptings 

might not originate in God. Jacob alluded to trials against opposing spirits, and 

noted that backsliders succumbed to the devil's temptations. This belief in a 
division between the spiritually enlightened and those in spiritual darkness was 

symbolised through plain white clothing and habitation, simple food, and 

domestic or agricultural occupation, expressed a division between the damned 
and those working for their salvation . It might be assumed that the White 
Quakers believed in the doctrine of original sin but Jacob believed this doctrine 

was ' cursed' ."' In stressing the 'Inward Light' , White Quakers were liable to charges 

of antinomianism, but the latter doctrine was not what Jacob advocated . 84 The 

White Quaker Rebecca Ridgway vehemently denied the ' Ranter' label as 

Ranters had been 

an immoral loose people who gave out, that what was sinful in others 

was not sin in themselves, and consequently they were guilty of many 

gross sins: they used to go into the Meetings of our early Friends singing 
and dancing."5 

The dreams that frequently figure in Progress of the Truth provided another source 

of guidance . They were carefully recorded and returned to, and represented an 

effort to continue Quaker traditions. It was important not to question their 

validity. For example, it was recorded: 'Ifi were to enter into reasoning with thee 
on these things, I might destroy the Lord's work and endanger my own soul .'"" 

Though denying the supremacy of Scripture, White Quakers were steeped 

in it, especially the Old Testament and Book of Revelation . Quotations from, or 
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echoes of, the Bible appeared throughout the sect's writings . This was partly a 
conscious effort to show that they were not heretics. Critics naturally thought 

this the clothing of hypocrites and sinners. Alighting on random passages of the 

Bible also provided guidance, a regular practice in Quakerism and the wider 

Protestant world. Dreams were recorded for their significance as warnings or 

comfort; difficulties could be interpreted as tests of obedience, as 'close trial and 

proving of faith'87 while complex tasks were embraced as 'crucifixions' . The 

Progress of the Truth gives numerous instances of personal testing by Jacob and 
others. He required members to demonstrate 'obedience beyond what 

worldlings are willing to yield' , and argued that: 

This people must be a separate people, not a mixed people; and to enable 

them to stand for the honour of God, they must go through the trials, 

siftings and provings that are appointed for their purification: that this 

temple may be holy."" 

Some of these tests appear perverse and cruel, such as the order given to a 

wealthy, aged Quakeress, to eat a bowl of 'stirabout' on the steps of the Bank of 

Ireland one winter's morning, dressed only in white calico with no shoes or 

stockings . This incident can be read as a cult-leader's attempt to humiliate, or at 

least to make humble, and break the will of a follower . However, it can be 

argued such a task may have been willingly undertaken. The Bank had also 

become the subject of Jacob's ire because he thought his gold coins were 

weighed dishonestly there . 89 His early followers were mostly unused to hard 

manual or menial work, and it was alleged that a 'delicate young lady' died 

because of overwork when ordered to wash clothes for the whole community.90 

Such acts curbed individual will, asserted leadership, and publicly expressed 

White Quaker values. 91 
The verdict of one close and critical observer indicates the group nature of 

the sect's discipline. It was a 'white nunnery' where recruits had to 'give up their 

own will, they must have no will of their own, and be subject one unto another, 

And give up even all their outward substance, every bit.'92 James ' Shepherd' 
Smith, an English radical, thought that though Jacob was professedly leader he 

actually 'exercises no perceptible authority .. . there is no appearance of any reg

ular system of government amongst them.'93 In fact there was, in the form of 

structures following Quaker practice, disciplinary meetings and procedures, such 

as private admonition, testifying and letters of disownment . Jacob's primacy is 

clear. The authority to command came from his prophetic status, as the servant 
of the Lord . Moreover, he was disingenuous when he denied that he was 'leader' 

of a sect because 'disunity' and damnation followed disobedience and question

ing of his authority. 94 
The anathematising and insults strikingly departed from the public face and 

