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THE Lancashire Congregational Union was formed on 23 
September 1806. It was a product of the Evangelical revival. 

Rev. William Roby, formerly pastor of a Countess of Huntingdon 
Chapel in Wigan, became minister of Cannon Street Independent 
Church, Manchester, in 1795. With a passion for evangelism, 
he privately opened a ministerial academy, in which he trained 
students to undertake itinerant preaching tours throughout 
Lancashire, on the Wesleyan pattern. He was not alone in this, 
for already Congregationalist preachers were being sent to work 
in the county from Heckmondwike Academy in Yorkshire. Some 
of these co-operated with Roby in 1801 to found an Itinerant 
Society, but there being no Congregational organisation in the 
region with which the venture could be associated, the experiment 
failed, and the Lancashire Congregational Union was created 
to correct the deficiency. The purpose of the Union was to 
encourage Independent congregations to unite in 'the intro 
duction and spread of the Gospel, according to the Congrega 
tional order, especially in the most populous parts of the county.' 
In this it undoubtedly succeeded. When the Union came into 
being there were 38 Congregationalist churches in Lancashire: by 
1846 there were 114, of which 37 were in receipt of financial aid 
totalling £i,3oo.1

The problems of organisation thus multiplied. The root of the 
difficulty lay in the fact that the Union was administered, through 
its committees, by voluntary workers, ministers and laymen who 
alike were already busy and successful men. Consequently, 
whereas Roby had been able personally to superintend his 
evangelists, now the extensive operations of the Union meant that 
its officers were reduced to taking essentially routine decisions, 
generally confined to the responsible allocation of funds. The
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success of the Congregational body had proved its undoing; the 
spirit of evangelism had perforce to submit to the spirit of bureau 
cracy. The general committee of church representatives was alive 
to the problem. In 1838, to reduce the growing tendency towards 
depersonalisation, it suggested the appointment of a 'General 
Agent', employed full-time to maintain close contacts with aided 
chapels and their evangelists. This proposal was not implemented. 
Instead six years later, a small executive committee was created 
to undertake, still through voluntary workers, the recommended 
duties of the permanent 'Evangelist Extraordinary.' But the 
compromise proved abortive, and it was the executive committee 
itself, which in 1846 finally chose to appoint 'a suitable person 
to fill the office of a "Visiting Secretary." ' 2

The responsibilities of this new official broke down into three 
main parts. Firstly, he was to supervise the administration of the 
Union. Secondly, he was to canvass the churches of the county for 
subscriptions and collections towards Union funds. Thirdly, he 
was to visit as many of the supported mission churches as he could 
each year, both to encourage them and to obtain first-hand 
information about them for the guidance of Union committees. 
Perhaps because to employ a paid officer was a new departure 
for Gongregationalists, the Executive Committee took care to 
ensure it obtained value for money. One of the tasks imposed upon 
the Secretary was that

he keep a journal of all his proceedings for the permanent use of the 
Executive Committee; accompanying it with an [unreserved?] and 
confidential statement, in such s. way as he might think best, of his 
opinions and feelings respecting all matters affecting the interests of the 
Union.

In the event, the appointee misunderstood or confused his 
instructions. While he duly kept a journal, it did not contain 
information material to his own 'proceedings,' but dealt princi 
pally with the places he visited. The outcome is fortuitous. Instead 
of a daily diary to satisfy thrifty Nonconformists, there emerged 
a mid-nineteenth-century survey of rural and developing parts 
of Lancashire. 3

II

The author was Rev. David Thompson Carnson (1796-1877). 
The nominee of a special sub-committee, which, with a fulsome 
executive committee, expressed 'the most perfect confidence' in 
him, he accepted the office of secretary on 28 July 1847. After 
'an annual season of relaxation,' he agreed to start work as 
quickly as possible so 'that something efficient in his department
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should be done before the setting in of the winter'. Carnson was 
an admirable appointment. He was the son of a Congregational 
minister at Cummer Trees in Dumfrieshire, but after his mother 
died when he was aged nine, he was brought up by an aunt. The 
influence of parents and relatives must have resulted in an 
evangelical experience of conversion in youth, for after a country 
schooling, he was apprenticed to a tradesman in Carlisle, where 
he joined the Independent church and used his spare time in 
itinerant evangelism chiefly about north Cumberland. In 1817 
he enrolled as the first student at the Blackburn Academy, estab 
lished by the Lancashire Congregational Union to train candi 
dates for the ministry. After three years of study, and rejecting a 
call to a prosperous Manchester church, he became pastor at 
Fishergate Chapel, Preston, where congregations averaged only 
about 36, where seat-holders numbered some 50, and where the 
church members totalled but 15, two of whom were in the United 
States. His stipend was a little over £70. Carnson soon altered 
the history of this small church. Within four years the chapel 
was inadequate for those who now wanted to attend, and in 1826 
the larger Cannon Street Congregational Chapel was opened. 
Such achievement brought Carnson repute within the county 
Union. For example, from 1822 to 1831, he was secretary of the 
Preston district committee, and in 1841 a plan he proposed 
became the Lancashire Congregational Ministers' Benevolent 
Society. When therefore the executive committee approved his 
appointment as its secretary, David Carnson was closely identified 
with the traditions of the Lancashire Congregational Union. 
Experienced in itinerant preaching, trained in the institution 
created by local Congregationalists to prepare evangelists in the 
Roby style, triumphant in facing the problems of a congregation 
struggling to survive, respected as the minister of a large church, 
he personified the spirit that was supposed to permeate the Union. 
He was ideally the man to reintroduce a personal relationship 
between its administration and those it sought to help. 4

For the next seven years, on behalf of the executive committee, 
Carnson visited as frequently as he could all the churches 
receiving financial aid. What he discovered on each of his almost 
weekly inquisitions he entered in the journal he was ordered to 
keep. And his journal has survived. It was found recently in the 
basement of the Lancashire Congregational Union Offices. It 
is in three volumes, each a leather-bound business book of between 
250 and 300 pages. The first and second volumes are completely 
filled, covering the periods 16 October 1847 to 14 October 1849, 
and 21 October 1849 to 29 May 1853, respectively. In the third 
volume, entries dealing only with the few months between 5 June
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1853 and 22 January 1854, occupy a mere fifty-two pages. At 
the back of each book, Carnson compiled a chronological index 
of all the reports on the preceding pages, and of his activities on 
those Sundays when he did not conduct a visitation." The whole 
is well preserved, and in clear handwriting. Although full of 
detail, the content is repetitious in form. Apart from exceptional 
occasions, when he was called in to arbitrate in a dispute, or to 
conduct special services, Carnson, on every visit to a church, 
recorded facts concerning the congregation, the membership, the 
ministry, the Sunday school, the finances, the day school (if there 
was one), and the degree of Christian zeal. To this basic material, 
he added any information about the locality, or about the 
circumstances of the people, that affected the work of the mission. 
On first visiting a place, he devoted much space to a description 
of the local area, explaining the size of the population, the econo 
mic conditions, the principal employment, the amount of religious 
provision, the relations between denominations, and the availa 
bility of education. Because of this his first reports were longer 
than later ones, occupying three or four pages, rather than what 
became a standard two pages. Entries following subsequent visits, 
however, possessed the additional factor of attempts to assess the 
progress of the churches. The journal is thus an illuminating 
document on the social history of mid-Victorian Lancashire. 
Because Carnson was so meticulous even weather conditions and 
transport facilities can be examined. Throughout the writer's 
personality and convictions obtrude, chiefly evangelical and anti- 
establishment, adding the extra attraction of character study.

