
THREE VENTURES IN ADULT EDUCATION IN 
LANCASHIRE IN THE REIGN OF GEORGE III

The legend that English adult education is exclusively a 
phenomenon of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries dies 

hard, but the fact is that by 1800 adult education was already 
nourishing in a great variety of forms. There were night schools, 
Sunday schools (teaching adults as well as children), debating 
societies, glee clubs, concert societies, working-class mutual 
improvement societies, middle-class literary and scientific 
societies, public lectures, and other activities too numerous 
to mention.

The three institutions described below represent three distinct 
types of adult educational enterprise, each of which can trace 
its origin back into the early eighteenth century. The rather 
tenuous ancestry of the adult schools, reaching back to 1701, 
has been indicated below; the ancestry of the book clubs and 
book societies, though rather shorter, is more substantial.

The terms book club, book society, subscription library, 
circulating library, and the like are used fairly indiscriminately 
in the eighteenth century for bodies of three different kinds. 
First there were the commercial circulating libraries, which 
are not represented here. These had their beginning in Edin 
burgh in 1726, and by the end of the century were common 
all over the country. Like their modern descendants, they 
specialised in the provision of popular fiction. In the second 
place there were the private subscription libraries, of which 
the Coin Book Society is an example, which sought to provide 
their members with the best of the "polite literature" of the 
day, including periodicals but excluding, as a rule, any fiction 
except the established classics. They were supported in the 
main by the gentry, manufacturers, or professional people. 
Here again the earliest examples come from Scotland, going 
back to 1741, but the great prototype of this kind of library 
was the Liverpool Subscription Library, founded in 1758, and 
afterwards known as the Lyceum. Finally there were the book 
clubs, of which St. Helens is an example, which differed from 
the subscription libraries in that the books, when they had 
served their turn, were periodically disposed of by sale or by 
lot, so that no permanent collection was built up. This humbler 
and less expensive form of organisation, of which the first 
example is at Salisbury in 1735, was particularly popular among
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groups of working men and tradespeople. It was in such ways 
that people sought to satisfy the demand for books in the days 
before the public libraries.

The history of local cultural enterprises such as those de 
scribed below has been largely neglected in the past, but it is 
probable that a fair amount of material of this kind exists, 
and its exploration might throw new light on the social and 
intellectual development of Lancashire and Cheshire during 
this period.

T. K.

I

AN EARLY LANCASHIRE ADULT SCHOOL

BY THOMAS KELLY, M.A., PH.D., F.R.HIST.S.

THIS paper is concerned with an adult school which existed 
at Chorley in the early nineteenth century. The adult schools 

of those days were a quite distinctive institution, their primary 
purpose being to teach adults to read so that they might be 
able to read the Scriptures and thus be saved. Their origin is 
generally traced to a school started at Nottingham in 1798, 
but there are in fact earlier precedents reaching back to the 
beginning of the eighteenth century.' 1 ' The main movement, 
however, stems from the formation in Bristol, in 1812, of the 
Institution for instructing Adult Persons to read the Holy 
Scriptures.

Within a year this Institution had established in Bristol nine 
schools for men and nine for women. A history of the schools 
written by Thomas Pole, a Quaker doctor who was a member 
of the managing committee, was published in 1814, and made 
the movement widely known. <2) The idea at once seized the 
public imagination, and within a few years adult schools sprang 
up in towns and villages all over the country. It was with this 
early phase of the movement that the Chorley Adult School was

111 The best available account is G. C. Martin, The Adult School Movement: 
its Origin and Development (London 1924). For the earliest known schools, in 
Bedfordshire in 1701, see W. O. Alien, Two Hundred Years: the Historv of the 
S.P.C.K. (London 1898), p. 63; for other early examples see T. Kelly,'Griffith 
Jones, Llanddowror (Cardiff 1950); W. Mathews, A Sketch of the Principal 
Means employed to ameliorate the Condition of the Working Classes at Birming 
ham (London 1830); and A. P. Wadsworth, "The First Manchester Sunday 
Schools", in Bulletin of the John Rylands Library, Vol. 33, No. 2 (Nov. 1951).

' 2I T. Pole, History of the Origin and Progress of Adult Schools (Bristol 1814: 
2nd edn. 1816).
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associated. It was a phase which lasted only some twenty years, 
after which the movement fell into a decline until the schools 
were revived on a new and broader basis in the middle of the 
nineteenth century.

The records of the early adult schools are scanty. In most 
cases we know little more than the name. We have no complete 
list of the places where the schools were held, and even where 
we know the names we rarely know much more. In Lancashire, 
for example, the only places at which adult schools are recorded 
in the early histories are Liverpool, which had two schools in 
the years 1815-17; Manchester, which in 1824 had a school 
connected with a Congregational Chapel in Grosvenor Street; 
and Salford, which in the same year launched a school at 
Greengate. 13 ' Probably there were others: indeed I suspect that 
when the records are searched it will be found that there was 
scarcely an industrial town in Lancashire which had not its 
adult school or schools. In the meantime, however, it is of 
great interest to discover that we have in the Chorley Public 
Library the complete Minute Book of the Chorley Adult 
School from its birth in 1817 until its untimely demise in 1825. 
The existence of this record was brought to my notice by Mr. 
R. H. Blackburn, librarian of Chorley, and I am indebted to 
him not only for permission to study the manuscript but also 
for assistance in elucidating some of the local references.

I. FOUNDATION OF THE ADULT SCHOOL AT CHORLEY

The first point of interest in the story of this School was 
that it was founded in imitation of a similar school at Walton- 
le-Dale. "Its first rise", says the Annual Report of May 1819, 
"was small and humble, originating in the efforts of a few 
individuals, who contemplating with admiration the proceed 
ings of the Walton Adult School Society, and deeply convinced 
of the necessity of a similar Institution in this town, . . . 
associated themselves together, for the sole purpose of Adult 
instruction, in the month of August, 1817".

