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K. S. Inglis has shown that by 1851 English society was not
deeply penetrated by church influences. Elie Halévy has claimed
that in the ‘fifties religion lost vitality." Both, however, antici-
pate the hold Christianity was to have, but up to then had not
had, upon contemporary life. By the middle of the century, the
growth of the churches was only just becoming significant. Even
if in later years proportionately more people were to be
estranged from religion, church attendance grew steadily on
into the first decade of the twentieth century. Christianity in
mid-Victorian England had not won recognition, but rather
made its presence known by its struggle for acceptance. The
full effects of the Evangelical and Oxford Movements in the
Anglican Church, of the restoration of the English hierarchy
in the Catholic Church, and of the revitalisation of doctrine,
under Wesleyan precedent, in Nonconformity, were not felt
until the middle years of Victoria’s reign.

This pattern of development, and its causes, are to be found
in a detailed examination of denominational history, and the
Baptist churches of north-west England provide a unique
example of Victorian religious expansion.

1

Although ever a minority group, the Baptist churches of
north-west England exhibited an outstanding rate of growth.
As early as 1865, within its own denomination, the Lancashire
and Cheshire Association of Baptist Churches was recognised
as the most progressive in the country. It was told by the Com-
mittee of the Baptist Union, at the autumn General Assembly
in Liverpool:
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. one fourth of all your churches have been called into being in the
past twenty years. There is no part of the country in which the contrast
is more stiriking between what the Baptist denomination is now, and
what it was twenty or thirty years ago.2

By 1888, in fact, the Association had become the largest in
England (outside London), and its churches were strong,
judged on the contemporary principle ‘small churches mean
weakness, large churches mean strength’. Five-eighths of all
Baptist churches had a membership of less than one hundred,
but in Lancashire and Cheshire, chapels had memberships that
averaged over one hundred and fifty, so that progress was
sound as well as extensive.® Locally in relation to other com-
munions, the Baptists’ record was equally good. Between 1851
and 1885, their provision of sittings increased by 117.1 per
cent, an achievement only excelled by the Catholics. (See Table
D

TABLE 1

Number of sittings provided by the main
denominations in Lancashire and Cheshire

o,

1851 1885 Increase
Anglican ... 389,546...... 589.803...... 514
Catholic ... 58,747...... 141,680...... 141.1
Baptist . 35,6%...... 77,518...... 117.1
Congregationalist — ..............ccoiiiinnns 83,352...... 149,519...... 79.5
(Various) Methodist ........................... 188,025...... 382,060...... 100.3
Presbyterian .. ...l 16,715...... 28,750...... 70.9

(Taken from The Nonconformist, 26 March 1885, p. 298)

Accordingly the Baptist churches of north-west England exem-
plify the growth of Victorian Christianity. In 1838, when the
Lancashire and Cheshire Association of Baptist Churches first
assembled, there were 30 churches with 2,790 members; in
1887 there were 110 with 17,512 members; and between 1842
and 1887 in the Sunday Schools, the number of teachers rose
from 990 to 3,390, the number of pupils from 7,522 to 36,086.
If the contemporary belief is accepted, that two-thirds of all
congregations were not members, then taking adults and
children together, probably over 15,000 persons were markedly
influenced by local Baptist chapels in 1838, over 80,000 in
1887. (See Appendix.)

