
Towne, Shaw and Post-Familism in London in the 1620s and 1630s 
Robert Towne, Brierley’s Halifax co-preacher, is not an easy man to pin down! I tried to fit 

him into a Burnley family but Oliver Heywood insisted he was “Yorkshire plebeian”. Exactly 

from when he and Brierley were working together depends on your dating of Halifax. If you 

go with my date, it must have been at some point before 1619. Pickering goes for 1623.  

That is extraordinary in itself because by the second half of the 1620s, Towne was in 

London. Towne’s disputes accord well with Thomas Gataker’s comments implying February 

1630 was the peak of the Antinomian argument in London. Towne was brought before the 

High Commission and suspended in June 1629 but he managed to convince the authorities 

of his essential orthodoxy, evidenced by the fact that he was able to go back to preaching 

the supremacy of the Gospel over the Law. 

From 1633 he was at a variety of locations including Ossington (in Nottinghamshire) as well 

as Accrington, Heywood, Todmorden, Heptonstall, Elland and Haworth. It may be the 

inspiration for John Webster’s conversion was his arrival in Accrington in 1635 for later, 

Webster would write the introduction to ‘Reassertion of Grace’. 

Peter Shaw we know more about. Born in Radcliffe, the son of Lawrence, Puritan member 

of the Lancashire Exercises, Shaw was ordained priest in September 1625, becoming curate 

of Ashton-under-Lyne.  

He soon tired of that. Within a few years he turned up in London too, placing himself in an 

extraordinary position: using his connections with mainstream Puritans to obtain regular 

preaching posts whilst becoming involved with the decaying structure of the Family of Love. 

Shaw may have managed to fuse the interests of the Post-Familists, Northern Antinomians 

and the other wing of East Anglian Antinomians who followed John Eaton and who were 

also in London.  

By 1629 he was right in the authorities’ sites. That should have been no surprise given that 

he had declared (whether subsequently qualified or not) that the Bible “is not the Word of 

God”.  



 

In 1627 John Etherington (box-maker, pipe-manufacturer, conventicle leader), was brought 

to Paul’s Yard to be given a show-trial by Stephen Dennison, a nominal Puritan with 

establishment links. Etherington is just about the only bridge we have between the London 

underground in this era and Familism pre-1580. Before him we have only initials: T.L.  

We do not know when the split between the Mount and the Valley took place. Etherington 

may predate it or not; he may even have caused it and dating is complicated by his earlier 

Anabaptist adherence.  

Whoever T.L. was, Etherington was responsible for bringing his writings back to life 

including, the apocalyptic pamphlet, ‘Babylon is fallen’. 

 



 

‘White Wolf’ (Dennison’s recounting of events) distinguished between several factions of 

‘Familists’ at Etherington’s denunciation: Castalian (after Castellion?), ‘Gringletonian’ (sic), 

Of the Mountains, Of the Valley, Of the Caps and the Scattered Flock (evidenced 

independently by English Anabaptists in Holland).   
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A decade later, cutler, Giles Creech, who had been directly involved with the Mount and 

had done the full round of underground conventicles, decided to report the Familists at 

Lambeth. He would not have known but he was not the first:  Lambeth already had an 

informant. Creech knew her too and trotted out her name – Jane Farthing (or Farthing 

Jane). She had led them to her near neighbours, the Cloth Fair perfumers, Callow and Cox. 

Sir John Lamb was more interested in in the ministry which had fallen for similar ideas, 

convinced that Thomas Hodges ran a conventicle called, ‘The Hodgekin’ (for which there is 

currently little further evidence although Hodges was much admired by Robert Towne). But 

Lamb’s central concern was John Everard who had been operating a private conventicle for 

two nobles: Mulgrave and Holland. 

Creech was young, still apprenticed (that lasted seven years and often started at 14); the 

scribes barely kept up with him.  



 

Lamb had to intervene to record the most important findings: the underground had got hold 

of the Theologia via barber-gone-bookseller, Edward Fisher, it had been translated by one 

Brierley or Tennant, a minister from ‘Grendleton’ and gone via a scrivener, Woolstone (the 

Chancery Lane Valleyist), to Everard, who had been undertaking a translation for his noble 

acquaintances. Fisher may have arrived in London in 1630. So, did he ‘get it translated’ 

before or after that date?  

The Everard investigation was at an advanced stage, his house in Fulham already raided. 

As a result of the Creech investigations, he received another fine: an unimaginable £1,000! 

He was again awaiting trial when he fell sick and he seems to have died around January 

1640/41 although the identification of his burial is problematic. 

 

 