The Walton-le-Dale society, like that at Chorley, has com 
pletely escaped the notice of the historians of the adult school 
movement. Martin, however, does mention (on the authority 
of a contemporary account) that at the Gainsborough Adult 
School, founded in 1820, the "Walton Adult Spelling Book" 
was highly prized, (4) and by good fortune a copy of the second

131 Martin, op. cit., pp. 54-55.
141 Martin, op. cit., p. 59. The statement is based on J. F. Winks, History of 

Adult Schools (Hull 1821), a rare work, of which there is a transcript at the 
National Institute of Adult Education.
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Copyright: British Museum

Plate 9. TITLE PAGE OF THE WALTON 
ADULT LESSON BOOK



CHORLEY ADULT SCHOOL 131

edition of this work has been preserved in the British Museum. 
It is entitled: Lessons for the Instruction of Adults, or, an 
Introduction to the Reading of the Holy Scriptures, and is 
described as compiled by the Committee of the Walton Adult 
School Society. This second edition was printed by L. Clarke, 
of 143 Church Street, Preston, and published in 1817 at 4Jd. 
per copy or 36s. 6d. per hundred. The introductory material 
is dated "Walton-le-Dale, August 25th, 1817", and the names 
of the secretaries are given as James Whittaker and James 
Dilworth. (5 >

A footnote near the end of the book records: "There are 
now Eight Schools within the precincts of the Union, most of 
which are taught in private dwelling houses. . . . The Schools 
contain nearly Four hundred Learners". We are not told when 
this flourishing institution was founded, but it must have been 
in existence for some time for the text-book to have reached 
a second edition. On the other hand it cannot have been estab 
lished earlier than 1814, since the rules clearly show the influence 
of those suggested by Pole in the appendix to his History. w 
We may therefore reasonably date its foundation about 1815.

Chorley, at the time of the inauguration of its adult school, 
was still in process of transition from a country parish to a 
busy industrial centre. Half a century earlier it had been no 
more than a single short narrow street, but by 1817 several 
new streets had been added. Cotton spinning and weaving, 
bleaching, mining and quarrying provided either in Chorley 
itself or in the immediate vicinity employment for a rapidly 
expanding body of workers, and the census figures show 
that the population increased from 5,182 in 1811 to 7,315 
in 1821.

At this particular time, however, during the aftermath of the 
Napoleonic Wars, the township was in great distress. The 
Chorley Town's Book records that in 1816 an appeal for 
assistance was made to the Association for the Relief of the 
Manufacturing Poor, and in support of the appeal details were 
given of the results of a house-to-house survey. This survey 
covered 673 families, embracing 3,307 adults and children, and 
it revealed widespread unemployment and poverty. Only 125 
families were said to be well off; 246 were "in middling circum 
stances", and 302 "very poor and needing assistance". The 
letter of appeal added that since the visitation the number of

151 The name Dilworth, in this locality, suggests a Quaker connection. James 
Dilworth, book keeper, of Walton, figures in a directory for 1818, and James 
Whittaker, wheelwright, of Walton, in a directory for 1824-25.

161 Rules proposed for the Government of Adult Societies, in Pole, op. cit., 
Appendix (pp. 89-98 in the edition of 1814, pp. 107-17 in the 1816 edition).
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families in need of relief had increased "owing to disastrous 
events which have recently occurred in the commercial world, 
and which have materially affected this parish". 1 " In 1817 
things were not much better. A grant of £300 proffered by the 
relief committee had been delayed, and a further appeal stated 
that "had not the most benevolent feelings and generous dis 
positions pervaded the minds of the major part of the respect 
able inhabitants of this place, we should at this time have 
been in a most deplorable state of wretchedness and dis 
tress. . . ." (8)

It was in these inauspicious circumstances, then, that the 
Chorley Adult School was founded. Premises were secured in 
Bengal Street, Bibles and Testaments were provided by the 
Chorley Bible and Prayer Book Society, 19 ' and according to 
the Minute Book the School opened on 3 August 1817. It was 
not, however, until 23 February 1818, that a meeting of the 
organising committee and the teachers formally adopted a code 
of rules and inaugurated the Chorley Adult School Society. 
The chairman at this meeting was Mr. John Bibby, who was 
elected superintendent of the School. Other officers elected 
were: president, Mr. Pierrepoint Greaves; treasurer, Mr. Lee 
Lee; secretaries, Messrs. Richard and William Tootell.

From these names, and those of other officers and com 
mittee men printed in the first Annual Report, we can form 
some idea who the pioneers of the School were. Unfortunately 
such local directories as are available do not always give 
sufficient information to make precise identification possible, 
but broadly speaking it seems that the initiative and the active 
leadership were provided by the tradesmen and shopkeepers 
of the town. Mr. Pierrepoint Greaves and Mr. Lee Lee, who 
were both muslin manufacturers, were exceptions, and a 
number of local manufacturers also figure in the list of vice- 
presidents. (10) Pierrepoint Greaves seems to have taken a keen 
interest in the work at the outset, and it was he who provided 
the Bengal Street premises, but his interest soon flagged, and

171 "Chorley Town's Book, 1781-1818" (MS. Chorley Public Library), 13 
September, 1816.