This was a remarkable achievement in fifty years of sus-
tained growth. It obscures the reality of the situation however.
The numerical advances of the churches, at first sight impres-
sive over the whole period, were in fact only gradual on a year-
to-year basis, averaging 294.4 persons per annum. Members
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said to have been gained were either baptised, transferred from
another chapel, or restored after exclusion. Of these only the
numbers of baptisms indicated the evangelistic success of the
churches, and they reveal the moderate nature of the progress
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made. In 1838 an average of 9.2 persons per church were bap-
tised; in 1887 the average was 6.9. During the three years when
baptisms reached their highest totals, the average per church
rose to 14.4, 10.03 and 10.00; in the three years with the lowest
numbers of baptisms, the average was only 3.6, 4.15 and 5.3
(See figure 5). Overall, impressive growth was the result of
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patient persistence gradually rewarded, and not the product of
enthusiasm. A year when total membership increased by ten
per cent was cause for satisfaction, and there was a sense of
normality for the Association’s Secretary to report that in the
past twelve months 1,467 people had joined the churches, at an
average of eighteen per church, with that figure reduced by
losses incurred to real gains of but 12.75 per church.*
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But if the general rate of growth was restrained, its pattern
fluctuated. Main advances came after 1855. In the first seven-
teen years of the local Association’s existence, only fourteen
new churches and 1,951 new members were added, and the
average membership per church only increased from 93 to
107. By 1880, however, average membership had reached 157,
with the number of churches trebled and the numbers of mem-
bers grown fivefold.” Thereafter the rate of expansion began to
tail off, so that broadly speaking 1860 to 1880 was the main
period of Baptist progress, when 53 churches and 10,069 mem-
bers were added in approximately twenty years (see figure 6).
The most marked increases, therefore, coincided with the years
of mid-Victorian revivalism, which Dr J. Edwin Orr has called
‘The second evangelical awakening’.® Despite this coincidence,
there is little evidence that north-west Baptist churches were
affected by the revival movement. Regrettably the statistics
of the Association provide no reliable information on the
crucial years of 1859 to 1862, for at that time several reaction-
ary churches seceded from the main body temporarily, reduc-
ing the total membership.” Yet by 1862 the Lancashire and
Cheshire Association was already bigger than it had been
before the secession, and the number of baptisms rose notice-
ably to 529 in 1859, being described by the Secretary as ‘an
unusually large increase in numbers’.® But even this has to be
put into context. The ‘fifties had been a decade of slight retro-
gression, with membership falling by some 300 between 1852
and 1854, and with baptisms dropping to a mere 158 in 1858.
The advances after 1859, made in the face of a major seces-
sion, have to be seen against this background of stagnation in
the preceding years. All that can be affirmed is that from 1859
the movement forward resumed more rapidly than before, but
not with the impetus that caused contemporaries to talk of
revival.

11

Indeed the Baptists tended to disassociate themselves from
revivalism. Although Dr Orr claims from them ‘nothing but
wholehearted co-operation’, he is only able to instance their
support in some churches in Manchester, Birkenhead, Roch-
dale and Blackburn.® Official comments by Baptists on the
subject portray a disquiet at the disposition towards sensual
excitement, the impatience with normality, the distaste for
formal worship, the eccentricity of theology and the wild
fervour. As early as 1847, a Circular Letter, exploring ‘the best
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means of reviving the piety of our churches,” had prefaced its
argument with remarks to this effect. Accordingly the letter for
1860, which sought to draw lessons from the revivals then tak-
ing place, while it conceded that ‘There cannot remain . . . any
doubt that there has accompanied the movement an unusual
divine blessing,” nevertheless expressed misgiving:

Mere animal excitement, meetings of excessive length, the interruption of

business and the order of families, and many incidental disorders, are

not to be desired...a genuine revival of religion is intensely to be

desired.1?
In one church at least, revivalism was viewed with scepticism.
At Blackburn Road Chapel, Accrington, in the ’thirties, what
was described as a local revival took place. But when in 1860
the history of the church was written, this period of outstand-
ing activity was seen as disruptive. It was pointed out that of
twenty-two persons baptised on one day in 1837, only two
remained in fellowship—ten had ceased to attend and ten had
been excluded for misconduct. Further, in the ’forties and
fifties, the congregations had declined markedly, as ‘a reaction
from intense excitement with it manifold evils’.’* There is no
evidence for the ‘wholehearted co-operation’ of Baptist
churches in north-west England in the 1859-62 revival move-
ment. On the contrary, there is evidence of caution and sus-
picion. The coincidence of the accelerated increase in Baptist
membership from that time was purely fortuitous, and is
attributable to quite different causes.

