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Grace Shrouder in the 1970s rescued the material on which this article is based and in 
the 1980s used it to produce a dissertation, entitled 'Some aspects of the history of Chapel 
Street Congregational Church, Blackburn, 1866-1883', which gained her the Diploma 
in Local History of the University of Liverpool. The dissertation has been substantially 
abbreviated and slightly reshaped, without access to the original or further material, by the 
second author, who advised Mrs Shrouder during various stages of her research. He is 
indebted to the editors and a reader for instructive comments.

'James McEwan Stott, 67 Preston New Road, Blackburn, 
aged forty two, Congregational minister, killed himself by 
cutting his throat with a razor, whilst of unsound mind, 10th 
April 1883.' 1 The ministry brought to an end by this dire and 
tragic event had been among the most outwardly successful 
and popular in the history of mid-Victorian nonconformity in 
the North West. Active, devout and spiritual, and with the 
apparent respect and affection of almost all of his 
congregation, since 1866 Stott had stood in Blackburn for the 
truth and comfort of the Christian message, expressed in its 
Protestant guise, when proclaimed amid the hectic bustle and 
confusion of a rapidly expanding Lancashire mill town. Why

Blackburn District Registry of Births and Deaths, coroner's certificate 
relating to an inquest held on 1 1 Apr. 1883.
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then did Stott's life end in the way it did? Examination of his 
ministry reveals under-surface stresses within the man himself, 
but more significantly for the historian, stresses within Stott's 
church which surely affected his mental health.

The first Congregational church in Blackburn was 
established in 1777. A century later, Chapel Street 
Congregational church and its daughter churches were 
maintaining in the town eight chapels and one school chapel 
providing over 7,000 sittings, and Sunday and day schools for 
some 6,000 children. 2 In 1777 the initiative had been taken by- 
laymen, some of them seceders from the Independent chapels 
in the neighbourhood set up during the period of 
nonconformist switch from seventeenth-century political 
protest to eighteenth-century social infiltration. But others 
were Scottish Presbyterians, chapmen in the textile trade who 
had settled in the town and the first minister was Scottish. 
The chapel eventually acceded to the Lancashire 
Congregational Union whose tenets, as expressed in 1833, 
included the belief that 'the New Testament authorises every 
Christian church to elect its own officers, to manage all its 
own affairs, and to stand independent of, and irresponsible to, 
all authority, saving only that of the Supreme and Divine head 
of the Church, the Lord Jesus Christ'. The theocratic 
organisation of Chapel Street church was finally established in 
a trust deed of 1826, and it was this scheme of things which 
Stott inherited in 1866 and had subsequently to work with 
and through. Its shape will become apparent as the story 
unfolds. Seven ministers served the church between 1777 and 
1892, that is, including Stott and his immediate successor. The 
very rapid and extensive growth of church activities, together 
with the constant preaching, visiting and pastoral exhortation 
which their training and the congregational expectations 
demanded of them, led five of them to retire because of ill- 
health, mostly after a short period of service. But three served

On the history of early Congregationalism in Blackburn, see W. A. 
Abram, History of Independency in Blackburn, 1778-1878 (Blackburn, 
1878); B. Nightingale, Centenary of the Lancashire Congregational Union 
1806-1906 (Manchester, 1906). Abram, the first town librarian, was a 
member of one of Chapel Street's daughter churches.
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for twenty-seven, twenty-two, and seventeen years respectively, 
all three of them Scotsmen. Ministers were selected, 
notionally by the full congregation, in terms of their beliefs, 
their preaching capacity and their expressed fervour. It seems 
clear that, even before Stott's disaster, genuine enthusiasm to 
evangelise Blackburn had worn out ministers. But the context 
of ministerial effort was the interplay between the minister 
and the rest of the church.

It has been possible to recover and study various minute 
books and year books of Chapel Street chapel. :! These 
documents show that, whatever the theoretical balance of 
authority as stated for instance in the 1826 trust deed in 
practice authority at Chapel Street was exercised by varying 
combinations of trustees, deacons, seat holders, church 
members and the minister. These entities, which generally 
cooperated but at times divided from each other in rivalry and 
contention, will now, as far as possible, be defined and 
analysed.

THE MINISTER

An anecdote will serve to bring the minister's position into 
focus. In 1863 the Reverend Alexander Fraser retired, 
suddenly and unhappily, after twenty-two years of activity. 4 
Although the period of Fraser's ministry had seen the setting 
up of three daughter churches and a branch Sunday school, 
the building of a day school at Chapel Street, and the 
improvement of the chapel, including the installation of an 
organ, his resignation was accepted by the deacons without 
argument or protest (and was confirmed by a majority vote at 
a church meeting), he received no formal thanks, and minister 
and deacons parted on bad terms. Fraser had had a running 
battle with the deacons over his salary, which was regularly

See the Appendix for details and a key to the abbreviated references in
the notes below. The records are currently in Mrs Shrouder's
possession but it is intended to pass them to the Lancashire Record
Office.
DM, church meeting 30 July 1863.
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not paid in full in years when other chapel expenses were 
allowed to swallow up too much of the general fund (this had 
happened to earlier ministers). A gift of £90 was given to 
Eraser when he retired by other Independents in the town, 
and the Blackburn Times, looking back some years later, highly 
commended his work. But it added that 'Mr Eraser's quick 
temperament, and his constitutional courage, positiveness and 
outspokenness, led to estrangement from some whose 
purposes and opinions were as inflexible as his own'. 5 As the 
present essay will show, there was much in common between 
Eraser's experience at Chapel Street and that of his successor.

Between Eraser's resignation in 1863 and Stott's letter of 
acceptance in 1866 the deacons faced what turned out to be a 
chastening task and one which contained a clue to future 
difficulties. The path of their duty was plain. It included 
inviting likely successors to preach at Chapel Street, perhaps 
several times, until the congregation had made up its mind. 
During this process they had to sound out both parties 
regarding the 'call'; would the man come, would the church 
have him? This involved sending out attractive proposals by- 
letter and by messengers to the candidates and simultaneously 
ensuring that the congregation was fully informed and in an 
accepting frame of mind. Either the deacons were inadequate 
double wooers or circumstances plagued them because three 
years went by while denominational and Blackburn audiences 
watched, with undue interest, the deacons recommend six 
candidates as suitable men. Three of these candidates refused 
to come when offered the position and the church meeting 
refused the other three. 6

5 Blackburn Times, ISJan. 1872.
6 DM, church meeting 14 Mar. 1864 (candidate 1, 400 voted in favour, 

with only one against; 3 Apr. 1864, he refused to come); church 
meeting 22 Aug. 1864 (candidate 2, the necessary votes by the trust 
deed three quarters of the members and two thirds of seat holders but 
the latter interpreted as the holders of two thirds of the total money 
value of sittings not obtained); church meeting 5 Jan. 1865 (candidate 
3, unanimous vote in favour of recommended candidate but he refused 
the offer); 20 Mar. 1866 and 24 July 1866 (candidates 5 and 6, church 
rejected them).
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One of the refusals throws light on the relationship between 
the deacons and their pastors. A deputation had taken a call . 
to a Mr Selhie of Chesterfield and had left assured that he 
\vould accept. His later refusal was so surprising that they 
asked him to explain it. The deacons wrote that they

express their astonishment at learning that you decline to become 
our pastor. . . . The fact is, we cannot place your refusal before our 
people as it now stands, and therefore we must beg you to favour 
us with all the reasons for so deciding . . . some apology is fairly 
due to our church [members] for inducing them to place 
themselves in a position, which as it turns out adverse, must of 
necessity prove injurious to their reputation before the 
denomination, and hurtful to them in obtaining a suitable pastor 
after three satisfactory calls and obtaining three refusals. The 
question among Christian people naturally arises 'Is there 
something wrong about Chapel Street people?' . . . Awaiting Your 
early reply.