181 Ibid., 4 May, 1817.
(9> The British and Foreign Bible Society, founded in 1804 "to encourage a 

wider circulation of the Holy Scriptures, without note or comment", had 
numerous affiliated local societies, usually called Auxiliary Bible Societies. The 
body here mentioned is probably to be identified with the Chorley Auxiliary 
Bible Society referred to in later Reports. There was a similar society in Preston.

no) Pierrepoint Greaves had a factory in New Street (now Hollinshead Street). 
He appears in the Town's Book as a churchwarden and a prominent member 
of the vestry, and in 1823 he established the Chorley waterworks. Lee Lee had 
in 1824 a factory in Union Street and a house in Water Street. He was a member 
of the family now famous through the Tootal Broadhurst Lee combination.
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he dropped out, apparently in a huff, after the first year. A 
year later we find him reclaiming for his warehouse the desk 
and stove he had provided for the use of the School. (11)

II. ORGANISATION OF THE SCHOOL

The rules and regulations adopted at the inaugural meeting 
were modelled closely on those of Walton as printed in the 
Walton Lesson Book, with the addition of a number of rules 
dealing mainly with administrative matters. The most notable 
change is that the School is to meet on Sunday mornings 
and afternoons instead of on Sunday evenings as at Walton. 
As entered in the Minute Book the Chorley rules are as 
follows: 

"1. As it is the great Object of this School, to teach Adult Persons to read 
the Holy Scriptures all Poor Persons of both sexes and of any Religious 
persuation, of sixteen years of age and upwards shall be considered 
eligible for admission into the School as learners".

[Many of these rules correspond almost verbatim with the rules suggested by 
Pole. 112 ' Compare, for example, this rule with the first rule in Pole's constitu 
tion, which reads:

"That the great object of this Society be to teach persons to read the 
Holy Scriptures; and that all poor persons, of both sexes, and of any 
religious persuasion, of sixteen years or upwards, be considered eligible 
for admission into the schools as learners . . ."]

"2. That the School be under the direction of a President, Treasurer, Super 
intendent, Secretaries, Inspectors, and a Committee, consisting of thirteen 
members chosen from among the Teachers, or any persons they may 
think proper.

"3. That the Committee meet the first Sunday in each month, at Four 
O'clock in the evening to examine the Affairs of the School, and to 
Adopt such measures as may appear necessary for carrying on the 
Institution in due Order.

"4. That the School be opened every Sabboth day in the morning at Eight 
O'Clock and close at ten, and in the afternoon at One O'CIock and 
close at two.

"5. That a portion of the Holy Scriptures be read in the Morning at Ten 
O'Clock, and in the afternoon at two, by the Superintendant or some 
Person whom he may appoint, and that Silence be strictly kept, not only 

' during the Reading but also for a short time before and after the Scrip 
tures are read".

[At Bristol and in some other places it was customary to begin and end each 
meeting with prayer, but Pole objected to this practice on the ground that 
prayer is better as a private exercise, and recommended Bible readings instead. 1131 ]

(111 Minutes, 9, 10, and 11 December, 1819. The quarrel seems to have been 
over the preparation of an address to solicit support from the inhabitants of 
Chorley (Minutes, 4 and 11 October, 1818).

1121 See reference above, footnotes 2 and 6. Pole's rules are reprinted by Martin, 
op. cit., pp. 401-7.

1131 Pole, op. cit., pp. 54-5.
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"6. That in Order to favour the attendances of the poor of all Religious 
Denominations, nothing that is peculiar to any mans Sect or Party, shall 
be allowed in the School, and all Parties are recommended to cultivate 
a Spirit of Reciprocal Love and Harmony".

[This rule also can be traced back to Pole's influence, and is worth stressing, 
for the educational history of the nineteenth century was so bedevilled by 
sectarian animosities that we are apt to forget that both the Sunday School 
movement and the Adult School movement were, in their earliest phases, to a 
considerable extent undenominational, or inter-denominational, in character.]

"7. It is Expected that those who undertake any office in this School, will 
testify their Love to God and Man by their regular attendance, and by 
coming in due time, unless on particular Occasions, in which case, they 
are requested to give notice to the Superintendant, in order that he may 
appoint one in their place.

"8. It is Expected that the Learners be present at least five minutes before 
the time appointed for the School to begin, and to avoid all useless 
conversation during School Hours.

"9. The Learners are Expected to come Clean to School, to observe a Civil 
and becoming Behaviour to all who are engaged in their Instruction, to 
encourage their Instructors, and manifest their desire to improve by a 
Regular Attendance at School".

At a time when few working-class houses had a supply of running water it 
was exceedingly difficult for working-class people to be clean, and the insistence 
on cleanliness at the School is a part of the same process of moral uplift as 
instruction in reading the Bible. Pole, in his constitution, recommended "That 
personal cleanliness, in the learners, be particularly attended to, as far as their 
circumstances in life will enable them".]

"10. The Learners are Expected to continue their attendance, until they are 
able to read the Holy Scriptures, no Learner can be Honourably dis 
missed from the School without the Approbation of the Committee, who 
shall receive the report from one of the Inspectors, of their Qualifications 
to read the Scriptures".

[In Bristol and many other places it was the rule that scholars who had attained 
a reasonable proficiency in reading must be dismissed to make room for others.]

"11. It is Requested that all who have had, or are receiving the advantages 
held out by the Society, shall testify their Gratitude by searching out 
and encouraging their poor Neighbours to become Learners at the 
School.

"12. That each Teacher shall have a list, containing the names of the Learners 
committed to his care, to Call over the Names each meeting, and report 
the Absentees, to the Superintendant, and should any Learner Absent 
himself three Successive Sundays, without Sufficient Cause [he] shall be 
excluded.

"13. It is expected that all who attend this School, Officers, Teachers, and 
Learners, will Observe and pay strict Attention to these Rules, that 
every one will endeavour to Promote the cause in which they are engaged 
by Mutually manifesting that kindness and forbearance which are essential 
to the well being of the Society".