Nonetheless the journal has a major limitation. Carnson 
visited chapels obtaining grants from the Lancashire Congrega 
tional Union. This meant that he only reported on undeveloped 
parts of the country (see Figure 5). Aided congregations were to be 
found in three types of place: rural areas where established 
Congregational churches found it difficult to continue in face of a 
declining population or land-owning opposition (Kirkby Lons- 
dale, Garstang, Fleetwood, Preesall, Knowle Green, Wiswell, 
Martin Top, Holden, and Ormskirk, for example); new industrial 
centres where traditional village life was being transformed (Eger- 
ton, Belmont, Accrington, Great Harwood, Bacup, Clitheroe, 
Marsden, Barrowford, Calderbrook, Middleton, Newton-le- 
Willows, Ashton-in-Makerfield, Prescot, and Leyland are cases in 
point); residential areas and recreational resorts where the popula 
tion was expanding on the periphery of the conurbations (Sale, 
Stretford, Blackpool, Churchtown, Droylsden may be mentioned 
in this context). To this extent the journal is restricted. But it is 
not unbalanced. Carnson's careful, if terse, records of his
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CONGREGATIONAL PLACES OF WORSHIP VISITED BY REV. D.T. CARNSON 
BETWEEN 1847 AND 1854

Thanks are due to Miss Ann Smith, M.A., for drawing this map
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attendance at the churches of large towns (James Street, Black 
burn; Crescent Chapel, Liverpool; High Street, Lancaster; Zion 
Chapel, Stretford Road, Manchester; Cannon Street, Preston; and 
St Paul's Chapel, Wigan) preserves perspective. This safeguard 
apart, even if the content of the journal is limited, it nonetheless 
deals exhaustively with areas of Lancashire normally neglected.

Ill

The subject about which most information is given is chapel 
life. Much attention is paid to the congregations. They varied con 
siderably in size, judging by the best attended services. The 
smallest were in the villages of Affetside near Bury, where about 
30 people used a chapel with 300 sittings; the largest were at the 
silk-weaving and mining township of Westhoughton, where 
congregations of over 250 were common. In general, rural chapels 
had the poorest attendances, though 150 worshipped at Martin 
Top, and many industrial centres provided large congregations, 
200 and more attending ser\ices at Clitheroe, Calderbrook, 
Marsden, Middleton, Egerton and Leigh for example. Even so, 
some chapels in manufacturing districts could be as poorly sup 
ported as those in agricultural areas. Only 60 people were in the 
largest congregations at Belmont, Denton and Edgeworth Moor. 
Attendances in residential localities steadily increased, as the con 
urbations extended. Eighty persons worshipped at Stretford, and 
90 at Sale in 1847, though both rose to over 100 by 1849. 
Congregations in Blackpool fluctuated, but steadily improved. In 
1848 the Congregationalists only possessed a rural chapel at South 
Shore, which for most of the year was used by no more than 80 
worshippers. But in summer all its 290 seats were occupied. The 
holiday-makers took over. In 1849, 'friends from Lancashire and 
Yorkshire who frequent this bathing place' paid for a new church 
with 600 sittings in the town centre. After it was opened, the 
local congregations of winter increased to over 100, with the 
building filled to overflowing for summer morning services.

Despite all the variation, one principle does appear to emerge. 
Two hundred seems to have been the required number of regular 
worshippers for a church to approach maturity and indepen 
dence of county Union resources. When attendances at Leigh 
reached this figure in 1852, Carnson commented 'the elements 
of great prosperity are here,' and he noted that land had been 
purchased for a new chapel. Yet even with such large congrega 
tions, self-sufficiency was not assured. At Patricroft in 1853, 
attendance exceeded 200, over £67 per annum was raised for 
the stipend, and over £151 for general purposes. Accordingly the
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Union grant was reduced. This, Carnson observed, 'caused 
inconvenience.'

Congregations also varied at the different services. No universal 
pattern of worship is indicated, though afternoon meetings were 
common and usually best attended. Carnson suggested that this 
practice arose from the accepted tradition that Sunday school 
scholars should attend morning worship. Certainly the internal 
arrangement of most chapels was such that either the ground floor 
or the galleries were equipped with forms for the pupils to use. 
In these circumstances the numbers of children left small room 
for adults, who would not find a juvenile presence conducive to 
worship anyway. At Barrowford in 1848, the Sunday school alone 
was present at the morning service, while up to 150 adults were 
in the evening congregations. Carnson noted that the current 
preacher was trying to alter this situation, yet in February 1850 
the morning worship was still devoted exclusively to the school. 
Elsewhere it was normal for some older people to be present at 
the first service of the day, though Middleton was exceptional 
with 180 adults in the morning congregation besides the Sunday 
school scholars. Evening services were different again. Where 
they were held they were more popular than those in the 
morning, though their attendance was less than that in the 
afternoon. But they were by no means universal. Often no public 
religious activity took place on the Sabbath evening. If it did, it 
commonly took the form either of a prayer-meeting in chapel or 
in homes, or of itinerant services in cottage preaching stations. 
Because of this Carnson visited Forton when at Garstang, Enfield 
when at Accrington, Gisburn when at Martin Top. Overall the 
impression given is that the pattern of church services was begin 
ning to change. In some chapels, the afternoon meeting had been 
discontinued, and if this had happened the largest attendance 
was at night. It was perhaps an indication of the direction in 
which matters were moving that, in 1849 at the new church in 
Stretford, susceptible to pressure from the influential Congrega- 
tionalists of Manchester, worship should be conducted only twice 
on a Sunday, in the morning to congregations of up to 50, in the 
evening to congregations of 100.

With such variety in the numbers attending church, it is not 
surprising that chapels were not often full. In rural areas at worst 
one-tenth and at best one-third of the sittings were occupied a 
reflection of declining local population. Elsewhere between one- 
fifth and three-quarters of the chapel seats were used. For ex 
ample, in the winter of 1847-8, 60 people worshipped in a church 
with 300 sittings at Edgeworth Moor, compared with 130 in a 
church with 180 sittings at Middleton. About the same time
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Carnson found only 130 as the largest congregation at West- 
houghton chapel, which had 300 seats, yet he said it 'appeared 
to be comfortably filled.' In fact he seemed to expect most 
churches in industrial and urban localities to be at least this full. 
With the exception of particular cases where something was 
amiss within the fellowship, as at Ashton-in-Makerfield, Accring- 
ton and Prescot, the explanation of partially filled chapels lay in 
the fact that Congregationalists built places of worship that 
exceeded existing requirements. After all Carnson was visiting 
mission stations, which it was hoped would grow, and as chapels 
were only erected once an evangelistic outpost had shown signs 
of promise, they were built in anticipation of future congrega 
tions. This is a common train of development that can be followed 
in the journal. At Bacup in March 1848, a lumber room was 
fitted out with 120 sittings, and services commenced. Within two 
months attendances rose to 140, 'by which the room was crowded 
to excess.' This continued until 1850 when a chapel was built. 
After its foundations collapsed, bringing down the whole super 
structure, it had to be rebuilt at the architect's expense, but 
eventually it was opened in November 1851, providing 700 
sittings. Likewise at Tottington, first a farmhouse was converted 
for worship by fixing a pulpit in a hole in the wall opposite the 
stairs, so that the ground and upper floors could be addressed 
simultaneously. When this makeshift arrangement proved suc 
cessful, a £1,000 chapel of 500 sittings was opened in 1849. 
Eighteen months later, congregations numbered only 180, and a 
year later a little less. Churches developed in the same way at 
Hollinwood, Enfield, Nelson, Leigh and Middleton. Although 
chapels were not full, this did not necessarily denote a church in 
decline. It merely showed that the faithful were full of faith.

A further fact about the congregations to emerge from the 
journal, concerns the numbers of church members, whom 
Carnson always distinguished from those who merely attended 
chapel. Generally members were between one-fifth and one- 
quarter of the total attenders in the largest congregations. But 
there were many variants from this norm. Several instances were 
recorded of a membership about half of the congregation, though 
Marsden, where there were i o i members in congregations of 130 
was exceptional. Churches in which the proportion of members 
was larger than usual were normally strong and progressing, yet 
this was not always a symptom of strength. On occasion a large 
percentage of members in the congregation was a consequence of 
dissension with the communion, as a result of which mere 
attenders had withdrawn. There are also recorded not a few 
instances in which the proportion of members was markedly below
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average. In the majority of such cases the membership was about 
one-seventh of the congregations, though it was as low as one in 
eight at Bretherton and Prescot. For the most part, however, if 
there were only a few members in sizeable attendances, it was 
because the mission was new, and a church had only just 
been organised. Carnson even noted some places where services 
attracted goodly numbers, but where no church had yet been 
formed, as at Little Lever in 1850 with congregations of up to 
160.

