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Sidelights	on	the	History	and	Personality	of	the	Venerable	William	Clowes	

Chapter	IV	
	

Transcription	of	Article	in	the	Primitive	Methodist	Magazine	by	J.T.	Horne	
	
We	can	hardly	realise	that	the	Venerable	Clowes	was	ever	a	prominent	actor	in	such	coarse	
amusements;	and	if	his	own	statements	had	not	been	confirmed	from	other	sources	we	might	be	
inclined	to	treat	them	as	highly	coloured	narrations	for	the	purpose	of	magnifying	the	“grace	of	
God”	in	his	salvation.	But	contemporary	writers	describe	such	exhibitions	as	a	common	feature	of	
that	day:	and	the	old	people	in	and	around	Tunstall	still	tell	of	the	gay	and	reckless	young	man	with	a	
morbid	relish	for	such	scenes	and	enjoyments.	When	we	contrast	this	picture	with	what	we	know	of	
the	successful	Evangelist	in	after	days	we	see	the	splendid	spiritual	victory	he	gained	when	he	turned	
from	the	evil	to	the	good.	The	skilful	athlete	became	the	leader	of	a	heroic	band	of	sinewy-bodied,	
devout	souled,	singing,	praying,	rejoicing	evangelists	who	have	won	our	lasting	and	loving	
remembrance.	All	the	characteristics	reappear	in	the	new	sphere	as	he	goes	forth	to	waken	the	
masses	of	his	slumbering	countrymen	and	lead	them	to	the	higher	realms	of	a	nobler	life.	Such	a	fact	
makes	us	sympathise	with	the	German	poet	when	he	wrote:-	

“Everything	inferior	is	a	higher	in	the	making,	
Everything	hateful	is	a	coming	beautiful,	
And	everything	evil	is	a	coming	good.”	

	
There	is	still	living	at	Crewe	a	niece	of	William	Clowes,	whose	husband,	Mr.	Enoch	Wood,	is	one	of	
the	oldest	local	preachers	on	the	Crewe	First	Circuit.	(Note:	See	pictures	in	Chapter	III.)	Mrs.	Wood	
gave	us	many	interesting	incidents	connected	with	her	uncle,	and	amongst	them	a	version	of	the	
Martinmas	feast	at	Burslem,	which	is	mentioned	in	Davison’s	Life.	She	said	it	was	a	custom	with	the	
master-potters	to	provide	a	feast	for	the	workmen	when	they	commenced	a	fresh	year	of	service.	At	
this	particular	feast	Clowes’	uncle,	Joseph	Wedgwood,	honoured	his	nephew	by	selecting	him	as	his	
partner	in	the	dance	which	followed	the	supper.	The	sprightly,	elastic	movements,	of	the	young	man	
created	in	the	master	an	ecstasy	of	admiration,	and	hearing	some	coppers	jingle	in	his	pocket,	he	
called	out	“Throw	them	out,	Bill,	throw	them	away,	and	for	every	piece	of	copper	I’ll	give	you	an	
piece	of	gold.”		
	
We	have	tried	to	get	further	information	respecting	that	wonderful	scene	in	the	Burslem	Town	Hall,	
when	Clowes	was	so	overwhelmed	with	fear	that	he	left	the	company	of	dancers	and	ran	home.	
Quoting	from	his	Journal,	he	says;	“finding	my	parents	in	bed	I	hastened	up	the	stairs	and	told	them	
my	alarms.	Hastily	they	arose	and	judging	that	my	complaint	was	an	attack	of	colic,	my	father	gave	
me	some	gin	and	the	smoke	of	tobacco	which	were	conveyed	down	my	throat.”	From	such	
treatment	he	received	no	relief.	Evidently	they	had	mistaken	the	nature	of	his	malady,	and	
administered	improper	remedies,	for	it	was	a	disease	which	repentance	and	remorse	could	not	cure.	
Recent	psychology	has	found	great	use	for	the	word	“threshold”	as	a	symbolic	designation	for	the	
point	at	which	one	state	of	mind	passes	into	another.	Using	this	symbol	we	may	speak	of	Clowes	at	
this	time	as	approaching	the	“threshold”	of	the	better	life.	Rev.	T.	Guttery	writing	of	this	incident	
says:	“there	was	a	self	that	found	some	satisfaction	in	drunkenness	and	revelry,	in	the	loud	oath,	the	
vile	jest,	the	mad	excitement,	the	brutal	fight	-	and	yet	another	self	which	was	imprisoned,	and	
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dashed	itself	against	its	bars,	and	refused	the	vile	things	offered	for	its	hunger	-	between	the	two	the	
man	was	tortured.	Better,	far	better	this,	than	a	dead	insensibility	in	wrong	”	(p.	18).	Wishful,	if	
possible	to	learn	more	of	the	details	of	this	incident,	we	made	special	inquiries	of	Mrs.	Thelwell,	and	
read	to	her	the	paragraph	in	the	“Journal”	in	which	Clowes	gives	his	graphic	description	of	his	
experience.	Her	reply,	given	from	my	notes,	may	be	of	interest:	“My	memory	is	not	as	good	for	
details	as	it	was,	but	I	distinctly	remember	father	speaking	of	that	Town	Hall	dance.	I	have	often	told	
you	that	father	and	Clowes	were	bosom	friends,	and	I	have	sometimes	thought	that	they	knew	each	
other’s	inner	life.	Clowes	said	that	the	feeling	came	over	him	that	he	was	utterly	lost.	He	tried	in	
many	ways	to	quiet	his	conscience,	but	it	would	not	be,	the	feeling	would	always	return.	He	could	
not	rest.	The	thought	came	to	him	‘this	sin	will	damn	me,’	and	he	became	so	miserably	tormented	
that	he	felt	he	must	get	away.	The	dreadful	evilness	of	the	place	seemed	to	be	‘suffocating’	him.	He	
could	not	dance	for	he	was	so	weighted	with	a	sense	of	his	sin	that	he	was	unable	to	take	a	step,	and	
there	was	nothing	for	him	but	to	steal	out	of	the	room	and	get	away	as	best	he	could.	Father	told	me	
much	more	but	that	is	all	I	can	remember.”	
	