The rule limiting instruction to adults was modified almost 
immediately. The first Report explains that "the premises being 
large, and divided into several appartments [sic], a number of 
children were admitted into the spare rooms, reserving separate 
appartments for the Adult males, and also for the Adult
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females". By the time the committee met on 18 March 1818 
to draw up detailed plans for the organisation of the School, 
the attendance of children was accepted practice, and many of 
the provisions clearly have children rather than adults in 
mind.

It was agreed that the pupils should be divided into classes 
according to their proficiency in learning, and that there should 
not be more than fifteen pupils per class. The arrangement of 
the classes was obviously related to the Walton Lesson Book, 
though in its general lines it was not dissimilar from the Bristol 
pattern. Provision was made for six classes:

The First or Letter Card Class (the Alphabet)
The Second or Spelling Card Class (words of two letters)
The Third or Lower Spelling Book Class (words of one or

two syllables) 
The Fourth or Higher Spelling Book Class (any lesson in

the Spelling Book)
The Fifth or Testament Class (the New Testament) 
The Sixth or Bible Class (Old and New Testament)

Each of these classes might be divided into as many groups 
or divisions as might be appropriate, according to numbers, 
and the later minutes show that in fact there were always 
separate classes for adult males, adult females, minor males, 
and minor females.

The first forty-five minutes of the morning period and the 
second half hour of the afternoon period were devoted to 
spelling, the remainder of the time to reading. It was recom 
mended that the lessons, particularly in the Bible, should be 
of moderate length, and that the pupils should be questioned 
on the content of the Biblical passages immediately after 
reading them.

In accordance with common practice in the day schools of 
the time the pupils were given places in class according to their 
work, and the pupil who was first at the close of each session 
was monitor for the ensuing session. Whether this practice 
applied to the adult pupils as well as the children is not 
clear.

Arrangements were made for the school to be regularly 
inspected by three inspectors appointed for the purpose, and 
four teachers were also appointed as visitors to visit absentees 
and inquire into the reasons for absences. This last must have 
been an arduous and exacting task, but it was evidently an 
essential one in the early adult schools: the organisers of the 
school at Gainsborough declared "that a set of indefatigable
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LESSONS for ADULTS.

IN teaching the 23 following lessons * of words of one syllable, ttie 
ut&UMt paint should be taken, that every word be made perfectly 
familiar to the learner, as be proceeds: if the lessons are passed 
over, as often happens in the geneial run of schools, in a slovenly 
and careless manner, a load of toil and tedium is laid up; and the 
learner, consciout of his imperfect and slow progrtsa, and puzzled 
and embarrassed by every lesson, feels dissatisfied and disgusted with 
bti teacher, his school, and hi* book.

Eacb lesson should be read, 1st, by Previous Spelling ; i. e. resolr- 
ing a word into letters ; thus, a-it-d, and ; observing lo pause an in- 
ittnt between eacb letter, and pronouncing aloud the (a«t letter of 
each word.

2d, Word by Word ; omitting the process of spelling.
3d, By Spelling off Book ; thus, the teacher says und, the learner 

repeats and, and then spells it, u-n-d; pausing an instant between 
each letter, aud pronouncing aloud the lust letter of the word ; but 
does not repeat the word after it is spelt.

The learner should be taught to articulate every letter and word, 
correi-tiy, and in a slow, dUtinct, and audible manner.

No lestoii shoukl be passed over before it i.s learnt, uor dwelt upon 
after it is learnt. The teacher should always, even from the begin 
ning, read or spell, Ate. in turn with las class, as its exemplar.

FIRST CLASS.

LESSON I.

be he me we up 
can for dig ask 
vex joy quit zeal

* These lessons contain almost every important monosyllable in 
the Bible : each of the two first contain ail the letters ta the alphabet.

Copyright: British Museum

Plate 10. FIRST PAGE OF THE WALTON 
ADULT LESSON BOOK
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visitors are as indispensably necessary to an adult establishment 
as the teachers". (14)

III. TEACHING METHODS

The survival of the Walton text-book enables us to see 
clearly both the purpose of the teaching and the methods used. 
By way of preface the book reprints from Pole's History a 
poem on adult schools by J. Montgomery, the spirit of which 
will be sufficiently conveyed by three verses: 

"Lord! are there eyes, to which thy Book
No hidden mystery reveals ? 

O give them power therein to look, 
Lion of Judah! break the Seals

"Humbly they take the lowest seat,
Matrons and hoary-headed men 

Are learners at the Saviour's feet, 
Are little children once again.

"Lord! we commit them to thine hands:
To thee their new-born hopes aspire; 

O take them, keep them these are brands 
Pluck'd out of everlasting fire!"

From the list of classes given above we see that before 
beginning on the Lesson Book the scholar had first to master 
the letters of the alphabet and their sounds as represented in 
two-letter words. This was evidently done with the help of 
printed cards. (16) The Lesson Book itself was based on Dr. 
Bell's principles, and followed what we should now call the 
phonic method, i.e. the pronunciation of each word was learnt 
not by memorising the word as a whole but by breaking it up 
into its constituent letters. In the initial stages the words of 
each lesson were read first letter by letter, e.g. a-n-d, and; then 
word by word, without the spelling; then "by Spelling off the 
Book; thus, the teacher says and, the learner repeats and, and 
then spells it, a-n-d". (16)

The Book was carefully arranged and very thorough the 
authors rather prided themselves on this and this initial stage, 
dealing entirely with words of one syllable, occupies no fewer

1141 Martin, op. cit., p. 58.
1151 On 5 July 1818, it was resolved "that the 1 and 2 Classes be instructed in 

the Lancestarian System of Education".
1161 The teaching methods of Lancaster and Bell are conveniently set out in 

D. Salmon (ed.), The Practical Parts of Lancaster''s "Improvements" and Bell's 
"Experiment" (Cambridge 1932).
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than twenty-three lessons. Even at this stage the words are 
selected with an eye on later Bible reading.