reputation of Quakerism. In contrast to their continuing acts of private charity 

and philanthropy was their vehemence towar ds backsliders."5 Yet, although 

Joshua spoke in Progress of the Truth with supreme confidence about his mission, 
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there are indications of doubts and strug gles . For in the presentation of 'requir

ings', as the result of a struggle between two spirits, between good and evil, there 

was more than a wish to express a sense of drama."' In these moments of crisis 

Jacob was supported by his 'handmaid' Abigail Beale, and her importance should 

not be minimised . An obituary in the radical English paper The Spirit of the 

Times described her as 'the master-mind and guiding spirit of the White 

Quakers' ."7 Although the conclusion must be that Jacob was the leading figure, 

Beale's role deserves recognition and examination . This examination is placed in 

the context ofWhite Quaker ideas on gender."" 

WHITE QUAKERS, GENDER AND MARRIAGE 

Abigail Beale was a woman of strong resolve and moral courage, who assumed 

and was accorded the de facto position of second in authority to Jacob. She was 

required to play an important role in the sect's affairs when, following Jacob's 

refusal to return money belonging to his nephews and nieces, he was incarcer

ated in Four Courts prison (remaining there for four years and eight months). 

The prominence which she enjoyed as a result of her freedom of movement was 

supported by a conviction that 'by her faith, strength and beauty the true church 

will be enabled to cut off the head of the wicked one .'"" Abigail belonged to a 

prominent southern Irish Quaker family. She was the daughter of the manufac

turerWilliam Beale ofirishtown ( 1765 - 18 18) and his first wife Mary, a 'reli

gious young woman' who died shortly after Abigail's birth.'00 In 1799, William 

married his second wife, Elizabeth (nee Garratt), and the relationship between 

stepmother and stepdaughter was very close, as Elizabeth was a loyal supporter 
of ' Abby' and the sect. Abigail's dreams often featured Annegrove, her mother's 

house and a significant point of contention between the sect and male Quaker 

relations.'"' Her half-siblings Anne, Mary, William and Joseph were actors in the 

White Quaker drama. 

William Beale was concerned about the Society's moral state in his latter 

years, and from Progress of the Truth it is clear that his daughter was similarly, and 

deeply, concerned in the early 1830s, when Abigail supported a member who 

had been told to keep quiet in Meeting although the truth of his testimony had 

not been denied. 102 She returned gifts from a newly married relation, shocked 

at the vanity and worldliness displayed .103 She was also troubled by her brothers' 

behaviour towards her stepmother. These concerns were manifested in dreams 

which she interpreted at the time or revealed later in Progress of the Truth. The 

thirtieth part of Progress of the Truth, and significantly the longest number , was 

wholly devoted to a retelling of her 'trials and exercises'. As she dramatically 

recalled, she was rejected by the Quaker body 'for endeavouring to stand in the 

simple Testimony ofTruth.'The circumstances (summer 1836 - May 1839) were 

exhaustively detailed in the sixteenth part of Progress of the Truth."14 Abigail and 

two other women Overseers of the Waterford Monthly Meeting, Sarah Waring 
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and Anne Goouch, were disowned after being charged with bringing mischief 

into families, difference into the Meeting, trouble upon their own heads and 

meddling between a mother and daughter. One irritant had been Abigail's 

rigour against a 'swindler' of a respectable family who had impersonated another 

Quakeress, Rebecca Grubb, to obtain goods in London in 183 1 .105 If the sect's 

account is true then there was an attempt, on the part of members of the Men's 

Meeting and Elders, such as Sarah Allen and Elizabeth Strangman, to silence the 

Overseers and shield the wrongdoer. Goouch, Waring and Beale were accused 

of being unfit to judge the case, and it was alleged that Goouch was motivated 

by a spirit of vengeance in interfering in a quarrel between the mother and 

daughter, Elizabeth and Eliza Goouch, her relations. 