Here	we	have	an	‘interesting	incident	from,	possibly,	the	only	one	able	to	give	us	reliable	
information	on	the	subject.	This	supplementary	presentation	evidences	that	Clowes	felt	that	he	had	
reached	a	crisis	when	he	must	resolutely	turn	his	back	upon	his	favourite	pastimes,	and	flee	-	
whither?	“I	ran	home.”	To	whom	should	the	troubled	child	go	but	to	his	parents?	The	result	was	
failure.	No	gin,	no	tobacco	smoke	would	satisfy	the	soul's	demands.	Every	pound	of	flesh	“must	be	
soaked	with	all	its	blood.”	The	subtlest	forms	of	suffering	known	to	man	are	connected	with	the	
humiliations	incidental	to	the	soul’s	transgressions.	The	slowly	but	steadily	broadening	light	coming	
to	him	was	revealing	the	unsatisfying	nature	of	his	pursuits;	and	a	work	was	in	progress	in	the	
groundwork	of	this	being	which	made	his	soul	a	battlefield	on	which	his	spiritual	destiny	was	being	
fought.	Mrs.	ThelwelI’s	statement	lifts	for	a	moment	the	curtain	at	the	window	of	his	personality,	
and	shows	us	a	scene	much	like	a	picture	of	the	Rontgen	rays.	There	is	a	skeleton	-	a	glimpse	of	a	
great	interior	-	about	which	we	should	like	to	know	more.	We	may	snatch	other	glimpses	as	we	
proceed.	
	