The real reason for the progress made by the churches is to
be found in the explanation of the large number of baptisms
that took place in 1876, which at 1,264 were the highest total
in any one year. In Manchester in 1874, and in Liverpool in
1875, D. L. Moody and Ira Sankey, the American evangelists,
held two major crusades. By 1876 their converts had had time
to join churches and to prepare for initiation into membership.
As the Baptists provided extensive support for the Americans,
their churches, if not revivalist, were certainly evangelistic. In
Manchester, Duncan Macgregor, pastor of the Round Chapel,
Every Street, Ancoats, supplied the denominational press with
reports on Moody’s campaign, and William Birch, lay-pastor
of the Homer Street Mission, so capitalised upon the crusade
that he wrote, ‘We are not attempting to enrol names, but dur-
ing the last year there have been about 800 conversions.”? In
Liverpool, the Baptists were most deeply involved. D. M. Drys-
dale, a freelance evangelist and son-in-law of Aaron Brown,
Deacon at Myrtle Street Chapel, arranged the 1875 campaign,
the organisation for which was undertaken by Henry Cordon,
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pastor of Sharon Hall Chapel, Everton; John Houghton, phil-
anthropist and proprietor-cum-leader of Byrom Street Chapel,
the centre of massive charitable and evangelistic enterprises in
the poorest part of the town, financially backed Moody and
actively worked as a counsellor in the mission inquiry room."
Equidistant from both Liverpool and Manchester, King Street
Church, Wigan, followed closely both crusades, the success of
which was also recorded even in north-east Lancashire. There
the otherwise pragmatic pastor of Accrington’s Cannon Street
Chapel, Charles Williams, equated Moody’s and Sankey’s
achievements with the revivals in first-century Jerusalem under
the Apostles, in medieval Bavaria and Switzerland under the
Franciscan Berthold, and in eighteenth-century Britain under
Wesley and Whitfield.** Support though general was not uni-
versal. Some established pastors, notably Alexander McLaren,
the scholarly minister of Union Chapel, Oxford Road, Man-
chester, and the blunt H. S. Brown, of Myrtle Street Chapel,
Liverpool, suspected, perhaps even resented, that transient
ministry, which reaped a harvest that had been patiently sown
down the years, was receiving greater acknowledgement than
the permanent.’> But professional jealousy did not prevent ex-
tensive, active Baptist sympathy with Moody and Sankey, and
this revealed the real reason for the churches’ growth—they
were evangelistically orientated.

The Baptists turned into a truism Hariett Martineau’s
sophism ‘Churches come of religion, but religion does not
come of churches.” They increased in number because they
evangelised, thus contradicting K. S. Inglis’s conclusion, based
upon a study of Wesleyans and Congregationalists, that neither
they nor any ‘other Protestant body . . . enjoyed a conspicuous
evangelistic success’.’® The local Baptist Association was per-
vaded with a crusading spirit. Its first Circular Letter, ‘The
duty of individual effort for the conversion of souls,” concluded
with a peroration embracing all the emotive incentives to which
Baptists were subject through the subsequent years:

We entreat you ... again to reflect on the motives already adduced.
Christ has joined love as the fundamental law of his kingdom—the con-
version of souls glorifies God—the object in itself is of eternal im-
portance—the agents employed in converting others receive great
recompense of spiritual comfort and honour—it is certain that efforts
conducted in the right spirit shall not fail of success—prosperity to
Zion and benefit to mankind will be the consequences—and the solemn
anticipations of judgement and of eternity combine to attest the truth
that ‘HE THAT WINNETH SOULS IS WISE."17

If in time appeals such as this moderated, zeal for evangelism
did not abate, for in 1867 it was still seriously argued that a
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commitment to the church’s mission ought to be a prerequisite
for church membership.*®

Nor did the matters rest with generalities—individual
churches turned ideals into practice. Even in Rochdale, where
the Baptist record was comparatively poor, West Street Chapel
sought to attract the young, directed regular cottage and open-
air meetings, distributed tracts in fifty districts, formed a young
men’s society and organised Sunday School teachers’ prepara-
tion classes. At Lumb, isolated in Rossendale, a Baptist Chris-
tian Association was formed, of which ‘Membership was open
to all who...were ready to do active service for [Christ].’
Similarly in Manchester, Grosvenor Street Church opened a
mission hall in Hulme in November 1872, began to employ a
Bible woman in January 1873, inaugurated regular open-air
work in June, formed a Tract Society in July, and added to
all this in November 1874 a second mission in Medlock Street.*
But evangelism was not confined to formal activities. It broke
the bounds of convention, burst out of the chapels and became
an extra-mural mission as well. This practice was inherited
from the days before baptistries were constructed inside build-
ings, when baptismal services were held out-of-doors. At
Oswaldtwistle, where a stream was damned, and when neces-
sary ice broken, before the rite of adult total immersion could
be performed, evangelistic addresses were directed at the watch-
ing crowds; at Lumb, too, ‘the vast multitude who stood to
witness the confession of faith’ was long remembered; and at
Bury in 18435, two thousand people attended an open-air bap-
tism and listened to the sermon.?® Thus a tradition of informal
evangelism was established. It was developed in the towns. For
seven years from 1854, Rev. H. S. Brown gained notoriety by
conducting weekly Sunday afternoon lectures ‘to the men of
Liverpool’. He was widely criticised, because of the secular
content of his addresses and because they were delivered on
the Sabbath, but he won through to be imitated by others.”
Among those who copied him, the Rev. Arthur Mursell of
Manchester was the most successful, eventually attracting up
to seven thousand people to the Free Trade Hall every Sun-
day.*® In the next generation the tradition continued. First in
Hope Hall, later in Hengler’s Circus, W. P. Lockhart conducted
his ‘special Mission to the masses in the South’ of Liverpool,
out of which ultimately grew Toxteth Tabernacle, with a mem-
bership of over eight hundred. In Manchester, William Birch
supervised the Homer Street Mission and delivered weekly
Sunday evening sermons in the Free Trade Hall, where at one
time ten thousand copies of his addresses were sold.* Both
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within and without their chapels the Baptists were evangelistic,
and this primarily accounts for their growth. It was sympto-
matic that when the local Association had become an authori-
tative denominational organisation in the region, its executive
committee, to be an example to member churches, should itself
adopt Cumberland and Westmorland as areas for pioneer
mission work.?

