Hackney's Alternative Universities

- the Dissenting Academies and Nonconformist Colleges of Hackney and its environs
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Introduction

On 19 May 1662 the Act of Uniformity was renewed.  The use of the Prayer Book alone was enforced in public worship; unfeigned assent and consent to everything contained in it was demanded from the clergy; all schoolmasters and tutors were required to take the oath of non-resistance and to renounce the Covenant which had been made by Parliament with the Scots (25 Sept.1643) and all but episcopal orders were legally disallowed.

There followed, 24 August (St. Bartholomew's Day), the consequent resignation of upwards of 2000 rectors and vicars

One of the first resources of the ejected ministers was to take to teaching, partly, it is true, in order to eke but a living but mainly that they might not see their sons and the sons of those like-minded with themselves deprived of university education 

So begins McLachlan's history of the Dissenting Academies (Maclachan 1931) on which this brief essay on Hackney's academies is largely based.  It gives the context for the setting up of the academies - the attempt by the establishment to enforce conformity on the whole population.  The academies were a crucial form of resistance to this totalitarian policy for they created the space in which to think differently and so develop new ideas.  They were central to the development of the alternative ideas which emerged towards the end of the 18th century through figures like Mary Wollstonecraft and her husband William Godwin as well as the growth of the more conventional Victorian nonconformist church movement.  Ultimately they have become part of the educational establishment - helping to create London and other new universities and becoming colleges amongst the Oxford and Cambridge elite.

Three phases in the creation of Hackney's academies can be clearly seen:

1.  The early peripatetic, untolerated Academies.

These are illustrated by the Newington Green academies in Hackney.  They were small, often meeting in the houses of wealthy Dissenters but often had to move because of persecution.  They were also usually dependent on a single person who typically had been a lecturer at Oxford or Cambridge and rose and fell with him.  This pattern of dependence on a single revered tutor is continued well into the 19th century (cf Pye-Smith and Homerton), if not beyond (cf Forsyth and Hackney College)

2.  The established Dissenting Academies. 

As the 18th century developed there was increasing toleration of Dissent and it proved possible for the academies to become better established.  The classic example of such an academy was Doddridge's academy at Northampton, Doddridge had a unique reputation and was widely respected and consulted beyond the confines of Dissent itself.  Doddridge was theologically orthodox himself but liberal of spirit (he introduced lecturing in English rather than Latin) and he seemed to have created an atmosphere in which Unitarianism could develop.  The ensuing conflict between orthodoxy and Unitarianism was no where more fully fought out than in Hackney.

The academies were not solely concerned with theology, however and provided a broad education in languages, the liberal arts and science.  They were, however, relatively small (often having less than 10 students never more than 50) and were not able to individually provide a completely comprehensive education, especially for the more able.  Students, therefore, traveled between academies to take different courses and some went to the Scottish universities to gain degrees.  The quality of education was very high at its best, even, so it is claimed, outstripping Oxford and Cambridge even if they couldn't match their libraries and scientific apparatus.  The emphasis in these academies on science is particularly notable - tutors such as Priestly, Kippis and Pye-Smith were all elected fellows of the Royal Society.  Serious engagement with science is a sign of the most intellectually significant academies for her was a genuine desire to engage with the cutting edge of contemporary thought - Pye-Smith at Homerton, for instance, began his curriculum with lectures on the history of science and the scientific method before going on to practical experiments and demonstrations of modern scientific discoveries.  (Medway 1853)

In Hackney these established Dissenting academies were typified by Homerton (orthodox) and Hoxton/Hackney College (liberal Unitarian).  They were dependent on the establishment of outside societies such as the Congregational Fund Board (1695), The Lady Hewley Fund (1707) and the Calvinistic Kings Head Society (1730).  These societies exercised a degree of theological control over the free thinking of the lectures and tutors and restricted the growth of Unitarian ideas.

3.  Colleges committed to the training of ministers, missionaries and evangelists.

The tendency of the academies to drift into Unitarianism under the influence of the Enlightenment caused the societies to focus increasingly on developing theological seminaries rather than providing a broad liberal education.  In Hackney these were typified by Hoxton Independent and Hackney Well St..  The evangelical revival also seems to have been an influence creating a need for a basic theological education in an atmosphere of evangelical zeal rather than the more erudite learning of the older academies.  The success in establishing new secular universities also encouraged this trend for more focused denominational institutions.

