Nonconformity in Hackney

- an historical exploration

The Tyssen Collection of Sermons ... portrays a picture which shows Hackney to have been at the very centre of the rise of Nonconformity

Philip Plumb Hackney and the beginnings of Nonconformity p3

...  perhaps the Methodists offered a more hospitable atmosphere to the youthful African-Caribbean radical [Celestine Edwards] than a trade union or socialist society would have done.  The Dissenting churches... often attracted young radicals who later went on to careers as social reformers

Jonathan Schneer London 1900 p208
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The Nonconformist Roots of Hackney

Hackney was a centre for the Puritans in the 17th century, Thomas Manton, rector of Stoke Newington, William Spurstowe, vicar of Hackney and William Bates were all prominent leaders of the Puritan party (Plumb).  As early as 1636 a Presbyterian church was established in Mare St. which was the mother church of both St. Thomas' Place chapel and the Gravel Pit chapels.  There were also more independently minded radicals such as the prophetess Anna Trapnel who was imprisoned by Cromwell and a group of Baptists who scandalized the respectable by baptizing themselves in the Lee in 1641 (Mander).

The development of Hackney as a centre for Nonconformity is well illustrated in this quote:

Around 1660 Newington Green became a centre for Nonconformists.  After the Act of Uniformity 1662, about 2000 clergy were banished from the church for refusing to follow fixed articles of religion.  Many of the clergy came to live around the Green, and here they held secret religious meetings.  As the neighbourhood was isolated and the Lord of the Manor sympathetic, there appears to be no record of a mass arrest of worshipers which was common elsewhere.  Many of the clergy sought to make a living by setting up schools, and Dissenting Academies were established to educate those who were refused entry to Oxford and Cambridge for their religious beliefs. ... 

In 1689 after many years of persecution, The Act of Toleration allowed Protestant Dissenters to erect meeting houses for public worship.  The Unitarian Chapel, of which the original building still exists, was built in 1708.

The Changing Face of Newington Green p4

Newington Green and the Dissenting Chapel became the home for important figures like Dr. Richard Price (1723-1791), minister of the Chapel, philosopher and mathematician, Dr. Andrew Pritchard (1790-1870) the biologist and the poet and conversationalist Samuel Rogers (1763-1865).

Perhaps the most well-known of early Nonconformist personality in Hackney was the famous hymn writer Isaac Watts (1674-1748).  He ministered in a London church, later living with the Lady Abney in Stoke Newington.  The Abney's were typical of the Nonconformist gentry who built houses in what was then a rural parish.  Ultimately the Abney grounds became the site for Abney Park cemetery after the Nonconformist cemetery at Bunhill Fields grew too small.  It is now an important site for tracing the history of Nonconformity in East London from a memorial to Isaac Watts, through the graves of prominent Chartists to the final resting place of William Booth the founder of the Salvation Army.

Hackney village itself was also developing a Nonconformist identity.  William Bates (1625-1694) found a home in the Mare St chapel, where he continued to preach and minister despite constant persecution (Plumb).  The best remembered personality of the early years, however,is Matthew Henry (1662-1714) the writer of the famous devotional commentary who was briefly minister at St Thomas Place Chapel before his untimely death.  He moved to London in order to be nearer the printers who could help his burgeoning literary career.

We can therefore begin to see the Nonconformist identity of Hackney taking shape.  It provides a safe environment away from the prejudice and persecution of the establishment, but which is still in contact with London and its power and resources.  Rich patrons are important for it to flourish and it develops a vibrant intellectual life which bolsters its rejection of establishment orthodoxies.  This intellectual life begins to take institutional form in the creation of alternative educational institutions - the Dissenting Academies (Maclachan 1931).  It is also beginning to develop a radical critique of the establishment, particularly in what became Unitarianism which not only rejected traditional theology but was also fertile ground for the emergence of a thoroughgoing democratic republicism.

It is helpful to locate Hackney within its particular East London context which provided an alternative counterbalance to aristocratic and royal West London.  Thus it makes no sense to restrict the Nonconformist roots of Hackney strictly to what is now the borough boundaries; the Nonconformist milieu encompassed Spitalfields, Stepney and Islington.  In fact these areas closer to the City developed as Nonconformist centres earlier than rural Hackney and it was from them that Hackney developed its Nonconformity.  Particularly interesting in this regard is the Hugenot refugee community in Spitalfields (Widgery 1991) who combined religious with political radicalism, spreading this from their original settlements in Spitalfields into Hackney.

The Flowering of Nonconformist Hackney

The struggles of 17th and 18th century Nonconformists gradually became less as the place of Dissent in English society became more accepted, even if it was a common target for the political and intellectual establishment
.  The strength of Dissent was diffuse and still marginalised but it is clear that Hackney became a key locus for Nonconformist thinking and activity.  It was a safe haven, close to London but not yet part of it.  The evangelical revival, led by great preachers such as Wesley and Whitefield greatly strengthened the Nonconformist witness giving it a depth of support amongst ordinary people which was to form the basis of its advances in Victorian England.  It is difficult for us to understand now how much of a threat the establishment considered the growth of Baptist, Independent and Methodist congregations to be:

The rise of Methodism and Protestant Dissenting churches in the 18th and early 19th centuries challenge that power and threatened the status of the vicar or minister... panic stricken parish clergy started to equate the rise of Dissent with the decline of religion

Callum Brown The Death of Christian Britain page 17-18

I believe that in Hackney we can see some of the processes which made Nonconformity the powerful social movement of Victorian England that it became.  I want to examine three individuals and the churches and institutions associated with them who illustrate both the contribution of Hackney to this nationwide movement and the particular Hackney dimension of the movement.

The Baptist presence in Hackney: Dr. Cox and the Mare St chapel

The history of Mare St Baptist church written in 1898 has the following fascinating introduction:

On May 13th, 1798, which was Sunday, the Prince of Wales dined at the Star and Garter, Pall Mall, with a select company of the nobility belonging to the Society of St. Patrick.

At the same hour there gathered in an obscure meeting house in Shore Place, in the village of Hackney, a few men and women to be formed into a Baptist church.

