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SKINNERS’ HALL

Skinners’ Hall, which was just to the south of the present Scandic Crowne hotel at the junction of the High Street and Blackfriars Street (then Blackfriars Wynd, which ran from the High Street down to the Cowgate), is of interest to the Chapel for two reasons. 

The first English Baptist Church in Scotland since Cromwell’s day was formed there about 1796 by Frederick McFarlane.
 He had been the minister of the Anti-burgher (Presbyterian) Church in Montrose from 1788.
 After being called four times by an Edinburgh congregation and overruled by the Synod, he resigned in 1796. He came to Baptist convictions and, drawn to the capital city by the magnetism of James Haldane, he hired Skinner’s Hall and started a Baptist church. With his background as a clergyman, he naturally preferred the model of a single pastor – himself – to a plurality of lay leaders, and so he formed a church on the English model.

Christopher Anderson described this congregation in 1806 as an off-shoot from the Tabernacle and very exclusive in their fellowship – going on in ‘monastic style.’
 The congregation declined in numbers after McFarlane emigrated to America in 1807
 and dissolved during 1809.
 

McFarlane’s church is best remembered for ordaining Donald McArthur of Port Bannatyne in 1804. He was a fisherman on the West Coast of Scotland, who had come by independent study of the New Testament to accept believers’ baptism. In his spare time, Donald Macarthur preached the gospel in his area and about 1802 those who had been converted under his ministry asked him to form a Baptist church in Strachur, and to be their salaried pastor. He made his way to Skinners’ Hall, to seek their approval and support. After inquiry and instruction they gave him a certificate in the following terms:

Donald Macarthur from Port Bannatyne in the Island of Bute was, on 29th August 1804, in the Skinners’ Hall, Edinburgh, in the presence and with the full consent of the Church of Christ that meets there, by their pastor, after satisfying evidence of the grace of God in him, and after proof of his gifts, knowledge of the Scriptures and prudence, set apart to preach the Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ, to teach and baptise, wherever the Lord in His holy providence may direct him –attested by Frederick Macfarlane, Pastor.    John Richardson, Deacon.    John Grant, Deacon.

Donald Macarthur’s ministry was so successful that similar churches were established in Port Bannantyne, which grew in membership to 170 by 1810, and in Dunoon and Millport and Greenock.
 However, one of the weaknesses of any English-style congregation in Scotland at this time was its dependence on a full-time pastor; the departure of the pastor, on whom church members had been over-reliant, often resulted in the church’s demise. So it was when Frederick McFarlane emigrated in 1807; so it was when Donald Macarthur was driven by persecution to emigrate to America in 1812 – the congregations which they had established faded away after their departure. This may explain Christopher Anderson’s determination to maintain such a church by remaining its pastor for forty-three years.

The second interest in Skinners’ Hall arises from Christopher Anderson’s use of it. When he saw no future for himself in Cordiners’ Hall (see the section of that name for the reasons), and as he wished to preach the gospel more effectively while he waited for Richmond Court to become available, he hired Skinners’ Hall in early September 1806 and began to preach there on Sunday evenings. (Presumably Frederick McFarlane did not require the premises for an evening service?) On 7 October he and two ladies withdrew completely from the church in Cordiners’ Hall and concentrated their efforts on Skinners’ Hall. Rapidly increasing attendances on Sunday evenings encouraged him to press ahead with his plan for the larger premises of Richmond Court. ‘I have invited the poor – the respectable part have come of course; and, all circumstances considered, there is great cause for gratitude. I hope that when I get into Richmond Court, which will be in a few weeks, that the cause will prosper.’ It did, when he began his ministry there in late November 1806, as described in the section ‘Richmond Court’.

Note: This section has not had the opportunity of referring to Brian R. Talbot, The Search for a Common Identity : The Origins of the Baptist Union of Scotland 1800-1870, (Paternoster Press, Carlisle, 2003), which contains a great deal of information about Skinners’ Hall. 
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