
High Street Sunday School, Lancaster 1796-1900

James Price

The High Street Independent chapelrowed its foundation in the 1770s to the decision by the Presbyterian
Chapel in St Nicholas Street, like many other churches in this denomination, to become Unitarian. An early
historian of High Street (1822) says that the meeting house2 (chapel) was erected for the use of a number of
Christians who had left their regular place of worship in St Nicholas Street on account of the introduction of
Arian3 sentiments into the pulpit. This group joined a congregation who had been attracted sometime prior
to 1770 by itinerant preachers and who met in a large room in the vicinity of St Leonardgate. To these two
distinct groups came "a few respectable families who were wearied with the dull preaching of the Church".
Was this unnamed Church St Mary's, the Priory?

It may be that the Dawsons of Aldcliffe were one of the 'respectable families' because it was due to the
efforts of John Dawson that in 1772 land was purchased by him from Sarah Gibson for the building of a
church.

Work began on the new chapel in 1773 (not 1772 as the stone at the front for the church gives), was
completed by 177 4 and conveyed to 9 trustees by John Dawson in 1777 .

At this time the church was small plain rectangular building with a front elevation of local dressed ashlar (the
rest being random masonry) and a Westmorland slate roof. It faced into Mount Street, had a central door
with a burial ground in front of it and "presented a pleasing appearance"o. In 1833 the church was extended
eastward, away from the Street, to accommodate a further 310 sittings. At an early date it had galleries while
the mahogany pulpit is probably contemporaneous with the Chapel's erection.

1777 saw an invitation to the Reverend George Burder to visit Lancaster, and in 1778 having 'travelled from
London on horseback preaching at places on the way (a) journey (which) occupied nineteen days' he became
the first full time pastor of the infant church. During his six years in Lancaster Burder was an inveterate
traveller, in one year reportedly riding 2500 mile on horseback to preach 254 times. As one of the leading
young Congregational Ministers of the time it is not surprising that in 1783 he left for the larger Coventry
church5. Later he left Coventry for London where in iime h" *u, to become Secretary of the London
Missionary Society.

With Burder's departure the pulpit remained empty for
seven years until the arrival of the Reverend Peter Charrier,
a young man aged 2l and of French Huegenot extraction.
It was during his ministry 0792-1808) that outreach
missionary work started to be undertaken by High Street
members who preached in the mill villages developing
around Lancaster. Thus in 1798 William Alexander began
to visit Caton, preaching in a room over a 'spinning Mill'.
Was this Low Mill? At the same time he was also
preaching to the Silk Mill workers in Galgate.

The Sunday School at High Street, which was probably the
first in the town, and at its peak the largest, also owes its
origin to William Alexander. Alexander was a Scot who
had come to Lancaster to work as a carpenter in one of the
shipyards. By 1796 a lay preacher (who was later to be
ordained and serve as a Minister in Prescott) he was an
interesting and colourful character.

In his autobiography we are told that he first worshipped in
the Presbyterian Chapel but soon gave it up due to being
dissatisfied with the doctrine preached there. "There was"
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he states "only one place in Lancaster at that time I believe in which Jesus was preached as the true God and
etemal life; that was the Independent Chapel in High Street but such was the odium(?) under which the place
and people lay that I thought no more of going there than to the Roman Catholic Chapel"6.

In 1786 however overcome with remorse as the result of a fight on the previous night, together with
attending a strike meeting in a public house (there is a strong tradition that he was a heavy drinker) he
resolved if God would forgive him he would take an active part in church life. This was the background to
his preaching at Caton and Galgate but was also the cause in 1796, of his launching the High Street Sunday
School.

Alexander appears to have been much taken with the work of Robert Raikes, a Gloucester newspaper
publisher who in 1780 had started the first Sunday School to educate noisy "pagan children" who disrupted
his proof reading on Sundays. He employed a number of women to teach reading and church catechism on
Sundays at one shilling each. Such schools taught reading (through the Bible) and writing as well as the
basic beliefs of Christianity. There were classes for different age groups and much attention was given
(especially with the older children) to memorising hymns and passages of scripture. Each school had up to 3
sessions each SundayT.