Both these newer colleges and the older form survived well into the 19th century in Hackney.  By the 20th century they had all disappeared.

Newington Green

Newington Green was an important haven for Dissenting ministers after 1662 so it is not surprising that it should be the location of two important academies.  The first was founded by Theophilus Gale a fellow and tutor of Magdalen College, Oxford in 1666 whilst acting as assistant to the minister of Newington Green chapel.  He was a man of great learning and well respected especially for his work 'The Court of the Gentiles' (1671).  He was succeeded on his death in 1678 by Thomas Rowe who is reckoned to have had an abiding influence on liberal nonconformity for like Doddridge after him he was orthodox but allowed 'the most enlarged freedom of enquiry' to his students.  He moved the academy to Clapham where his most famous student was Isaac Watts, himself to return to Hackney later in life.  Watts addressed an ode to Rowe entitled Free Philosophy:

I love thy gentle influence, Rowe

Thy gentle influence like the sun

Only dissolves the frozen snow

Then bids our thoughts like rivers flow

And choose the channels where they run

The academy closed on Rowe's death.

Rowe's academy in Newington Green was replaced in 1675 by Charles Morton a considerable mathematician and graduate of Wadham College, Oxford.  His college was reckoned as the 'chief Congregational Academy in London' and 'the most considerable of any in England' having 50 students in residence and excellent premises and equipment.  Morton was a progressive teaching in English and encouraging his students to read Locke's Essay Concerning Human Understanding which was banned in Oxford.  He was, also, no dry academic, once writing 'Direct your speech not as if to beat the air above men's heads, but as designing to teach and touch their hearts' (West 1997).  Calamy said of him  "he had indeed a peculiar talent of winning youth to the love of virtue and learning, both by his pleasant conversation and by a familiar way of making difficult subjects easily intelligible."The academy's most famous student was the novelist Daniel Defoe, it also trained Samuel Wesley the father of the founder of Methodism who later wrote a scathing attack on the dangers of the Dissenting academies (he became an Anglican clergyman).  Morton left the country in 1686 for the freedom of America (where he became vice president of Harvard) because of harassment by the Bishop of London
.  His lectures were read to students afterwards but the academy closed in about 1706.  Newington Green continued as a centre for Dissenting intellectual activity into the 19th century, particularly because of the presence of Richard Price the minister of Newington Green chapel.

The Liberal Tradition

Rowe and Morton were both important progressive figures and this progressive liberal dissenting tradition was continued in Hackney first in Hoxton academy and then in the ambitious but short lived Hackney college before having a brief renaissance in Hackney Unitarian college.

Hoxton

Hoxton academy migrated several times around East London (Moorfields and Stepney) before settling in Hoxton in 1762.  It was started with support from the Congregational Fund Board in 1701 and its first tutor was an American Isaac Chauncey who graduated from Harvard before returning to the land of his father.  He was succeeded by Thomas Ridgley on his death in 1712 who was followed by John Eames a layman and fellow of the Royal Society who was described by Isaac Watts as 'the most learned man I've ever known', he was also a friend of Sir Isaac Newton.  Doddridge thought highly of him but intriguingly described him as being a 'little too systematical' which we might interpret as being a bit rigid.  He was succeeded in 1744 by Rev. David Jennings who was appointed after the Coward Trust became involved in the college in 1738 and he seems to have kept the academy rigidly Calvinist.  He was also a keen scientist and continued the strong scientific tradition of Hoxton.  Supporting Jennings's work was Samuel Morton Savage who remained orthodox in doctrine but like Doddridge "in his capacity as tutor acted in a truly liberal spirit; as the friend of truth he encourage free inquiry, and threw no difficulties in the way of those who honestly pursued their inquiries".  Savage became the theological tutor in 1762 and under his auspices two men were appointed who guided the college in a more liberal direction and thus probably hastened its demise.