At the time no one of the aristocratic company in Pall Mall would have imagined the Hackney gathering worthy of even passing thought.  But these things are read differently in heaven, and lapse of time so far resembles eternity that the judgements produced by it approximate more and more to the judgements of heaven.  Today there is no known result from that brilliant dinner party in Pall Mall, but the gem that was planted in Shore Place has expanded into a Christian church not unrenowned, which has been its turn sent out many shoots and planted colonies for the spread of the kingdom of Jesus Christ

Bennet 1898 p18

This quote perfectly illustrates the self-image of the Hackney Baptists as an alternative society in opposition to the brilliant, aristocratic world of the west London establishment.  There is nothing revolutionary in the position but rather a confident belief that the evolutionary superiority of their world view is inevitably becoming the dominant force in the modern world.

The first Baptist pastor in Hackney was the unassuming Joseph Rance who established the church on a sound footing without ever having the confidence to call himself a Reverend.  Four years after his death and a failed pastorate the church called the Rev. FA Cox

He later became Dr. Cox, or to give him his full honours, Rev. FA Cox MA LLD DD.  Even to this day [1948] some of the oldest inhabitants of Hackney still speak of the Mare St as Dr. Cox's Chapel.  He became one of the Founders of the London University and First Librarian of the University

Moore-Crispin 1948 p2

Cox was not in the front rank of 19th century Nonconformist leaders such as Spurgeon and Clifford but he is one of those powerful characters who made a noticeable impact in their time.  He has recently attracted the attention of John Briggs, a leading Baptist historian, who has published a number of articles about him

I have previously written about Cox's pastoral activities and his busy endeavours in education and religious liberty ... His learning, if belonging to an older generation of scholarship, was substantial

Briggs 2000 p392

Francis Augustus Cox was born in 1783 and demonstrated a precocious interest in religion, organising prayer meetings at 9 after reading Pilgrim's Progress and preaching his first sermon at 15.  He was clearly destined for the ministry and after two previous churches he became minister of Mare St Baptist church in 1811. Cox built up the church into a thriving concern of over 500 members and became an influential figure in Baptist and London life as indicated above.  He was clearly a child of the evangelical revival, having a passionate pulpit style and speaking positively about American revivalism.  He was also the first historian of the Baptist Missionary Society - the pioneer of the modern missionary movement.  This work is still regarded as a valuable and balanced account (Briggs 2000 p399).  The same scholarship is evident in his twin concerns to promote Baptist theology and maintain an ecumenical position - he promoted open communion (i.e. communion open to all Christians irrespective of whether they had been baptized as adults), although the Mare St church was originally a closed communion church.  Cox was fervent in his promotion of the Nonconformist interest, most noticeably in his work to establish University College which became one of the founding parts of London University (the existing universities of Oxford, Cambridge and Durham were closed to Nonconformists).  This required cooperation with other marginalised groups such as Jews who were important for the financing of the project.  Cox was also a lecturer at Stepney College - a Baptist academy which has now become Regent's Park College, Oxford.  Nonetheless Cox was not a radical, he opposed the utopian socialism of the Owenites, maintaining an essentially conservative view of the 'relative duties of rich and poor', as was typical of orthodox 19th century Nonconformists.

The picture that emerges of Cox is of a warm and powerful personality who became an important figure in early suburban Hackney, whilst remaining essentially part of an earlier rural era

The portly presence, dressed in style of the gentlemen of some 30 or 40 years before that, viz, swallow-tailed coat, open waistcoat, shirt frilled front with white cravat, knee breeches, black silk stockings and (if I remember right) buckled shoes, still comes vividly to my memory.  He was a good preacher, cheerful and urbane in his manner, and had a large congregation.

Clarke 1894 p23

When Cox died his assistant minister Daniel Katterns took over the reins, rebuilt the church on a grand scale after a fire and oversaw the planting of three Baptist churches in the Hackney area as Hackney became fully developed.  Katterns had nowhere near the profile of Cox but the church remained an influential and thriving one throughout the Victorian heyday of Nonconformity. 

Orthodox Independency in Hackney: Pye-Smith and Homerton College 

John Pye-Smith was meant to be at the induction of Francis Cox but was indisposed at the last moment, which was unfortunate for Pye-Smith was as important a figure in 19th century congregationalism as Cox was for the Baptists.  In fact Pye-Smith's fame has continued in a way which Cox's hasn't (notwithstanding Briggs's recent attempts at revival), he was a quiet, retiring man but well respected in his day.

Pye-Smith was born in 1774 in Sheffield.  His talent was quickly spotted and by 1801 he had become the resident tutor at Homerton - a congregational college which maintained a orthodox theological position.  Pye-Smith continued in this position for 50 years establishing himself as perhaps the leading congregational theologian of his day.  But his life was not an easy one, he had a difficult first marriage to a society woman converted to evangelical nonconformity but who found the life of the wife of a resident tutor uncongenial and seems to have developed mental health problems.  Pye-Smith gave up the resident tutorship but was appointed the tutor in theology.  These marital problems seem to have reinforced his introverted nature and he concentrated his energies on his study, especially because of gradually developing deafness (Medway 1853).  This was perhaps the best use of his particular temperament and skills  But he was more than a closeted scholar becoming a pastor by opening the college hall for Sunday services in 1803, being ordained in 1804 and continuing with enough success so that the congregation moved out into the Old Gravel Pit chapel in 1811.  This chapel in Chatham Place had recently been vacated by the Presbyterian turned Unitarian congregation so that it "began to resound again with the doctrines of the proper divinity, and the atoning sacrifice, of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ".