Abigail alleged defamation of character at her Women's Meeting but was 

treated as the transgressor and told to leave as a delinquent . The Meeting 

appealed to the men for support and force was used to prevent her attending 

the Meeting . Relatives appealed to her to make amends and own up to her guilt 

rather than embarrass them . 106 Disowned finally in May 1839, she was uncertain 

how to proceed in making her separation more publicly known, when she was 

visited by Joshua Jacob whose testimony she had accepted as 'sound doctrine' . 

In 1837, she defended these doctrines in correspondence with a conservative 

English Quaker, Lydia Barclay.107 At this time she had little personal acquain

tance with Jacob, when, according to his own account, he visited his cousin 

Isaac Jacob, her brother-in-law, with whom she was staying in spring 1839 

whilst recovering from an illness which weakened an 'already weakly frame'.10" 

Recovering, in late October 1839 she attended Meetings at Jacob's house in 

Nicholas Street, and visited him in Dublin gaol when he was incarcerated in 

November 1839. She established a Meeting at Waterford, 'in order publicly to 

manifest our dependance [sic] on holy help and protection', and rented a house 

to hold future Meetings . She organised a more public Meeting in Dublin in 

1840 and persuaded Jacob to reject 'outward matters', which he thought stood 

in the way. She felt the choice of house, at William Street, was a divinely 

appointed and irresistible act. 109 She arranged a separate graveyard at Little 

Newtown in 1840, purchasing the land on the community's behalf. Again, the 

choice of site was presented as a decision literally imposed physically on her, as 

the Lord's doing . 110 The sect's Dublin Monthly Meeting noted the 'increased 

weight' devolving upon her with Jacob's imprisonment, describing her as a 

'Mother in Israel, giving the portion of bread in due season, an Elder worthy of 

double honour, who travails for the living birth in souls .'111 As shown by this and 

other passages, she was identified by sect members (and critics) with Deborah, 

the only female 'Judge of Israel' Oudg . 4-5) who encouraged Barak's victory 

against the Canaanites. 112 She superintended work at the community house at 

Usher's Quay, and seemingly played a major part in life at Newlands until her 

death. 

Abigail was wealthy, having inherited a large sum of money from her father . 

Unfortunately, her brother Joseph refused to han d this over, and £800 was lost 

in his business's 'disgraceful failure' .113 His intransigence seems to have been a 
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punishment for her support for Jacob . This hostility was strengthened after the 

shame she bought to her non-White Quaker relations and the Quaker 

community through the 'marriage' which was so publicly discussed in Progress 

of the Truth. Her plight was echoed in the experiences of other White 

Quakeresses, deprived of property by sons and abused for disobedience to 

husbands and fathers.114 Male relations forcibly removed them from the 

community houses . One example of this was the experience of Abigail's sister 

Mary, who married Thomas Thacker Pim in 1826 . He was devastated when she 

joined the sect (acting as Jacob's amanuensis in prison) and, visiting her in 

February 1842, wanted to know how he could make amends and what would 

happen to the children. She evidently surprised herself by calmly receiving him 

as a stranger . Her request not to send the children to her at Mountmellick 

Meeting House demonstrated a sense of a higher duty, but critics saw it as 

another instance ofWhite Quaker immorality. 115 Joseph forced the Waterford 

White Quaker Meeting to read out a letter condemning her 'dereliction of 

maternal duty' and transformation from loving and affectionate wife . In 1843, 

Thomas could no longer tolerate the situation and she was forcibly taken from 
the sect's house. She then faced denunciations by her former White brethren . 