All this raises an historical problem. Perhaps the most satisfac 
tory way in which regular attenders at Nonconformist chapels 
can be estimated is to take the numbers of members published in 
denominational Year Books, and to assess what proportion of the 
congregations they were likely to be. Carnson's journal reveals 
the inaccuracy of such a procedure, with wide differences between 
chapels. It even further shows the impossibility of precise calcula 
tion, for it records that at Bretherton only 13 of 22 church 
members, and at Garstang only 15 of 28, regularly attended the 
services.

The social class of those attending the chapels described in the 
journal is clearly indicated. Occasional reference is made to a 
respectable member whose wealth sustained the fellowship, as 
happened at Barrowford. But this was rare, and the working- 
class character of the congregations is repeatedly emphasised. 
Considering that the churches were not always small, but that 
they were financially dependent upon the Lancashire Union, it is 
not surprising to find that their people were poor. At Belmont in 
1847 ' tne stoppage of the Factory' impoverished the church. At 
Fleetwood the congregations were 'all of the labouring classes.' 
At Lee Chapel, Horwich, in 1848, the people were 'crippled in 
their exertions, and diminished in numbers through loss of 
employment,' and 'how many of the sittings were let could not 
be ascertained on account of the members who could not at 
present pay their seat rents'. At Bacup in August 1848, 'the 
general stagnation of trade has caused great distress among all 
classes, especially among those who attend the preaching room'. 
At Great Harwood that same autumn, 'The leading persons that 
attend the chapel are connected either directly or remotely with 
[the local cotton print works]. Some of them have not had the 
common necessaries of life all have felt the pressure of scarcity.' 
And at Barrowford, those attending the chapel were 'never rich', 
but they were 'now much impoverished'. At Marsden 'the 
poverty of these people is said to keep down finances'. At Newton- 
le-Willows in 1850, 'A serious decrease of trade in the locomotive 
machinery departments has injuriously affected the finances.' At
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Todmorden in September 1850, the church declined, because a 
sixteen week lock-out at two local weaving mills had 'caused 
some who attended the chapel to leave the town, and some to 
absent themselves from school and worship for want of clothing'; 
because with railway construction completed in the area, 'some of 
the labourers who had sittings in the chapel had removed'; and 
because some of the young people had responded to 'the strenuous 
efforts of Chartists and Socialists'. Even in rural areas, those 
attending chapel were working men small farmers and hand- 
loom weavers at Martin Top, 'labourers' who had 'only 5/- 
per week' at Preesall.

Several observations are provoked by the insistence in Cam- 
son's reports upon working-class attendance at chapel. Although 
working people did make up a large proportion of the congrega 
tions, there is no mention of John Bright's 'Residuum' or 'sunken 
sixth', that underlay the whole structure of Victorian society. To 
this extent working-class congregations even denoted some degree 
of respectability. Frequently the hope is expressed that, with the 
end of depression, people, temporarily destitute but normally in 
chapel, will begin to attend again. Carnson's, and therefore 
presumably contemporary, use of the term 'working-classes', 
seems somewhat stretched, for at Leigh in 1850, 350 persons, 
'chiefly of the working-classes', sat down to a church tea, 'though 
the tickets of admission were i/  each'. Similarly the £44 debt 
on Droylsden chapel was owed 'principally to labouring persons'. 
If working people went to these aided churches, 'unworking' 
people did not, even though they may, before misfortune struck, 
have been accustomed to do so. This in turn meant that for the 
chapel-going working classes, it was a fact of life that they were 
victims to fluctuations in the economy. Although respectable 
when employed, they were liable at any time to be thrown out of 
work and into poverty. Most of the quotations given in the pre 
ceding paragraph illustrate this. Accordingly if the presence of a 
majority of working men and women in the congregations did 
not preclude an element of respectability, it did not preclude an 
element of occasional and ever-threatening pauperism too. The 
third observation to be made is that claims that the working 
classes did not attend Congregational chapels need qualifying.6 
It would seem that in mission chapels they constituted a majority 
in the congregations. Nevertheless as such churches were but a 
proportion of the total number within the denomination (in 
Lancashire about one-third), and as perhaps the social character 
of their supporters later changed, when they had so developed 
that they could afford to build architecturally refined chapels, it 
cannot be argued that Carnson's journal indicates massive
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working-class attendance overall. However it presents considerable 
evidence that, even if they were uninfluential and confined to 
young churches, working people were by no means absent from 
Nonconformist chapels. And it is worth noting that of the 226 
churches in the Lancashire Congregational Union in 1866, no 
fewer than 114 had at some time been aided mission stations like 
those Carnson describes. 7

IV

With congregations drawn from this social background, inevi 
tably the churches encountered a perennial financial problem, 
recorded in almost every entry in the journal. Three types of 
expense had to be met. One was the cost of the ministry, either 
as stipend for an appointed pastor, or as fees and expenses for 
visiting preachers, known as 'supplies'. Another was general 
running costs, which included heating, lighting, cleaning, Sunday 
school needs, and small donations to the Lancashire Congrega 
tional Union. The third was the extraordinary expenditure 
incurred in building, maintaining or altering the chapel fabric. 
For each money was raised differently.

In nearly all cases, the ministry was paid for by a combination 
of pew rents and subscriptions. Such income could be small in 
rural chapels £5 per anum at Four Lane Ends near Tottington, 
less than £4 a year at Knowle Green near Ribchester. Most, 
however, raised something under £50: for example £45 a year 
at Newton-le-Willows; £10 2s. od. per quarter at Prescot; 
£4 8s. 6d. in seat rents and £2 I2S. 6d. in subscriptions each 
quarter at Stretford; £40 ys od. per annum at Lee Chapel, 
Horwich. Few churches did better than this, and even though 
these illustrations have been taken from the first round of 
Carnson's visits, there was no perceptible improvement later when 
the depression of the late 'forties lifted. At Sale, in 1849, where 
an enlarged chapel, more pews and a new organ, were said to 
have increased income, congregations of up to 100, for whom 122 
sittings were let, produced only £41 gs. 5^d. towards the stipend.

Churches that did raise more than average were by no means 
free from financial difficulties, as the more they contributed the 
less they received in grant aid. Blackpool was fortunate. Because 
of contributions from summer visitors, the church's support for 
the pastorate rose from just over £42 in 1847 to ^JoS in 1850, 
whereupon the chapel was declared independent of Lancashire 
Union assistance. Clitheroe too obtained financial independence, 
but without outside help and more slowly. In 1847, with con 
gregations of at least 200 at all services, the church declared it
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could not maintain Rev. J. Wadsworth, who had ministered 
to it for thirty years, unless a bigger chapel was built to replace 
the existing one, which, with only 244 sittings available, was 
realising no more than £63 6s. 6d. a year in rent and subscrip 
tions. The rebuilding plan was never implemented, and the needs 
of Rev. Mr Wadsworth were terminated by his timely demise, 
though the church then had to bear the responsibility 'to a 
considerable extent for the widow of their late pastor'. As a 
result, although by October 1850 about £90 was being realised 
for the ministry, they were unable to secure Rev. Samuel Ellis 
as their new minister, and a year later, with income sufficient to 
terminate Lancashire Union assistance, the congregation still had 
no pastor. By similar, protracted struggles, the churches at Leigh 
and Bacup too achieved a precarious independence of Union 
funds. As the majority could not, however, raise above £50 a 
year for the ministry, without monetary grants from the Union, 
they would not have been able to afford pastors. As it was, the 
poorest had to be satisfied with supplies.

Running costs were met by making collections for specific 
purposes on designated Sundays. What was received on these 
occasions was added to what was available in the general pur 
poses fund, as a result of weekly offerings, and either donated to 
the stated cause or spent to defray a pressing liability. As part of 
such arrangements, from time to time Carnson was invited to be 
guest preacher at aided churches on those Sundays when they took 
up collections for the Lancashire Congregational Union. The 
same procedure served to meet the congregations' responsibilities 
towards their Sunday schools. On special Sundays, annual school 
sermons were preached to solicit funds. At Garstang on 15 April 
1848, £2 18s. od. was collected, 'a small sum but one deemed 
liberal,' and at Ashton-in-Makerfield the same year, £8 55. od. 
Very occasionally Carnson himself preached Sunday school 
sermons. He delivered two on 20 June 1852 at Barrowford, stay 
ing overnight for a tea-party next evening, the receipts of which 
also went to the school.