Mr Selbie replied as requested, disconcertingly. He gave the 
following explanation. In the vestry during his first visit he 
was told 'You know Mr. Selbie we are a go-ahead sort of 
people in Blackburn' and two or three days before his refusal 
was written he was told 'You'll have to rough it if you go to 
Blackburn'. Mr. Selbie modestly wrote that he was somewhat 
sensitive and easily cast down and unfitted for the experience 
of roughing it or suiting a go-ahead people. 7 The only joy the 
deacons had out of their experiences with the six candidates 
occurred at this point. The church meeting listened to the 
reading of all the correspondence with Selbie and then 
minuted their 'desire to express their sympathy with, and 
entire confidence in, the deacons'. 8

Stott's coming was therefore a great relief to the deacons. Like his 
predecessor, he came from Scotland: he was aged 27 and married.9

7 DM, letters of 5 and 6 May 1866 to and from Selbie.
8 DM, church meeting 11 May 1866.
9 Before coming to Blackburn. Stott had served for three years as a 

minister in Fifeshire. In 1871 his household was listed as himself and 
his wife, both aged thirty-two and born in Scotland; three children 
aged five and under, one born in Scotland and two in Blackburn; two 
maid servants, unmarried, both born in Scotland (1871 census, 
enumerators' book EB 71).
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The negotiations were distinguished by the amount of 
emotion generated. The deacons sent Stott a letter with two 
hundred signatures; they wrote such things as  'Come then 
and labour amongst us as a Minister of God in much 
patience, by pureness, by knowledge, by kindness, by the 
Holy Ghost, by love unfeigned, by the work of truth'. Stott 
replied in similar vein. 'Believing then in your sincerity, 
relying on your affectionate prayers and on your hearty co 
operation in every good work, I am willing to comply with 
your desire and thus commending ourselves into the 
Hands of Him who knoweth the end from the beginning, 
Him with whom supply of all peace is. I am, my dear 
brethren, Yours in the bonds of the Gospel.' 10 What caused 
this large chapel to be so unanimous in the certainty that 
Stott was their man, when a short time ago they had rejected 
in summary fashion the last two candidates proposed by the 
deacons? It cannot have been Stott's talent for 
administration because this was not tested in any way, nor 
his gift for pastoral care because there was no time available 
for this to show; nor, curiously, was there any reference from 
his previous church. It can only have been his preaching, 
because this was the only way he and most of the 
congregation had encountered each other. From the first 
encounter, his preaching and personality had had a riveting 
and powerful effect upon the congregation. After addressing 
them three times, he was taken to their hearts and 
unanimously invited, in the warmest possible terms, to come 
to Blackburn. Stott recognised the value of his charismatic 
appeal and laboured to develop it. In a sermon preached at 
his induction sendee at Chapel Street he analysed successful 
preaching in a way that throws some light on his talent. 
Success he saw as primarily dependent on a preacher having 
the ability to assume a prophetic role and thus to focus on 
the redemption of the world by Christ. Thereafter, success 
would depend on a threefold element, the power of truth, 
the power of the preacher and the power of the Holy Ghost. 
Having defined the necessary skills of a preacher, he

10 DM, 19 Aug. 1866; Stott's reply received 23 Aug. 1866.
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promised his audience that the Holy Ghost would make 
Chapel Street a meeting place of sinners and God. 1 '

THE DRAGONS AND TRUSTEES

The deacons were an oligarch)' democratically chosen. When 
places in the diaconate had to be filled (and deacons had to stand 
for re-election after seven years), each member of the church 
received a ballot form containing the name of every male 
member of the church not already a deacon and was asked to 
cast as many votes as there were places to fill. The electors knew 
a great deal about most of the candidates since they had served 
for years in various capacities in the church. They had exhibited 
their talents in organising church affairs, speaking at church 
meetings, praying or 'saying a few words' at sendees, preaching 
and teaching in the Sunday school. Their life outside the church 
was also known, partly because of the tendency of Chapel Street 
members to cluster in certain streets and partly because the 
chapel was additionally a mutual aid society and a social centre. 
The ability and will to serve of the candidates were observed and 
judged by their fellow Christians. Those whom the congregation 
considered to be unfit were eliminated by the simple process of 
the members not voting for them. Such at least was the theory.

During the seventeen years of Stott's ministry between five 
and eight deacons served at any one time, some oi them 
continuously for long terms (one deacon served continuously in 
Stott's and previous ministries for thirty-eight years). Most

The sermon, as reported verbatim (or as Stott supplied it in writing) in 
the Blackburn Times of 26 Oct. 1866 ended thus. 'So shall this place be 
verily a Bethel; a meeting place of sinners with the Saviour, and of Saints 
with God. So as one by one we are nurtured for Glory and get translated 
to the fullness of joy ... And at last, when the communion roll shall be 
complete; when the last name that is to be added shall have been written 
down; when Christ shall have come; when all the death-riven links have 
been reknit, then shall this church of the living God, with all its bishops 
and deacons, stand in its place not the least among all those goodly 
companies whose aggregated host shall constitute the general assembly 
and church of the first born in Heaven.' Both the eschatological reference 
and the high-emotional style were not of course uncommon in sermons 
of Victorian and earlier times, particularly among nonconformity.
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served for between five and fifteen years, hence there was some 
turnover during any ministry and sixteen served under Stott. 
Resignation was normally due to old age, ill health or moving 
out of the district, but three resigned because of advertised 
disagreements with Stott. A majority served when in prime 
middle-age; this happened because thirteen of the sixteen were 
appointed before they were fifty; the youngest of these being 
twenty-eight. These men were still working most of them 
occupied in building up their businesses and still bringing up 
families. The deacons had two common characteristics. One 
was that they were largely Lancastrians. Over half of them had 
been born in Blackburn or Darwen and over two thirds in 
Lancashire. Of their wives, half were Blackburn-born; and 
almost all of their children were Blackburn-born. Thus, the 
deacons were either natives who had stayed put, or non-natives 
who had invariably spent long years in the town. 
Demographically speaking, the diaconate was firmly rooted in 
Blackburn as minsters tended not to be. Another common 
characteristic was that most of the deacons ran their own 
businesses. Apart from a retired housing agent and perhaps a 
'warehouseman', the deacons were shopkeepers, merchants, 
manufacturers, or professional men. Socially speaking, the 
deacons, although not at the very top of the Blackburn social 
pile, were a cut above the common chapel membership. They 
tended to live in the Preston New Road district, a middle-class 
area some distance from the streets in which most of the 
congregation lived and Stott eventually lived there too. 12