One of the sect's critics accused a visiting White Quakeress of being 'most 

flippant' and thinking herself'somebody' .  ''"The women, in public distribution 

of literature and refusal to accept warnings from policemen and magistrates, in 

their silent 'witness to the truth' outside opponents' homes and above all in their 

departure from their families, were acting in culturally unacceptable ways. 117 

It is easy to see the prominence of women in the sect's early years,"" as 

amounting to yet another sect where women especially were drawn to a 

charismatic male leader. 119 Critics treated them as Jacob's harem, while Abigail 

was presented as an aberration, an unnatural or misguided woman who had 

succumbed to Jacob's magnetism. He was described as 'a man travelling about 

making women leave their husbands and children' . White Quakeresses were 

'honest but Silley [sic] Women . . . made the dupes of cunning but designing 

men.''20 Information on his attitude to female involvement is limited, but it 

clearly was not conceived as concubinage. He was disgusted at one tract which 

condemned 'the advancement of woman in the scale of civil and religious 

society' , and identified its author as a non-Quaker because the Society had been 

most active in 'the work of reformation since the dark ages . . . to restore to 

woman her Christian rights and free privileges .'"' He also evidently agreed with 

feminist sentiments expressed in letters by Goodwyn and Catherine Barmby, 

and Anne Knight. 122 The community did attract at least one battered wife seek

ing shelter, and violence against women was never alleged against the sect.123 

The attitude towards family ties can also be examined. One White 

Quakeress acknowledged that 'it had been a great cross to her to separate from 

them, but she knew it was right and required of her.''24 Progress of the Truth 

reports several instances where relatives attempted to contact White Quaker 

siblings or parents, only to be rejected for having supported the expulsions from 

the Quaker body. 125 There were at least four attempts at abduction or 'rescue'. 
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The sect knew that Quakers 'cannot endure having our burial ground used,'126 

and the death of one prominent female member (Mary Ridgway) involved 

unpleasant attempts to undermine her wish to be buried there . 127 Samuel Jacob 

followed his brother in 'divorcing' his wife Elizabeth when she was unable to 

accept the community life . 12" Others divorced spouses for the same reason. It 

was seen as an 'imperative duty' because husband and wife needed to be a 'heav

enly kindred' and a 'bond of union'.129 This was different to 'free love', with 

which the sect has occasionally been associated. 1 30 Had White Quaker wives and 

husbands been in harmony, this formulation probably would not have emerged. 

Crucially, the White Quaker doctrine on divorce was presented not as 'freedom' 

from rules, but as a response to God's inviolable command. In the absence of a 

specific divine command it remained adultery, and was not to be justified by 

self-centred criteria, such as personal happiness. 

The twentieth part of Progress of the Truth was prefaced by a statement that 

primeval man 'never looked upon the woman with delight, neither the woman 

desired the man but in the movings of God's holy Spirit in the divine mind and 

will .' Christian redemption restored this 'happy state' and was the only ground 

of 'true and sacred marriage' . The entire number was a reprinting of Francis 

Rous' The Mystical Marriage.131 White Quakers maintained that marriage and 

sexuality were divine requirings, and rejected the socialist-turned-mystic 

William Galpin's attempt to connect them with celibate American Shakerism. 

A poem published in the Owenite New Moral World praised 'wedded Love' as the 

'true source/ of human offspring' , and maintained, against allegations of 

polygyny, that it was the 'sole propriety /In paradise of all things common else.'132 

The 'marriage' to Abigail Beale, at least initially in 1843 - 44, does not seem to 

have been consummated, 133 but Jacob's subsequent marriage, after Abigail's 

death, demonstrates his continued opposition to celibacy. 134 Allegations of pub

lic displays of nudity, apparently spread by opponents in order to discredit them, 

naturally encouraged a view of the sect as a group of morally (or mentally) 

unstable people. 135 White Quaker denials failed to silence these stories, which 

remain attached to them. 

COMMERCE AND CAPITALISM 

The sect's attitude to commerce and communism is a further topic of interest . 