Pye-Smith's lasting fame has resided in his theological writings

The records of independency do not exhibit a more devout Christian, accomplished scholar, and learned theologian ... In these respects, indeed, his fame is worldwide - limited within no section of the church

Notices of ministers deceased in Congregational Year book 1851

Others have been less gushing but recognised his importance:

He was essentially a man of industry, versatility and piety rather than of brilliancy or depth, yet he had a profound impression on the theological thought of his time

His most important contemporary work was Scripture Testimony to the Messiah (2 volumes, London, 1818-21) 'a valuable defence of Trinitarianism against Unitarianism'.  Much of his published work seems to have this defensive quality - justifying evangelical religion in the face of secular and socian criticisms.  His first major published work Letters to the Rev. Thomas Belsham (1805) were an explicit rejection of the Unitarian beliefs of this famous preacher at the nearby Essex Rd. chapel.  But his most significant work in the 21st century has become Holy Scripture and some parts of Geological Science (1839) which has recently been republished
.  This is important because it demonstrates that evangelical geology had rejected a creationist 'young universe' before Darwin solely on the basis of geological observations.  This demonstrates a key facet of Pye-Smith for although he is described as being old-fashioned and conservative he was open to and aware of the most modern scientific and critical thinking.  In fact much of the motivation behind his geological work was to justify geology to its evangelical critics for he was passionately committed to freedom of thought and enquiry (Medway 1853).  He was also an influential voice in calling for a revision of the Authorised Version of the Bible, yet he was a stout defender of orthodoxy and is recorded as baptizing an American Quaker who was part of a movement to introduce a more evangelical theology and practice into Quakerism (Thomas 1912).

Thus with Cox Pye-Smith is strong evidence of a vigourous evangelical Nonconformity in Hackney in the early 19th century which was engaged with an ongoing defence and development of orthodox Christianity. Cox's lasting legacy is his crucial contribution to the creation of University College, and the beginnings of a university system outside the control of the Anglican Church.  Pye-Smith's legacy also emerges out of the agenda of the Dissenting Academies i.e. their emphasis on the importance of a scientific education.  In his inaugural address as tutor at Homerton he says:

In the present age of such universal and successful attention to all branches of natural knowledge, the study of Natural and Experimental philosophy [what we would call Science], more than in any past period, forms an object of real importance and necessity. ... The facts of physical science, by many who arrogate the style of philosophers, are perverted and abused to support the cause of materialism and infidelity.  By no methods can we fairly demonstrate the futility of this false philosophy ... than by the honest investigation and the satisfactory deductions of a just and solid philosophy [again we would say science].

Medway p72

Pye-Smith therefore began his curriculum with lectures on the history of science and the scientific method.  This is why he was held in such high esteem by his Nonconformist contemporaries - he was willing and able to engage with the frontiers of scientific inquiry whilst retaining a pious and orthodox evangelical theology.  His election as a Fellow of the Royal Society confirmed his reputation as part of the intellectual elite and must have been a great encouragement to Nonconformists who were still discriminated against and lampooned by the likes of Matthew Arnold and Dickens.

Cox and Pye-Smith were also both politically engaged with the typical Nonconformist issues of the day: civil and religious liberty, the abolition of slavery and the slave trade, parliamentary reform, Catholic emancipation, free trade and constitutional government.  Pye-Smith was also a committed member of the anti-war Peace Society.  They represent a reaction to the old Hackney Dissent of Richard Price and Joseph Priestly which had seen English Presbyterianism and the General Baptists gradually transformed into what we now know as Unitarianism.  It is this continuing tradition that I now need to examine.  

Robert Aspland and the emergence of organised Unitarianism

The description of Newington Green chapel as Unitarian in the earlier quote is somewhat misleading because when it was built in 1708 Unitarianism as a denomination did not exist.  It was Robert Aspland who was the 'father of organised Unitarianism in Great Britain' but before examining his life as a third significant Hackney Nonconformist of the early 19th century we should seek to understand something of how Unitarianism emerged and Hackney's role in the development of the most radical form of Nonconformity.

When the Act of Uniformity forced Nonconforming ministers out of the Church of England in 1662 various groupings of churches developed who shared similar views on theology and church order.  One of these were the Presbyterians who eventually came to build the chapel in Newington Green.  As we have seen Newington Green was a heady intellectual environment in the 18th century - the Dissenting academies of Hackney were places where people could think new thoughts and challenge established ideas - they did after all produce Daniel Defoe, the founder of the English novel and the great radical essayist William Hazlitt.  At the centre of this intellectual ferment was Richard Price the minister of Newington Green.  He was influential in shifting the English Presbyterian church away from traditional theology and bringing the penetrating rationality of the enlightenment to bear on Independent orthodoxy.  His liberal thinking attracted radical thinkers such as Mary Wollstonecraft to his congregation although he did not go as far as later thinkers retaining an essentially Arian belief in Jesus as divine but created by the Father.  This critical thinking had a political dimension, Price wrote in support of the French Revolution and it was this which really frightened the authorities.  People were particularly frightened of the brilliant scientist and thinker Joseph Priestly (1733-1804) who when his house was ransacked in Birmingham (1791) moved to Hackney where he became minister of the New Gravel Pit chapel and tutor at the radical, though short lived Hackney college.  Even in the safer, staunchly Dissenting, environment of Hackney close to radical friends in London such as Lindsey
 Priestly didn't feel comfortable and he moved to America in 1794.  Priestly moved the Presbyterians towards the Socinian views which he gradually developed i.e. that Jesus was not divine but had an ordinary human nature.  This Unitarianism was a dangerous philosophy for it was not legally tolerated until 1813, add this to his identification with the French revolution and the ideas of Thomas Paine and his emigration is not hard to understand.  But Priestly remained a devout Christian, rejecting French atheism and retaining a belief in miracles and a resurrection.  This was the legacy which Aspland received and which he organised into a distinct denomination.

Robert Aspland was born in 1782 (a year before Francis Cox) and was sent to school in Islington at 11 and then to one in Hackney where he demonstrated an early interest in religion.  This led to him going to Battersea in 1797 for ministerial training with Joseph Hughes of Battersea Chapel
 but even at this young age the soundness of his doctrine was questioned.  He then won a scholarship at the Bristol academy (where he was a star pupil with Cox (Maclachan 1931)) which led him to theological studies in Aberdeen but his doctrinal unsoundness became more and more evident and he was removed from his church membership (at the Devonshire Square chapel in London which subsequently moved out to become Stoke Newington Baptist church).

This left Aspland in something of a wilderness.  Not yet 20 he had been cast aside and barred from pursuing his vocation.  Fortunately for him there was a group of Baptists who were becoming increasingly Unitarian like himself - these were the General Baptists
 who believed salvation was generally available for all rather than for the elect (as did the Calvinistic Particular Baptists).  In particular John Evans the minister of Worship St. Baptist church took him under his wing and linked him up with a church on the Isle of Wight.  Then passing through London in 1805 to take up a new pastorate in Derbyshire he was invited to be the minister at the New Gravel Pit chapel just round the corner from his old friend Francis Cox.  This proved to be the proper seat for his talents and he remained for 40 years until his death.  How he related to Cox does not appear to be recorded but it must have been an interesting relationship given their theological differences.