The first of these was Andrew Kippis who was a Fellow of the Royal Society and chiefly remembered for editing the Biographia Britannica.  He was a student of Doddridge and edited his collected works.  The second, Abraham Rees was a student of Hoxton, quickly recognised for his potential and appointed tutor at the age of 19, he concentrated on mathematics and science whilst Kippis was on the arts side.  Kippis was an influential figure - particularly on a young student William Godwin (1756-1836) who had been rejected from the more orthodox Homerton college and found in Kippis a man who would support him in his increasingly radical leanings.  Godwin never settled as a minister after graduating but became a writer and part of radical London society writing An Enquiry into Political Justice which is now regarded as the first work of philosophical anarchism.  His daughter Mary married Shelley and wrote Frankenstein whilst he, himself, married the pioneer feminist Mary Wollstonecraft (Philp 2000).  These kind of radical ideas which Hoxton had come to encourage in its students were too much for the Coward Trust and when Savage retired they withdrew support for the college and it closed.  The radical tradition of Hoxton didn't die, however, but found new wings in the exciting experiment of Hackney College.

Hackney College

After Hoxton closed there was no liberal dissenting academy available in London so by 1786 a number of leading London laymen began to organise such an academy to be "comprehensive and liberal, and adapted to youth in general, whether they are intended for civil and commercial life, or for any one of the learned professions".

The academy was begun in 1786 in Cripplegate but the next year moved to Homerton Hall a large house with 18 acres in what is now Lower Clapton.  It was planned on a grand scale with a large staff of four soon increased to six.  Rees and Kippis from Hoxton were two of the tutors and other tutors were gathered from round the country.  The distinguished minister of Newington Green chapel Richard Price (1723-1791) was involved in the early years but soon withdrew because of his advancing years.  After Joseph Priestly (1733-1804) was driven out of Birmingham by rioters objecting to his Unitarian theology and radical politics he came to London and took up a role as tutor before leaving for America.  Priestly was a polymath, famous for the discovery of oxygen, but he was also daring in promoting his Unitarian beliefs (Unitarianism was illegal in Britain until 1806) and was perhaps the single most important figure in establishing Unitarian beliefs in Britain.  The other significant tutor was Thomas Belsham (1750-1829) who came from Daventry in 1789 to take up the role of theological tutor.  Belsham had resigned from Daventry because he had come to Unitarian convictions and he became a leading figure in the emergence of the Unitarians as a separate denomination encouraging many liberal ministers to come out as Unitarians.  His particular interest was in developing a revised edition of the New Testament which became a key text for Unitarians.  This collection of tutors meant that Hackney College gathered together at one time or another most of the leading liberal dissenting minds of its generation.  Augustine Birrel described it so "As things went in England in 1793, Hackney College was a better Studium Generale than either Oxford or Cambridge".  The College's most famous student was the essayist William Hazlitt, upon whom Belsham and Priestly's influence has been traced in his writings on personal identity.  It achieved early success raising considerable funds and attracting 49 students in 1789 but it developed increasing financial problems, not least because it had become a centre for controversy of many kinds.

John Kiddel caused theological controversy by his Inquiry into the Expediency and Propiety of Public or Social Worship which concluded that public worship was unnecessary.  This attracted support from students who developed a conscientious objection to attending the regular worship which was compulsory.  Kiddel was dismissed and a number of students sent down.  Students from Hackney also developed something of a reputation for riotous behaviour which the authorities struggled to keep under control, but many of its leading figures were not averse to causing controversy themselves - particularly through their support for the French revolution.  Both Price and Priestly made famous addresses in support of it.  Price's sermon in 1789 evoked Burke's Reflections on the French Revolution and in 1792 the radical Tom Paine was a guest at a Republican Supper.  This all caused the authorities to view Hackney College with great suspicion.  In 1794 an ex student Jeremiah Joyce was arrested and in 1796 William Stone a member of the College Committee was also tried.  Both were acquitted but they associated the College with dangerous ideas and it found it increasingly difficult to attract the financial support which it needed.  The college closed in 1796. 

