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Patterns of worship in a North Hertfordshire village in the mid 19th century

1. Introduction

The first half of 19th century brought growing concern that Britain, a Christian country, was failing to meet the moral standards demanded by such a premise.  The period was one of significant religious change and development, as illustrated by a substantial expansion of nonconformity and the spread of agnosticism and secularization.  There was particular concern that the religious provision was failing to keep pace with the growth in changing distribution of population.  The Government was closely involved with religious issues and needed to know the state of religion in the country and whether the spiritual needs of the population were being met. 

The result of this concern was that on Sunday 30th March 1851, for the first and last time, questions were asked about the religious composition of Great Britain as part of the national decennial population census.  The records from this census provide detailed information, parish by parish on the places of worship of each denomination, on the number of sittings available, and the numbers attending the morning, afternoon, and evening services that were held by different denominations on that day. The census was not a survey of people’s professed religion but patterns of attendance.

This essay examines the data collected during that census to establish the patterns of worship in the North Hertfordshire village of Pirton. 

This parish, with the church at its centre, was established in Saxon times.  The present church dates from the 12th century. A recent archaeological dig identified the site of the previous Saxon church. The living of Pirton and Ickleford were joined from 1218 with the incumbent living in Pirton, but in 1535 the vicarage burnt down causing the vicar to move to Ickleford.  Researchers have found that the two main reasons for the decline of the established church were pluralism and clerical non-residency.  Both of these issues have affected Pirton and are examined below.

2. History of the three groups of protestant Christians present in Pirton.

In order to understand the background to the census, it is important to review the history of the three groups of protestant Christians.

Church of England

The Church of England was a state church closely tied to the establishment in patronage and power; it was slow to respond to the needs of those growing numbers living outside traditional communities. Although the Church of England was numerically by far the most important denomination in 1851, its power was being challenged.  The parochial system was weakening during the 19th century because of the removal of the church’s powers by the state - not least by the 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act, and the 1836 Civil Registration Act.  Increasingly secularisation and the move to disestablish the Church meant that the bishops were worried about its decline.  They felt that something had to be done.  Establishment inertia over a long period of time meant that dissent had spread, especially into industrial towns where the population had increased dramatically, without increased Anglican provision. In particular, action began in the 1820s and 1830s, action which was apparent nationally and locally. More parishes were formed, national schools sprang up, new churches were built and old ones restored, to counter the move away from the Church of England.

1841 brought change to Pirton when the Ecclesiastical Commissioners decided to separate the two livings of Pirton and Ickleford, which had been joined from 1218. This step was finally taken in 1847, but the incumbent was allowed to occupy both livings until his resignation in 1851. The curate, the Reverend Martell, who was also vicar of Hexton, carried out the ministry in Pirton.  Cussans notes that “down to the year 1851 the village was in a most deplorable state, as regards the state provided ministry, for there being no parsonage house the duties were entrusted to a curate, who was frequently absent from his charge” 
.  Contrary to this sad picture, Upton describes the Reverend J. Bishop, the current vicar of Pirton and Ickleford, as a popular and useful preacher and that the cottage preaching had been less attended through his influence When the Reverend Ralph Lindsay Loughborough was instituted as first sole vicar of Pirton, the church building was in a very dilapidated condition and the furnishings were of the poorest quality.  South and North transepts were in ruins; brick buttresses inside and out supported a tottering tower.  Loughborough immediately started fund-raising nationally to improve the decayed state of the building
. 

Clerical non-residency was an issue throughout the whole country as dissenters had gravitated towards these weak Anglican areas.  In 1851 only 40 % of parishes had resident clergy.  The new living of Pirton, which had been created, meant that a new vicarage was built, assisted by a loan of £800 from Queen Anne's Bounty.  The decline in the established church in Pirton was reversed with the arrival of the Reverend Loughborough, who was enthusiastic, hard working and loved by his parishioners.

Particular Baptists

Particular Baptists were the second most common denomination of old dissent after the independents
.  They were found mainly in rural areas rather than big towns and were particularly strong in Bedfordshire, West Hertfordshire, Cambridgeshire and South Buckinghamshire, according to the religious census 
.