The activities of the deacons in administering the chapel 
were multifarious, devoted, and often quite humble. The 
deacons met in committee and appointed and administered 
sub-committees. In the central committee each action decided

12 Information about the deacons comes from the chapel records, from 
directories  P. Mannex and Co., History, Topography and Directory of Mid- 
Lancashire (Preston, 1854); idem, Directory of North-East Lancashire (Preston, 
1868); from a nominal linkage investigation in the Blackburn census 
enumerators' books of the period, and from obituaries in the Blackburn 
Patriot, Blackburn Standard, and Blackburn Times. One of the deacons was 
Luke S. Walmsley, art dealer, serving 1874-1878, for whom see J. C. G. 
Binfield, 'The White Church, Fairhaven: an artist trader's Protestant 
Byzantium', T.H.L.S.C., CXLII (1992), pp. 160-161.
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on normally had an individual deacon's name attached, and 
this individual was expected to see the action through, although 
not necessarily to undertake it himself, in whole or in part. A 
few instances will suffice: 'That Mr \\ilkinson obtain a down 
spout'; 'That Mr Briggs see to the pointing of the gate and takes 
charge of the communion service plate'; 'That Mr Ditchfield 
act as medium with the Borough Surveyor to sewer the closet'; 
'That Messrs Higson and Kenyon see about soot falling 
through the roof of the church'. 1 ' Other tasks were more 
regular, for instance, that of appointing and supervising a paid 
chapel keeper, one appointee being unfortunately responsible 
for the burning down of the chapel building in January 1872. 
Raising nearly £20,000 for a new building and seeing to its 
construction was one of the major successful activities of the 
minister and diaconate in this period. 14 As well as responding to 
their personal interpretation of spiritual demands and duties, 
no doubt the deacons enjoyed temporal responsibility and 
power. The prestige they gained was not limited to the chapel: 
as items in the local newspaper regularly announced, their 
position and activities were matters of general public interest 
and appreciation. Not merely respectable householders but also 
successful nonconformist businessmen with a stake in town 
politics, they resembled the Tit and proper persons' who in this 
period ran Birmingham and some other industrial localities. 15

The trustees of the chapel were, as a body, by the period 
under discussion, of limited importance. Between 1826, when 
the trust deed was drawn up, and 1856, two thirds of the 
trustees had been businessmen, one half of them millowners. 16 
The last group in particular had originally provided the 
capital for chapel enterprises, but eventually the larger

13 DM, 11 June 1867. 27 Aug. 1867, 1 Nov. 1870, 6 Oct. 1871.
14 CM, 10 Jan. 1872; DM, emergency meeting 13 Jan. 1872; Subscription 

List, Chapel St. Rebuilding Fund (a printed brochure). Towards the cost a 
brewer and a millowner gave £3,850 between them, and other 
deacons gave £1,500. The architect of the new chapel was John 
Tarring, 'the man who brought spires to Congregationalism': Binfield, 
'White Church', p. 173, note 13.

15 See E. P. Hennock, Fit and Proper Persons: ideal and reality in nineteenth- 
century urban government (London, 1973).

16 As shown in DSHM.
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millowners, notably the Eccleses and Pilkingtons, moved their 
support to daughter chapels serving the specific area of their 
own millfolk. 17 One result was that in 1856 the trust deed was 
altered to give control over finances to the deacons. Since 
most trustees were also deacons (twenty-two out of the thirty- 
five between 1826 and 1856), this was largely a practical 
arrangement but it increased the power of the diaconate. 18

When Stott arrived in 1866 the deacons were a closely-knit 
group of successful administrators, empowered by their 
religious beliefs and confident in their competence as the 
directors of a successful evangelistic church. For twelve of the 
years between 1777 and 1866 (1804-1806, 1822-1825, 
1832-1834, 1839-1841, 1863-1866), the church had lacked a 
minister and the deacons had run it on their own including 
three years immediately before Stott came. However, from the 
start of his ministry, and with the support to be described, 
Stott established a position which downgraded the deacons; 
they could cooperate with him and in his initiatives and the 
majority mostly did but could not oppose him or his wishes. 
Possibly Stott formulated his strategy after reading two sets of 
church minutes, those concerning Mr Selbie's refusal of the 
Chapel Street appointment and those concerning the 
deacons' over-prompt acceptance of his predecessor's 
resignation after twenty-two years of service. It is even possible 
that he received advice from Fraser, who was still living in 
Blackburn, in the same road as Stott. What is certain is that 
there developed a struggle for power between Stott and 
certain of his deacons based on the intransigent attitude with 
which each party viewed its own position. Stott was sure that 
he was called to Chapel Street by God. In his first letter to the 
deacons he called it being 'strangely and wonderfully led'. He 
therefore assumed that the leadership was his by divine right.

17 In 1842 five out of a committee of six investigating the cost of a new venture 
were millowners a discreet selection obviously intended to encourage each 
millowner to indicate how much he would provide towards the cost 
(DSHM, 25 May 1842). As an instance of millowner devolution, Park Road 
chapel, formed in 1850 largely by Chapel Street former members and itself 
the parent of two further chapels, Montagu Street in 1866 and Audley 
Range in 1883, had the new building paid for by the Pilkingtons.

18 DSHM, 20 Aug. 1856.
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Some of the deacons disagreed. They could run the church 
without the benefit of clergy and they had the confidence 
born of the successful management of their own businesses.

The deacons made some attempt to control their minister. The 
first of these occurred after Stott had been ill and had followed the 
advice of his doctors to take a sea voyage. He went to Montreal for 
a short visit and came back to Blackburn, but then proceeded to 
Scotland. The deacons minuted 'to intimate to our pastor that 
before he decides to pursuing any definite course to 
communicate his intentions to the deacons so that they may 
consult with him on behalf of the interest of the church'. 19 Stott 
asked their advice on all his future breaks of health. To 
compensate, the deacons were routed on the financial front. The 
pastor had learnt from Eraser's experience, laid bare in the 
minutes, and was adamant about his salary being paid in full. He 
explained to an 1869 church meeting that he had been guaranteed 
not only £350 annually for three years but more if the church 
could afford it. However, although pew rents had increased, the 
deacons had not given the minister's salary first claim as Stott 
now demanded from his fourth year onwards or else he would 
resign. The church meeting, sensitive to his threat diree years after 
his appointment, unanimously capitulated. Stott took no chances 
on this issue. At the next church meeting he reiterated his 
argument and retired from the meeting while each condition of the 
financial settlement was moved, seconded and passed.20