v

The task of evangelisation was made easier by the rapid in-
crease in local population, which provided every opportunity
to proselytise. The churches directed their activities to the
places with the highest population densities. In 1841, aid dis-
tributed by the Home Mission Society went exclusively to such
areas, to Stalybridge with its thirty thousand inhabitants, to
Ashton-under-Lyne with forty thousand, to Heywood with
thirteen thousand, to Stockport with seventy thousand, to Con-
iston with its dispersed population served by five missions, and
to Chowbent (Atherton) with only nine thousand inhabitants
but strategically placed between Bolton and Leigh.*® Not un-
naturally there was often a close relationship between the
growth of a Baptist church and that of a neighbouring town. At
Doals outside Bacup, a new chapel was founded as workers
began to congregate around the Irwell Springs Print and Dye
Works. The formation of the Barrow church was thus
explained:

. the population of the Port of Barrow has been wonderfully in-
creased, and the need for christianising influences became painfully
manifest. Under the circumstances, our County Mission Comee felt
constrained to engage in the work. The Duke of Devonshire gave land,
a chapel was provided, a minister was sent and a considerable number
{ui)ve been gathered into Christian fellowship, as the fruit of his
abours.

At Oswaldtwistle, in 1877, the need for a new, larger chapel
was attributed to increasing population. The Association
decided to found a church at Blackpool because local residents
petitioned for help, on the grounds that the town was rapidly
expanding. In Liverpool, the church which eventually opened
Richmond Chapel, was formed to meet the needs of the rising
district of Everton in 1863, and twenty years later the process
was repeated in Walton, which had ‘become very populous’.
For decades the Lumb church struggled to survive, but after
the Cotton Famine, as factories and mills were built in the
vicinity and migration into the area began, it flourished. In
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Manchester, too, the local Baptist Union gave priority to ‘the
establishing of new churches in the promising localities which
the suburbs of our large towns present, and in the populous
places where our denomination is at present unrepresented.’
There was thus a correlation between areas where churches
concentrated their resources, and where the local population
was concentrated.*

A consequence of this was that, being voluntary ventures
dependent upon private monetary support, Baptist chapels in
north-west England were built without a systematic plan of
distribution. Churches were formed in those locations which
gave them some chance of succeeding, and where they did
succeed there was a temptation to open a second and even a
third chapel, while areas of limited possibility were neglected.
Viability rather than strategy prescribed the course of develop-
ment. In Liverpool, a string of chapels crossed the town, all
within walking distance of each other. In Bacup, there were
four chapels, but two more were opened, one at Waterbarn two
miles away, and one at Millgate three miles away. In Rawten-
stall, a church was formed one mile from that at Cloughfold.
In Padiham, a second chapel was built to seat four hundred,
even though congregations were less than sixty. In Preston,
Leeming Street Chapel was replaced by Fishergate Church,
because at the time four Baptist chapels existed within a quar-
ter mile of each other.?” The corollary of this situation was that
whole tracts of the region were ignored. In 1866 Clitheroe,
Farnworth, Warrington, Ormskirk and Leigh had no Baptist
representation, and even in 1878 there remained none in thirty-
eight towns of Lancashire and Cheshire with populations of less
than eighteen thousand.?® Because voluntary churches could
not long exist in centres of poverty, nor in areas of sparse popu-
lation, rural districts were all but forgotten. The Tottlebank
and Coniston churches of Furness dwindled, while those at
Barrow and Dalton both grew in new industrial centres, some-
thing Coniston had been when supported by the Home Mission
in the “forties. Up to 1859 Inskip was the only Baptist chapel
north of Preston and west of Lancaster, and twenty years later
in the Fylde, along Ribblesdale, between Preston and Clitheroe,
around Whalley from Clitheroe to Blackburn, between the
Mersey and the Ribble, and along the London North Western
Railway line from Preston to Warrington, there was no Baptist
chapel to be found.*” There was a pattern in the growth of the
denomination but it did not provide a uniformity of distribution
(see figure 7).

