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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



Carman's Journal its

v j-^i \xrr^ff~- *\
\ jf/SCIitheroe *~ / -, 

Knowle-^Wymondhouses  )Barrowford
Green I

,W!swe!l

Great * Enfield

Figure 5

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-