Aspland does not appear to have been a theologian like Cox and Pye-Smith but a preacher and organiser of phenomenal energy.  He seems to have been a powerful and domineering individual with a sense of mission to create a unified Unitarianism in England which was to be the salvation of Christianity

He felt it to be a solemn duty to vindicate Christianity from competition and abuse, believing as he did that while error existed in the world, controversy was the only means of preserving or reviving truth

R Brook Aspland quoted by Ruston

His beliefs seem to follow closely those of Priestly but it his work as a Unitarian activist that is most significant.  He published A Selection Of Psalms And Hymns For Unitarian Worship in 1810 - a daring thing to do given that Unitarianism was a penal offence until 1812.  He also founded two Unitarian magazines, helped create numerous Unitarian organizations especially the British and Foreign Unitarian Association in 1825 which was the first national Unitarian organization and was its secretary from 1825-30 and from 1835-41, worked for religious tolerance and penal reform and ran a Unitarian academy in Hackney between 1813-18.  It is scarcely surprising that he died of heart failure in 1845.

It is clear that being a Unitarian in the 18th and early 19th century was a challenging and radical enterprise.  This seems to be illustrated in the difficulties they found in maintaining their academies, not only did Aspland's academy fail but the ambitious Hackney College 1786-96 also failed to flourish.  There was constant suspicion and distrust not only of their errant theology but especially of their radical political views which were particularly subversive when England was at war with post revolutionary France until 1815.  A comparison with attitudes to facism in our postwar age does not seem out of place, even though the actual content of the feared political views could hardly be more different.  Unitarianism was the radical and revolutionary extreme of an already distrusted Nonconformity who were marginalised not only by the establishment but also by fellow Nonconformists.  Thus it is perhaps in the Unitarians that we can see the development of the idea of Hackney as a place for dissent and anti-authoritarianism.  This can be further developed by looking at how the Hackney Dissenting tradition evolved in the life and work of William Godwin.  I will look at Godwin alongside the other ways that Nonconformity developed in the 19th century

Victorian Nonconformity - the legacy of Dissenting Hackney

The legacy of this flowering of Nonconformist religion in Hackney can be discerned in a number of very different developments:

 The transformation into Free Churches

 The migration to America

 The emergence of the socialist/anarchist tradition

The transformation into Free Churches

Cox, Pye-Smith and Aspland had all died by 1851 and the way forward for a new era for the Nonconformist churches of Hackney had begun.  The Baptists, Congregationalists and Unitarians were joined in the 1820s by the Methodists creating a large network of churches which spread out over Hackney as it became a middle class suburb.

Mare St was at the heart of Baptist growth and under Cox's successor Daniel Katterns three churches were planted (Hampden Chapel 1858, Victoria Park 1868 and Downs 1869), the second and third of these were planted with the support of the London Baptist Association.  The Association was crucial in expanding Baptist work throughout London and helped develop the denominational identity of the Baptists.  Downs Baptist was probably the most successful of these plants under their pastor Vincent Tymms who was president of the LBA in 1881 when he initiated the planting of another Baptist church in Woodberry Downs in what is now the northern edge of Hackney.  The Baptists were also strengthened by the moving out from London of Devonshire Place Chapel to become Stoke Newington Baptist church but perhaps the more significant development for the future of Hackney Baptist churches was the building of Shoreditch Tabernacle at the end of the century for William Cuff who became President of the Baptist Union, with 981 members this was the largest LBA church at the turn of the century.  It was built as an 'institutional' church along with a number of other tabernacle churches in inner London.  These sought to respond to the growing deprivation of inner London as the middle classes moved out to the suburbs (which was then, of course Hackney and Stoke Newington!).  They employed the new order of Baptist deaconesses and were inspired by FB Meyer's Forward Movement which sought to 'train and organise a band of Christian workers for service among the poor of the most densely populated districts of the Metropolis' (Johnson 1965 p49).

As the 20th century developed the poverty of Shoreditch spread throughout Hackney so that by the fifties and sixties the last remnants of middle class Stoke Newington and Stamford Hill were moving out.  Large estates were built throughout Hackney and the private property was left to deteriorate.  It was a time of struggle for Hackney churches as membership and income gradually declined but what was most traumatic was the blitz.  This destroyed or damaged many church buildings and it took many years for churches to recover (Moore-Crispin 1948)
.  Many of the churches have now developed a new identity as urban churches but they are much smaller and far less significant institutions than they were in their heyday.

The Congregationalists developed and spread through Hackney in a similar way to the Baptists although they seemed to put more emphasis on building impressive churches as in the Round Chapel and Stamford Hill Congregational Church

Going towards London, and still on the highest level, is the new Congregational church ... From its style and size one would regard it as the Congregational cathedral of the whole district ...  the tapering spire can be seem for many miles.

Clarke p225

Union chapel in nearby Highbury Corner is also an impressive building.

The Unitarians continued but do not seem to have grown beyond Newington Green and the New Gravel Pit chapel.  They have now more or less disappeared from Hackney, the Newington Green chapel still exists but services are infrequent.  Unitarianism changed from the biblical religion of Priestly during this time, under the influence of the West London preacher James Martineau, and became a Universalist movement drawing from many traditions and without a defined creed.  It was, however, very active in social reform with the likes of Charles Booth 'the creator of the science of cities' making a significant contribution to reform despite the relatively small numbers of Unitarians.