Yet the fact remained that the churches had to capitalise on




138

GROWTH OF THE BAPTIST DENOMINATION

\ 1887

s :
°®
o( 0n|5(0"'\ /-/ County Boundary

Place of worship

o
. R
Preston . il o* '/
o .g ::B%rnley,
Blackburn.. . '
ol ...:‘ Bacup-/
— S enste A
: . .'.0,.::.' o
:— f* ® 4
®
— nR'gchdale;>
Bollo.l;.o Eg:y *e /
®
— ® Oldham
Wigan... ° L ] ... .l
LY i " J
== ® L] . ....‘. : .
= et A .MANgHI:STER
“!ERPOOI Warrmglon s \"’ 7
0eess e Sl
0680 o —— >
= f O Kms. IS
] ' '
- 0 Miles 15
Figure 7

BAPTIST PLACES OF WORSHIP IN LANCASHIRE, 1887




GROWTH OF THE BAPTIST DENOMINATION 139

the expanding population to increase their numbers. Ultimately
evangelism was the important factor, for converts had to be
won, as there was no guarantee that as the local populace in-
creased, it would include a fixed proportion of Baptists. Cer-
tainly migration into the region did not contribute to the
church’s growth. Indeed, Baptists tended to interpret the
influx of peoples as constituting an overwhelming threat of
spreading infidelity:

From all the more thinly inhabited counties, streams are perpetually
flowing in upon us, swelling our towns with a rapidity with which our
Christianity has long failed to keep pace. In a short time, if the pro-
gress of pure religion is not quickened, the flood of ignorance and
infidelity, with crime, their inseparable associate, will present an opposi-
tion more appalling than ever, to our disproportionate struggles for
mastery.s0

Furthermore migration was predominantly from specific areas
within the counties themselves. Where the Domestic System,
and its concomitant problem of the handloom weavers, caused
hardship, or where agricultural districts were too distant to
supply towns, people removed to the developing regions nearest
to their original homes. Even the migration that did come from
outside the counties, tended to be all but local in origin, com-
ing from no further afield than North Wales, Yorkshire and
the northern English counties. As a result movement between
churches was chiefly from local chapel to local town, and did
not substantially affect total membership within the region. But
even when new churches did come into being because Bap-
tists had migrated to unevangelised areas of Lancashire and
Cheshire, as happened at Waterfoot and Darwen, their subse-
quent growth has still to be explained. Occasionally migration
may have initiated a church, but it could not sustain or expand
it.* This is again reflected in the returns of the local Associa-
tion. Among accredited additions recorded each year were
those who joined churches with a ‘letter of commendation’,
issued by the fellowship they were leaving. Set against these
were losses incurred by those granted ‘dismission’ from local
Baptists to join new or other churches elsewhere. These move-
ments into and out of the Association provide a rough guide
to the general pattern of migration. In only eight years (1841,
1856, 1857, 1864, 1866, 1870, 1886 and 1887) did losses exceed
gains, and so the trend was for migration to add to the churches.
But the rate of this form of addition was very slow. In only
seven years (1872, 1873, 1874, 1876, 1877, 1878 and 1884)
were gains over one hundred more than losses, and if the most
exceptional year of 1873 (when those who joined the churches
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by letier were 224 more than those dismissed) is analysed, the
average addition to each of the fifty-nine associated churches
by migration that year was only 3.8 persons. Overall in twenty-
nine of the fifty years after 1837, the aggregate increase in
church membership through migration was less than fifty
people.