Old dissent was normally found in woodland areas with large scattered parishes
, but Pirton a nucleated settlement in a relatively rich arable area, did not follow the normal pattern of dominance by the established church.  The reason for this exception was that between 1632 and 1642 Henry Denne was curate at Pirton. He became dissatisfied with the lethargy in the Church of England, preaching against the vice, corruption, pluralism and non-residency in the established church.  He resigned his living in Pirton 1643 to join the Baptist church in London, later preaching in Cambridgeshire after being imprisoned for a short while
.  He must have sown seeds of dissension in Pirton as the Baptist church was established here in 1655, meeting in local cottages.  

A meetinghouse was licensed in 1672 and Thomas Vaux, a yeoman, was licensed to teach there.  He rose to be pastor of Broadmead Church, Bristol a few years later.  There are records of licences being granted to the Protestant dissenters through the 18th century up to 1848 when the Providence Baptist chapel was built
.  Numbers had increased and the group felt the need to move into more permanent accommodation.  In the Upton survey, it is noted that one Sunday service was held in either the afternoon or evening with a congregation of 50.  By 1851 there were two services on Sundays, afternoon and evening, with numbers increasing to 80 for both services.

The Baptists relied on the main church in Hitchin for preachers.  Upton, a Baptist minister himself, noted that Mr Broad of Hitchin and friends preached in Pirton.  Mr Broad was an enthusiastic, dynamic man who rebuilt the Baptist church in Tilehouse Street in Hitchin 
and perhaps he influenced the building of the new Baptist church in Pirton.  There were very few other Baptist churches in the area, and perhaps Baptists from the nearby villages walked to Pirton to swell the numbers.  (It is not possible to identify members of the congregation, as there are no surviving records of the church.  It was demolished by a flying bomb in 1944 and everything was lost.)

Methodists

The mid 18th century was a time of lassitude with the old dissent, of widespread religious indifference and skepticism, of physical decay of churches and complacency within the Church of England. Methodism was a product of an evangelical revival. It appealed to a mass following through its itinerant preachers, its lay preaching, its emphasis on individual sin and salvation, and on a Christian life maintained by direct participation in local classes and meetings
. John Wesley, a lifelong Anglican, felt that the role of Methodism was to complement the established church. Gay noted that the spread of Methodism in the 19th century was largely determined by the Church of England's ability to maintain a proper pastoral oversight of the people of the 18th century.  Where the established church was running efficiently and catering for the needs of the local community, Wesley left well alone. 

John Wesley preached in North Hertfordshire and a local widow fired by his zeal left money for the spread of Methodism in the area. The organization of the church into circuits based on local towns, with lay preachers going out to minister to surrounding villages, was more economical than the Anglican system of a vicar in each parish. Village people took responsibility for organizing local classes and they met in humble cottages rather than in large churches. They changed the emphasis of religion.

After the French Revolution, the dissenters questioned the conservative part played by the Anglican Church and dissenters adopted stances on political and social issues. Methodism gained from anti-clerical sentiments in rural areas where the established church had benefited from land re-organisation such as the enclosure and tithe commutations. In many such regions Methodism adopted a class-conscious form, the 

chapel became a symbol of revolt against the squire and vicar, a centre where the agricultural labourer could gain his self-respect and independence. 

From the circuit registers of Pirton baptisms
, it can be seen that most of the society members were made up of agricultural labourers, shopkeepers and small craftsmen. It is interesting to note that most of the Methodists signing the registers [parish and circuit] showing evidence of literacy through self-improvement.  They belonged to the lower middle and working classes, calling themselves Brother Pratt or Sister Reynolds.

3. The role of Sunday Schools

All the children from the age of three in Pirton were involved with the straw plait trade.  Indeed North Hertfordshire and South Bedfordshire had the highest proportion of child labour in the country. 
  The plait schools were set up before the denominational schools.  These did very little teaching, but concentrated on the production of plait for the Luton hat trade.  