19 DM,21 Apr. 1867.
20 CM. 4 Nov. 1869, 18 Nov. 1869. Stott's demand to regularise the salary 

arrangements seems a fair one. He had a young family and appears to have 
taken in certain in-laws (a sister married die son of one of his deacons): he 
twice moved to larger houses (which he seems to have owned) and he 
employed two maid servants. The financial an'angements for the chapel that 
were agreed are of some interest. Seat rents were to come to the pastor, the 
maximum realisable if all were let (as presumably they never were) being 
£500, while individual rents were to be set by the deacons in committee. The 
other chapel expenses (oddly termed 'incidental expenses') were to be met by 
weekly offerings at the door. Stott subsequently refused to accept more than a 
total of £500. The salary eventually paid by die chapel was a reasonably 
generous one and seems to have been about equal to the value of Anglican 
benefices in Blackburn. At the end of his life Stott was said to be in some 
financial difficulties, but since there is no record that he latterly raised the 
issue of liis salary this was perhaps a tactful explanation of his breakdown.
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MEMBERS AND SEAT HOLDERS

The Chapel Street Church Year Book for 1881 listed the names and 
addresses of 342 'members' and 451 'seat holders', with an 
overlap caused by many individuals who were both. 21 Overall, 
women predominated, being about two thirds of those 
connected with the chapel. The individuals who were only 
'members' were almost entirely women, but the seat holders 
were of both sexes. A sample survey suggests that in 1881 
most of the congregation were Lancashire-born and half 
Blackburn-born; that half were in age under forty and one 
third under thirty; and that the majority were either cotton 
workers or housewives. 22 It is well known that in Lancashire 
denomination and employment were linked: in 1881 the 
millowners still worshipping at Chapel Street employed some 
3,500 individuals and no doubt many of these employees also 
worshipped at Chapel Street or the daughter chapels. In 
return for a hopeful expectation of work consideration by 
their employers, and the social events that linked chapel and 
mill, the chapel people tended to follow the owner's politics, in 
this case the Congregational men no doubt voting Liberal. 23

21 It seems to have been the case that anyone could join either category. 
Members joined by transfer from another chapel, or were investigated 
and normally found acceptable, and then proposed at a church meeting. 
The earlier Congregational practice was for applying members to be 
given a searching examination of their religious experience and for them 
to supply a formal testimony of conversion, but strictness in this practice 
had been generally relaxed. Seat holders seem merely to have paid up to 
join, but were normally already members. The 1881 record lists some 
600 individuals but may be incomplete. Apart from members and seat 
holders, a congregation would include a number of 'hearers', individuals 
not yet, or not willing to become, church members, but these could not 
participate in church meetings. In 1867 there were said to be 1,010 seats 
of which 937 were let (YB 1867): however, this was in the old chapel 
building, and between 1867 and 1881 some of the congregation may 
have transferred to new daughter chapels.

22 The sample was of 372 individuals from among those listed in the 
1881 Tear Book who could be traced in the enumerators' books of the 
1881 census. The sample probably represented rather more than half 
the total membership.

23 See the classical study, Patrick Joyce, Work, Society and Politics (Brighton, 
1980). = . .
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Within the politics of the chapel itself all members and seat 
holders could vote at church meetings, but the meetings rarely 
took any initiatives and generally rubber-stamped the 
recommendations of the deacons or the chairman, the 
minister. Yet for its people the chapel provided apart from 
spiritual comfort and consolation a range of social services, 
notably convivial occasions, children's education in Sunday or 
day schools, and some community welfare, for instance, the 
Sunday School Juvenile Sickness Society and the Young Men's 
Literary and Religious Society. Although the organisation of 
these activities was in the hands of the minister and deacons, 
many other individuals were allowed to assist and to occupy 
humbler roles, for instance, in the Sunday schools; and some 
men and women thus served the chapel for long periods, even 
lifetimes. 24 Clearly the chapel served as a focus for the social 
and communal yearnings of those who joined it.

In terms of the administration of Chapel Street, the main 
interest in Stott's ministry is how he managed to gain control 
over the heads of an able and experienced diaconate who had, 
by and large, ruled the church up to this date. This can be 
studied in the chapel minutes, which show that chance as well 
as planning played a part. As noted above, at Chapel Street 
power lay in theory with the 'church meeting', whose votes 
decided all issues referred to it by the diaconate. Stott's good 
fortune lay in the composition of the membership of the 
meeting, and hence, paradoxically, in the failure of an early 
and ill-considered attempt on his part to alter it. In 1867, 71% 
of the total membership consisted of women, and by 1881 the 
figure had reached 78% a predominance of women which at 
first worried Stott. At an 1870 church meeting, noting that the 
number of women applying each month was greatly in excess 
of the number of men, he appealed for action, and in 1874 he 
repeated the appeal. 23 Both attempts to redress the balance of 
the sexes failed.

24 Each Sunday in 1871 there were 116 attendances by teachers at 
Sunday schools teaching 1.242 children (TB 1871). For the chapel's day 
schools, see Blackburn School Board, Report on the educational provision of 
the borough of Blackburn (Blackburn, 1871), pp. 16-19.

25 CM, 1 Dec. 1870, 9 July 1874.
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The women members can justly be described as a silent 
majority. They were not eligible to become deacons or to 
serve on any of the important committees. Even more 
significantly, up to 1883 there are no records of any woman 
moving or even seconding a motion in the church meeting, or 
of any woman, outside Sunday school classes, 'saying a few 
words' or leading in prayer. Where women were directly- 
involved in church work by reason of their sex and domestic 
ability, for instance, in providing the refreshments for the very- 
large tea parties, it is clear that while they made the tea. 
prepared the tables and washed up, the deacons laid down the 
rules. Thus, deacons Campbell and Walmsley worked out a 
design to print on some new teaware, and there is no hint that 
any woman was consulted. Not only did the deacons decide in 
which cupboard the crockery should be kept but they retained 
the keys. 26 This impotence cannot have been an easily 
acceptable role for Chapel Street women. So many of them 
were listed as weavers in the 1881 survey that it is likely that 
many of the remainder listed as housewives had in earlier life 
also been weavers. An outstanding characteristic of Blackburn 
weavers was their independence of mind. All weavers were on 
piece work, and the most productive among them were 
recognised and admired. Moreover, weavers were an essential 
part of the industry on which most of Blackburn's prosperity 
depended, and therefore persons of some economic 
importance. Yet in the chapel their roles were limited and 
subordinate.

A special relationship soon developed between Stott and 
the women members, for, once he was established, his 
preaching and personality had a powerful effect upon the 
mainly female congregation. His long sermons and almost as 
long extempore prayers, presented twice on Sundays and once 
every week night, gave him an opportunity to communicate 
his views and gain the enthusiastic support of the ordinary 
membership. The prominence the new pastor gave to 
personal house-to-house visiting was another way in which he 
built up links with his congregation, and not least with the

26 TB, 1867, 1868, 1871. 1876, 1881; DM, 2 Nov. 1875.
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housewives. 27 House visiting enabled him to learn about the 
chief needs of his people, and how he met these needs was one 
of his greatest services to his church. The younger married 
women, in particular, required moral support and spiritual 
help in facing up to the frequent deaths of their infants and 
young children. The hectic development of Blackburn as a 
cotton town had meant that large numbers of immigrants had 
been pulled in from the surrounding countryside and further 
afield. Yet housing, water supply, and sewerage were all 
inadequate to meet large increments of population; and 
consequently many of the diseases at that time most fatal to 
children flourished. The impact of these almost daily deaths 
on any neighbourhood \vas heightened by the custom of 
keeping the body until the burial at home, where their family 
could be near them and friends and neighbours could openly 
pay their last respects. 28 Stott met this need to come to terms 
with the sight of the beloved dead lying in their open coffins, 
and gave an assurance of hope, by promising a reunion in 
Heaven. Because Stott's congregation were only too aware of 
their own mortality, he taught them how to live on earth in 
order to live eternally with God, adding the dimension of 
eternity to their lives. 29