After brief sections dealing with punctuation, and with 
Arabic and Roman numerals, the pupil passed to monosyllabic 
reading, consisting entirely of sentences selected from the 
Bible, e.g. "Thou shall love the Lord thy God, with all thy 
heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind, and with 
all thy strength". Each sentence was read first by the teacher, 
then by the pupils after him, at first phrase by phrase, then 
as a whole; and its meaning was then driven home by questions: 
"Whom shalt thou love?", etc.

Next came spelling lessons in words of two syllables, including 
such examples as car-nal, doc-trine, hea-then, Rab-bi, sab-bath, 
and tres-pass. These were to be read first syllable by syllable, 
then word by word, then "off the book". Reading lessons in 
words of one or two syllables followed (beginning "What shall 
I do to be sav-ed?"); then spelling lessons for words of more 
than two syllables (pha-ri-see, se-pul-chre, sy-na-gogue, righ-te- 
ous-ness, a-bo-mi-na-tion, etc.}; and then reading lessons in 
words with varying numbers of syllables, including this time 
continuous passages from the Bible, e.g. the parable of the 
prodigal son. The book concluded with the ten commandments, 
the Lord's Prayer in manuscript lettering, and a list of Scripture 
proper names.

The authors claimed that by this slow and careful method of 
reading, the learner would be fully prepared to enter on the 
reading of the New Testament "with profound reverence and 
holy delight". In making this claim they were probably con 
trasting their book with that more commonly used in adult 
schools, the Bristol Lesson Book. (17) This was, in general, on 
very similar lines, but passed much more quickly over the early 
stages by making use of a combined alphabet and spelling 
card compiled by John Freeman, of Bromley, Middlesex. This 
embraced, on a single page, seven short lessons which included 
a hundred different words (selected on a word frequency basis) 
and every letter of the alphabet a considerable tour de force 
which was, however, probably less effective than the more 
painstaking and traditional methods of the Walton book. <18)

1171 Lessons for the Instruction of Adults; or, an Introduction to the Reading of 
the Sacred Scriptures. By the Committee of the Bristol Adult School Society. 
The British Museum has copies of the 4th edition, 1814, and the 9th edition, 
1827. By the latter date, because of the appearance of a rival textbook under 
the same name, the title had been amended to The Original Collection of Lessons 
for the Instruction of Adults.

(lei Freeman was a pioneer of word-frequency and of phonetic alphabets. 
He wrote A Method of Teaching Adult Persons to Read (2nd edn. London 1820), 
and The Elements of Oral Language (London 1821).
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At a fairly late stage in the history of the Chorley School 
(20 April 1823) sixteen copies of it were acquired for the use 
of the men's and women's adult classes, but whether to replace 
the Walton Lesson Book or merely as a supplementary reader 
is not clear. (19)

It would be interesting if we also knew something of the 
methods used in the teaching of writing and arithmetic, but on 
this subject the record is almost completely silent: indeed the 
only reference we have is a brief minute of July 1819:

"Resolved that Dr. Bell's method of writing on slates be 
adopted in the school by the superior schollars".

IV. PROGRESS OF THE SCHOOL

A committee meeting on 27 September 1818 confirmed the 
decision to admit children of five years old and upwards. It 
also resolved "that the school be denominated the General 
Sunday School for the instruction of adult and minor persons" 
and the rules as printed in the Report of 1819 were amended 
accordingly. It was, therefore, as a combined Adult School 
and children's Sunday School that the institution functioned 
almost from the beginning.

By the time this decision to change the title was made the 
School had already begun to expand its activities in various 
directions. On 5 April 1818, it was decided that in addition to 
Sundays the School should be opened every Monday evening 
at 8 o'clock, and that the Superintendent should keep a list of 
those attending in order to collect their subscriptions for 
candles. On 10 May a small room was set apart for the in 
struction of adult teachers. The first Annual Report tells us 
that

"At a given signal made by the Superintendent, at each Meeting, the Teachers 
leave their respective Classes with their Monitors, and assemble together in a 
Room kept for that purpose, to instruct each other in a regular mode of reading 
and pronunciation, thereby not confounding their Scholars by a diversity of 
systems when they are removed to the instruction of another Teacher."

On 27 September it was resolved

"That the School be opened on Monday and Wednesday Evenings from 8 
till 10 O'clock for the Instruction of Writing and Arithmetic and that no 
learner be admitted but what attend on Sundays and can read in the new testa 
ment and that each member so admitted shall pay 1 Shilling per Quarter or 1 
penny per week and that they pay one Quarter or one week in advance for which 
they shall receive pens, Ink, Paper, and Candles and that the surplus if any be 
appropriated to the General Support of the School."

1191 There were at this time about sixty adult pupils, but of course they would 
not all be at the Lesson Book stage.
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It is difficult for us nowadays to realise how bold and 
forward-looking a measure this was. The teaching of arithmetic 
in adult schools, however, seems to have been unusual at this 
early date, and even the teaching of writing came under 
suspicion as likely to encourage the crime of forgery. It will 
be noted that the Chorley School did not as yet attempt to 
provide instruction in these secular arts on the Sabbath: a few 
adult schools taught writing on Sundays, and this practice gave 
rise to bitter controversy.