Barmby recognised them as the 'Communist Church in Ireland' . Community 

of goods was an important tenet, and demonstrated the return to 'primitive 

Christianity'."" To further this, the auctioning of new members' goods was 

encouraged . This tested the commitment of wealthy supporters who had much 

to give up, publicly witnessed the Truth and secured funds . For example, 

Elizabeth Pim's auction of luxury items, such as mahogany furniture and delft

ware, in February 1844, was announced as 'For the Honour of Truth' .1 37 Anne 

Isaac Jacob was 'divorced' by the sect for refusing to sell her goods. She justified 
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her opposition on the grounds that selling luxurious goods to others was incon
sistent with rejection of worldly goods, as destruction was more moral .13" The 

'Community of goods' joined other beliefs condemnatory of a capitalist and 

commercial life which Quakers had embraced and excelled in. Jacob's appren

ticeship had convinced him of the 'pernicious' effect of bills, and he refused to 

issue them in his own business . 139 A dream set in Dublin Bay (recalled in 1843), 

reflected his condemnation of practices condoned by Quakers: the word 
' Grab-all' expressed its mood when he 'reviewed' it .140 He kept several tracts 

which expressed others' uneasiness about 'mammonism' in the Society of 

Friends.141 

The question of late hours in the retail trade was raised in a letter by an 
English supporter and elicited a characteristic response . As a tradesman, Jacob 

had supported 'a large family of small children, apprentices, clerks, and servants' , 
and considering his long hours of toil an 'evil' , he: 

did not wait in the vain hope that my neighbours would be convinced 

or converted from this evil practice, under the fear that one penny might 
be turned from my door in their pockets, if I did that which I knew to 

be right or try to combine with them to persuade the public to come 

and purchase at a more suitable hour; but I took up my cross, that is the 

death of the will wherefrom the new birth is in continual operation and 

shut my doors on all occasions and times, when higher duties called, hav

ing dominion over the love of gain. For this cause my Heavenly Father . . .  

blessed me in basket and in store, in all things that I put my hands unto 
into faith . . .  142 

This indicates again his piety-infused commercial habits before the sect was 

formed, and expresses well his self-confidence and willingness to oppose 

normal behaviour. Faith was put in God, not in shopkeepers' combinations or 

public conscience . Another published criticism of capitalism came from 

Rebecca Ridgway . She condemned factories and joint-stock capitalism as 

human inventions that disrupted a divine order and economy, which required 

domestic work rather than combination in large factories 'to the destruction of 

health and morals' . Modern industrialism, although defended on grounds of 

national improvement and advance, oppressed the poor and made honest labour 

redundant . 143 Another White Quakeress condemned steam travel and all 

machinery, and hoped for the 'true simplicity of life and manners' when man 

was restored 'to a pastoral life' . 144 
The White Quaker utopia involved menial domestic work, since it was 

'inconsistent with the simplicity and purity of the gospel of Christ, not to 
labour with our own hands!145 This was one reason why they shocked 
respectable Quakers. One opponent ironically asked, after observing an inmate 
making the kitchen fire at William Street, 'was not that nice work for a 
respectable man's son' .146 Notions of respectability and distinctions belonged to 
the devil; the simple and industrious were not mean. 147 Servants were unneces-

GREGORY THE WHITE QUAKERS OF IRELAND 83 

sary, though as converts they were in evidence at William Street and Pound 
Street. Tips represented lust for material gratification and White Quakers 
publicly displayed their 'conscientious scruple' against giving money to others' 
servants for their services, and issued a circular condemning the practice . 14" 

White Quakerism did not present itself initially as a social reform movement 
but was to be so advertised by supporters .  Community in goods could be seen 
as social justice, and Jacob's conscience had been stirred 'on account of my poor 
fellow mortals there in their neglected situation,' during a brief incarceration in 
Four Courts gaol in 1839.149Yet poverty per se was no virtue: 'Thou shalt not 
respect the poor more than the rich in judgement [sic] .' 150 Personal responsibil
ity had to be exercised and a drunkard who abused their charity had the truth 
about his family's plight extracted from him by Jacob. 