It had long been recognized that in the rivalry between denominations, it was important to establish loyalties at a young age. William Dawson, a Pirton Baptist, set up a British School in 1828, but this only lasted for five years and he then moved to teach in Hitchin.  In 1833 between a quarter and three-quarters of all children attending Sunday school received no further education
.  In 1840 the Rev Thirlwall of Pirton informed the National Society that as he had 50 boys and 80 girls attending Sunday School, and that he proposed to erect a daily school.  He met a lot of opposition from local farmers who felt that Sunday teaching was sufficient for the children of the poor.  But he continued with the project and a National School opened in 1842.  He quickly found that parents did not want too much teaching as it interfered with the output of straw plait and reduced their income.  So teaching was limited to 1 1/2 hours a day.  Problems were also encountered with the Anglicans who provided the finance for day-to-day running costs, as dissenter’s children were attending the daily school in the week, and their own school on Sunday
.  By 1851 Anglican numbers had decreased to 68 Sunday School children meeting morning and evening, compared to the Wesleyan’s 70 in the morning and afternoon.  The Baptists recorded no separate Sunday school. As the total number of schoolchildren stayed stable between 1841 and 1851 it is probable that the Wesleyans poached the Anglican Sunday scholars. The decennial census records that 70% of school-aged children went to either day or Sunday School, and were designated scholars.

Nationally 42 % of all Sunday School children were enrolled in the Anglican Church.  Methodists saw the Sunday School as the nursery of the church, as adults adhered to the dominations of their childhood.  Some historians, such as Asa Briggs and E.V. Thompson, see the Sunday School as "agencies of the middle-class moral and political influence, or even indoctrination.” 
 Both denominations saw the power of influencing the young, by providing schools, as a way to increase their numbers and ultimately influence their survival. (A fact borne out today, as the numbers in the Methodist Church in Pirton have dropped considerably since the closure of the Sunday school in 1980.)

4. Other social factors influencing patterns religious worship

The Anglican Church within a parish was often well attended because of social control.  Agricultural labourers and tenants deferred to their Anglican employers and landlords, particularly when it was an estate or closed village.  In Pirton this was not the case; farming was dominated by large numbers of smaller tenant farmers, some of whom were dissenters. Some gentry were Baptist or Methodist, and one family attended the Quaker church in Hitchin. The richest of the Anglican farmers lived on the parish /county boundary and therefore went to the nearby Church in Bedfordshire.

Another source of dissatisfaction among the labouring classes was the payment of tithes to the vicar.  But in Pirton, an Act of Parliament had enclosed the open fields in 1818 at the instigation of the major landholders.  This was that time of agricultural depression after the Napoleonic Wars.  Tithe payments ended, but were replaced by rent payments, which did not lessen the burden on small farmers.  Also the Church of England was seen to benefit by enclosure is it was given land in lieu of tithes. This dissatisfaction caused the lower middle and working classes to support the Baptists or Methodists.

Although Pirton was an open village, without a squire or any landholder having great sway with the inhabitants, a social structure was still in place.  This can be seen by the framed copy of the1839 allocation of pews at the Anglican Church, still hanging in the church today.  The larger tenant farmers at the front, status graded according to acreage with free seats for the wage labourers and their families at the back.  Joseph Arch, a Methodist lay preacher and later founder of the National Agricultural Labourers Union, stated that in the Anglican Church people took communion according to their status.  Horace Mann had a similar view his census report states, “one chief cause of the dislike which the labouring population entertains for the Anglican religious services is thought to be the maintenance of those distinctions by which they are separated as a class from the class above them.  Working men, it is contended, cannot enter our religious structures without having pressed upon their notice some memento of inferiority.  The existence of pews and the position of free seats are it is said alone sufficient to deter them from our churches and religion has thus come to be regarded as a purely middle-class propriety” 
 It must be noted that appropriated seats were also to be found in the Wesleyan church and only the Baptists had all free seats.