Something more than collections was required to meet the 
ocasional but heavier expenditure of maintenance and construc 
tion. For the most part, every effort was made to raise the money 
to pay for the work before it was put in hand. Subscription lists 
were opened, by which people committed themselves in advance 
for specified sums to be contributed in instalments. Armed with 
these pledges, appointed collectors periodically waited upon those 
who had promised subscriptions. Such a canvass not only 
embraced the chapel concerned, but often the local community 
at large, and even the whole county. Thus at Horwich, when the
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School-room was repaired, fitted out with new furniture and 
provided with an outside porch, the cost was defrayed by sub 
scriptions from workers in the school and from neighbouring 
congregations. But it was to meet the heaviest expenditure of all, 
incurred in building a new chapel, that the most extensive 
arrangements were made. Even before a site had been secured, 
the Congregationalists at Bacup in 1849 had raised £446 by a 
partial canvass amongst themselves and in the town, and they 
prepared to solicit further subscriptions throughout the region. 
By such methods, the Westhoughton church raised £850 before 
the foundation stone of their chapel was laid in 1852.

In these ways, various financial commitments were met, but 
never completely. Most churches could not pay an adequate 
stipend, running costs were only defrayed in a hand-to-mouth 
fashion, and to maintain or improve the fabric of chapels con 
gregations had to depend upon the generosity of others. Indeed 
precisely because the economic position of lesser churches was 
so precarious, Garrison was instructed to ensure that their books 
were properly kept and to report upon their finances. But no 
contingency was found to obviate the chapels' basic monetary 
problems, and consequently debt was a fact of life for most. 
To this ubiquitous circumstance Carnson's response was simple  
'A debt is painful anywhere. On an infant cause it operates as a 
destructive blight.' To be indebted was to add two complications 
to finances already inadequate. In the first place payment of 
interest was often an impossible burden. At Accrington in 1847, 
when only £10 per quarter was being raised towards the stipend, 
£20 a year had to be found for creditors, before any capital was 
repaid on a £400 debt. In 1849 the Ormskirk chapel closed 
down, after more than three years non-payment of interest on 
£1,000, and in 1850 a debt of £300 was called in at Smallbridge, 
because no interest was being paid. And this was the second 
disadvantage of indebtedness. Chapels at any time might be 
confronted with a disturbing demand for the return of borrowed 
capital. In this way special subscription lists to meet called in 
debts had to be opened at Martin Top (£120), Preesall (£43), 
Garstang (£30), and Leyland (£340). Indebtedness, therefore, 
was pernicious yet widespread in aided chapels, whose finances 
were normally parlous as it was. If the Lancashire Congregational 
Union appeared at times parsimonious towards the congregations 
it assisted, those congregations were not infrequently a gross 
liability. In 1844, 22 dependent chapels were burdened with 
debts ranging from £8 to £1,020, and totalling £7,148 75. 8d. 8
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Those who suffered most from this situation were the pastors. 
Carnson's journal never deals in personalities, yet throughout 
it purveys detailed information upon the conditions under which 
these men worked. The want of money was at the root of every 
thing. Most immediately stipends were adversely affected. It 
was a rule of the Lancashire Union that in no church receiving 
aid should the minister be paid under £100 per annum, and the 
grant was calculated to ensure that what the people could best 
afford was augmented to the required amount. The effect of the 
arrangement was dubious. In many chapels the result was that 
no minister was employed at all, because to call one would have 
been to act irresponsibly, and the smaller grant given to pay for 
supplies would have been withdrawn. Furthermore, because the 
aid received diminished as the church contributed more, the 
pressure was always for stipends to fall below the required mini 
mum. Occasionally a manse was provided to compensate, but 
when a house was bought at Pendlebury in 1852, it was 'partly to 
increase the income of the Pastor, and partly to prevent the 
annoyance of having a Beershop opened next door to the Chapel 
and Sunday school'. Some ministers supplemented their stipend 
with secular employment. The pastors at Bretherton and Orms- 
kirk were a druggist and a schoolmaster respectively. But the fact 
remained that very often when churches acquired ministers, they 
undercut the remuneration expected by the county Union. In 
1849 the deacons at Great Harwood openly asked for ' the repeal 
of the law rendering imperative in every case the salary of 
£100.0.0. per annum'. In 1850 the Calderbrook congregations 
agreed that 'by struggle and contrivance they thought they could 
raise what would make out the salary of £100', but in the event 
they only provided £41 towards the stipend in the following 
year. In churches that were not self-supporting, the ministry was 
inadequately paid. 9

Despite their poor remuneration, pastors bore responsibility 
for the fortunes of the churches. From Carnson's own comments, 
and from those of others he reports, it is evident that to con 
temporary minds, a minister was a panacea for all troubles. For 
example, at Egerton, Fleetwood, Barrowford and Edgeworth 
Moor, the people claimed that their churches would grow in 
number, prosper and become independent of the Union, once 
they secured a settled ministry. While Carnson commented of 
Newton-le-Willows in 1852:

Considerable discouragement appeared to be felt among the friends in 
this place arising from the want of a Pastor, and some of the most
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influential of them are of opinion, that unless they obtain one the cause 
will die out. The Secretary is of opinion that this is not at all improb 
able.

Indeed it was commonly argued that chapels losing ministers 
went into recession. At Denton, in November 1848, within six 
months of the death of the pastor, attendances had become 
irregular, congregations were declining, cottage and prayer 
meetings had stopped. In a sense all this was inevitable. Churches 
which did not enjoy the benefits either of a minister of their own, 
or of the regular visits of ordained ministers from elsewhere, were 
not able to celebrate the ordinances. Hence Carnson was in 
structed to 'pay special attention to vacant stations, and so far 
as possible render such help as the people in their destitute circum 
stances may require'. To this end he visited Horwich in 1848, 
holding a communion service, baptising infants and burying the 
dead. Furthermore, if the religious worship of churches was in 
hibited by the want of stated ministers, on the pastoral level also, 
it was claimed that effective visitation of the congregations could 
be conducted only by full-time pastors, because deacons, being 
working men, had little free time.

The result was that pastors laboured under intense pressure. 
When Carnson visited Calderbrook in November 1847, he found 
that Rev. D. Calvert had lost his wife and a brother recently, that 
his sister was sick, and that 'he himself was only just recovering 
from a paralytic stroke'. Nonetheless 'Already he has resumed 
preaching.' A year later, with Calvert further 'reduced to great 
bodily debility by successive paralytic seizures', but still delivering 
weekly sermons, the church was in decline. Carnson also arrived 
at Martin Top in August 1848 to find that the pastor had taken 
advantage of his coming to leave home 'for a short period to visit 
his relations, having continued at his post two years without 
relaxation'. But despite the injustice of the presumption that 
upon ministers depended the success of the churches, the belief 
was well founded, and this in its turn added to the strain under 
which pastors were placed. In 1852, Carnson reported that, since 
his last visits, new ministers had settled at Patricroft, Marsden, 
Stretford and Churchtown, and in each instance there was 
'obvious improvement in every department of labour'. Pastors 
could thus reasonably expect to take their churches forward, and 
to enjoy the bounty of progress. But should they fail, their 
position was undermined. Success eluded Rev. F. C. Douthwaite 
at Ashton-in-Makerfield 'the mind of the Pastor was found 
considerably depressed and attempts were made to reanimate 
him'.

Small stipends and large responsibilities combined to produce
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mixed results. The ministerial workload was indifferently dis 
charged. The duties which it was expected should be undertaken 
were onerous preaching on Sundays, conducting weeknight 
services, organising mutual improvement societies, supervising 
Sunday schools, attending to several cottage mission stations, 
visiting members of the congregation, organising tract distribu 
tion, and evangelism amongst those who did not attend chapel.