So whilst Nonconformity in Hackney flourished in Victorian times before experiencing 20th century decline there are still clear signs of a decline in the significance of Hackney Nonconformity in the Victorian period.  This is particularly seen in the decline of Hackney's Dissenting Academies.  Homerton college moved out to join with other Congregational colleges in New College in Swiss Cottage (Clarke n 92); Hackney college (not the radical hotbed of revolution but a Congregational college in Well St.) moved to Hampstead in 1886 and Hoxton Academy had moved out to Highbury by 1826 before that building was sold to the Anglicans.  Cox's Stepney college moved to Regent's Park in 1856 and from there to Oxford.  Hackney Nonconformists also ceased to be influential figures, Tymms and Cuff have been mentioned as names which still crop up occasionally but with nothing like the regularity Cox and Pye-Smith.  The one possible exception to this is deceptive.  PT Forsyth is now seen as the leading Nonconformist theologian of his time, prefiguring Barth with his criticisms of over optimistic liberal theology.  He was minister of Matthew Henry's old church in St. Thomas square for five short years between 1880-85 and then in 1901 became principal of Hackney College.  But, as we have seen, Hackney College had by then moved to salubrious Hampstead and the era of Hackney being in the forefront of theological thinking was long gone.

The Migration to America

We have already seen Priestly going to America because even the safe haven of Hackney was not safe for him as a revolutionary Unitarian but the migration of Nonconformists from Hackney to America is a recurrent theme.  It started right back with Charles Morton who ran a prestigious academy in Newington Green before being forced out by the persecution of the Bishop of London (he went on to become vice president of Harvard).  The same trend can also be seen when looking at the destination of people trained in Hackney's Dissenting academies: Stepney College (where Cox was a tutor) trained Benjamin Davies who set up Montreal Baptist college.  John Mitchell trained at Hoxton academy pioneered a church in the remote River John settlement in Canada.  Other students (the most famous probably being Robert Morrison renowned for his translations of the Bible into Chinese) became missionaries throughout the world.

But the link with America is more profound than that of a few personal biographies.  America was a place where Nonconformist religion was able to find the space for itself that it needed to grow and develop into the dominant religion of a nation.  In America the Baptists, in particular, grew to such an extent that they are a kind of state church of the south. But the Unitarians were also immensely important as this extract from a visiting American preacher illustrates:

I found the little chapel at Stoke Newington — now Newington Green in east London — where the Unitarian theologian Richard Price held forth, publishing his daring pamphlets in support of the American Revolution, exchanging endless letters with his friends, John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, Benjamin Franklin, and Benjamin Rush — all of them Unitarians and Universalists, as you know — so that Richard Price is now recognized by some scholars as the most important theoretician of the American Revolution, but he never got here (though, at Essex Hall, Franklin offered him the position of Secretary of the Treasury). And his church is the oldest nonconforming, dissenting church in London still in operation — if barely. 

Deacon 2001

The emergence of the socialist/anarchist tradition

Since the civil war English radicalism had been expressed in the milieu of Dissenting religion (cf Bunyan, Defoe, Priestly and Blake) but as the 18th century drew to its end a more secular dissent began to emerge most famously typified by Thomas Paine.  There has been a tendency to gloss over this transition from religious to secular dissent but it is well exemplified in the case of William Godwin whose Dissenting education is being increasingly recognised as crucial to his thought (Philp 2001).

Godwin (1756-1836) displayed a precocious interest in religion and seemed from an early age to be destined for the ministry.  But like Aspland later he had to struggle because of his unorthodox views
, eventually he did go forward for ministerial training ending up at the liberal Hoxton Academy because the more conservative Homerton rejected him.  He graduated from Hoxton but, unlike Aspland, never found the right church to settle in and eventually settled for the life of the writer, with some help from his former tutor at Hoxton Andrew Kippis.  He achieved considerable success especially with An Enquiry Concerning Political Justice (1793) and became an important figure in radical London circles where he gradually lost the bearing of a Dissenting minister and became a standard target for loyalist attacks.  It was in these circles that he met Mary Wollstonecraft whom he made pregnant and then married, Wollstonecraft died in childbirth but their daughter went on to become Shelley's wife and write Frankenstein.

The Enquiry is now viewed as the foundation of philosophical anarchism and was enormously influential at the time:

he argued that government is a corrupting force in society, perpetuating dependence and ignorance, but that it will be rendered increasingly unnecessary and powerless by the gradual spread of knowledge. Politics will be displaced by an enlarged personal morality as truth conquers error and mind subordinates matter

Philp 2001

It continues to be studied today and there seems to be a new willingness to recognise the Dissenting roots of his thought:

Although Godwin drew on principles canvassed in the debate, and on the work of the philosophes, Political Justice was also powerfully influenced by Godwin’s Dissenting education and his involvement in Dissenting circles around Kippis and Thomas Brand Hollis.

Philp 2001

Godwin clearly moved out of the Dissenting world which had nurtured and educated him but he equally clearly didn't leave it completely behind.  His final book was a series of essays on Christianity, which was perhaps his attempt to come to terms with his heritage:

"sweep away the whole fiction of an intelligent former world and a future state; to call men off from those incoherent and contradictory dreams, that so often occupy their thoughts, and vainly agitate their fears; and to lead them to apply their whole energy to practical objects and genuine realities."

quoted in Philp 2001

Aspland remained part of the institution of religious Dissent and sought to purify Christianity.  Godwin appears to be taking a more radical stance, but what would have happened to him if he had found a church where he could have happily settled?

Nonconformity in 20th century Hackney

As we have seen the radical religious nonconformity of Price and Priestly was developed by Godwin in a secular and anarchist direction and this has come to be the key note of modern nonconformity in Hackney.  Socialism in all its various forms has been the vehicle for this nonconformity, and religious nonconformity's opposition to socialism has perhaps been the critical factor in its marginalisation from radical movements.  We will briefly look at the development of socialist radicalism in Hackney, particularly the anarchist traditions which have developed a stronghold in the area.  But I will also examine the continuing tradition of religious nonconformity which can be discerned in Christian socialism, Black Christianity and a so-called "New Dissent".