The registers were opened at the beginning of April 1818, 
and by the end of the month there were 18 teachers, 81 adults, 
and 174 children. The Writing School opened on 26 October 
1818, with 33 adults and 23 children. The first Annual Report 
(30 May 1819) records that the Reading School at this time 
had 240 pupils, with an average attendance of 225: 66 were 
adults (37 men and 29 women) and 174 children (109 boys, 65 
girls). There were 17 men teachers and 3 women teachers. The 
number of pupils admitted and already discharged was 498 
(129 adults and 369 children). In the Writing School there were 
4 teachers (all men), 43 adult pupils (27 men, 16 women) and 
34 children (23 boys, 11 girls). The average attendance, out 
of a total of 77, was 67; and 40 pupils had been admitted and 
already discharged.

At this first annual meeting an attempt was made to secure 
the services of a local gentleman, John Cunliffe, Esq., of 
Myerscough House, as president in place of Pierrepoint 
Greaves. Cunliffe, like Greaves, was a prominent Churchman 
and a member of the vestry, and the two had been associated 
in drafting the petition of 1816 referred to above. From certain 
references in the minutes it appears that Cunliffe was sympa 
thetic to the work of the Adult School, but he does not appear 
to have accepted the nomination as president, and from this 
time onward the School dispensed with that office.

Among the other senior officers there were few changes. 
John Bibby served as superintendent, Lee Lee as treasurer, 
and William Tootell as one of the secretaries, throughout the 
School's existence. In the 1819 Report R. Rogerson appears as 
joint secretary; from 1820 onwards there are three secretaries  
William Tootell, Leonard Lumley, and Edward Morris. The 
School continued to function on a non-denominational basis, 
and the Third Annual Report (June 1821) comments that 
although the committee is "composed of so many denomina 
tions of Christians, a perfect good understanding, and liberal 
friendship, have not only continued uninterrupted during the 
past year, but have been increased and confirmed".
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For some years the School flourished, the peak of prosperity 
being reached in the year 1821-22. The number of pupils, as 
recorded in the Annual Reports, was as follows:

READING SCHOOL WRITING SCHOOL

Teachers Adults Children Total Teachers Adults Children Total

1819

1820

1821

1822

1823

1824

20

25

17

25

11

14

66

61

38

54

57

30

174

165

142

205

180

125

240

226

180

259

237

155

4

6

3

5

4

43

21

18

14

8

34

25

33

29

31

77

46

51

43

39

The figures for 1820 appear to include those for the Writing School.

No separate figures are given for the arithmetic class, which 
evidently counted as part of the Writing School. We know 
that it actually started, for we have a minute of 6 June 1820, 
"That the Arithmeticians be supplied with Books to set their 
sums in".

In the spring of 1820 branch schools were opened, by request, 
at Rufter, or the Cliff, near White Coppice, to the north-west 
of Chorley, and at Haddock or Haydock Fold in Heath 
Charnock, to the south-east. The Second Annual Report (May 
1820), after remarking that these schools "promise to be a 
lasting blessing to that unenlightened part of the country", 
proceeds:

"At Haddock-Fold, the only accommodation that can be obtained for the 
purpose of a school-Room is a Barn, and that only until the Harvest. But 
such is the earnest solicitude of the officers of the school, and the inhabitants 
of Heath-Charnock for the establishment of a regular Sunday School there, 
that one person has made an offer of a plot of ground to build a school upon, 
another has offered stone, others the carting of it free of expense, and sub 
scriptions for the building. It is but one month since the commencement of 
this school, and the number on the books are 5 Adult males, 9 Adult females, 
54 Minor males, and 45 Minor females, making a total of 113 persons."

At Rufter, at this time, there were only 13 pupils (6 adults 
and 7 children), and in fact this school did not survive the 
winter. The Third Annual Report (June 1821) records that the 
school at Haddock Fold continues to prosper, and has 134 
teachers and pupils on its books, but adds: "The Branch at 
Rufter, at the commencement of the winter season, owing to 
the inclemency of the weather, (having no other accommoda-
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tion than a Barn,) closed their School, but not their exertions; 
for they regularly attend the School here, and four of them 
were so anxious to gain a proficiency in writing, that they came 
twice a week during the months of September and October to 
the writing-school, a distance of three miles, and made con 
siderable progress".

In the summer of 1821 assistance was given in the establish 
ment of a new school at White Coppice, and this was reported 
on 26 August as going well and having 42 scholars, but we 
have no information regarding its subsequent history. From 
the Fourth Annual Report (May 1822) we learn that the school 
at Haddock Fold continues to prosper and has now established 
itself as an independent school, under the patronage of the 
neighbouring gentry, who are about to build a commodious 
school-room.

In January 1821, a branch Sunday School was inaugurated 
at the Chorley Workhouse, but this proved a short-lived 
experiment, for on 13 May we have a note that the governor 
of the Workhouse does not any longer require the attendance 
of teachers for the instruction of the children.

In addition to these missionary activities the parent School 
in Bengal Street continued to expand its own activities. In the 
summer of 1820 a few books presented by the treasurer were 
used to start a library, which by June of the following year was 
reported to contain 68 volumes, religious, moral, or historical. 
Under the rules entered in the Minutes for 4 July 1820, books 
in the library might be borrowed by officers and teachers of 
the School, donors, and scholars who were able to read and 
had been in regular attendance for six months.

To judge by the entries in the Minutes, most of the books 
admitted to the library were depressingly earnest in tone  
Rothwell's Grammar, Guy's Geography, Rollin's Ancient 
History (in eight volumes, purchased by a special collection), 
James's Sunday School Teacher's Guide, The History of the 
Good-Natured Boy, the First Report of the Preston Auxiliary 
Bible Society, and so on. It must be remembered, however, 
that this was at the time probably the only library in Chorley 
available to working class people, <20) and this unappetising 
food was greedily swallowed. Indeed the Fourth Annual Report 
(May 1822), appealing for a fresh supply of books, laments 
that "many of the books have lost their interest by being 
repeatedly read". The appeal does not appear to have met with

< 2«'The Union Library, established in 1814, was on a subscription basis  
Historical and Descriptive Account of Chorley, published by C. Robinson 
(Chorley 1835), p. 22.
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much immediate success, but two years later (June 1824) the 
Annual Report is able to record that several valuable additions 
have been made, and that the library now numbers 137 volumes.