Perhaps the Leyland pastor was most exemplary. Besides his 
Sunday services, he conducted open-air meetings and an extensive 
circuit of cottage preaching stations. In 1852 he arranged a 
special evangelistic mission, with two services inside and three 
outside the chapel on Sunday, and with visits to 500 families. 
Carnson described his work as 'abundant', with two Sunday ser 
mons, a Sunday school class, an afternoon prayer meeting, a 
Monday evening prayer meeting, a Wednesday sermon, three 
evenings elementary education for young people, and preaching 
at out-stations on a weekly rota. Few could emulate this, though 
the journal shows that many pastors held some form of religious 
activity on four nights of the week, in addition to their Sabbath 
day ministrations. But others were less zealous. Rev. H. Lings at 
Accrington preached three Sunday sermons, ran two missions at 
Enfield and Church, and gave a Wednesday evening lecture 
followed by a Bible Class; and the Marsden minister preached 
twice on Sunday, used the evening for itinerant work, and 
conducted a Tuesday evening service. The application of laissez- 
faire attitudes to religion, namely that the labourer was worthy 
of his hire, did not produce expected results. Serving congrega 
tions that were 'never rich', receiving remuneration that was not 
commensurate with the work demanded, finding themselves 
responsible for any improvement in their precarious lot, ministers 
succumbed, understandably, before an accumulation of adverse 
circumstances. Where zeal triumphed, it was a victory of faith.

VI

Carnson also paid close attention to the Sunday schools. Less 
fulsome in his comments, he nevertheless includes detailed returns 
in every report, and these, together with such observations as he 
does add, are most instructive. He was careful to record exactly 
how many scholars attended the schools, differentiating between 
morning and afternoon sessions. These figures show that there 
were marginally more pupils in schools than adults in congrega 
tions, and that attendance in the afternoon was very slightly more 
than in the morning. Both facts reflect the essential attitude be 
hind Sunday school work. Schools were ubiquitous, and often at
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preaching stations a school was the first activity to be introduced. 
They were, in short, the prime evangelistic enterprise of the 
churches; their purpose was to add to the congregations. That 
virtually as many scholars attended in the morning as they did 
in the afternoon itself illustrates this motive, for the first session, 
beginning between 9.00 and 9.30 a.m. led into morning worship, 
which the school attended en masse if it could be accommodated. 
In this way, the pupils were conditioned into regular chapel 
going. Hence the numbers in the schools are themselves signifi 
cant, for, together with the adult worshippers, they constituted 
the full complement of all those in each locality subject to chapel 
influence.

Other information conveyed by Carnson reveals how realistic 
was this attitude. In the schools, many, if not most, of the scholars 
were more than mere children. The journal is redolent with such 
examples. Nor were such pupils young teenagers. Of Leyland, 
Carnson wrote:

The most interesting feature in this school is the very large proportion of 
both males and females who are considerably advanced towards maturity, 
and with God's blessing may therefore before long be expected to increase 
the numbers of the Church and congregation.

At Edgeworth Moor, most of the 109 pupils 'appeared to be 
between 14 and 18 years of age'. '100 of those who attend the 
school [234] are above 18 years of age' at Westhoughton. The 
Smallbridge 'Bible classes both male and female comprised 
young persons in the most important period of life from 16 to 22 
or 24'. Amongst 123 scholars at Todmorden, there was one class 
of 14 young men and one of 29 young women, all over 18 years 
old. At Clitheroe, Carnson was 'highly pleased with the number 
of young persons of both sexes apparently above 16 years of age 
that were regular attendants, and the small number of infants 
that were present'. At Patricroft, 'Several of the scholars appeared 
to be from about 14 to 20 years of age', while in Bacup, 'the 
scholars both male and female are from 17 to 27 years of age'  
only one was younger. It is hardly surprising, therefore, that 
'some of the older scholars are induced to become seatholders' at 
Denton. The age of the pupils meant that Sunday schools must 
have been a very real religious force, supplementing that of the 
chapels. Because this was so, Carnson not only gives the numbers 
of those attending, but also of those enrolled. It was 'a circum 
stance without parallel' that at Bretherton 'the average atten 
dance is the same as the children on the books'. Even so, absentees 
generally were never numerous, indicating that real efforts were 
made to ensure that as many as possible were present each 
Sunday. To visit those who were absent was an intrinsic part of
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Sunday school work, part of the churches' outreach to win young 
members, for which purpose the schools existed.

An explanation of what is described in the journal is to be 
found in an address given by Rev. J. L. Poore, a Salford minister, 
to the Congregational Union of England and Wales in i848. 10 
Speaking on 'The most effectual methods of retaining Sunday 
School Scholars as members of our Congregations, after their 
attendance in our Schools has ceased', he argued for a reorganisa 
tion of the existing system. As 'the churches have hitherto re 
garded Sunday Schools only as institutions for teaching poor 
children to read the Scriptures', it had been accepted practice to 
convene formal services of dismissal for pupils aged 14 or 15 
years. Poore demanded that the emphasis should be altered to 
concentrate upon these older scholars, in an attempt to create 
organic links between school and chapel. To this end school 
routines should be changed. A mass assembly hall in which all 
gathered should be replaced by separate rooms for noisy infants, 
for illiterate juniors, for younger bible classes, and for senior 
scholars, each with their own special teachers. Manifestly Poore 
was describing what was held to be progressive in Lancashire, 
for what he extolled as the path of reform, Carnson was reporting, 
at that very time, as the practice in some local churches. Accor 
dingly the presence of so many older pupils was evidence of the 
reorientation of Sunday school work, which had become 'to train 
up the young for the enjoyment and practice of Christian virtues, 
and that they may become useful in connection with the Church 
of Christ'. Carnson's journal suggests that a revolution in the 
Sunday school movement was being pioneered in Lancashire.

The presence of older scholars was not the only indication of 
change. As Poore had recommended, separate classes for differing 
age groups were being instituted, and Carnson is always careful 
to speak well of such arrangements. The desire to turn schools 
into congregations was beginning to effect teaching methods. 
Normal arrangements lent themselves to this alteration. The 
customary procedure was an adaptation of the Lancaster and 
Bell system. Schools assembled collectively as one body, and then 
for instruction divided into small groups to be taught, where 
possible, by adult teachers. Figures given by Carnson show that 
there was on average one teacher for every four to ten pupils, 
and when he found the ratio above one to seven, he complained 
that the number of teachers was 'too few'. In the small group- 
classes thus created, teaching was normally by 'catechetical 
instruction,' presumably involving much rote learning. It required 
only minor refinements in such arrangements, especially if child 
ren of various ages could assemble separately, for Poore's propo-
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sals to be implemented. The attendance of so many young men 
and women worked as a catalyst, bringing Sunday schools nearer 
to the realisation of their newly adopted mission.

But circumstances frustrated the work. Because the churches 
were poor and working class in character, teachers, finance and 
facilities were often inadequate. Teaching staff could be most 
unsuitable. Commenting upon irregularities in the Hollinwood 
school in 1852, Carnson observed 'A deficiency of intelligent and 
devoted teachers is complained [of], a deficiency felt in other 
places, but especially where divine ordinances are newly estab 
lished.' This was undoubtedly the general situation. It was 
common for senior pupils to be used as monitors, when enough 
teachers could not otherwise be obtained, and even if an adequate 
number of adults was available, standards were not guaranteed. 
At Great Harwood in 1851, 'after the opening of the School by 
singing and prayer morning and afternoon, the scholars left 
for half an hour, in order that the teachers may be taught'. 
Perhaps normality obtained at Bretherton the school was badly 
organised, 'but this can scarcely excite surprise when the class of 
persons which engage in it, is considered in connexion with the 
infirm health of the late Pastor'. Because of the shortage of 
acceptable teachers, only about half of those who taught were 
church members; the best had to be secured whatever their 
background. The want of teachers was such that on occasion not 
even the Lancaster and Bell methods could be refined, and 
certainly the schemes of J. L. Poore were often unrealistic.

Money, too, was in short supply. Carnson rarely comments on 
school finances, though he notes that at Egerton only £21 was 
spent in 1847, and only £37 at Tottington in 1850. Little could 
have been available, therefore, to improve buildings rarely condu 
cive to education. A few fortunate churches had separate school 
rooms. Even so, at Leyland, the school assembled in a damp, 
unheated hall beneath the chapel, built in 1844. Others had to 
employ parts of the chapel itself for the various classes. Thus 
Carnson wrote of Denton:

The Sabbath school is taught in the chapel and the scholars who attend 
fill a very considerable part of it. This renders the chapel, which in its 
internal arrangements is not in itself inviting, unpleasant to the hearers 
and wearisome to the children confined in it from the commencement of 
school hours to the close of public worship.