The effect of migration on individual churches is revealed
in the records of the Leeming Street (later Fishergate) Chapel
in Preston, and the Ebenezer Chapel, Bury Road, Haslingden.
Both Church Minute Books include membership rolls with
biographical details, showing how members joined and left the
churches. Between 1837 and 1887, 147 persons joined the
Preston chapel having removed into the town, and 137 left
Preston for churches elsewhere, so that migration added but
ten people in fifty years. Of those who joined Leeming Street
eighty came from outside Lancashire, while at the same time
sixty-four left the county, and twelve emigrated. Migration was
a minimal factor in the growth of the Preston church. At Has-
lingden, it actually caused a reduction of membership. Between
1848 and 1887, sixty-four migrants joined Ebenezer, twenty-
three coming from outside the county. Eighty people left the
church, twenty-four removing out of Lancashire and two emi-
grating. The increase of the Lancashire population did not
automatically produce an increase in Baptist membership. It
merely provided fields larger and whiter unto harvest, but they
still had to be harvested.

And so in the last analysis, the chief characteristic of the
churches, their evangelism, was the formative force behind
their growth. In this however they were assisted by one fortui-
tous circumstance. Because a new church was one more centre
around which evangelistic forces could operate, the high inci-
dence of divisions and secessions that occurred in the chapels,
provoked by any of numerous considerations, helped to in-
crease Baptist membership. Internecine squabbles amounted
to almost an unofficial tradition. In 1842, Ebenezer Chapel,
Haslingden, came into being as a result of a secession from
Pleasant Street Church, because of ‘the very lax discipline.’
In 1843, a church was formed in Pleasant Street, Liverpool, by
members of Myrtle Street Chapel, ‘having conscientious objec-
tions to the introduction of instrumental music into the public
worship of God’. In 1846, sixty people withdrew ‘from the
church at Bolton to form themselves into a separate com-
munity.” In 1847, forty-eight members and the pastor, Abra-
ham Nichols, left the Goodshaw fellowship to worship inde-
pendently at Sunnyside. In 1849, the Cheshire church at Hill
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Cliffe divided, with the dissidents first meeting in Stockton
Heath before opening Latchford Chapel in 1861. In 1854,
Rev. Alexander Birnie resigned from Leeming Street Chapel,
Preston, and took with him seventy-one members to worship in
an ex-Countess of Huntingdon’s Connexion Chapel in Pole
Street. In 1855, 150 people seceded from Irwell Terrace Chapel,
Bacup. In 1858, ‘those who have so loudly expressed their dis-
satisfaction and so persistently opposed the church’, were
excluded from Blackburn Road Chapel, Accrington, and
opened their own place of worship in Barnes Street, where they
were joined by others who left Padiham church, ‘on the ground
of the atonement not being preached.” In 1867, during a pas-
toral inter-regnum, forty-three members of the West Street
Chapel, Rochdale, left to found Ebenezer Chapel, Water
Street. In 1870, the first of the divisions to take place at the
Fabius Chapel, Liverpool, occurred even before the church
building had been opened, and it was followed five years later
by another, which produced a church in Cottenham Street. In
1874, Jonas Smith, the pastor, split Ebenezer Chapel, Bacup,
over ‘differences respecting doctrinal views,” and with his sym-
pathisers he formed his own church, which opened Olivet
Baptist Chapel, Lane Head Lane. In 1877, at the termination of
Richard Chenery’s long pastorate, at Moss Side, Manchester,
sixty-one members resigned, to meet together under Chenery
at Hulme. In 1883, in a dispute over the ‘leadership of the
choir’, thirty-one members withdrew from Claremont Chapel
Bolton, to worship first in the Co-operative Hall, and later in
St John’s Street Church.** Although the negation of all for
which the Baptists stood, this pattern of frequent dissension
forwarded their evangelistic outreach. More chapels were
opened and more centres of activity were brought into opera-
tion.

v

Despite this element of bad spirit in the denomination, the
religion practised in the churches remained attractive to out-
siders. The Baptists deliberately organised their chapels so that
they became relevant to the needs of the surrounding popula-
tion, providing a degree of practical appeal. Social conditions
were vicious, brutal, harsh, and the churches were conscious
of this. Consequently a chapel was made to be more than a
place of worship—it was a significant social centre. Sunday
schools provided education even for young adults; church
libraries made otherwise unobtainable books available; friendly
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or benevolent societies were a source of security, producing
from 2s. 0d. to £3 per week in sickness, from 2s. 6d. to £1 per
week in old age, and from £1 to £30 at death, according to con-
tributions; clothing (‘Dorcas’) societies helped in the purchase
or making of dresses, suits and bedding; entertainment came
from the professional concerts of a W. H. Jude at Myrtle Street
Chapel in Liverpool, or from the amateur performances of
Rossendale ‘Sings’; rare holidays were made colourful by
Christmas and New Year teas, by Easter marches, by Whit
outings to Chester, Southport and Blackpool, or even to a local
beauty spot. With their plethora of varied activity, the churches
provided a valid way of life, which mitigated some of the
rigours of contemporary society.**