The establishment of the library made possible, in July 1821, 
the formation of a reading meeting to begin at five o'clock on 
Sunday evenings. Apparently this continued quite successfully 
as long as the School lasted.

Another useful activity was the distribution of cheap Bibles, 
Testaments, and spelling books. This was organised from an 
early stage by the private efforts of a member of the committee, 
who collected Id. or 2d. a week from the scholars and procured 
Bibles and Testaments at a reduced price from the Chorley 
Auxiliary Bible Society. Up to June 1824, no fewer than 1,326 
books had been purchased in this way.

On 5 February 1822, the decision was taken to commence 
a writing class at 6.30 on Sunday evenings "by those teachers 
who chose [choose] to be at the expence of Paper". We do not 
hear what measure of success attended this bold experiment. 
Later in the same year (5 November) the Writing School was 
reported to be in a declining state owing to the inattention of 
the superintendents, but two members of the committee volun 
teered their assistance and the difficulties were apparently 
overcome.

The Annual Reports frequently express satisfaction at the 
progress made by many of the pupils. "It is gratifying to 
know", says the Report of 1820, "that many who came to this 
school scarcely having any knowledge of their letters, have 
learned to read, and are now actually engaged in this and other 
schools in the neighbourhood as Teachers'". "The visible im 
provement in the behaviour of many of the scholars is highly 
gratifying to the Committee and Visitors", says the Report for 
1822.
The next year's Report paints in the background of many of 
the pupils:

"Children of the poor, for six days in the week, are exposed to temptations 
of various descriptions; the most part appear to be abandoned to evil habits, 
and insensible to their privileges as candidates for eternity. Their parents 
continually absent themselves from places of public worship, and, indifferent 
to their childrens' improvement, leave them to grow up in utter ignorance of 
all moral and religious duties, and in the degrading habits of vice and depravity; 
such in general is the previous state and character of the majority of those to 
whom we seek to convey moral and religious instruction, by teaching them to 
read the Holy Scriptures, and raise them from that state of moral degradation 
in which they are found."

In the Report for 1821 we have a pleasant success story con 
cerning one of the adult scholars:
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"An Adult of 40 years of age knew not a letter on the book when he was 
introduced into the school, his anxiety to learn was only equalled by his pro 
ficiency: he made great progress; could read and write well, and last year was 
a member of the Committee; being under the necessity of leaving the town for 
want of employment he obtained work in a village at some distance, where he 
found a school without order or regularity, and nearly without books: his first 
attempt was directed (with the assistance of a resident there), to put the School 
into order, and arrange it after the system of this. They have been supplied with 
Spelling and Copy Books at prime cost from the Depository of this society, 
and are now in a flourishing state."

V. DIFFICULTIES

These achievements were accomplished in the face of difficul 
ties which would have discouraged a less determined set of 
men. The most serious problem was the rapid turnover of 
pupils. In spite of visiting and inquiries, the attendance of many 
pupils was brief and irregular. In the case of the children one 
reason for this was that there were several Sunday Schools in 
the town, so that, as the Report for 1824 explains, "if they 
are corrected at one school, they immediately, (without any 
sufficient cause) go to another". The Report urges the need 
for a Sunday School Union to deal with this problem, but the 
appeal seems to have been in vain. The Minutes show that one 
attempt to promote such a union had already been made, in 
December 1819, but only two other Sunday Schools the New 
Street Sunday School' 21 ' and the Unitarian Sunday School  
responded to the invitation, and the project shortly lapsed.

In an attempt to encourage regular attendance a system of 
prizes was introduced, and lists of the prizes awarded are to 
be found in the Minute Book. Unfortunately the funds of the 
School would not permit of very substantial awards. On 24 
June 1821, the prizes are described as "24 pamphlets and Small 
Volumes", and in the light of this it is not altogether surprising 
to read, under 4 August 1822, the entry: "Henry Heys Presented 
with a Reward Book which he Returned stating he would have 
one larger or none".

Just as great as the problem of securing regular pupils was 
that of securing regular and competent teachers. Of 41 teachers 
appointed during the first year 21 were "discharged", and the 
educational level of the remainder was clearly not very high, 
for many of those who taught reading were themselves pupils 
in the Writing School. This low standard of attainment is 
reflected in the Minute Book, where grammar and spelling 
leave much to be desired, and even the word "School" is 
frequently misspelt. Working-class adult education in the early

1211 This would be the Independent (Congregational) Sunday School, in what 
later became Hollinshead Street.
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nineteenth century is all too often the education of the un 
educated by the half-educated.

Problems of discipline, as distinct from attendance, do not 
seem to have been acute, though they occasionally call for 
attention in the Minutes, as we see from the following resolu 
tions :

[7th March, 1819]. "That any person coming into the school in a state of 
intoxication or behaving any way Irregular they shall be reported to the Super- 
intendant who shall civily order them out of the school".
[7th December, 1819]. "That any disorderly scholars either in the school or 
idling during the time of divine service in the streets or lanes shall constitute 
a dunce Class and remain there during the pleasure of the Superintendent".
[7th March, 1820]. "That all those Scholars who are found idling or gambling 
during service time on Sunday in the fore noon shall be kept to close reading 
in the afternoon, and those in the afternoon, to close reading during the fore 
noon of the Sunday following".
[3rd October, 1820]. "That it be considered a capital crime to sleep during the 
evening school Hours".