Hackney Unitarian Academy

The closing of Hackney College marked something of an end of an era for liberal Dissent in Hackney.  Never again did it see such a collection of radical thinkers gathered together.  But the tradition did not die out.  This is particularly due to Robert Aspland (1782-1845).  Aspland was a powerful personality who has been called the father of British Unitarianism, for although he wasn't an important and original thinker like Price, Priestly and Belsham he had enormous energy as an organiser.  He it was that actually succeeded in creating the Unitarian denomination as we know it today.  One of his initiatives was an academy for the training of Unitarian ministers based in Durham House, Hackney.  This was not a success, however, beginning in 1813 and closing in 1818 partly due to his ill health.  Manchester Academy remained as the academy of preference for Unitarians, coming to London under James Martineau (1805-1900) in association with University College before moving to Oxford in 1889 as Manchester College.  Martineau brought the liberal dissenting tradition in which Hackney plays such a prominent role to its logical conclusion.  Thinkers like Belsham and Priestly (and Aspland) still based their authority on the Bible arguing that Scripture supported their Unitarian beliefs.  Martineau, however, argued that human reason was the only real authority and that the Bible and Christianity was only one tradition amongst many and what was central was the individual conscience (Chryssides 1996) - a line of argument already explored by the likes of Hazlitt and Godwin who moved beyond the world of Dissent but whose minds were formed by it. 

The Orthodox Tradition

Although the liberal/Unitarian tradition is the most striking element in Hackney's Dissenting heritage it was not the only tradition, nor, ultimately, the strongest.  Unitarianism became only a small part of the great movement of can Victorian Nonconformity which developed out of the Dissenting tradition and which ultimately succeeded in overturning religious discrimination and, at least for a time, challenged the dominance of the Anglican establishment.  Central to orthodox Dissent in Hackney was Homerton Academy.

Homerton Academy

The Academy was begun in Clerkenwell in 1730 before being transferred to Deptford in 1735 under Abraham Taylor until after a number of moves it finally transferred to an 'ancient mansion' in Homerton in 1768.  It was begun by a group of orthodox Calvinists, who became the King's Head Society, as an academy for the training of ministers which could also provide them with a basic classical training.  Later it was also supported by the Congregation Fund Board.  A Calvinistic creed of ten articles was drawn up which students had to subscribe to at regular intervals this caused Joseph Priestly to avoid the college and William Godwin to move on to Hoxton whilst a number of less distinguished students left to study at more liberal colleges such as Daventry under Belsham.  During the 18th century the tutors at Homerton seem to have been able without being particularly outstanding.  This changed in 1801 when a young man of 27 was called from Rotherham Academy to be tutor in science and languages and succeeded to the post of theological tutor in 1806.  His name was John Pye-Smith who became one of the most distinguished theologians of his day because he was able to hold together a traditional piety and orthodox theology with a genuine commitment to freedom of thought and engagement with the cutting edge of modern thinking and scientific discoveries.  His writings have not proved to be of continuing interest but were influential at the time, particularly The Scripture Testimony to The Messiah and On The Relation Between The Holy Scriptures And Some Parts Of Geological Science.  His importance in combining a orthodox theology with an interest in modern critical thinking can be seen in his being a leading advocate of a revision to the Authorised Version of the Bible and a prominent enough geologist to become a Fellow of the Geological Society and later of the Royal Society.  His geological writings, in fact, continue to have some recognition as he rejected what have now become known as Creationist ideas before Darwin.

Under Pye-Smith the Academy became Homerton College when new premises were built in 1822.  After Pye-Smith's retirement in 1850 Homerton united with Coward (the successor to Doddridge's academy which had earlier moved to London) and Highbury college to become New College, London in Swiss Cottage.  Pye-Smith's legacy in Hackney remains as the church he started at the college in 1803 went from strength to strength and became the Hackney landmark of the Round Chapel.  The building itself became a training institute for teachers which became Homerton College, Cambridge in 1893.