THE PUBLIC REPUTATION OF THE SECT: SOME BRIEF COMMENTS 

Though limited in numbers, White Quakers acquired wide notoriety through 
violent and provocative language and bizarre, or allegedly immoral, behaviour . 
Press coverage, beyond local newspapers, included the English ultra-radical and 

national press. Articles appeared in the Concordium's journal, The New Age, and 
other progressive journals, such as the widely read Family Herald, Joseph Barker's 
The People, and Howitt's Journal (produced by the Quaker William Howitt). The 
Times was outraged but recognised that the sect's activity made interesting read

ing.151 Reports built on, and were supplemented by, the sect's own literature, dis
tributed in the streets ofWhite Quaker towns, and sent to 'influential people' by 
English supporters, especially Barmby.152 Thus the Earl of Stanhope, the Duke of 

Wellington, Thomas Carlyle and the organisers of the Society for Promoting Self

Supporting Institutions upon Christian Principles received tracts. 153 Barmby distrib
uted literature in the streets of London and sent material to Scotland, Wales, 
Switzerland and the United States.154 Progress cif the Truth records close links with 
Barmby and communication with the 'Concordists' at their community at Ham 

Common, Surrey. 155 Barmby, followers and associates visited Usher's Quay, while 
Hugh Doherty, the Fourierist, visited Jacob in prison.156 The Newlands com

munity was visited separately by the socialist-Concordists William Galpin157 and 
Alexander Campbell, the socialist Isaac Ironside, 15" Robert Owen himself 59 and 

Joseph Barker .160 

CONCLUSION 

The research on which this article is based has attempted to examine the sect 

in detail, piece together a chronology, uncover the sect's relations with other 

groups, and identify the purely apocryphal, such as the allegations of nudity. The 

picture remains shadowy.  At the centre remains the enigma of the sect's founder . 

What was Joshua Jacob like? Contemporary opinion was divided between those 

who thought he was a charlatan and those who thought he was a self-deluding 
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religious fanatic . He was undoubtedly a bigot who anathematised dissenters 

(many of whom, of course, were relations), or well-meaning critics. 16 1  Critics did 

not exaggerate the violence of the sect's own literature as these ' Publishers of 

the Truth' refused to temper their language. The tranquillity pervading Newlands 

community in 1847 struck the prominent Dublin antislavery worker Richard 

Webb as an incredible change, while Barker's account of a visit in 1850 suggests 

this peace was short-lived and that a confrontational stance remained. According 

to Webb's son, Jacob harboured 'delusions' until his death. 102 

What does White Quakerism represent? Greer and others rightly saw it as 
an attempt, at least originally, at returning to early Quakerism. It was conserva

tive and inward-looking rather than a progressive utopianism and ought not to 

be linked (pace Barbara Taylor) with Barmby's and the Concordists' cerebralism 

and romanticism. 16 3  Indeed, the sect made no claims to novelty or innovation. 

The original followers were 'chie fly interested for the prosperity and purity of 

their own little corner of mount Zion.''" Several features, which now make 

Progress <if the Truth seem odd, notably 'stories of Quaker miracles, dreams, 

portents, revelations, and prophecies' , were certainly not intellectual or roman

tic in inspiration. Rather, they were orthodox if old-fashioned. 165 Moreover, the 

conservative impulse continued. Jacob's nephew, another Joshua Jacob ( 1840 -
83) attempted to maintain simplicity or conservatism against evangelicalism, and 

was visited by one of the schismatic 'Fritchley Friends' , a conservative English 

group emerging in the early 1860s. White Quaker tenets, theological and phys

iological, were echoed by Charles Allen Fox ( 1849 - 1929), an English Quaker 
disowned in the late-nineteenth century."" 