Secularism, socialism and anarchism

As the 19th century developed a new political consciousness of the working class emerged but before this much radical thought and action was rooted in secular anti religious ideas and the secular theme remains strong for much of the century (Lane 1887).  Gradually the modern divisions between Labour, Communism and Anarchism which we would recognise today emerged but words used then (e.g. Social Democratic) can now have very different meanings.  There was a constant flow of ideas and personalities from the continent, Marx and Kropotkin being perhaps the most significant thinkers but there were many others - Lenin, for instance, stayed at Clapton Square in 1907.  Perhaps the most interesting English socialist in Hackney was Joseph Lane.  An immigrant from rural Oxfordshire he became a highly effective organiser in East London and of national importance in socialist circles.  In 1881 he founded Homerton Social Democratic Club which was what we would call anarchist, although he tended to avoid the word and in 1887 wrote the Anti-Statist Communist Manifesto.  Lane in his emphasis on working class organization and violent action can be contrasted with William Morris (significantly based in Hammersmith in West London) with his middle class emphasis on education, even though both were anti-parliamentarian (Quail 1978).  Lane does not seem to have left a strong organisational legacy but with hindsight he can be seen as a key figure in developing the nonconformist identity of Hackney and its anarchist tradition which opposes the establishment whether that is old Tory or New Labour (HAW 1996).

Towards the end of the century Jewish immigration into East London provided another boost to anarchist ideas and action.  A key figure here was Rudolf Rocker.  The Jewish tradition carried on into the middle of the century when the 43 Group of anti-facist Jewish ex-servicemen fought Mosley's facists in Ridley Road and other Hackney venues.

In the meantime parliamentary socialism developed in Hackney (Burke 1975) Labour winning power in 1919 as in many inner London boroughs.  The dominant figure in the Hackney Labour party became Herbert Morrison who was the first Labour MP in South Hackney in 1922, Morrison became a cabinet minister and seemed to exercise a conservative influence on the Hackney party, despite a radical wing of communists with whom Morrison and other right wingers fought an ongoing battle for the soul of the party.  Burke's history of the Hackney Trades Council betrays a left wing frustration with this moderate Labour tradition, writing as he was in the 1970s when Hackney had become more left wing.  By the 80s Hackney became a stronghold for the left wing of the Labour party and was one of those councils dubbed 'loony left' during the Thatcher years as they unsuccessfully tried to build a local resistance to central government.  It all rather leaves the impression that the soul of Hackney socialism is the radical and anarchist fringe rather than the parliamentary parties.

What is also apparent in Hackney is a Christian socialist tradition - the main protagonist of which seems to have been Rev. Hugh Lister of St. Mary's in Hackney Wick who was involved in numerous radical socialist causes.  Various other churches can be encountered in the history of socialism in Hackney but what is striking is that they are mainly Anglican with little if any involvement from religious nonconformity.  Anglican Christian socialism begun in the mid 19th century by FD Maurice
 and continued up to this day by the likes of Ken Leech (once a priest in Hoxton) seems to develop through the 20th century as an alternative religious nonconformity once the Nonconformist churches have become part of the establishment as Free Churches.

In the sixties the Hackney anarchist tradition exploded into the national consciousness through the activities of the Angry Brigade.  They conducted a bombing campaign between 1967 and 1971 before a group was arrested in Amhurst Road and imprisoned in 1972.

Anarchism and squatting in modern Hackney

The issues which nonconformity has organised around in Hackney have varied over the years, beginning with religious intolerance, continuing through support for the French revolution, secularism, anti-statism and on to anti-facism and nuclear disarmament.  In the sixties housing seems to have become a key issue and squatting the key activity for Hackney's anarchist types.  Organizations such as London Squatting Campaign (1968) and Squatter's Union (1972) began to emerge and a series of squats, evictions and demonstrations created a sense of history and identity.  Squatting created a community in Hackney into which people from all over the country (and, indeed, Europe) could drift and find an alternative community.  It congregated in a number of pubs around Hackney such as the 3 Crowns in Stamford Hill.  This created an infrastructure of support for squatting which together with the widespread availability of empty council properties made Hackney the easiest place to squat in the country. By the end of the eighties there were 1500 squatted properties according to council figures with up to 10000 people involved.  The council started to try and evict people but a report in 1994 which talked about the organization of the squatting scene led to a council policy to let hard to let flats to groups of individuals.  This brought the large scale squatting scene to an end but it still continues today especially through the creation of squat centres where a variety of community projects and cultural activities are run.  A high profile recent example is the squatting of Atherden nursery after it was closed by council cuts - the closing of council funded projects and selling of council properties has created opportunities for organization and action.

Not all squatters are anarchist but there does seem to be a broadly anarchist spirit behind the squatting movement and Hackney has been the site for numerous activities such as Hackney Anarchy Week.  There is considerable debate within the anarchist scene about what action should be taken:

Working locally is the most important and most neglected [action]. It is in the local area where you can have the greatest impact and greatest visibility. And visibility is important, it’s the only reason anyone ever joins the SWP. However, local activities do have their problems. The reason many anarchists don’t prioritise local activity is often, we suspect, because they don’t feel connected with the locality, especially in cities like London, where many anarchists tend to ghettoise themselves in areas like Hackney and Brixton. Allied to this, it can be dull, and will take a long time. It is fair to say that concerted local work will pay back in terms of members, success and influence after 5 to ten years, depending on conditions. For young activists that is very daunting. It is also difficult at times for people to work out what to do. Fighting for a zebra crossing isn’t very glamorous, is it?

This is from Class War the magazine of a leading anarchist group and what it illustrates is that action is key to the anarchist philosophy and they are not as likely to get involved in abstruse political discussions as the Marxists.  In order to be part of the group you need to get involved in squats or demonstrations rather than believe the right things.  This has created some space for the small number of Christians involved in anarchism, for there is freedom to believe what you like providing you are active.  Environmental issues have become a new arena for action e.g. Reclaim the Streets and animal rights activism, recently anti globalisation campaigning has brought anarchists on to the national and international stage.

The programme for Hackney Anarchy Week 1996 contains a history of subversion in Hackney which reaches right back to Richard Price.  Particularly in the face of gentrification spreading from Islington there is a clear attempt to create an alternative, subversive (I might say nonconformist) identity for Hackney but how successful this will be in the face of rising house prices and a government committed to the vigourous 'regeneration' of Hackney estates remains to be seen.  Nonetheless it is an important example of the resistance which a complex society generates to all attempts to control and regulate it. I will be examining what this means for urban mission in later chapters of this book.  But first a brief mention of the resistance evident in Hackney's black community needs to be made.