Churches that were new, and which had not even yet acquired a 
a building proper of any description, provided pupils with the 
most unattractive accommodation at Radcliffe Bridge 'only 
rooms in a cottage, inconvenient and small'; at Hollinwood two 
lower unheated cottage rooms. Nonetheless what was unattractive
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and inadequate about the schools did not detract from their 
essential purpose. As described by David Carnson, they existed 
to add to the congregations. Their secular role is ignored; they 
had become religious institutions.

VII

The question thus arises as to the nature of the religion practised 
in the churches visited. What evidence there is indicates that 
Evangelicalism was generally accepted. Certainly there was little 
theological controversy. Only two instances of deviation from 
orthodoxy are recorded. At Barrowford in 1851, 'A person of 
improper sentiments had preached on two occasions', and at 
Little Lever in 1853, 'some excitement has been produced respect 
ing the Divine origin of Christianity', in one of the preaching 
stations. Apart from this, the only doctrinal contention was at 
Pendlebury, where ' the disheartening influence of persons of high 
Calvinistic sentiments . . . have long impeded the progress of 
efforts at this station'. That, as Carnson anticipated, the trouble 
makers soon withdrew, indicates that here was an example of 
the final extirpation of hyper-Calvinism from within local 
Congregationalist circles. Certain forms remained, in the ex 
clusive terms of church membership, which made members a 
small proportion of congregations, and which contributed to 
the need to find Sunday school teachers from outside the church 
fellowship. But these were forms only, inherited from earlier 
generations, without their spirit. Instead the evangelical gospel 
held the day. At Kirkby Lonsdale, for example, a sermon 
was delivered by the pastor 'on the nature, necessity, Agent and 
evidences of the new birth', and 'adapted for seriousness'. In the 
same vein, at Sale 'every soul with whom fellowship was enjoyed 
was quickened and brought to the Saviour and the hope of 
eternal life', while at Bacup there were 'persons . . . becoming 
anxious about their Salvation', and 'several others appear to be 
enquiring the way to Zion'. Even a disposition towards the 
Ranters of evangelicalism was found at Leigh, where 'the students 
of Airedale College have been preferred as Supplies, because it is 
said they do not read their sermons'. All this may only reflect 
Garrison's own convictions. Yet he was writing privately for the 
local Congregational leaders, and he must have expected their 
approval. An episode, again at Kirkby Lonsdale, best captured 
the degree and substance of belief in the churches. Carnson called 
all the Sunday school together:

. . . and examined them . . . respecting the being of God, His more 
obvious perfections: His works of Creation and Providence: the
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original state and fall of man and the condition of all men and children 
now through that fall. the immortality of the soul the History of our 
Lord in its more prominent features, the purpose and effect of His 
coming into the world the way of salvation by faith in His name and 
the necessity of each individual being regenerated, and believing in His 
name in order to [achieve] eternal happiness were all briefly adverted to. 
The result was pleasing. Some of the smaller children of course did not 
answer at all. Several of the questions were not answered by others, but to 
the greatest number of them the answers were given pretty generally, 
and [sic] not many of them were incorrect. To one interesting little boy 
who gave an answer to almost every question and whose every answer 
was correct a new testament with the Psalms was given as a reward. In 
the afternoon the mother of the boy returned thanks for the book with 
tears.

But if evangelicalism prevailed, enthusiasm was wanting in the 
churches. Only the Leyland pastor exhibited marked evangelistic 
zeal, and occasionally the journal refers to an energetic layman  
the Tottington congregation depended entirely upon a book 
keeper at a local factory but such individuals are mentioned 
because they were exceptional. There is no reference to any 
congregations that were actively outward looking. Their most 
common evangelistic work was tract distribution. It involved 
few people, however, and was normally directed only towards 
receptive households. Indeed it is possible that such activity is 
included in the journal only because Carnson was personally 
interested. Some congregations were frankly apathetic. Perhaps 
not typical, they nonetheless suggest that in evangelical churches 
evangelistic spirit was lacking. The Prescot church, for example, 
was 'this drooping cause' in 1848, and later in 1852, even though 
a new pastor had attempted a revival, still' the low state of almost 
everything . . . left a painful impression'. If, however, few were 
so thoroughly wanting, on many belief rode lightly. Even Sab 
batarianism was not universally practised. Rural chapels were 
ill-attended in hay and harvest times, but in industrial centres, 
too, there were occasions when congregations were reduced by 
counter-attractions. As was customary, at Todmorden in 1849, 
many were absent the week after the chapel anniversary. At 
Smallbridge, in August 1853, congregations were small over the 
Rochdale wakes weekend. On New Year's day, 1854, at Droyls- 
den, 'the holidays about this period had diminished the atten 
dance about one half as it usually does'. At Blackpool, the 
summer season was a time of non-attendance by local people 
accommodating holiday visitors. Whilst retaining the forms and 
substance of evangelicalism the chapels had lost their enthusiasm.

But they had not become secularised, as their successors were to 
be. Very few church activities were not of a religious character. 
Day schools were separately organised. Occasionally elementary 
education was provided on weeknights, reflecting the attempt to



140 Carnson's Journal

confine Sunday school to religious instruction. Mutual improve 
ment societies were fairly common, and they too were spiritual in 
purpose, for the only one upon which Carnson comments is that 
at Calderbrook, where there was 'no prayer'. The 'well read' 
library at Bretherton chapel was unique. Even temperance had 
made little inroad, and when it had, it encountered successful 
opposition, as at Kirkby Lonsdale and Leyland. At Barrowford, 
when Carnson protested because a Sunday school tea party was 
being turned into a total abstinence lecture, 'his objections were 
yielded to'. In fact, evidence of secularism is not to be found in 
the activities of the chapels, but rather in the minds of those who 
attended. The journal is studded with instances of open dissen 
sion. The causes were multifarious, disagreement over a call to a 
minister, over a new chapel building, over arrangements for pew 
rent collections, and over supply preachers, while at Belmont the 
singers withdrew because they were not permitted to sing choruses. 
The consequences, however, were invariably considerable, para 
lysing the church, on occasion for up to five years. At least twelve 
chapels suffered in this way, and two in Warrington were closed 
down by such animosity that, when the county Union renewed 
Congregational witness there, it was frustrated by party spirit 
all the time Carnson made visits. This was the real manifestation 
of secularism evangelical doctrine, but no zeal and worldly 
minds. All of which had a bearing upon the growth of the chapels.

VIII

And the question of growth is a vital aspect of the history of 
religion in nineteenth-century England. As has been seen, Lanca 
shire Congregational churches considerably increased in number 
between 1806 and 1846. It is generally accepted that, in the 
18505, such rapid expansion halted. After 1862, however, the 
Lancashire Congregationalists resumed their expansion, building 
some 11 o new chapels in two decades, a movement paralleled by 
the Baptists in the north-west. 11 Of this pattern of development, 
Carnson's journal provides confirmatory evidence, indicating that 
the spread of religion in the county was in two stages, one up to 
the 'forties and one after the 'fifties. Because the journal shows 
that in the intervening decade the spirit of evangelicalism de 
clined, it also suggests that the two periods of growth require 
separate explanation. Certainly the situation Carnson en 
countered, in chapels that were the existing growth-points of the 
county Union, was one of stagnation if not of decline. With re 
gard to this several observations are necessary.