White Quakerism was not inaugurated with notions of returning to an 

Enlightenment-inspired primitive state of society. Notoriety, and the need or 

desire to find friends and converts transformed the sect's public face. An impor

tant factor in the transformation was the reprinting of Barmby's writings in 

Progress of the Truth. Old Quaker radicalism, in attacking the habits of the ungod

ly, particularly the injunction ' Be not conformed to this world' , found echoes in 

Barmbyite attacks on the established church and contemporary social relation

ships. When Joshua and Abigail Jacob were reviled for their 'marriage' , Barmby's 

enthusiastic support was welcome. But Joshua was cautious about examining 

Barmby's writing and appreciated their differences when they finally met.167 It 

is clear, from Joshua Jacob's later comments on Barmby and other English 

socialists and radicals, that the identified points of common interest that these 

people explored proved to have different bases in reality. Yet observers would 

have been forgiven for thinking otherwise given the extent of Barmbyite mate

rial placed in Progress of the Truth. Newlands certainly represented developments 

of 'physical puritan' ideas paralleled elsewhere, but these were in keeping with 

beliefs and practice already espoused by the sect. The new 'requirings' of a sect, 

whose core principle was the Inward Light, were often, as this study has indi
cated, conscious echoes of earlier Quaker radicalism. 

White Quakers were remembered for their alleged sexual radicalism, a free

lave reputation based on the divorce of Sarah Jacob and other unsympathetic 
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spouses, and suggested by false reports of public nudity. Greer wrote of a 'most 

monstrous indelicacy and licentiousness' supported by texts such as 'to the pure 

all things are pure' which justified Jacob 'whenever he inclined to honour any 

of his female followers with a temporary preference.''6" Looking back twenty 
years, the American Unitarian Moncure Conway described them as a 'sort of 

free-love Quaker monastery' with a following due to the 'excited condition of 

those times.'169 Observers identified them with both Owenite free-love and an 

earlier Protestant antinomianism. 170 The Rev. J. H. Blunt described them in his 

Dictionary of Sects ( 1874) as ' Antinomians of the worst description . . .  cloaking 

villainy in the most sanctimonious language.'171 This was unfair. However unat

tractive to contemporaries Jacob's behaviour was: his public judgement on 

'backsliding Quakers' at their funerals before the schism, his treatment of his 

wife, disruptive testimony in 'steeple houses' , his ostentatious use of Quaker 

habits such as the 'steadfast' look and silence, the language used by the sect in its 

anathemas - he was not a villain. Though his 'marriage' to Abigail, and his sub

sequent marriage at Newlands laid him open to accusations of 'lewdness' ,  his 

ideas on marriage and sexuality were not ruses to gain sexual partners. The 

con flict stimulated an interpretation of marital and other bonds for which exist

ing authorities, above all conscience, could be found. 

In contrast to radicals' interest in them in the 'excited condition of those 

times' , their influence on Irish Quakerism outside their affiicted families has 

been viewed as limited. The short-term impact was probably stronger than later 

Quakers appreciated. Jacob's followers after all were socially significant mem

bers: 'steady Friends' and 'pillars' of the Society whose separation had been 

shocking. Their strength of feeling about treatment by former family members 

and friends was expressed in a propaganda campaign which was unprecedented 

in Irish Quakerism. They convulsed Irish Quakerism 'to such an extent that 

they formed the staple subject of the gossip at quarterly Meetings, and all 

occasions when it is customary or proper for people to gossip at all.'172 Decades 

afterwards, implicated families would not talk about them.173 Jacob's great niece 

recalled that her grandmother, who had been a White Quaker, 'during the years 

of my early childhood never mentioned them in my hearing .'174 Their con

tinued infamous reputation is shown in a letter from one early twentieth 

century Quaker historian to another wherein it was suggested that, because of 

'loose views' about marriage, 'much care may be needful in introducing their 

names into the [Quaker historical] Journal or reference to their practise.'175 

Greer claimed they inaugurated a more severe discipline in the Dublin 

Monthly Meeting which outlasted the schism."' A response of resistance to 

'constructive change' and fear of open discussion was a danger."' It is doubtful 

whether in the longer term the schism helped reform Irish Quakerism through 

simplifications in living (as Joshua's great niece suggested), which might have 

'given a little leaven to the main body of Friends in Ireland,' as extremism and 

notoriety made the episode a subject of shame."" Isabel Grubb, breaking silence 

on events which had pained the Society, thought the experience may have been 

a catalyst for a softening of response to offenders within the Society. She 
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charitably note d that 'at least they attempte d to live their religion , an d not only 
to theorise about it.' 179 