The congregation was also in need of reassurance about 
their earthly life. Most of the town's workforce was dependent, 
directly or indirectly, on cotton. When Stott arrived in 1866 
he found the town recovering from the vicissitudes of life

27 TS, 1868-1869.
28 Like much of Britain in the nineteenth century Blackburn had what 

would now be considered a funeral cult. Funerals always had as much 
pomp and display as could be afforded in cash or credit. Preoccupation 
with death was a feature of Chapel Street ritual: for instance, the 
choirmaster had a 'crack piece' called 'Vital Spark' which was sung at 
funeral services and which 'improved the death' (Ralph S. Ashton. a 
retired Sunday School superintendent, writing in Chapel Street 
Congregational .Magazine, Mar. 1907).

29 IB 1872, pp. 7-8, gives an example of the language he used. 'There 
are others whoihave fallen asleep. Peace be with their gentle spirits! 
God's own peace! And yet they live! Live in the light of the glory 
beatific! Freed from all disability and imperfection, they serve God . . . 
Parted thus we are together!'
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during the great Cotton Famine of 1861-1865. By mid-1863 
unemployment had affected half the Blackburn cotton 
workforce: recovery came slowly and by March 1865 nearly- 
one fifth were still out of work. 30 The churches had tried to 
look after their own people. At James Street Congregational 
church a large staff of zealous Sunday school teachers visited 
homes and saw that none of their congregation was without 
food, shelter and bedding. This was probably the pattern 
followed by the mother church at Chapel Street although it is 
not recorded in the extant minutes. In 1863 four people 
applied for free use of school rooms, following the pattern of 
other churches which provided some training or education for 
the unemployed. 31 Stott, arriving in the shadow of this time of 
anguish, faced a difficult theological situation. He needed to 
reassure his congregation that God was in his Heaven and all 
was right with this world. The history of the cotton industry in 
Lancashire had been one of cyclic depressions. A powerful 
stimulant was needed to enable the congregation to disregard 
the painful material and social consequences of a doubtless 
puzzling providential proceeding. Stott supplied this by his 
insistence on the temporal character of this life and the 
eternal happiness in heaven. That is, he asked his listeners to 
disregard their short earthly trials. The uplifting message 
about life and death from Stott, guided, as he believed, by the 
Holy Spirit, inspired faith in his Chapel Street congregation, 
and perhaps not least in the women members. His sermons

30 In 1861 the Blackburn district had 25,000 adult male and female 
cotton workers out of some 40,000 adults in occupations other than 
domestic duties; in 1871 Blackburn town had 17,000 adult male and 
female cotton workers out of some 30,000 adults in occupations other 
than domestic duties (1861 census, vol. II, pp. 635, 639, 643, 645; 
1871 census, vol. Ill, pp. 428, 431, 433). Adding trades ancillary to 
cotton-working, a substantial majority of the population depended on 
cotton for a livelihood. For a contemporary account of the distress, see 
W. Gourlay, History of the distress in Blackburn, 1861-1865, and the methods 
adopted for its «&f (Blackburn, 1865).

31 Gourlay, Distress in Blackburn, pp. 170, 173; DM, 2 July 1862, 25 Feb. 
1863, 21 Sept. 1863 (John Penny granted Nova Scotia school room 
free till the present depression is over), 27 Nov. 1863. No doubt much 
was also done privately by the congregation without any record being 
kept.
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and personal visits were supplemented by his use of the 
circulated Tear Book. The 1872 Tear Book carried a typical 
message for their prayerful consideration:

Brethren, the time is short. We shall be in eternity almost before we 
know it. ... Christ lives. . . . He is coming again. He will call for us 
ere long. Oh, happy is he who is at his post and watching! . . . Faithful 
unto death, it will be his to receive a crown, the Crown of 
righteousness that shall never fade away! In the common hope, 
through His mercy, of such glory. 
\our minister for Christ's sake, 
J. McEwan Stott :w

THE MINISTER'S STRATEGY

The Tear Books from 1867 record the formal administration of 
the church by way of perpetual and ad hoc committees. The 
accommodation committee was at first the most important 
standing committee because it controlled the main source of 
revenue, the letting of seats and the collection of seat rents. 
Stringent rules were laid down. :i:i The membership of this 
committee in 1867 included four shopkeepers, two cotton mill 
owners, two master builders, one leather merchant, and one 
paper merchant and printer. 34 However, when a new church 
building was constructed and opened in 1875, after the 
disastrous fire at the former building, seat rents were abolished 
and replaced by voluntary offerings, both for the support of 
the minister and for chapel expenses. 35 This, an unusual 
change at the time in any denomination, was a brave and 
confident move reflecting credit on all involved, but it made 
fund-raising a more regular demand on members and hence 
perhaps more of a strain on the minister.

A new committee, whose activities were profoundly to 
affect the life of the church, was that of a 'Church and

32 IB 1872, pp. 7-8.
33 An interesting variant on latterday practices was the right of seat 

holders to upholster or otherwise improve their seats: DM, 28 Dec. 
1869.

34 IB, 1867, pp. 26-27.
35 TB, 1875, p. 25.



170 Grace Shmuder and P. E. H. Hair

Congregational Visiting Society', a body introduced by Stott for 
the sole object of 'better knowledge of one another, and the 
more thorough visitation of the sick and otherwise 
necessitous'. 36 With a congregation of very many hundreds, and 
one spread over all Blackburn and even throughout some 
outlying localities, it was sensible to divide membership by 
districts and have one deacon and a visiting team for each. 
Realistically, Stott asked all members of the church and the 
congregation to help by notifying cases of sickness or sorrow to 
the team, and changes of address to the pew managers. 
However, more followed. By means of this committee and its 
Visiting Society, building on his charismatic preaching and his 
guarantee to eternal life Stott made it possible for women to 
contribute in a more satisfying way to the witness of the church. 
That is, he gave them some power, or in current terminology, 
raised female consciousness. The basis of this change was his 
employment of women as visitors and his use of the information 
they brought back to him. At first Stott defined the aims of 
these visits in the terms of an increase in fellowship and a more 
efficient service to the sick and needy, but later he asked for 'a 
more thorough over sight of one another'. 37 As early as 1868 he 
had recognised the fallibility of men as judges in every 
circumstance, successfully moving in the church meeting 'that it 
is desirable to certain cases [that] the female members should 
see and report upon female members for fellowship. Such 
reports should be given either orally or in writing to the 
Pastor'. 38 Obviously male deacons were not to be trusted with 
the first-hand reports on females but apparently a male 
minister was. The logic of the new arrangement was not 
challenged. This inaugurated a wide spread of useful and 
interesting duties, with women members not only acting as the 
eyes and ears of the pastor but coming into personal contact 
with him when they reported cases. Once sorted by the

36 In formalising a visiting system Stott was following an earlier pastoral 
practice in most denominations and even in Congregationalism.