Clowes’	second	term	of	
apprenticeship	terminated	about	his	
twentieth	year,	by	which	time	he	had	
become	an	expert	craftsman.	If	he	
had	chosen	to	give	attention	to	his	
work,	he	was	well	able	to	earn	such	a	
wage	that	he	could	reasonably	
undertake	the	financial	
responsibilities	of	a	home.	We	have	
seen	how	the	gloom	had	settled	on	
his	soul,	and	even	while	he	laughed	
and	quaffed	his	cups,	he	felt	that	his	
spiritual	fate	had	knocked	all	the	
pleasure	out	of	his	life.	Still	he	might	be	rescued	by	marriage,	and	he	was	ready	to	make	any	
experiment	that	promised	him	relief.	Marriage	might	help	him	to	free	himself	from	his	evil	courses	
and	companions,	and	although	not	the	highest	conception	of	the	relationship	it	very	probably	was	
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the	motive	which	prompted	him.	About	this	time	he	became	acquainted	with	a	young	woman	
named	Hannah	Rogers,	residing	with	her	mother	at	Tunstall.	There	is	not	much	known	respecting	
her	family.	Mrs.	Wood	told	us	that	she	had	a	brother,	Cyrus	Rogers,	who	lived	in	America	Street,	
Tunstall.	The	story	of	Clowes’	courtship	and	marriage	is	full	of	romance.	As	given	to	us,	it	seems	to	
sweep	everything	aside	until	love	is	made	to	reach	its	unquenchable	desire.	The	story	may	contain	
an	element,	largely	the	production	of	afterthought,	but	we	give	it	as	told	to	us.	The	friends	of	
Hannah	Rogers,	knowing	the	character	which	Clowes	bore	in	the	district,	strongly	counselled	her	to	
break	off	the	acquaintance,	as	they	prophesied	nothing	but	calamity	if	she	wedded	such	a	profligate.	
The	would-be-bride	was	very	seriously	considering	the	wisdom	of	accepting,	and	acting	on	their	
advice;	and	had	even	promised	to	turn	her	thoughts	elsewhere.	But	before	the	critical	hour	arrived	
for	her	to	speak	to	Clowes	she	“dreamed	a	dream,”	in	which	she	saw	William	Clowes	as	her	future	
husband,	and	a	changed	man.	He	had	reached	a	position	of	great	influence,	and	the	world	was	the	
better	because	of	his	life.	His	name	and	work	were	the	theme	of	public	approval.	She	kept	this	
dream	to	herself,	and	pondering	over	it	resolved	to	take	her	own	course,	and	in	due	time	she	
became	his	wife.	Such	is	the	story	for	what	it	is	worth.	It	seems	to	twist	our	theories	of	life,	scorns	
the	wisdom	of	the	wise	and	the	folly	of	the	foolish,	and	can	only	be	a	modern	version	of	the	old	
saying	“Love	is	stronger	than	death.”	The	marriage	was	celebrated	in	the	old	Parish	Church	of	
Newcastle-under-Lyme,	by	the	Rector,	the	Rev.	John	Fernyhough,	and	the	following	is	a	copy	of	the	
entry	which	we	have	taken	from	the	Parish	Register:-	
“William	Clowes	of	the	Parish	of	Stoke,	Potter:	Hannah	Rogers	of	the	said,	were	married	in	this	
Church	by	Banns	this	28th	day	of	July	in	the	year	one	Thousand	eight	Hundred,	by	me	John	
Fernyhough,	Minister.	This	Marriage	was	solemnized	between	us,	William	Clowes	and	X	in	the	
presence	of	William	Hill	and	Randle	Cooper.”	

	
	
It	will	be	seen	that	the	bride	was	unable	to	write	her	name,	and	the	usual	words	in	such	a	case	are	
absent.	There	is	a	story	connected	with	the	marriage	that	ought	to	be	told	because	it	shows	the	
conflict	of	feeling	which	characterised	Clowes’	conduct	during	this	reckless	bridal,	and	confirms	our	
surmise	as	to	the	reasons	why	he	entered	into	such	a	state	at	this	time.	We	give	the	story	in	his	own	
words:	“The	marriage	ceremony,	however,	was	so	carelessly	thought	of,	that,	had	not	a	person	
fastened	the	church	doors,	to	prevent	interruption	from	the	people	without,	I	should	have	escaped	
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unmarried,	and	left	my	bride	mortified	by	disappointment	and	the	laughs	of	the	people	in	the	
churchyard.”	Such	a	ceremony	could	only	result	in	a	life-long	partnership	-	nothing	more	-	for	it	
would	not	make	them	husband	and	wife.	The	newly	wedded	couple	returned	to	Tunstall,	and	for	a	
time	their	home	was	with	Mrs.	Rogers,	the	bride’s	mother.	How	long	this	arrangement	continued	we	
have	no	means	of	knowing,	but	it	was	only	a	temporary	matter,	for	shortly	after	we	find	them	living	
in	a	cottage	“near	the	America”	public	house,	or	in	what	is	now	called	America	Street.	The	whole	
face	of	the	locality	has	been	changed	during	the	century,	yet	we	are	able	to	give	an	illustration	of	
this	old	cottage.	
	
It	is	difficult	to	trace	the	movements	of	Clowes,	in	any	
chronological	order,	during	his	residence	at	Tunstall.	
Mrs.Thelwell,	and	several	other	elderly	people	have	told	
us	that	for	a	time	he	was	employed	at	the	Swan	Bank	
Pottery.	Mr.	Joseph	Parr	and	others	are	of	opinion	that	
he	worked	at	the	Sandyford	Pottery.	It	appears	that	the	
statement	of	Clowes,	that	he	learned	the	art	of	
“turning”	has	led	to	the	conclusion	that	he	could	not	
work	at	the	“wheel.”	We	must	remember	that	he	was	
no	common	potter,	and	when	necessity	arose	he	could	
go	from	the	wheel	to	the	lathe,	and	produce	excellent	
work	at	either	place.	Having	heard	much	on	the	subject	
we	have	concluded	that	he	was	employed	at	both	
places.	
	
