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Little does one expect to find the Father of Savings Banks such an exceptional character – a man sought by the foremost literary and scientific men of his time as one of themselves – the humble manse a centre of all that elevates and beautifies human life.


The appearance of this village minister in London called there to instruct the Prime Minister and leaders of parties in Parliament upon the national value, moral and economical, of thrift and the merits of his plan, which provided for the first time the necessary feeling of security for savings, deserves a place in history as among the remarkable achievements of men.


Andrew Carnegie (1910) in a letter to Lady Sophy Hall, the great granddaughter of Henry Duncan


The book is fitted to stagger our confidence in the old saw about the evil of having too many irons in the fire; for here we have one who had as many irons in as he could get hold of, and was always the better fitted for work the more he undertook.


Review of George Duncan’s biography of his father Henry, United Presbyterian Church Magazine, 1848


[Y]ou can never treat the emergence of a leader as an entirely isolated event. It is easy to see him as a solitary rebel protesting against the current trend. He is as often responding to fears and hopes and urges felt by many others. He acts on his own but soon he finds that there are others, often in surprising places, who are thinking the same thoughts and even doing the same kind of things. The success of any kind of experiment often depends a great deal upon this striking of the hour.


T. Ralph Morton, The Iona Community: Personal Impressions of the Early Years, Edinburgh, 1977





Foreword



If you look back to the early nineteenth century, banks were elitist – they were there to make the rich, richer. It was impossible for normal, hardworking people to raise enough money to even open an account. In those days, it took the average annual earnings of a farm labourer just to be eligible for a bank account.


The poor were getting poorer. The rich were getting richer. A banking revolution was needed and one pioneer led the way.


That pioneer was the Reverend Henry Duncan. Henry created the first savings bank where people could deposit as little as a sixpence. So, hardworking local people at last were able to save and watch their money grow.


This revolution created a virtuous circle, which fuelled the local economy and improved the lives of people in the community, and in turn deposits grew to £3 million within just 10 years.


At its peak there were 645 different savings banks in 92 countries across the globe. Henry’s one small bank in Ruthwell triggered an international movement that revolutionised banking for ordinary people.


Fast forward to 2007, and the banking crisis that rocked the western world. Banks had lost their connection with the communities they were created to serve. The results were catastrophic.


Trust was gone and there was significant rebuilding to do.


A few years later and a golden opportunity presented itself: create a new bank to increase competition and it was obvious where the inspiration would come from – Reverend Henry Duncan.


When TSB was re-launched in 2013 we started with a list of just over 600 branches and nearly five million customers. We took inspiration from Henry Duncan to recreate the virtuous circle between the Bank and the local communities we serve. We wanted to keep Henry’s values alive and make sure we lived by them in everything we do – from how we communicate, to the products we offer and the way we provide local banking for Britain. And as we set out on our mission to bring more competition to UK banking and make banking better for all consumers, we challenged the banking industry to change.


As a result, we developed our Local Banking model which, simply put, means we provide great banking to more people, help more people to borrow well, and provide the kind of banking people want and deserve. And our approach is working for customers, our Partners, and for TSB. But without Henry Duncan, it wouldn’t have been possible.


He was an ordinary person, who did something extraordinary for the benefits of others, and I’m proud to say his vision is still alive today within TSB.


Dr Paul Pester, CEO, TSB Bank
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Chapter 1



Introduction
_________


Rev. Henry Duncan transformed people’s lives. And, in the process, he lived a life as varied, and as interesting, as it was possible to make it. He did not shirk his problems. Nor did he revel in his successes. He simply tried to make people’s lives better than they would otherwise be. He was a true Enlightenment man.


He is best remembered as the founder of the savings bank movement, and while he may not have invented the idea he certainly gave momentum and energy to its great expansion and success, after he founded his banking ‘experiment’ in Ruthwell village, Dumfriesshire, in 1810.


The kernel of his idea was simple. It was that working people should be encouraged to save so that, if hard times came, they would have resources to fall back on and would not have to seek hand-outs from the parish poor relief system. He wanted people to be independent and his experience in running a local friendly society persuaded him that his ideas were sound. He believed that people could save some of their money provided that they had somewhere safe to keep it and that it would earn interest.


The bank was a great success. His friends and his brother soon followed his example and set up savings banks in their own parishes. Duncan spent an enormous amount of time writing about them in the newspaper that he founded and edited. He wrote a huge volume of letters to people in all parts of the country telling them about his bank. People came to see for themselves what he had established. And before the decade was out there were hundreds of savings banks all over the British Isles and his idea was spreading to the United States and to other parts of the world. It had become a matter of pride for towns and villages to have their own savings bank. A new ‘culture’ of saving had been created.


Henry Duncan was indeed ‘a man of many parts’. His pen was never still and, in addition to the newspaper and the letters about the bank, he found time to write an anti-slavery book, poetry, short stories, a novel and a four-volume religious work in which he sought to reconcile Enlightenment ideas about creation with his religious faith.


