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Grindletonianism reconsidered 
Several Northern Quakers openly admitted to having a ‘Grindletonian’ past – most notably, 

Francis Howgill. But they never tell us what that meant to them.  

The authorities associated Grindletonianism with Prescillianism, the doctrine, perhaps from 

Gnosticism or Manicheanism, in which light is imprisoned in Man by material darkness. In 

the early 1640s Robert Towne was still having to defend himself from such accusations.  

[But note that Towne’s reference to the Grindletonians is far from clear in its grammar. I 

have made a point of not modifying the punctuation.] 

 

“Whereas I Robert Towne, clerke, now curate of Heywood chapel in the County of 

Lancaster, have been charged to hold the opinion of the Priscilianists and Antinomians, and 

in these parts by some called Grindletonians I do hereby professe that I hould no such 

opinion, but doe utterly renounce and disclaime the same.” – ‘Bury Classis’. Not quite the 

approach taken in ‘Reassertion of Grace’! 

In 1626 Brierley was involved in a dispute in York between the minister for Escrick, Thomas 

Squire and his own co-translator, Richard Tennant. Squire accused Tennant of sympathies 

with ‘Familism’ and ‘Grindletonianism’, later requesting that all records were burned. 

Brierley may well have written ‘On Christian Libertie’ from York in that year: 
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In the context of the Squire- Tennant dispute, it rather suggests that he could not see the 

fundamental differences between the two sides of the argument, rigorous Calvinistic 

behaviour not being in antipathy to unearned Grace. It seems counterintuitive but is a 

position not fundamentally different to Oliver Heywood’s comments on Aiglin, Coore and 

Daniel Towne.  

 
But the ripples from Grindleton extended far further than York or Bingley. 
 
Shortly before Brierley died, John Wilson, Puritan minister in Boston, Massachusetts had 

found himself with a rival, John Cotton. Geographically Cotton had moved from the other 

Boston but we do not know how far he had moved theologically – and, perhaps not as far as 

Bozeman contends. He may not have had to.  

For Puritanism was full of holes – ones inverting its internal logic. Cotton, on the face of it, 

was a follower of the same Precisianism as Greenham and Perkins. But he spotted a 

problem: when Luther had broken from Rome, Protestantism had been clear, Election was 

sola fides – ‘only Faith’. So, what was this obsessive care with daily behaviour? Cotton 

started to add caveats into his sermons which brought Antinomianism to life. His talk of the 

‘Seal of the Spirit’ was repeated by Hutchinson. Initially Cotton defended her but, by March 

1638, he too saw her as a heretic – even though much of what she said was rooted in his 

own teachings.  

Hutchinson’s accusers knew what they were talking about. John Winthrop used a particular 

word to describe her: ‘Grindletonian’. Winthrop spoke of Grindletonianism far from 

ignorantly and his son’s communications with John Everard may have influenced that. 

Anne’s arch-enemy, Thomas Shepherd was worse: he once “did question whether that 

glorious estate [of Grindleton] might not be the truth”.  
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Amongst the Antinomians were the Dyers. Years later Mary would be hanged as a Quaker 

after her time in the North of England. William, her husband, had been apprenticed at St. 

Michael’s Crooked Lane where Shaw had had a regular lecture spot on a Wednesday 

evening. Another accused, Martha Collins acknowledged that she too had had previous 

contact with Shaw.  

In 1637 the colony decided to introduce tight immigration restrictions aimed at stemming 

an influx of new Grindletonian migrants from England. It was the year that Brierley died and 

was buried at his chapel in Burnley. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