Swan	Bank	is	one	of	the	old	Potteries	which	we	often	
visited	during	our	four	years	at	Tunstall.	Mr.	Arthur	G.	Jones,	son	of	the	Rev.	George	Jones,	is	one	of	
the	proprietors,	and	he	very	kindly	showed	us	the	places	in	which	the	ware	was	produced	a	century	
ago.	The	workshop	in	which	the	old	wheel	was	fixed,	and	where	Clowes	must	have	worked,	is	now	a	
damp	dark	place,	partly	under	ground,	and	used	for	storing	goods.	The	“wheel”	was	fixed	at	the	end	
of	the	room,	and	there	Clowes	sat	as	he	produced	his	tale	of	work.	Possibly	a	hundred	years	ago	it	
was	in	a	better	condition	than	when	we	saw	it,	for	to-day	it	could	not	be	utilized	as	a	factory.	The	old	
wheel	has	been	removed,	and	is	still	used	by	the	potters,	although	it	has	been	repaired	so	many	
times	that	scarcely	any	of	the	original	article	remains.	
	
During	the	early	part	of	Clowes’	residence	at	Tunstall	he	entered	upon	a	period	with	more	clearly	
defined	spiritual	characteristics.	He	gradually	came	to	see	that	life	had	something	nobler	than	
anything	he	had	yet	found.	Fame	had	been	but	a	breath,	love	seemed	to	be	a	cheat,	amusements	
and	sports	gave	him	no	satisfaction.	Deeper	and	deeper	he	came	to	see	through	the	laughing	surface	
of	his	existence	to	the	depths	beneath,	and	the	revelation	was	disappointment	and	sorrow.	At	the	
back	of	everything	was	the	great	spectre	of	universal	death	with	its	all-encompassing	blackness.	The	
story,	as	given	by	Mr.	Kendall,	in	the	new	History,	is	the	record	of	the	struggle	of	a	soul	with	its	fate.	
From	the	point	of	view	of	the	student	it	is	an	instructive	study;	its	significance	and	framing	giving	it	
the	chief	part	of	its	value.	What	can	we	make	of	that	scene	in	his	cottage	home,	when	reluctant	to	
lay	violent	hands	on	his	wife,	and	yet	unable	to	brook	some	domestic	offence	without	some	kind	of	
retaliation,	in	a	madness	of	rage	he	struck	the	wall	of	the	house,	and	forthwith	left	Tunstall	for	
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Lancashire.	If	this	outward	display	of	feeling	produced	a	little	cooling	down	of	his	animal	excitability,	
it	also	brought	into	full	view	the	worm	at	the	core	of	his	usual	springs	of	delight.	His	wife	was	left	to	
bitter	and	useless	reflections,	whilst	he	was	flying	hither	and	thither;	and	all	the	time	his	conscience	
was	stinging	him	with	keen	reproaches.	Following	one	of	his	plunges	into	dissipation,	he	became	so	
miserable	that	he	resolved	to	seek	relief	by	attending	a	Methodist	service	at	Tunstall.	His	presence	in	
the	congregation	created	great	surprise,	and	furnished	a	theme	for	general	presence	in	the	
congregation	created	great	surprise,	and	furnished	a	theme	for	general	conversation;	but	Clowes	
was	now	reaching	that	pitch	of	unhappiness	that	all	consideration	of	sentimental	conversation	was	
vanishing	from	his	mental	field.	Mrs.	Thelwell	says	that	it	was	at	James	Nixon’s	suggestion	that	he	
attended	this	service.	That	may	have	been	so,	for	we	know	that	a	lifelong	friendship	existed	between	
these	two	men	which	commenced	during	the	early	days	of	Clowes’	residence	at	Tunstall.	They	were	
both	potters	and	trade	interests	would	bring	them	together;	but	there	was	a	still	stronger	affinity	for	
they	were	both	seekers	after	a	higher	good.	She	was	of	the	opinion	that	her	father	was	the	human	
agent	in	leading	Clowes	to	the	point	of	actual	surrender.	But	in	the	spiritual	realm	it	is	rather	difficult	
to	follow	the	windings	of	the	soul;	and	one	often	feels	that	spoken	words	reveal	but	half	its	secrets.	
It	is	quite	possible	that	in	this	case	of	conversion	she	may	have	over-estimated	her	father’s	
influence;	for	it	is	left	on	record	that	James	Nixon	was	converted	March	4th,	1805,	which	was	some	
six	or	seven	weeks	after	Clowes	came	into	the	light.	But	will	not	her	statement	that	Clowes	often		
spoke	to	her	father	about	his	spiritual	distress,	and	that	on	one	occasion	he	advised	him	to	go	to	the	
old	Methodist	Chapel,	and	see	what	he	could	learn	there,	point	to	this	view?	She	said	that	he	acted	
on	the	suggestion	and	went,	but	it	was	all	in	vain.	We	think	such	a	surmise	is	warranted,	and	in	this	
fact	we	have	probably	the	germ	of	that	marvellous	spiritual	affinity	which	was	such	a	remarkable	
feature	in	their	spiritual	career.	
	
(To	be	continued.)	
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