37 1'B, 1867, pp. 27-8; 1'B, 1876, p. 27 The church and Congregational 
Visiting Society and its aims'.

38 DM, an undated church meeting reported between meetings dated 4 
June 1868 and 29 July 1868.
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minister, much of their information was then discussed at 
deacons' meetings and some eventually put to the church 
meeting for an expressed verdict. In controversial issues the 
verdict of the diaconate and the meeting was seldom in doubt, 
the evidence put to them by the minister being unchallengeable. 

The condominium of Stott and the women was firmly 
established early in his ministry and openly confirmed in 1868. 
This occurred when Stott proposed to abandon the traditional 
procedure whereby formal deputations of deacons were sent to 
interview applicants for membership, and to substitute an 
interview by himself. With their power to select members at 
stake a prestigious power, although it is doubtful whether in 
recent times they had made much use of it to reject applicants  
in their own meeting the diaconate opposed this revolutionary 
change, one certainly contrary to Congregational tradition. But 
at the subsequent church meeting no male member was willing 
to speak. Stott called on two of the deacons but they declined to 
make a case for the status quo and avowed themselves willing to 
accept the judgement of the majority. The pastor then said 
(according to the minutes in his own hand), 'Owing to the 
apparently decided feelings and convictions of many of the 
female members, he would put the matter to the vote'. Only two 
men, both deacons, voted against the motion, and Stott further 
humiliated them by calling them up to explain their opposition. 
This was a notable victory for the new alliance, with the 
diaconate displayed publicly as demoralised and silent. The 
power of the female vote to silence the deacons was never 
successfully challenged during the remainder of Stott's ministry. 39

DISCIPLINE AND SCREWING DOWN THE DEACONS

Stott gained further from the new alliance. It allowed the 
women to provide the facts for all the most well attended and 
entertaining subsequent church meetings. These related to 
disciplinary proceedings. In the past, all British churches had 
procedures for disciplining, in a variety of ways, lay offenders 
against the relevant code, the best known being the ancient 
ecclesiastical courts of the established churches of England

39 DM, 2 July 1868; CM, 30 July 1868.
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and Scotland. 4 " Once his authority was without challenge, 
Stott proceeded to follow Calvin's rule, and the practice in the 
Church of Scotland, that pastors were appointed not merely 
to preach and administer the sacraments but also openly to 
admonish and censure sinners. Inevitably, very much the same 
pattern of offences as in his native Scotland provided the 
staple diet for Stott's censures. Accused of theft and out on 
bail before trial at Preston Sessions, Mrs Jane Booth was also 
seen when drunk and with a very casual acquaintance in a 
public house. When censured by Stott, she resigned her 
church membership promptly, as requested. Similarly, a Mr 
and Mrs Cooke resigned at once when Stott visited them to 
express his regret at reports of their drunkenness." But Stott 
was not content with small fry. He successfully proceeded 
against one of the leading members of his church, Peter R. 
Robinson, a wealthy pawn broker, reported as 'unsteady in his 
habits'. It took a series of reports and nine months to make 
him resign.42 Theft and drunkenness were comparatively easy 
to prove and judge but another requirement of Chapel Street 
membership, honesty in business, was more difficult. William 
Fairhurst came under suspicion. Stott was hampered here by 
being obliged to ask two deacons, Higson, a master joiner, and 
Ditchfield, a chartered accountant, to report. This could not 
have been a line of enquiry favoured by deacons who had to 
manage their own businesses in times of depression; and 
accordingly 'no report on Fairhurst case' occurred in every 
deacons' meeting from December 1876 to May 1877, when 
Higson and Ditchfield reported that no dishonesty could be 
found, only carelessness and lack of money. They carried the 
motion that 'we do nothing further in this case'. 43

40 Scottish cases are among the extracts in P. E. H. Hair, ed., Before the 
Bawdy Court: selections from church court records relating to the correction of moral 
offences in England, Scotland and New England, 1300-1800 (London, 1972).

41 DM, 30 Jan. 1868.
42 DM, 29 Oct. 1878, 1 Apr. 1879, 3 June 1879, 31 July 1879. The 

Blackburn Times of 27 Oct. 1866 had referred to Robinson as a leading 
member of the church.

43 DM, 28 March 1880. Historically, bankruptcy was regarded in rigorous 
circles as morally suspect, on the grounds that it might involve innocent 
creditors in the collapse and might imply improper speculation.
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Following the precedent of the courts of the established 
churches, Stott found that 'ante-nuptial fornication' demanded 
much of his attention. He had, after all, the essential evidence; 
the couples had been married in Chapel Street, had christened 
their children there, and were available as church members to 
be proceeded against. The church meeting decided all such 
cases by voting. At first 'ante-nuptial fornication' involved six 
months' suspension from the church membership and hence 
from communion. Then, if the couple had attended regularly, if 
their conduct had been beyond reproach outside the church, 
and if they expressed deep contrition, membership would be 
restored. However, at a church meeting in 1872 the pastor 
introduced a suggestion from the deacons and himself in 
future cases of ante-nuptial fornication the offending parties 
should cease to be church members. He minuted  'From the 
nature of the question discussion was not entered into and 
without that the proposal seemed to commend itself to nearly 
all the members present'. It was passed.44

It looks as if Stott had considered the implications of Selbie's 
opinion that Chapel Street was too rough a place for him, and, 
possibly on Fraser's advice, decided to go into the attack and get 
rid of certain deacons. Kitcher, a local millowner (he and his 
partner employed 230 hands in 1881), had been a deacon since 
1861 and was a leading member of the church under Fraser. But 
having quarrelled with Stott almost immediately on the minister's 
arrival, Kitcher had stayed away from meetings for a time and had 
given up his seat in the chapel. In 1869, however, Stott wrote to

44 CM, 2 May 1872. Instances of the earlier treatment of this common 
offence CM, 4 Nov. 1869 ('Mrs. Samuel Strong, having 
acknowledged ante-nuptial fornication, expressed deep regret for her 
sin and a strong desire not to be separated from the church. The 
church voted to suspend membership for six months when the final 
decision would be made by the church'); 1 April 1870 ('Report had 
been brought to his ear that the child of Mr. and Mrs. William 
Walmsley had been born too soon. The report he did not believe, but 
felt bound to make enquiry'; 4 Aug. 1870 ('Restoring to church 
privilege of Mrs. Samuel Strong also of Mr. and Mrs. Wm. Walmsley 
. . . All three had expressed their deep contrition, had during the time- 
been regular in their chapel attendance, and otherwise comported 
themselves so as to justify their again being received').
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him about alleged rude behaviour at a church meeting and askecl 
him to apologise. 'If you consent to this, you will have the 
satisfaction of righting a grievous wrong. If you do not, I shall have 
no alternative but to propose your expulsion at the next meeting of 
die church." Replying, Kitcher denied the offence and continued:

I don't for the life of me see what business you have to take this settled 
affair up again; or what you have to do with it at all, except you want 
to stir up some more unpleasantness . . . And if you could have 
trusted your deacons, you would not have the despotic part you did 
that night. But your friend was not far from the mark when he told 
you that the deacons were only like puppets, and you pulled the 
strings and they did as you told them. It appears you don't want to 
work with such of the old members of Chapel Street as won't be 
screwed down as you dictate, but I tell you Sir it won't do in 
Blackburn.