Hoxton Independent College

By the last quarter of the 18th century a change was coming over Dissent.  Whilst many Dissenters, particularly Presbyterians and General Baptists, were becoming Unitarian others were being affected by the Evangelical revival lead by the Methodist John Wesley and preachers such as George Whitefield.  The Evangelical revival encouraged Dissenters to recover an outgoing enthusiasm for their faith and call others to join them rather than remain content in their chapels listening to erudite sermons which convinced them of their status as God's elect.  This required something more than the training of a select group of elite ministers for many ministers and evangelists were required to bring the gospel not only to Britain's sinners but also to the whole world.  Hoxton was an example of this new kind of institute which had more in common with what we would call a Bible College than a Theological Seminary.

In 1776 the Societas Evangelica was established to provide a basic two years training (Homerton's course could be up to 6 years).  In 1782 they were established in Grove House, Mile End under Stephen Addington.  Things really developed in 1791, however, when the old Hoxton Academy buildings and library were made available and Robert Simpson made tutor.  He was successful in building up the college and gradually staff, students and buildings were increased and the length of study extended to 3 or 4 years.  Maclachan says of the college

The comparatively slight reading of classics and the neglect of science suggest that the standard reached at Hoxton was not so high as at Homerton.  The evangelical zeal and their valuable contribution to the revival of Independent congregations far and wide unquestioned.

p241

There are records of a number of Hoxton graduates perhaps the most interesting is Robert Morrison (1782-1834) who became a missionary and pioneer Chinese scholar translating the Bible into Chinese, publishing Chinese dictionaries and grammars and founding the Anglo Chinese College in Malluca in 1818.  He was elected a member of the Royal Society in 1825.  Morrison began learning Chinese from a native speaker who he met in London and whom he taught Chinese in return.  Another interesting graduate was James Spurgeon (1776-?) the grandfather of the famous CH Spurgeon: the greatest preacher of Victorian London.

The college moved to Highbury in 1825 and became part of New College, London in 1850 thus being united with Homerton College.

Hackney College, Well St.

Another Hackney College emerged in 1803, but of a very different type and temper of the earlier college of Belsham and Priestly.  It originated from an evangelistic society who

Having succeeded in planting several Mission stations, they felt the want of faithful Evangelists to occupy them, and this led to the establishment of the Theological Seminary

Binfield 1987 p55

The original college was therefore more like Hoxton Independent than the academically oriented Homerton. In the 1840s they bought properties in Well St. which gave them sufficient room for their students for awhile until an extension was built in 1859.  Things were getting more difficult in Hackney, however.  The population had climbed from 13 000 in 1803 to 40 000 and Hackney was changing from a village into a suburb of London.  By the 1880s Well St. was becoming more working class and there was no room for expansion so Hackney moved to Hampstead in 1886 but retained the name of Hackney College. By this time the college had lost its tradition of training evangelists and was another college for training congregational ministers.

At the time of Hackney College's move to Hampstead its nearest Congregational church in Hackney had a rising young minister called Peter Forsyth (1848-1921).  He was to become the principal of the College in 1901 and oversee its creation with six other theological colleges of the faculty of theology in London University.  Forsyth interestingly continued the debate between liberal and orthodox theology that we have seen played out in the Hackney academies.  He began as a theological liberal but moved to a more orthodox position which challenged liberal optimism and placed the death of Christ in a central place in Christian theology.  He has gained increasing recognition as prefiguring the work of Karl Barth whose neo orthodoxy was arguably the most influential theology of the 20th century.

After Forsyth's death in 1923 Hackney College united with New College thus bringing together all the existing Congregational colleges with their roots in Hackney.

Stepney Baptist College

As our story of the Dissenting Academies of Hackney draws to an end we must examine that wing of Dissent known as Baptist.  The Baptists believe that baptism is only appropriate for those who are able to make a conscious decision to join a church and this is what distinguishes them from their close cousins the Congregationalists.  Robert Aspland the Unitarian was originally a General Baptist
 but otherwise the Baptists in Hackney were represented by the church in Mare St., especially under its influential minister of the first half of the 19th century Dr. Francis Cox.