Our sympathy goes out to the toil-weary youth or adult, at 
the close of perhaps a twelve-hour day, struggling to keep 
awake while one of his schoolfellows laboriously spells out a 
passage of the Bible!

Behind all these organisational difficulties was the ever- 
pressing problem of finance. Money had to be found for text 
books, exercise-books, pens, prizes, desks, coal and candles, 
above all the rent of the building. It is true that Pierrepoint 
Greaves is credited, as noted above, with having "provided" 
accommodation, but the nature of his contribution is not clear, 
for the property seems to have belonged, from the beginning, 
to Thomas Hindle, surgeon, of Croston, and the first year's 
accounts include a payment of £15 for rent. From the second 
year onwards this burden was lightened by an arrangement 
under which the Chorley Charity School occupied the premises 
during the day-time, and contributed half the rent. 1221 Subscrip 
tions and donations also increased to about £20 a year, a fee 
of Id. per week was levied on the writing scholars, and an 
annual collection of Id. per adult and ^d. per child was made 
"for fires". Throughout the School's existence, however, its 
finances were very precariously balanced.

It was presumably financial considerations that led the com 
mittee, on 3 April 1821, to allow Mr. William Gillibrand to 
"retain the place under the School Steps during his own pleasure

1221 The accounts from the second year onward show a payment of £9 for 
rent; and the Minutes of 2 September 1823 indicate that the rent was then £18. 
Presumably it was increased from £15 to £18 when the Charity School began 
to use the premises.
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for the accommodation of his pigs Provided that he remove 
the dung before it becomes a nuisance in the neighbourhood". 
This cannot have added to the amenities of the School, and a 
few months later (26 September) the landlord put a stop to 
the practice.

VI. CLOSURE

It will have been observed from the figures given above that 
there was a sharp decline in enrolments (from 237 to 155) 
during the year 1823-24. This was a time when trade was good, 
and it seems likely that the decline was due mainly to difficulties 
over accommodation. On 2 September 1823, as a result of 
notice by Mr. Hindle to raise the rent from £18 to £22 per 
annum, it was decided to quit the premises by May 1824. 
Eventually the landlord relented and agreed to a reduced rent 
of £15, and on 3 February 1824 it was decided to carry on for 
a further year. Later in that year, however, the Charity School 
intimated that it would be leaving in the spring of 1825 to 
make use of the new National School which was then being 
built. 123 ' In the light of this information the Adult School on 
12 October gave notice to terminate its tenancy in May 1825, 
but in the event it proved possible (probably because of some 
delay in the building of the National School) to carry on for 
a few months longer, and it was not until September 1825, 
that the School was finally closed. The Minutes for 11 Septem 
ber contain the entry: "Proposed, That if there can be a 
Convenient place procured that the school be not given up.

for the motion 1 
against the motion 8".

The reason for this reluctance to try to continue the School is 
made clear by a pencilled and now barely decipherable note on 
the fly-leaf of the Minute Book. It is evidently an inspector's 
report, and reads:

"May 29, 1825, attendance J to 10
6 Teachers, 2 Adult Males, 21 M[inor] M[ales], 7 M[inor] Ffemales]. 36.

"June 13, 1825, attendance \ to 10
7 Teachers, 30 M[inor] M[ales], 6 M[inor] F[emales]. 43."

These figures suggest that attendance at the school had now 
fallen to a level from which recovery would be exceedingly 
difficult. One item from the final year is worth quoting: [7th

1231 This was the school in Bolton Street. Robinson's Historical and Descriptive 
Account, p. 18, gives the date of laying the foundation stone as 17 September 
1825.
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December, 1824] "Resol'd That the Scooll be opened on 
Saturday nights for the purpose of Teaching accounts from 
7 o'clock to halfe past eight Thomas Croasdale having kindly 
offered his services for to instruct them' ".

From 11 September 1825 onwards the Minutes are occupied 
with arrangements for disposing of the School's property. 
Bibles and Testaments were given to teachers and officers in 
recognition of their services, borrowed furniture was returned, 
library books were either returned or given to the teachers, a 
set of spelling books was given to the Haddock Fold School, 
and a few things were sold. Spelling books and small sums of 
money were distributed to the other Sunday Schools in the 
town in proportion to their numbers, and the balance of funds 
that remained was used in the purchase of sixty-four New 
Testaments for sale at half price.

The Minutes for 16 December 1825 provide us with an 
interesting list of Chorley Sunday Schools as they were at that 
date: 

Church of England 880 scholars.
Roman Catholic 250
Methodist 204
Independent 130
Unitarian 17

Total: 1,481

On 16 April 1826 it was reported that a new Sunday School 
had now been started at the Baptist Chapel with about thirty 
scholars, and on 25 February 1827 that the Unitarian Sunday 
School had been discontinued. (24)

All these arrangements took a good deal of time, and it was 
not until 26 August 1827 that the committee concluded its 
work. The last Annual Report of the School, for June 1824, 
recorded that up to that time the Reading School had had 109 
teachers, 502 adult scholars, and 1,777 child scholars, while 
the Writing School had had 10 teachers, 209 adult scholars, 
and 280 child scholars. Even if only a quarter of those attending 
derived any substantial benefit from their schooling, these 
figures represent a very creditable contribution to public 
elementary education in Chorley.

1241 Those specially interested may like to compare the figures given in E. 
Baines, History, Directory and Gazetteer of the County Palatine of Lancaster, 
Vol. I (Liverpool 1824), p. 599, where a Primitive Methodist Sunday School is 
also listed.