The High Street School started in February 1796, meeting initially in premises, in either Mary Street or Moor
Lane, used by Mr Thomas Bond (a church member) as a day school. Alexander began with 70 scholars and
added a further 30 by the second Sunday. After the class, which was non-denominational, the children
dispersed to the various places of worship attended by their parents. Thus it is not unlikely that William
Whewell (the philosopher and Master of Trinity) was an occasional scholar because his father and Alexander
worked together. At that time teachers were paid between 116 and 2 shillings each Sunday.

In subsequent years part of the school met at the Assembly Rooms at which time a placard was posted by the
Anglicans warning parents "against allowing their children to be kidnapped by the cunning Isaacs at High
Street (who) want to capture your children as so bait with them to hook you thither".

The sixty years which elapsed between the beginnings of the Sunday School and the erection in 1856 at the
junction of Middle and High Street of a Sunday School building are interesting for the variety of premises
that were used. At one stage part of the Infants class met in the Assembly Rooms while another part was in a
room near to the Unitarian Chapel. After 1835 (until 1856) part of the Girl's school used the schoolroom
constructed underneath High Street Chapel when it was extended eastwards. Again part of the boys school
was located for a time in two rooms in Sun Street above the office of the Superintendent of Police. This
proved not to be a good location8 and in 1852 a move was made to Oddfellows to a room that had previously
been used by the Methodist Sunday School.

The difficulties involved in getting all of the pupils together was the chief reason for the church deciding to
build a Sunday School next door. On Sundays all of the scholars were 'marched' at 10.15 from their
respective centres and as Mr Dawson said in 1855 "the procession was rather a ragged lot when it reached
the chapel doors, a consequence of so many desertions along Brook Street; Priory Street; King Street and
High Street." Doubtless too, the disruption of the walk was not very conducive to religious activities
afterwards. A re-union of Old scholars in 1855 provided the first public indication of the project to build a
school. Land used as a garden was purchased from Mr Ford of Ellel Hall, and the school built in 1856 to the
designs of E G Paley. It cost f,I,261.7.3 of which all bar f.25 had been raised before its opening, and this was
cleared at a church meeting by the expedient of sending around 5 pieces of paper upon which members
promised a sum of money. The School is a large stone building with its entrance on Middle Street and long
axis on High Street. Internally it consists of a large single room upstairs, with a small stage for the Sunday
School Superintendent, and which was used for initial communal assembly for the whole school. Downstairs
there are a number of smaller rooms that were used by the various classes. There were 6 classes initially -
Infants, Junior and Seniorse and they were held morning, afternoon and initially evening - 9.30, 1.45 and
5.45 but by 1872 the school had 15 classes for boys and 15 for girls. By 1893 there were only morning and
afternoon sessions and in the evening scholars were expected to study the Assembly and Catechism of
Congregationalism, ie the belief, views and teaching of the church, at homerO.
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During the early years scholars were rewarded for good attendance not by the gift of books which was to
happen later, but by articles of clothing. There was a clothing fund that appears to have been run in
conjunction with a day school in the town. In addition to this Sunday School itself had Clothing and Sick
Clubs into which scholars paid each week. There are records for the Clothing Club from 1844-61and in
1844 the 48 members (all boys) paid 1d to 2d per week into it. "subscribers for the clothing fund (then had)
tickets distributed at noon, (with) an addition of 2d in the shilling where there has been a giln in attendance
and behaviour". By 1854 43 girls were paying between 6d and 1l- per week. In 1860 there were only 29
members of the club and by 1869 19 girls. There was also an Infants Department Club between 1848 and
1871 and as late as I 861 there were 23 members. Whether the money was needed to buy clothing or more
probably cloth to make clothes we do not know. In 1856 however there was a Sartorial Club! Was this to
show off the new clothes?

The Sick Club records (1839-70) show that in 1839 69 boys paid/zd per week inro the club but only 4 were
paying in 1860. The Infants Club 1848-70 started with 12 members and in 1852 still only had 8. Funds from
this club were used to pay ie Doctors' billstt.