The best illustration of the social attractiveness of the chapels
came with the Cotton Famine. The Lancashire and Cheshire
Association set up ‘The Lancashire Baptist Relief Fund’ in
June 1862. Its task was twofold—the raising of subscriptions
and the provision of aid to meet churches’ needs. The former it
obtained from various sources, canvassing all Baptist churches
both in and outside the Association. Together, national and
local donations, during the winter of 1862-3, raised
£6,785. 15s. 14d. To discover the requirements of each church,
questionnaires were issued, enquiring into the ability of each
community to support its own needy, into its capacity to con-
tribute to the central fund, and into the amount of assistance
wanted. The questionnaires were supported by monthly returns,
reporting any changes in the situation, and by the visits of
deputations from the relief committee to gain first hand infor-
mation. Thus prepared, the committee dispensed aid. As it
encouraged churches to help their members independently, it
left the distribution of relief to pastors and deacons, giving
them between September 1862 and May 1863 £5,293. 17s. 0d.
in financial assistance. It contented itself with general super-
vision, and with providing aid in kind, despatching two hundred
and twenty-three bales of selected clothing, each bale weighing
between one and two hundredweight. A further £114. 6s. 0d.
was spent on encouraging schools, while the class of people
‘which had been reluctant to make known its wants—the class
above the operatives’, together with ministers whose churches
could no longer afford to support them, both presented delicate
problems, which the committee also made its own responsi-
bility. In all, these ‘Special Cases’ received £332. 12s. 6d., and
pastors £524. The period of hardship was at its worst through
the winter of 1862-3. In the following twelve months, the Relief
Fund distributed only £118. 7s. 7d., and in the year 1864-5 it
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gave in aid but £121. 3s. 4d. Total receipts were £6,917. 8s. 51d.,
and total payments were £6,820. 12s. 4d., leaving a balance of
nearly £97, which was presented to the ‘Freedmen’s Aid Society
of the United States of America.’

To have been associated with a Baptist congregation during
the north-west’s own peculiar crisis carried distinct advantages.
It was proof indeed of the security religion could bring in a
laisser-faire society; the churches demonstrated the reality of
their existence as centres of social welfare. It is worthy of note
that the strength of the communal ties, which could develop
around a chapel, was demonstrated in July 1877 at Bacup,
when over two thousand people attended a reunion service and
tea for past and present pupils of the Ebenezer Sunday School.**

Another aspect of this popular appeal was that sermons were
frequently set in the context of industrial hardship, directed at
the people’s personal needs. The consolations of religion were
emphasised. As Beatrice Webb recorded, after her second stay
with Baptists in Bacup:

‘Life in Christ’ and hope in another world brings ease and refinement

into a mere struggle for existence, calming the restless craving after the

good things of this world by an ‘other-worldliness’, and making failure

a ‘means of grace’ instead of despicable want of success.35
Divine help in the harsh realities of Victorian society was a
principal, often repeated theme, in the pulpit ministrations of
Baptists. Pastors taught, for example, that troubles and sorrows
were a preparation for heaven, that the vicissitudes of life were
all divinely controlled, that despite appearances, existence was
not without purpose and reward, that religion alone could
prevent moral decline, that happiness, unsullied by earthly
experience, was ensured in heaven after death. Even the horrors
of the threatening workhouse were said to be obviated by the
‘manifestations of piety in old age’, for ‘religion removes much
that is repulsive in the close of life’.** Such assurances were
what Victorian men and women needed to hear—there was an
opium for the masses, because life required an opiate. Perhaps
the tenor of this attitude was best summarised by two stanzas
from a poem, written by an Accrington pastor, Joseph Har-
bottle, ‘On the death of Mr J. Entwistle’:

Like a ship on the tempest he long had been toss’d
On the waves of affliction been driven;

But now the rough ocean of trouble is cross’d,
He hath anchored securely in heaven.