Although Kitcher's business partner, Bragg, pointed out that 
the alleged offence had been settled between those concerned 
and a letter sent to this effect, Stott refused to recognise a 
private letter as a possible end to 'a great public scandal' and 
had Kitcher expelled from the church by a vote of 54 to 4. 45 
Kitcher may have been a blusterer and was perhaps 
unpopular, but Stott's procedures appear to have verged on 
the autocratic. While this was a storm in a teacup and a 
clash of personality between a new pastor and a leading 
layman has not been unknown in other churches Stott's 
persistence made it a test case for his strategy. 46

45 CM, 18 Nov. 1869.
46 Kitcher attempted to counter-attack. He removed his pew backing, 

which he had, with the church's consent, inserted to make the pew more 
comfortable (DM, 28 Dec. 1869). He later wrote to the Home Secretary, 
to complain that the building of the new church had caused the removal 
of gravestones and the disturbance of coffins and bodies, his family's 
among them, and askecl for redress (TMB, 16 Oct. 1872). These two 
actions found their mark. Stott, very angry, was with difficulty persuaded 
by the deacons not to take legal action against Kitcher (DM, 28 Dec. 
1869). The secretary of the Chapel Street Trustees ended a letter to the 
Home Secretary explaining away the graveyard situation with an 
explanatory note: 'I may add on my own responsibility that Mr. Kitcher 
is avowedly no friend of our place and he has not communicated 
anything whatever to the trustees' (TMB, 16 Oct. 1872).
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After his successful action against Kitcher in the church 
meeting, Stott proceeded against Bragg later the same 
evening. Bragg had held many responsible posts over the last 
eighteen years but had recently resigned over a difference of 
opinion with Stott. He now sought a transfer from the 
meeting for himself and his family to another Congregational 
church in Blackburn, such transfers being usually granted 
automatically. But Bragg had heard in the town that instead 
his family were to be expelled and he came to the meeting 
prepared for a battle. He had been secretary of the day and 
Sabbath schools and on his voluntary resignation had kept the 
minute books and papers, and he remained adamant 
throughout the meeting thai until he got a satisfactory transfer 
he would not surrender these papers. Stott used the 
prerogative of the chair to bring forward and grant a transfer 
only to Bragg's wife and son. Bragg protested in vain and 
Stott obtained a vote of 76 to 5 for the motion that 'Mr. Bragg 
must give up both books and papers previous to any action re 
transfer'. The meeting was then adjourned. Inevitably there 
was a very large attendance at the meeting next week. Stott 
had evidently counted the cost of the previous meeting in 
terms of public and denominational opinion in Blackburn and 
had changed his mind. He granted the transfer and called on 
Bragg to make any statement he chose. Bragg said that, as his 
wife and son had got their transfer, 'he did not care Id. 
whether he got one or not; the minute books and papers 
would be given up tomorrow; the church would be aware of 
personal unpleasantness underneath the proceedings and he 
was ready to submit this to a neutral committee composed of 
an equal number of clergymen and laymen; he held that the 
manner in which he and his family had been treated was 
shameful; in parting he hoped that Chapel Street might once 
more become the united church that it had been three years 
ago'. He left with his son during the final hymn. 17 The most 
curious feature of the whole episode happened next. Stott 
welcomed the opportunity to say that he had no grudge 
against Mr Bragg, who was not his enemy but one of his best

47 YB 1868 1869, p. 33; CM, 2 Dec. 1869, 9 Dec. 1869.
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friends who had, for some reason, differed from him on some 
small matter. It was then agreed that a note of appreciation of 
Bragg's service should be sent to him along with the transfer. 
Stott sent a letter to Bragg in the warmest terms: Bragg was 
infuriated and replied intemperately, if understandably. 48 Stott 
thought it wise in the next church meeting to ask for a vote of 
confidence in the minister and deacons and in the sincerity of 
his olive branch. 49

A final storm, perhaps no longer one in a teacup, occurred 
ten years later. In 1879, acting solely on a rumour, Stott 
publicly accused Robert Whittaker, a gold plate and thread 
manufacturer, a long-serving deacon who was also a trustee 
and superintendent of one of the chapel's Sunday schools, of 
misappropriating money in the course of an insurance agency. 
There was support for Whittaker within the church and when 
he issued a writ of libel Stott had to withdraw the accusation, 
somewhat less than honestly, and apologise humiliatingly. The 
accusation may have had some substance but Stott, in his 
disciplinary fervour and ministerial autocracy, had acted 
unwisely and even uncharitably. 50 His own self-justifying 
memorandum on the affair contain passages which illuminate 
a dark side of chapel life. At an early stage, in a private

48 CM, 9 Dec. 1869 'The letter accompanying my certificate I return 
herewith, since you say the proposal originated with one, who has done 
all in his power to blight the Christian life of my family and myself far 
and near: for no cause whatever; and from such a person such a 
proposal could only be hypocritical I consider you the most 
maliciously disposed, and the worst tempered man that I am 
acquainted with, and now that you have done your worst, you will be 
the greatest sufferer'.

49 CM, 30 Dec. 1869.
50 Report of a Special Deacons' Meeting, 28 Nov. 1879 (in Stott's hand); 

CM, 28 Nov. 1879, 4 Dec. 1879, 8 Dec. 1879, 22 Dec. 1879; DM, 9 
Jan. 1880, 18 Jan. 1880. The details given in the minister's report on 
the special meeting do not appear in the regular minutes of the 
deacons' meeting. There are grounds for suspecting that, whilst most of 
the missing money was merely a product of 'creative accounting' by 
Whittaker when in business difficulties, a procedure that did not 
involve a legal misdemeanour, a small part had indeed been stolen, but 
by Whittaker's youthful son; that the father had reimbursed, or was 
endeavouring to reimburse, and was covering up; and that others in 
the church knew this, but presumably not Stott.
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meeting Stott told an angry Whittaker 'if it comes to a 
tussle, I thought perhaps we were quite as strong as he was'. 
Later, in a special deacons' meeting, when Whittaker objected 
to a threat of expulsion, Stott retorted as follows, 'He would 
remind Mr Whittaker that when Mr W. Fairhurst [another 
deacon] was unfortunate, some years ago, he had proposed 
and urged that he should be put out of the church, even 
though the chief creditors said that they did not think there 
had been anything fraudulent Again when Mr Kenyon and 
Mr Luke Walmsley [both deacons] fell out about their 
property, and the latter, of his own free will resigned his 
diaconate, Mr Whittaker urged in the deacons' meeting, that 
Mr Kenyon should be asked to resign And once more, only 
very lately as Mr Farnworth [another deacon] had become 
involved in the White Ash Paper Co. Mr Whittaker said that 
he ought to be kicked out of the Sunday School'. 51 Whatever 
the truth behind this tittle-tattle, and whether or not Stott was 
justified in so arguing, his self-righteous recording of the 
verbal battle does his reputation little credit. His lack of 
judgement in this episode most probably influenced the action 
of the deacons three years later. 52

THE END

That Stott carried out his duties for seventeen years with 
hectic enthusiasm, on a daunting schedule, cannot be 
doubted, and it may be presumed that his work contributed

51 Stott made the point that he was capable of judging Whittaker's alleged 
insurance misdemeanour because his own father had run an extensive 
insurance agency in Scotland. The Whittaker affair was not the last 
diaconate episode. In 1882 the long-serving treasurer (the father-in-law 
of Stott's sister) resigned: a dour Scot, he refused to agree that a 
signature additional to his own should be obligatory in bank dealings on 
behalf of the chapel. When at length over-ruled by his brother deacons 
he quit. If Stott had any part in this episode it is not recorded.