By 1858 the 100 pupils of 1796 had become 631. I don't however think that there were 631 individual
scholars but rather that this figure relates to the average total Sunday attendance for all 3 sessions. Thus
many children attended more than once per day. There was a decline in attendance after this time but by the
end of the century numbers had risen again. In 1893 there were 343 scholars registered as members o1 the
School and 34 teachersr2. (24 of whom were church members). This does not show the enormous decline in
attendance that access to compulsory elementary education would suggest. Now with day schools available,
children no longer had to rely on Sunday Schools to develop basic literacy skills. In fact with the Factory
Acts of 1833 and 1843 working children had already had to have two and later three hours of schooling per
day provided by the factory owner.

High Street Sunday School was not the only one to exist in the town after 1800. In 1807 the average number
of scholars in Lancaster and Skerton was 300. By 1843 there were 8 Sunday Schools in the town of which
two were Church of England - with 17ll scholars and 211 teachers. Of this number 793 were able to
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"read...theHolyscriptures". In 1899therewere2l placesof worshipinthecity,thebulkof whichhadan
afternoon Sunday School.

In the late 1960s, many of the High Street Sunday School Records were
Attendance Registers (1817-1943) where they still remain. By using
question as to where the scholars lived in the town.

given
these

to the city Library including
it is possible to answer the
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There are problems with using this data, two particularly: firstly that some of the addresses are illegible and
secondly that it has not always proved possible to locate all of the alleys, courts and yards named.
Notwithstanding these problems it is possible to create maps of the homes of the scholars which while
incomplete, provide us with some idea of the Geography of one-nineteenth century Sunday School. As such
they are also a contribution to the social Geography of the town.

In 1807 the addresses of 81 scholars have been discovered (Map l) and show that with the exception of 3
from the Pointer and 9 from Scotforth the rest of the children lived in what today is the city centre with large
numbers in Penny Street, St Leonardgate, the Fryerage and the Quarry. By 1872 (Map 2) many scholars
continued to come to the historic centre but also children were now coming in from the developing suburbs
of the Greaves, Bowerham and Freehold.

A number of questions are raised by this study. When did the School become a denominational one with its
membership drawn from the children of the High Street Church members and adherents only? In the early
days where did it draw its membership from - both spatially and socially? A follow up study that needs
carrying out is to investigate the parents of the children whose names we can identify at various dates so as
to see what sectors of society are represented in the Sunday School, and how it changed over time.
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Answers to these and other questions may form the basis of a later article on Lancaster's first and sometime
largest Sunday School.

Footnotes

I Later in the Nineteenth Century the Independents became know as the Congregationalists. ln 1973 the Congregational
and (English) Presbyterian churches merged to create the United Reformed church.
2 At this time High Street was called 'Mount Srreer'.
3 Arian, a fourth century priest, had denied the divinity of Christ as the Son of Cod and instead considered him to be a
normal if extraordinary human being.
4 R Haythornthwaite (1875) Lancaster Churches and Chapels.
5 The church still possesses an impressive bust of George Burder.
6 Quoted in E H Lowe (1959) Congregationalism in Lancaster and District. Lancaster City Library. Unpublished.
7 The idea of the Sunday School caught on rapidly all over the country and when Raikes died in 1811 there were half a
million scholars nationally.
8 In 1858 alderman Bourne recollected that "while they (the police) were taking drunks below, scholars and teachers
were singing above".
9Asearlyas l8lTtherewere6classesof boysand6of girls. Atotalof 169scholars.
l0In 183 I it was considered that there were 1,250,000 scholars and 100,000 teachers in Great Britain. In 1830 High
Street had 248 pupils.
I I In October 1866 pupils were paying into the Savings Club between I penny and 6 pence per week.
l2 Attendance figures for December 1893:

Average attendance Boys 52
Girls 54
Infants 25

230

Number of scholars registered

morning
morning
morning

78 afternoon
1 10 afternoon
42 afternoon

13l

Boys 113
Girls 158
Infants 78

349

Number of teachers Male 20
Female 16
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