Religious nonconformity and Black Christianity

The black community has been an ongoing source of (and inspiration for) dissent and resistance from Olaundo Equiano right through to So Solid Crew.  What is particularly interesting is that it has often taken shape within a Christian community.  This tradition began with the shamefully neglected figure of Celestine Edwards born in Trinidad in 1857 he traveled the world and ended up in Scotland where he became involved in the temperance movement where his gifts as an orator shined.  He was employed by the Primitive Methodists and sent to London where he developed his style of combining evangelism with anti imperialism.  In the 1880s he became the East London organiser for the Christian Evidence Society and established himself as a leading figure in progressive circles but he seems to have over exerted himself and died in 1894 (Schneer 1999).

We have already examined the role of African Christians in Britain (particularly the Hackney based Kingsway International Christian Church) but it was Caribbean Christians who first established what are now called Black Majority Churches in Britain.  This story really remains to be properly told but there are various sources which can be drawn on, the best probably being Ira Brooks' Another Gentleman To The Ministry.  This tells Brooks' story of coming to England 1956, encountering and overcoming racism and going on to become a pastor in the New Testament Church of God (for 8 years in Cricketfield Rd., Hackney), the largest BMC denomination in the country, having converted from Anglicanism. During Brooks' time in Hackney the Ebenezer Bible Institute was running - a distant echo of the old Dissenting academies
 as indeed was Brooks himself an continuation of the tradition of Cox and Pye-Smith.  He was sadly missed when he retired to Jamaica.  He did have something of a successor in the writer of the preface to his book: Joel Edwards who was the principal of the Bible Institute.  Edwards has since emerged as the highest profile leader from the BMCs as General secretary of the Evangelical Alliance - he was previously pastor of the Mile End branch just south of Hackney.  Brooks was not a political radical like Celestine Edwards but is witness to the development of an alternative, nonconforming Christian tradition in England.  He pays particular attention to issues of colour and the Bible:

People began to use the Bible selfishly for their own greed and prejudice, by 'reading into' what was not there, implying that black people are inferior to their European counterparts.  As a matter of fact, this misapplication of divine truth has caused increasing damage and suffering to millions of black people, especially within the so-called Christian world.
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The BMC tradition has been keen to see a conservative interpretation of the Bible as central to Christianity (in opposition to more liberal Christians) and to social justice (in opposition to secularists).  There is a radical wing to BMC churches which echoes American black theology (e.g. Robert Beckford's Jesus is Dread) but often their nonconformity in traditional Labour areas like Hackney has been expressed in their very conservative attitudes to issues like drugs and homosexuality.  Robinson Millwood - the Methodist superintendent in Stoke Newington is an example in Hackney of a more radical Black Christian tradition, maybe because his Methodist heritage provides more room for radicalism (Jackson 1985).

An interesting development has been the growth of the Christian Peoples Alliance in Hackney - a Christian political party with links to the Movement for Christian Democracy.  This has overwhelmingly been a black organization in Hackney and although they are far from getting any seats they campaigned with apparent success against the Liberal Democrats on the basis of their support for the legislation of cannabis.  They have certainly caused enough concern to the establishment for Brian Sedgemore the Labour MP for South Hackney to attack them as a nascent British Moral Majority.  In Newham to the east of Hackney they are the only opposition (with one seat) to the Labour hegemony.

A new Dissent?

Black Christianity has created a new nonconformist religion in Hackney and other parts of the country which along with Anglican Christian socialism has filled the gap left by the achievement of respectability  by the mainstream Nonconformist churches.  But there are some signs of a recovery of dissent within Nonconformity, particularly in reaction to the right wing Thatcher administration of the 80s. 

Walter Schwartz in his 1989 book New Dissenters sought to discern a moral alliance against Thatcherism.  He roots his argument in the historic tradition of Dissent and the Nonconformist Conscience and looked for examples of dissent amongst modern day Nonconformists (especially in the inner city) but also cast the net wider to include the Anglican Christian socialist tradition and all those of the Left who were morally opposed to the consequences of monetarist economics.  Certainly Thatcherism did dismay many Christians and create a desire for resistance to what was perceived as a selfish and materialist society.  This was particularly evident in inner London where the consequences of monetarism could be most clearly seen and there was already a political bias to the Left.

In Hackney this was most evident around the issues of immigration and refugees where there was widespread opposition to what was seen as a racist immigration policy.  Awareness was raised in 1991 when large numbers of Kurdish Alevi refugees appeared in Hackney and many were housed on church hall floors.  This put people in contact with refugees and made them experience the problems with the immigration system.  Around the same time the issue of Sanctuary was raised by the Viraj Mendis sanctuary in Manchester where the historic notion (no longer legally binding) of churches being used as a sanctuary was invoked to protect a person in fear of persecution if he was returned to Sri Lanka.  I organised a conference on the theme of Sanctuary in East London at the time and this stimulated an already developing resistance to deportations amongst East London Christians.  This was particularly strong in Newham where the networking and organising amongst Christians was stronger than in Hackney.  But Hackney had its own response to the issue.  First there was ARCH in 1996 where Rectory Rd. URC church worked with squatters, the church providing emergency accommodation for refugees while the squatters found squats for those who were interested.  This did not hit the headlines but was a rather remarkable cooperation between old religious Nonconformity and new anarchist nonconformity!  Much more in the news was the Sanctuary at Downs Baptist church.

After more than three years, the longest running church sanctuary in British history at Downs Baptist Church, Hackney, East London, finally came to an end in July 1997 with the granting of permanent leave to stay in the UK for the Ogunwobi Family. Sunday Ogunwobi has lived in the UK for more than 15 years, more than 11 of which he was here legally. When the Conservative Government served him with a deportation order, he took sanctuary at Downs Baptist Church, in March 1994, where he and his family lived in two rooms until July 1997.  ... 

Sunday said, "God has answered our prayers! There are so many people and groups to thank for believeing in the justice of my case - they can now see the fruits of making such a stand for what is right and fair." 

Ogunwobi 1997

Ogunwobi went on to train for the Baptist ministry and to become a Labour councillor in Hackney but it would be wrong to see these confrontations with the government as being typical of Hackney Nonconformity.  Rather they are isolated actions largely initiated by committed ministers with the support of a group of lay activists.  Nonetheless there was enough sympathy within the churches to support the actions even if they haven't been continued through ongoing resistance.  To some extent the resistance was dissipated by the coming to power of the Blair government, but maybe the growing disillusionment with Blair - especially on the left will see the tradition of Nonconformist resistance reactivated.