The first is that when the journal begins, it describes such
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economic dislocation that many were obliged from self-respect 
to absent themselves from worship, and the conviction is reiterated 
that when industry recovers so will the chapels. In the event, 
after 1851, the repetitive report that Carnson makes is one of 
little change. Stability prevails, providing circumstantial support 
for the hypothesis that the churches, in the social tensions of the 
'Hungry 'Forties', lost support which they did not later regain.12 
Secondly, some qualifications to this overall pattern are also 
suggested. In rural areas, churches at such places as Galgate, 
Caton, Martin Top, AfTetside, Four Lane Ends, Wiswell, Knowle 
Green, all subject to the demographic pressures of migrating 
populations, suffered very little decline. As Carnson observed of 
Garstang in 1850, 'To keep up numbers under these circum 
stances . . . evinces considerable labour and success.' Further as a 
corrolary to the situation in agrarian districts, the circumstances 
in manufacturing townships, once the economy recovered, could 
only encourage growth, while elsewhere there was none. Reference 
has already been made to Congregationalist advance in West- 
houghton, Bacup and Great Harwood. By 1854 the achievements 
of these places were being matched at Leigh, Bretherton, Egerton, 
Droylsden, Newton-le-Willows, Horwich, Hollinwood, Leyland, 
and, after persistent dissension, Accrington. Even without zealous 
pastoral leadership, and although still subject to temporary 
recession when passing difficulties were encountered, churches in 
these industrial towns made marked progress. Nonetheless, in 
general, chapels not so placed enjoyed little growth between 1847 
and 1854. One last consideration obtained, however. Despite 
lack of increase in many mission churches, there is no pessimism 
in Carnson's journal. If in the 18505 the achievements of pre 
vious decades were not maintained, there was an atmosphere of 
expectancy that they could be repeated.

IX

These are the chief facets of mid-nineteenth-century Noncon 
formity indicated by Carnson's reports. His journal abounds in 
more incidental information, all of it important for local his 
torians, and there are three aspects of more general interest which 
warrant some brief mention.

One concerns relations between Church and Chapel. Observa 
tions on this theme bear the stamp of Carnson's own prejudices, 
yet as such they are significant, reflecting the attitudes of a pro 
minent Dissenter. Carnson is suspicious of the Established Church 
for two reasons. The first is a sense of inferiority. In the 43 
places he describes, each (apart from Warrington and Bacup)
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with a local population of well under io,oqo, Anglicans had 53 
churches, which collectively indicated the social advantages 
enjoyed by the Church of England.13 Thus Carnson remarked 
of Belmont:

It is thought rather unusual to find the Congregation connected with the 
Establishment assembling in an upper room, and the congregation con 
nected with the Wesleyans meeting in a similar place, while of the 
church of the Congregational order meet in a neat, and pretty well-kept 
chapel.

Likewise he refers to an exceptional situation at Bretherton, where 
'the congregations were stated to be more numerous than both 
congregations attending the Establishment and VVesleyan Metho 
dists united'. Tliroughout the inference is that the Anglican 
church benefited from its position in society. In a country dis 
trict, around Kirkby Lonsdale, the people were 'subjected to a 
great degree to the influence of the landowners who use it for the 
purpose of inducing them to attend the Established Church'. The 
same held true in industrial areas, for Anglicans attracted some 
support away from Congregational chapels in Droylsden and 
Pendlebury. At Belmont in June 1849, where once the Indepen 
dents had been favourably placed, Carnson anticipated the 
effects of a new Anglican church and school, 'when they are 
opened, it is imputed that the attendance and [sic] both school 
and chapel will be diminished'.

The second cause of Garrison's misgiving concerned doctrine. 
He feared that error was present amongst Anglican clergy. He did 
not apply a universal criticism, and his criteria for judgement are 
solely theological. Ministers of the Established Church who are 
evangelical are spoken of favourably, as at Cleverly, Egerton, 
Caton and Clitheroe. Indeed Carnson's response to all denomina 
tions depends upon their evangelical orthodoxy. But a clergyman 
opposed to evangelicalism, is condemned without reserve, be he 
'Puseyite' as at Ashton-in-Makerfield, or of no distinctive creed 
as at Blackpool. In such cases, the situation is worsened because 
heterodox vicars still enjoyed the social advantages of their 
Church. While Carnson's mission chapels struggled to maintain 
their witness to evangelical truth, Anglicans even with erroneous 
convictions encountered less difficulty. There is, therefore, a note 
of asperity in the journal on 20 February 1848. Carnson explained 
why the Ormskirk Congregational church was declining:

The reason assigned for the small number in attendance was the efforts 
both persuasive and pecuniary made by the clergy, and members of the 
Establishment. That these were strenuous your Secretary finds no diffi 
culty in believing from the specimen of the Vicar's spirit witnessed in his 
sermon on the sabbath afternoon in the Church, in which it was openly 
maintained that it was a grievous error to seek holiness in separation 
from the Church of this country.
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Tolerating evangelical Anglicans, Carnson was filled with mis 
givings about their Church, because of the influence and doctrine 
of others. His attitude is not disestablishmentarian, but it was 
precisely that which was exploited by Edward Miall and his 
Liberation Society, formed in the years Carnson's journal was 
written. Carnson's opinions reflect the seedbed of the disestablish 
ment movement. 11

In the provision of elementary education, again the Anglican 
Church predominated, for the same reasons. Congregationalists 
lacked the resources to provide schools, because they lacked the 
resources to maintain their chapels unaided. The only way in 
which they could identify themselves with a school, was to make 
their premises available to others. This was done in two ways. 
Either the school was presided over as a private venture by a 
teacher (to use a stock phrase) 'on his own risk', or it was 
administered by the British and Foreign Schools Society. Neither 
expedient was satisfactory. Private schools did not always have 
acceptable teachers at Middleton even one ' from the Congrega 
tional Board of Education' was 'inefficient'. At the same time, 
the accommodation was hardly adequate. Nor did co-operation 
with the British Society reduce difficulties. A British school on 
chapel premises required subscriptions and fees, which were 
disincentives to parents when endowed National schools provided 
an Anglican alternative. In a situation where perhaps only one- 
third of Congregational chapels tried to provide a daytime 
elementary education, it was even more exceptional to find a 
school efficiently taught by a Borough Road trained teacher as 
at Toclmorden, or one successfully managed by the British 
Society as at Stretford. As it was attendances were only between 
90 and 100.

By comparison, existing either because endowed, or through 
the National Society, or by means of parish subscriptions, Angli 
can schools proliferated and were much more effective. It was 
common for Carnson to note that whenever a new National 
school opened, the local Congregationalist Sunday and Day 
schools were adversely influenced. Of Smallbiidge, for example, 
he wrote that an infant school had been begun at the chapel, 'but 
to use the language of our simple hearted informant, the Church 
people started another at half price and upset it'. All Congrega 
tionalists could do in such cases, was hope that the Anglican 
school was 'liberal,' permitting its pupils to attend other than 
Church of England Sunday schools, which was not always so. 
Such was the Anglican monopoly that the only successful way 
out of the impasse for Nonconformists lay in interdenominational 
co-operation. At Bacup, the Anglican superiority was counter-
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balanced by a Wesleyan Methodist, a Baptist, a British and 'other 
private schools', as a result of which the Church's insistence that 
its day scholars also attend its Sunday school was rendered harm 
less. At Kirkby Lonsdale, the exploitation of their wealth by 
Anglicans, drove Dissenters into defiant reaction. In 1849, a 
public meeting of Nonconformists, and public correspondence in 
the Kendal press, produced £35 in subscriptions for an inter 
denominational day school to be opened in the Congregational 
chapel. A year later, 'the week day school has prospered', 132 
pupils had enrolled, 102 regularly attended. Yet such develop 
ments were very rare, and serve to confirm the supremacy of the 
Church of England. When it is considered that Carnson's journal 
describes the situation as it obtained after Graham's Factory Act 
and after the 1846 Minutes in Council, the grounds for deep 
feeling on both Dissenting and Anglican sides, in the educational 
controversy of the day, become very evident. What is reported 
justifies the Nonconformist sense of injustice, but equally it 
supports the Church of England's claim to be the only true 
educator of the country. The manifest strength of the Anglicans 
also explains why some Lancashire Congregationalists argued 
that competition with the Church was futile. 15

The third topic of incidental information conveyed in the 
journal is purely secular. It is possible to trace the regional course 
of economic depression in the last years of the 'forties. When 
Carnson began his journeyings in October 1847, recession was 
just beginning to be felt. In the remaining weeks of the year, he 
found deprivation in such places as Fleetwood, Egerton, Martin 
Top, Barrowford and Calderbrook, but generally the situation 
was variable, with Clitheroe little affected, with factory closure 
recent in Belmont, and with 'new weaving sheds' still being 
constructed at Great Harwood. As the winter advanced, circum 
stances deteriorated, ushering a year of unrelenting depression 
throughout 1848. By March the cotton mills of Horwich were 
closed. By April the silk weavers and colliers of Westhoughton, 
'in common with other branches of trade', were 'suffering to a 
considerable extent'. By August a 'turn-out of weavers' had hit 
Bacup. By October even Great Harwood was reduced to want. 
Calderbrook in December was representative:

The emigration from the neighbourhood both to the colonies, and various 
towns of our own country has been considerable through the long con 
tinued depression of trade. Several manufacturies of different kinds have 
been either entirely or partially closed in consequence of which the 
population who remain in the neighbourhood are reduced to considerable 
difficulties in providing the necessaries of life.