52 The cases of Kitcher, Bragg and Whittaker are summarised from 
immensely long memoranda, written by Stott himself. It is difficult to 
know whether it was over-confidence in his own rectitude, or some 
underlying lack of confidence in it, which led him to record in detail 
these various troubled episodes.
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to his regular breakdowns of health. Perhaps the Calvinistic 
work ethic had some responsibility for the fervour. In 1869. 
for instance, he reported in the Tear Book that '[I have] been 
at home 41 Sabbaths, preached 83 sermons, have paid 
upwards of 500 visits, officiated at 49 baptisms, 13 
marriages, 25 funerals'. But it may also have been the case 
that his ceaseless activities and overheated rhetoric testify to 
some measure of an inherently neurotic disposition. Be that 
as it may, he had suffered from ill-health even before taking 
up the challenge of Blackburn: a family friend speaking at 
the induction of the 27-year old new minister begged the 
church 'not to work Mr Stott too hard for he has not a 
strong physical constitution'. Two years after arrival the 
minister had to take two months leave, and the deacons 
approached his doctors for information (if they got any it is 
not recorded)."' 3 On return he spoke publicly of the 
'discipline of darkness' through which he had passed. 54 
Nevertheless nine years passed before Stott called a special 
meeting of the deacons to seek further leave for health 
reasons: the deacons responded with sympathy, expressed 
confidence in him, and allowed him a long leave, with 
financial help. 55

Five years later, in 1883, Stott repeated his request to the 
deacons. A note in a minute book summarised the result: 'The 
Pastor desired the opinion and advice of the deacons . . . who 
felt it to be best for Mr Stott that, taking into consideration the 
financial and other difficulties under which we laboured he 
should, because of his health having broken clown, place his 
resignation in the hands of the church, with the full 
understanding that he would be placed as far as material things 
were concerned above all embarrassment or even anxiety for at 
least 12 months. Mr Stott concurred in this view'. 56 On 5 April

53 DM, 30 Apr. 1867; CM, 11 July 1867. The fact that Stott subsequently 
took a cruise in the Mediterranean, that is, in a warmer climate, to 
improve his health may suggest that he suffered from some lung disorder. 
1'B 1867, p. 8.
DM, 11 Dec. 1876, 4 Jan. 1877, 22 Feb. 1877. The deacons declined, 
however, to allow Stott to take the leave in two parts.

56 The decision was actually taken at an unminutcd meeting of a group 
of deacons and then accepted at a full meeting: DM, 27 Mar. 1883.
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1883 Stott responded with an appropriate and extremely 
dignified letter of resignation. 'An attack of nervous 
prostration which for the present makes all mental work 
nearly impossible' had fallen on him: the church should not 
be burdened with him further but he hoped on recovery to 
be useful elsewhere; and he concluded, 'May God find you 
a far better Minister than I have been, while yet he grants 
that my work may not be wholly unremembered nor 
unfruitful'. 57

At this point the record fails us. It is conceivable that 
Stott's illness was indeed very serious, perhaps without 
permanent cure, in which case the deacons' call for his 
resignation would have been a sad but necessary duty, 
applied with some sympathy. However, the wording of the 
deacons' note strongly suggests that this was not the 
outcome that Stott had intended or expected, however 
Christianly he later concurred. If so, the deacons, or some of 
them, must have felt no more understanding than that 
enough was enough the application for leave afforded 
them an opportunity to replace a minister who (on a 
charitable view of their behaviour) had shown some lack of 
judgement and provoked difficulties, or (on a sharper view) 
had ridden roughshod over their diaconal privileges. 
Addressing special church meetings on 8 and 9 April to 
recommend acceptance of the resignation, the deacons were 
careful to present the procedure in the best light and to 
assure the meeting that 'there was not the slightest division 
between themselves and the pastor'. But when the motion 
was put by the deacons, an amendment was proposed and 
seconded from the floor, and the meeting was adjourned for 
a week."'" The next day, perhaps before he knew that there 
was resistance in the church to his departure, Stott killed 
himself. He was buried at Edinburgh and the deacons gave 
his wife a pension. No final and comprehensive explanation 
of his desperate act can be offered. Yet there was perhaps a 
sense in which the tragedy justified the rough words quoted 
earlier. The chapel folk, like the town community in general,

57 CM, 8 Apr. 1883.
58 CM, 8 Apr. 1883, 9 Apr. 1883.
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had turned out to be indeed 'a go-ahead sort of people', 
having been successful under Stott in expanding and 
perhaps deepening Chapel Street's religious and social 
activities. But outsiders could expect to 'rough it'; and if 
deacons who were successful local businessmen were 
'screwed down' 'I tell you Sir it won't do in Blackburn'.

APPENDIX
Chapel Street Church records

The extant Chapel Street records listed below are cited in the notes by the
initials given and a date.
DM = Diaconal Minutes Book, 2 volumes, 1851-1867 and 1867-1891
CM = Church Meeting Minutes Book, 2 volumes, 1866-1882
TMB = Trustees' Minutes Book 1872-1878
DSHM = Deacons' and Seat Holders' Minutes Book 1816-1856
SSJSS = Sunday School Juvenile Sick Society 1838-1861
YB = Tear Books 1867, 1868-1869, 1871/1872, 1876, 1881 These are
printed brief annual reports, incompletely extant: a copy went to each
chapel family.

Stott reported in YB 1867 that earlier records of the chapel had been lost 
and seems to have pressed that fuller records be made and preserved. To 
this end, he himself wrote the minutes of the church meetings up to 1876 
(earlier these minutes had appeared only in the deacons' minutes book), he 
kept notes of special meetings, with related memoranda, throughout his 
ministry, and he apparently initiated the Year Books. But the keeping of 
minutes was somewhat informal: although they were read at the next 
meeting as a guide to business they were not regularly signed by the 
chairman and items within the minutes were never challenged as incorrect 
or incomplete. When Stott was on leave, the minutes of meetings were 
neglected. Stott's ministry was chosen for study precisely because this is the 
only nineteenth-century period for which the records are sufficiently 
detailed to reconstruct in any detail the history of Chapel Street chapel. 
However, since many of the records were produced by the minister they 
tend to reflect his personal viewpoint and may not be altogether fair to 
other parties.