Landownership had implications for the exercise of power, in closed villages there was the unitary authority, a self-contained parochial world with clear-cut social and economic hierarchy.  These parishes, with high attendance rates, were dominantly Anglican. In small closed villages such as neighbouring Holwell, the agricultural labourers had to defer to their employers and landlords as most lived in tied cottages and owed their livelihood to the squire.  In the open village of Pirton the lower classes had less to lose by being independent and choosing their own religious denomination.  Religious dissent found a natural home in larger parishes and that by virtue of their size they all happened to be open parishes.

In 1851 the villager was more likely to attend church than the city dweller. The median percentage of total attendance to population 64.8 in rural English counties, and 49.6 in large towns
.  The dominant factor, as discussed earlier, was pressure from landowners.  Another important factor was the social status of the population and the degree to which individuals possessed recognition that will be lost by deviant behavior. It was not possible to calculate the percentage of the population in Pirton that did not attend church at all because of the complexity of multiple church attendances.

5. Analysis of census data

Having reviewed the background to the 1851 census and the histories of the three main protestant religions, the data was used to calculate two measures of the pattern of worship, the ‘index of attendances’ and the ‘index of maximum attendance.’

The ‘index of attendances’ is defined as total attendances [morning, afternoon, and evening] expressed as a proportion of total parish population.  Horace Mann in his analysis included both the general congregation and Sunday School figures in the attendance, and this approach has also been used in the essay.  The 1851 census of population for Pirton shows that half of the population was under 20 years old and therefore the Sunday School figures are very important to the total. 

The ‘index of maximum attendance’ is similar to the index of attendances, except that the maximum attendance during census Sunday is used.  The denominational index of maximum attendance is very highly correlated with the index of total attendances.
  

As background information, it is interesting that for all the major denominations in England and Wales from the census the percentage of the total attendance (10,896,066) for the different denominations was: Church of England 48.5%, Particular Baptists 6.7%, and Wesleyan Methodists 14% 
. For Pirton, the corresponding percentages were: Church of England 51%, Particular Baptists 17%, and Wesleyan Methodists 31%

Based on attendances for Pirton, the indices of attendances were: Church of England 53, Baptist 17 and Methodist 33.  However, based on the index of maximum attendance, the indices were: Church of England 54, Baptist 15 and Methodist 31. These results are similar, despite all the difficulties of attaining accurate statistics.  

These results confirm that:

· The Church of England was the dominant religion

· The combined attendance at dissenting chapels were similar to that at the established church

· The Methodists had an index twice the size of the Baptists

Care must be taken with the interpretation of these figures, which include the problem of multiple attendances on census Sunday.  Some worshippers attended church or chapel more than once, either at the same place of worship or at different denominational services.  The index is a measure of attendances, not of attendees.

The quarterly Schedule of Members for the Pirton Society of Methodists indicates 16 members on trial, 0 received, three ‘backsliders’ and 10 for members
.  These figures appear to contradict the census data.  The total from the Schedule of 29 seems far below the afternoon congregation of 100 for 1851.  Although the membership dipped to 10 by 1864, a new purpose-built brick church was erected in 1874 with 240 seats at first sight indicating an improvement in the fortunes of Methodism in Pirton. The reason may be that the Methodists were trying to appear stronger in the census that they really were, or they had visitors from the Church of England who did not have a service in the afternoon.

There are also some discrepancies in the data for accommodation in Pirton. Upton records the Church of England as having seats for 350, but by 1851 numbers seem to have decreased to 271, a difference of 79.  Wesleyan church records state that the barn in which they met could seat 110, but the religious census gives a total sitting of 160 with the 170 worshippers attending including the Sunday School.

Despite all these issues, the religious census gives historians the best picture to date of the state of worship in the mid nineteenth century.

6. Conclusions

The main conclusions from the historical study and the analysis of the census data are:

· The Church of England in Pirton declined because of pluralism, non-residency and years of neglect. 

· Old dissent was historic, based on the activities of one individual (Henry Denne), and scarcity of other Baptist churches in the area. 

· The new evangelical Methodism was emerging as the challenger to the established church, becoming more important than the Baptists.

· Methodism arose because of the poor provision of the Anglican Church in Pirton; this was possibly because it was an open village and members of the population were more independent in terms of choosing their religious denomination.
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