This is a just assessment of an experiment which disturbe d contemporaries 

within the Irish an d En glish Quaker communities , an d the wi der Irish an d 
British society. White Frien ds challenge d their age with their well-publicise d 

activities an d beliefs. They un dermine d the marriage bon d when they believe d 
there to be a dultery of spirit ; questione d familial duty when set against the 
deman d  of the Truth in an age of ' respectability' , cult of the family an d supreme 
parental authority ; an d they publicly con demne d other authorities , notably the 

Catholic Church , the Church of Irelan d, the legal profession an d the police. 

They interprete d Christianity as an injunction to communism , rejecte d 

commercial an d capitalist practices accepte d by the Quaker mainstream , and in 
their dietary ,  costume an d general aesthetics they were attempting to be worthy 
successors to early Frien ds. Thus , observers were mistaken when they i dentifie d 
the sect with fashioning the 'new moral worl d' of the Owenites an d others ,  for 
they set out to restore an ol d moral worl d. 
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8 Burke, W. P., History of Clonmel, Waterford: Clonmel Library Committee, 1907, p. 297. 

9 Gordon, A., 'Joshua Jacob', Dictionary of National Biography, London: 1921 - 22 edition, vol. 1 0, 
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and life is provided in Progress 39, pp. 64-65 (by George Ruby, follower of the Fourierist Hugh 

Doherty). Further descriptions by Ruby were given on pp. 66-67 (reprinted with additional 
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30 Primary accounts ofNewlands include: 'Singular Sects: a day with the White Quakers', Howitt's 

Journal, 38 (18 September 1 847), p. 18;  an account summarised in letter with commentary, by . 
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32 For examples of abductees, see Progress, 6, pp. 36-38 (Mary Pim); 7, pp. 22-23 (Anne Goouch); 

40, pp. 6-8 (Rebecca Roberts) . 

33 Abigail died in 1 849 
34 For reference to the re-burial of many of his followers who died young between 1843 - 50, see 

Boylan, 'Joshua Jacob', p. 35 1 .  

3 5  Progress, 6 ,  p. 45. 

36 Progress, 40, pp. 19-21 (p. 19). 
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and office-bearers: surely an allusion to the disownment of White Quakers (Inquirer, November 

1838, p.350). In its review of the conservative Irish Friend (published in Belfast) it appositely 
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Inward Light as the 'grand fundamental of White Quakerism' (unpaginated, p. 4). 

78 Nangle, E.,  Letter upon Quakerism, or, Truth and Error, London: Wertheim and Macintosh, 1 855, 

p. 25. Quaker/pro-Quaker responses to Greer's Quakerism; or the Story of My Life consulted 
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109 Progress, 4, pp. 56-57. 
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1 2 1  Progress, 33, p. 17 .The 24 page tract which attacked Barmby and White Quakers was A Voice of 

Warning against Socialism (or A Voice against the In_fidel and Profligate Writings �f Some of those Called 

'Socialists'). This was allegedly by 'Eunice', but probably by John Ouseley Bonsall, a Methodist 

preacher living in Dublin, who sent anti-White Quaker tracts and letters to the sect and its sup

porters. 
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142 Joshua Jacob to H. D. Griffiths, reprinted i n  Griffiths' letter to Lloyd's l#ekly London Newspaper, 
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1843, p. 6; 27 October; 30 November 1843, p. 5; 18 September 1844, p. 7. 
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