From early 1849 there were signs that the depression was lifting, 
at Fleetwood and Bacup in February for example, and at Horwich
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and Calderbrook in September, at Radcliffe Bridge in October, 
and at Egerton in November. But other places, Garstang, West- 
houghton and Accrington, were less favoured. Indeed throughout 
1850, the pattern of the previous year continued, with some areas 
recovering, and others, notably Newton-le-Willows with its loco 
motive works, and Todmorden with its cotton mills, still enduring 
short-time working. It was only as 1851 passed that the final 
vestiges of recession were removed, until in September the report 
on Horwich was typical, 'the manufacturing interests of the place 
[sic] reviving and the population is increasing'. As a result 1852 
saw signs of positive economic growth, with frequent reports of 
many migrating in search of 'better employment', until by 
mid-i853 conditions at Edgeworth Moor had become typical:

the occupation of houses formerly empty the building of new dwelling 
houses and the building of new weaving sheds, and reopening of public 
works is increasing and must increase the population.

Depression had been turned; mid-Victorian prosperity had 
begun.

X

This local account of the passing of the 'Hungry 'Forties', 
reflects the type of information that can be gleaned from 
Carnson's journal, despite its preoccupation with religious affairs. 
It reflects too the thoroughness of the author. What is revealed 
of his character ? Above all his dedication and vocation stand out. 
They are to be seen in the faithful care with which each report 
is written, but even more in the troublesome journeys undertaken 
on foot or by pony in all weathers, often to visit places inaccessible 
by train or coach. After he had resigned in 1853, he continued, 
as a matter of personal commitment, to travel to mission chapels 
every week, until his duties terminated early in 1854. Typically 
he allowed himself but one week at home with his wife during 
the bereavement of their son. But if Carnson was self-sacrificing 
and resolute, he was not a hard man. At only one church was 
he not welcomed; others invited him to help in special services, 
in celebrations, in difficulties that arose. The 'Inquisitor General' 
of the County Union, he had the grace, kindness, tact and 
sincerity to avoid provoking resentment. Perhaps he learned this 
gentleness through sickness, for he was repeatedly ill with bron 
chial complaints, several times indisposed for two or more weeks, 
and often complained of a cough and cold. But at no time did 
he allow physical weakness to turn him from his service to the 
churches. It was the strength of a restrained enthusiasm that 
sustained him. The phraseology of the journal is throughout that
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of the early nineteenth-century Evangelical school, and there 
can be no doubt that Carnson accepted its fundamentalist 
teachings. 1 " Such belief took him to Burnley in March 1848, to 
preach at his sister-in-law's funeral, because 'it was her dying 
wish that I should endeavour to improve her death'. The self- 
denial, the tenderness, the devotion, the conviction and the con 
cern for the advance of the gospel, which are to be found in the 
journal, are an essentially human representation of the too often 
maligned evangelical religion of mid-Victorian England.

But Carnson was also unworldly. He portrayed an excessive 
deference to the prominent personalities on the executive com 
mittee, by frequent trivial explanations of his expenses and 
conduct. It was this impractical side of his nature that led to the 
termination of his appointment. In March 1853, he was criticised 
by the officers of the Lancashire Union for not 'pleading the 
cause of the Union in the Churches of the County, and otherwise 
seeking to increase its funds'. His itineraries show that, to a 
degree, this was true. Furthermore, to be so remiss was a breach 
of the responsibilities he originally undertook, and was the 
omission of a man who minded little such matters. When his 
office was created, it was because, in attempting to arrange the 
visitation of supported churches, the executive committee had 
itself increased Union expenses from £37 to over £96 per year. 
The secretariat was expected both to facilitate the supervision of 
aided chapels, and also to extend canvassing of funds so that 
growing costs, including Carnson's £250 stipend, could be met. 
Carnson knew that, but devoted himself to pastoral rather than to 
fiscal duties. 17

Yet the criticism was also unjust. Carnson's office was created 
to obviate the exclusively administrative nature of the Union, 
but he was being condemned by an executive committee display 
ing the very characteristics he had been asked to combat. His 
response was to resign. It was a considered decision. While the 
executive accepted his resignation, its recommendation that the 
churches should do so as well, was rejected at the annual meeting 
of the Union in April. Yet even with this vote of confidence, 
Carnson persisted, signifying his refusal to reconsider the matter 
in a final letter of 6 July. He had found his work exhausting, 
especially in spirit. The first Sunday of 1852 for example, had 
been spent with his family at church in Manchester, 'so that he 
could employ this Sabbath exclusively in pronouncing his own 
personal edification', because 'the various duties that must be 
discharged by the Secretary are not adapted to cherish such a 
devotional frame as is desirable'. Further in the winter of 1852- 
1852-3, his illness returned culminating in a full month's sickness
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the following October. These personal considerations added 
weight to the disillusionment, when confronted with mercenary 
employers. Together they convinced him he must resign.

In the event resignation brought more disappointment. In the 
following months of 1853, persisting in his weekly visits to aided 
chapels, he twice went to churches believing he was preaching 
with a view to being called to a new pastorate. On both occasions 
he was exploited, used to (ill a vacant pulpit in chapels waiting 
for the commencement of new ministries of which they omitted 
to inform him. Eventually he had to leave Lancashire, preaching 
at Halesworth in Suffolk on successful probation for three weeks 
in December. His last visit as secretary of the county Union was 
to Leigh, on 22 January 1854. With that his career never 
embraced the respect and position it had promised when he was 
invited to serve the churches in 1847. His Suffolk pastorate, as 
successful as that in Preston, adding 125 members to the church 
in ten years, terminated when his health began to fail. In 1864, 
he returned to Lancashire, 'to spend his last days in quiet near 
his friends'. Living at Longridge, he still preached in churches 
without pastors whenever he was able. In November 1876, he 
became seriously ill, and died on 28 May 1877, aged 81 years. 
Carnson was buried in the graveyard of Knowle Green Congrega 
tional Church, 'this little chapel in the wilderness', which he had 
visited between 1847 and i854.ls

David Carnson was a stalwart character. If he failed to main 
tain his promise of distinction to the end, he at least left to 
posterity a unique journal, which will help later generations to re 
capture his times and to remember him. 19 It is perhaps just to 
end with one of his own accounts of a Sunday spent encouraging 
a struggling church Churchtown, 14 May 1848:

Your Secretary will now state what he himself observed. On sabbath 
morning there was a prayer meeting attended by about 15. After break 
fast, about half-past nine a.m. he went to the Sunday School, and found 
8 Male Teachers and 42 boys in one end of the School at the other end 
were 8 Female Teachers with 48 girls who were afterwards increased to 
51. He examined the class books and verified the numbers and asked 
some questions of the young lads Bible Class which were not satisfactorily 
answered, perhaps diffidence might have some share in confusing their 
minds. He heard Mr. Nevatt preach in the morning . . . He visited the 
Sunday Schools in the afternoon and found 48 boys and 73 girls in good 
order He preached in the afternoon while the Pastor went to a place 
called Westward After tea he ascertained that a young female had a 
class of young ones to keep them from idleness on Lord's Day evenings  
and a young man had a class of young men and young women both 
these he visited and addressed then he preached in the evening After 
the service met and addressed the church on matters deemed of impor 
tance Then he went to school and addressed about 70 young people 
most of whom were above 15. Though weaned he felt thankful for this 
day.
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