Historically Baptist ministers were trained (if they had any formal training) at the academy in Bristol where, interestingly, Aspland and Cox were students together.  In London in 1752 an education society was founded and they decided to open a Baptist academy in 1810 when they were left a substantial sum of money.  This was opened in Stepney to the south of Hackney but Cox, still only a young man of 27, but highly promising and well educated in Aberdeen
 as well as Bristol was on the short list for theological tutor.  He eventually lost out to the minister of Bow Baptist church William Newman although he was kept on as a tutor at the college.  There does, however, seem to have been ongoing rivalry between the two, probably not unrelated to the fact that Newman was largely self taught whilst Cox was a product of academic institutions.  They clashed over a number of issues including communion policy - Newman restricted communion to Christians baptized as believers whilst Cox adopted the more progressive policy of being open to all.  There, also, seems to have been a difference in educational emphasis: Newman emphasising the theological side whilst Cox wanting to promote a more general liberal education through the college.  This conflict with Newman doesn't seem to have done Cox any favours for after Newman left he wasn't appointed principal in his place but his attention was already turning in new directions.

Dissenters in London were looking for new ways to challenge their exclusion from the existing English universities and began to think of setting up a London university which would not exclude anyone.  Cox was a prime mover in this initiative gathering a group of supporters in the Kings Head tavern, Poultry in April 1825 (also where Homerton College had its origins).  Such a project, however, needed more than just Baptist or even Dissenting support and a remarkable coalition of Dissenters, radicals, Jews and sympathetic Anglicans was brought together to create London University (later University College).  Cox was briefly librarian for the college from its inception in 1827 until 1831.  In 1836 University College came together with the recently established Anglican Kings College as part of the federal University of London, later, as we have already seen, other colleges with their roots in Hackney Dissent also became part of the federation.

Stepney College itself moved to Regent's Park in 1856 before transferring to Oxford in 1827 where it is still training Baptist ministers.

Postscript

This brings to an end the remarkable story of the Dissenting Academies associated with Hackney.  They were important institutions, not merely marginal accessories to the development of higher education and the history of ideas but often at the very heart of it.  It is significant that recent work on William Godwin and William Hazlitt is recognising the Dissenting roots of their thought, perhaps it will herald a renewed interest in the intellectual and educational legacy of Hackney's alternative universities!

But the story doesn't quite end here.  Dissenting churches eventually gained access to Oxford and Cambridge and achieved full religious liberty, even if not managing to disestablish the Church of England (!) and have now become 'Free Churches' rather than Dissenters - losing much of their alternative identity in the process.  However since the 1950s there has been a growth of alternative Christian churches in Hackney through Caribbean immigration and the growth of Pentecostal Christianity.  The largest of the Black Majority Churches (BMCs) which these trends have produced is the New Testament Church of God.  In 1977 they opened the Ebenezer Bible Institute in the basement of their church in Clapton, a brisk walk from Newington Green, Homerton and Hackney (Brooks 1982).  It was an extension of the mother institute in Birmingham and has now been removed to Overstone College in Northampton - a large country house within commuting distance of London much like the houses used for Charles Morton's academy, Hackney College and Homerton Academy.  A former principal of the Institute Joel Edwards is now director of the Evangelical Alliance and frequent media spokesperson for evangelical Christianity.

Academies and colleges known to have existed in Hackney and its environs:

Bethnal Green 1680?-1708

Hackney College 1786-96

Hackney Unitarian Academy 1812-18

Hackney Well St.1804- (to Hampstead 1886) New College 1923-

Homerton 1730- New College 1851

Hoxton Square 1699-1729

Hoxton 1701-85

Hoxton Independent 1778 (1781 Mile End) (1791 Hoxton) - Highbury 1826- New College 1851-

Islington 1672-80?

Islington (2) 1672-1707?  (to Battersea 1683)

London (Hoxton Square) ?1750-?

Newington Green (Gale & Rowe)1666-1706 (to Clapham before 1688)

Newington Green (Morton) 1675?-1706?

Stepney College 1810 - (Regents Park 1856) (Oxford 1927)

Wapping 1675-1708

Ebenezer Bible Institute (Clapton) 1977-
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�  Although he was not free of persecution there being prevented from becoming president of Harvard by establishment worries (America was then still a colony)


�  General Baptists were Arminian in theology rather than Calvinist i.e. they rejected any form of predestination believing the Christian gospel was open to all who would believe.


�  Many Dissenting ministers received degrees from the Scottish  universities
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