What though the frail vessel is broke by the storm—
In safety is landed the treasure;

And the wreck shall be built a more beautiful form,
To sail on the ocean of pleasure.??
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Mid-Victorian Baptist chapels provided for the mental and
physical, as well as the spiritual, needs of the people.

VI

The reality of their evangelistic and social efforts was best
proved by their comparative success in reaching the poor.
Somewhat uniquely among the churches of their generation, the
north-west Baptists did win members of the working classes to
their congregations. In not a few places, churches were com-
posed of working people only.*® For example, the church at
Barnes Street, Accrington, was described as essentially drawn
from this class, at Brierfield as ‘consisting almost exclusively of
working people,” at Blackburn as ‘chiefly of small tradespeople
and operatives’, at Church as ‘a few farmers, colliers and mill
operatives’, at Coniston as ‘generally poor’, at Dalton as
‘composed almost entirely of working-men’, at Fabius Chapel,
Liverpool, as ‘entirely working-class in composition’, at Oswald-
twistle as ‘for the most part working men and women’, at Padi-
ham as ‘all working people’, at St. Helens as comprising
‘poverty stricken workers’, while the specific case of Derplay,
near Bacup, where working-class children were without shoes
and stockings, and where clogs were a sign of distinction, re-
veals how poor could be church members who fell into this
social group.®

Poverty was also to be found in those churches, established
either by benefaction or by subsidy from the denomination, in
deprived, destitute districts. Astley Bridge comes into this
category, struggling to exist in the back streets of Bolton. At
Edgeside near Manchester, in 1850, the 2s. 6d. weekly rent for
the house in which worship was conducted was beyond mem-
bers’ means. In Hulme, ‘one of the most congested parts of
Manchester, the poor had the gospel preached to them’. At
Wilmot Street Mission in the same city, workers refused to col-
lect for the local temperance body, because their people were
‘too poor to do anything to assist’, and ten years later distress
was still so ‘prevalent in the surrounding district’, that the
teachers agreed to donate three pence each per week for poor
relief. Sir Morton Peto, the railway magnate, presented the
church at Middleton with an excellent site for a chapel in
the Market Place, but the members were too poor to raise the
funds for a new building. For nearly thirty years the Atherton
church fought a relentless battle to survive, because the average
wage of the membership was under 7s. 0d. per week. In Liver-
pool, the Baptist ministry in Byrom Street drew its congrega-
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tions entirely from the ‘impoverished’, and opened missions in
William Moult Street and Westmoreland Street, both ‘in dark-
est Liverpool, where others would not or could not go’. The
Lumb church felt that the narrowness of its means justified
withdrawal from the Association.*

And yet poverty among Baptists was not confined to isolated
pockets, as a characteristic of specific churches in specific
localities. It was also known inside the more prosperous
chapels too. Working-class people attended Union Chapel,
Manchester. H. S. Brown’s pastoral visitations took him
to Baptist homes in the most destitute parts of Liverpool.
Even Pembroke Place Chapel had 150 working men among its
regular congregations—i.e. about one quarter of the whole—
for whom it provided a penny bank, clothing and book clubs.*
That the working classes and the poor should be so found
among the north-west Baptists was testimony indeed to the
effectiveness of their evangelism and social concern.

vl

This success was due, in part at least, to the presence of
wealthy members in the churches. If the poor came to the
churches for encouragement and help, they also came because
the rich who gathered there could make that help real.

The generosity of wealthy members went beyond mere mone-
tary donations. Prosperous men who had succeeded in life,
brought with their money both business acumen and social
influence too. The contributions made to the churches by men
of property bore a wider connotation than a mere court of
appeal for emergency funds, as was implied by the common
practice of appointing businessmen (o serve on administrative
committees. ‘The Minute Book for the Committee for Arrange-
ing for the Autumnal Meetings of the Baptist Union...in
Liverpool in. .. 1882°, underlined this in a trivial but indica-
tive way. The notebook has a gummed slip on its cover, bear-
ing a description of its contents, and surrounded by a plain red
border, into which are printed the words ‘Edward Mounsey,
Accountant’. Mounsey was baptised at the Myrtle Street
Chapel, Liverpool, in 1842, where he became a Deacon in
1862, and where he indentified himself with the Sunday
schools. In professional life, he was a partner of Lewis and
Mounsey, Chartered Accountants, was a pioneer of building
societies on Merseyside, and was a director of the Liverpool
Mortgage Insurance Company, the Liverpool Investment
Building Society, and the Liverpool Reversionary Interest Com-