Conclusion

Hackney is a place for nonconformists.  It seems entirely appropriate that the Hasidic Jews with their distinctive dress and rejection of Zionism and modern values should have found a home in Hackney.  The tradition of English Nonconformity may now be in crisis and lacking a real raison d'etre (Driver 1962) but it is the roots of Hackney's nonconformity and perhaps there is room for its heirs in Hackney to rediscover that dissenting identity.  There are signs that some are trying to do this.  But perhaps what is most fascinating is the way nonconformists of the left in modern Hackney seek to use the Nonconformist tradition of Hackney to create a Hackney identity of dissent and subversion, Priestly, Aspland and Belsham (a tutor at Hackney college) all have streets or estates named after them.  These attempts do not betray a great understanding of what Nonconformist religion was really about (not least what a threat to the establishment its religion was really felt to be at the time) but they do bear witness to a very genuine understanding of what Hackney is about.  For there is method in Hackney's chaos.  Its resistance to order and control is not pure chaos but a complex response to forces which seek to dominate and abuse.  People still what to experience that great Nonconformist virtue of Liberty - they want liberty to live their own lives, liberty to think their own thoughts, liberty to create their own communities.  Maybe it is this last liberty to create community that is the most problematic for Hackney.  For it seems that in the mean streets of Clapton and Dalston community can all too easily disintegrate into 'every man doing as he sees fit'.  It is to this quest for a way to organise community with liberty to which the rest of this book will be committed and to exploring the extent to which the biblical and democratic traditions of Nonconformity might still have something to say to our complex and turbulent cities.

Bibliography

Ashdown, James Hackney's Alternative Universities - the Dissenting Academies and Nonconformist Colleges of Hackney Unpublished paper 2002

Aspland, R Brook Memoirs of the Life, Works and Correspondence of the Rev. Robert Aspland of Hackney 1846

Batsford ME.  Nonconformity in Walthamstow.  Walthamstow Antiquarian Society 1979

Bennet, John. Chronicles of the Baptist Church at Mare St, Hackney 1798-1898.  Baptist Tract and Book Society 1898

Binfield, Clyde.  So Down to Prayers.  Dent 1977

Briggs, John The Rev. Dr. Cox of Hackney: Educator, Theologian and the best Principal that Regent's never had.  Inaugural lecture as Director of the Centre for Baptist History and Heritage 11 June 2002

Briggs, John. Active, Busy, Zealous: the Rev. Dr. Cox of Hackney p223-41 in ed. WH Brackney, Pilgrim Pathways, Essays in Baptist History in Honour of BR White. Mercer University Press USA 1999.

Briggs, John. FA Cox of Hackney -19th Century Baptist theologian, historian, controversialist and apologist.  The Baptist Quarterly Volume 38 no.8 Oct.2000 p392-411

Brooks, Ira Another Gentleman To The Ministry Updated (circa 1985)

Burke, Barry Rebels with a Cause - the history of Hackney Trades Council 1900-1975. Hackney Trades Council: London 1975

Clarke, Benjamin.  Glimpses of Ancient Hackney and Stoke Newington.  London Borough of Hackney & Hackney Society 1986

Class War no.73

Cornick, David.  Under God's Good Hand.  URC 1998

David Widgery Some Lives - a GP's East End Sinclair Stevenson 1991

Deacon, F. Jay Where you never arrive but you never leave home Sermon preached at Unity Temple Unitarian Universalist Congregation Oak Park, September 9, 2001

Driver, Christopher.  A Future for the Free Churches?.  SCM 1962

Hackney Anarchy Week 1996 programme

Hackney Guide 1981

Interview with Mark Palframan.  Aug.14 2002

Jackson, Anita Catching both sides of the Wind BCC 1985

Janzon, Karin & Anne Johnson.  The Changing Face of Newington Green.  The Factory 1977

Johnson, Charles.  Encounter in London.  LBA 1965

Joyce, Paul.  A Guide to Abney Park Cemetery.  Abney Trust 1994

Lane, Joseph An Anti-Statist, Communist Manifesto 1871 with introduction by Nicolas Walter 1978 Cienfuegos Press
Mander, David

Mander, David More Light, More Power - An Illustrated History Of Shoreditch.  Sutton Publishing Stroud 1996

Manning, Bernard.  Essays in Orthodox Dissent.  Independent Press 1939

Medway, John Memoirs of John Pye-Smith.  Jackson and Walford 1853

Moore-Crispin, CM. Ter-jubilee Memories of Mare St Baptist Church.1948

Palmer, Alan.  The East End.  John Murray 2000

Payne, Simon.  History of Downs Chapel Clapton.1994

Philp, Mark William Godwin in Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy 2001

Plumb, Philip Restoration Hackney, haven for the rejected in Hackney History 5 1999.

Plumb, Philip.  Hackney and the Beginnings of Nonconformity  in  Hackney History

Quail, John The Slow Burning Fuse 1978

Routley, Eric.  English Religious Dissent.  Cambridge University Press 1960

Ruston, Alan Robert Aspland Article

Schneer, Jonathan London 1900 Yale University Press 1999 an

Schwarz, Walter. The New Dissenters - the nonconformist conscience in the age of Thatcher.  Bedford Square Press 1989

This is Class War.  Class War pamphlet undated

�  From this perspective the attitude of Dickens and other critics of Victorian society merely seems to reinforce establishment prejudices


�At the cost of £550 with 7 other volumes!


� Theophilus Lindsey who left the Church of England in 1773 and opened the first self - styled Unitarian church, Essex Chapel, in London.


�  A church where I was a deacon 200 years later!


�  The General Baptists didn't all go over to Unitarianism.  A new evangelical association of General Baptists emerged whose most famous son was John Clifford.


�  See Bonsall The Dream of an Ideal City.  Which while about Westbourne Park in west London gives an interesting description of the decline of an inner London preaching centre.


�  He was influenced by the hyper Calvinistic Sandemanism


� Whose father was a Unitarian minister who worked with Priestly in Hackney!


�  The Institute moved out of Hackney as the Dissenting academies before it, in its case to Overstone College in Northampton
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