He was also a devoted family man who surrounded himself with a wide circle of friends including many of the most influential men of the day: Thomas Carlyle, Thomas Chalmers, Henry Brougham, Andrew Thomson, David Brewster, William Buckland and Dugald Stewart.


Nor was Duncan the kind of man who sat behind a desk for most of his life. He formed and led a company of volunteers to resist a threatened invasion by Napoleon. He took an active interest in geology, he was a gardener and a landscaper, he farmed his fifty-acre glebe, he painted and built models. He established a Mechanics’ Institute. In his later years he also practised dentistry – on himself. And he did all this in addition to his duties as a parish minister in the Church of Scotland.


This is the story of his life.


The world into which Henry Duncan was born in 1774 was undergoing great change. No part of the United Kingdom was exempt and Scotland, in particular, experienced a transformation. T. M. Devine maintained that ‘The whole of Scottish society was being re-cast between the mid-eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.’1


During the seventeenth century, Scotland had endured religious strife, repression and bloodshed. The matters in dispute – religious freedom and the monarchy – were not finally settled until the Battle of Culloden in 1746. By that time Scotland had merged its parliament with England’s and, with certain important exceptions like education, religion and legal matters, Scotland was governed from London.


Political and military peace had arrived, at least within the British Isles. Culloden was the last pitched battle on the British mainland, although disturbances of another kind were coming. The union of the parliaments in 1707 had brought about commercial opportunities for Scottish merchants, of which they took full advantage. The Union gave Scots access to English and imperial markets and they soon came to dominate the tobacco trade across the Atlantic.


Trade brought profits which had to be re-invested in new business opportunities. The application of new technologies to the manufacturing of textiles was under way and the Scots were not slow to see the possibilities. Traditional industries such as wool and linen were transformed and new imported fibres, mainly cotton and later jute, came to prominence.


Nor did they come alone. Industrialisation brought urbanisation as people moved from the country into new factory towns, which, in turn, created increased demand for foodstuffs. Farming changed dramatically as the market economy came to dictate what was grown and what price it could command. These changes also altered the nature of relationships on the land. Modern historians Aitchison and Cassell addressed this issue when they wrote




What seems clear is that certainly by the latter part of the eighteenth century the relationship between the Lowland tenant and his laird was an economic one: there was an expectation that a lease, even at the end of nineteen years, might not be extended or renewed. In other words there was no belief that the land they farmed was theirs by right or that the landowner held it in trust for the people.2





Bigger markets required better transport that, in its initial stages, meant canals and improved roads before railways began to be built in the 1820s.


The years between 1760 and 1830 are often referred to as the industrial revolution but it was much more than that – every aspect of life was affected.


This, then, was the world into which Henry Duncan was born and with which he would have to deal as he grew to maturity and assumed the role of a parish minister in the Church of Scotland.


If the worlds of business and farming were in ferment, so too were the worlds of religion and intellect. What became known as the Enlightenment was well under way in the second half of the eighteenth century and Scottish philosophers played a disproportionately large part in this movement. David Hume, Adam Smith, Thomas Reid, Adam Ferguson and Dugald Stewart were just some of the great names at the universities of Glasgow and Edinburgh. Henry Duncan read their books and was taught by some of them.


The Enlightenment and religion were not easy bedfellows, and as Henry Duncan’s Christian faith developed he struggled with the challenges posed by scepticism and by the Enlightenment trend for putting man, rather than God, at the centre of things. American historian James Macgregor Burns put it succinctly when he wrote, ‘Breaking from a universe in which God was the answer to any question, Enlightenment philosophers moved attention to human beings as the measure of all things.’3 But, as a minister, Duncan also struggled with the difficulties faced by his parishioners in dealing with industrial, urban and agricultural changes.


He rose to these challenges and much of what he wrote sought to reconcile his faith with the transformations that were taking place in society. But his greatest contribution – one that impacts on millions of people to this day – was in creating and giving momentum to the savings bank movement. This was his way of helping those most affected by these disruptions to deal with what was happening to them in their daily lives. He provided a strategy for poor people to help them cope with a world that many would find hard to comprehend. This was a world that would go on changing, although no one at that time could anticipate the extent to which family and familiar routines would be disrupted and traditional ways of living and working would disappear.


Ultimately these changes impacted on the church, as people sought to have greater control over their own affairs and rejected the patriarchal manner in which matters, such as the appointment of ministers, had traditionally been arranged. Aitchison and Cassell reckoned that by 1820 ‘one in three Lowland Scots had left the national church altogether’.4


In the latter years of his life Duncan continued to engage in a wide range of activities – not least in the savings bank movement. But he also became embroiled in the religious controversy which split the Church of Scotland in 1843. He came out in the Disruption, joined the new Free Church of Scotland, lost his parish and his manse and lived the last few years of his life in very modest circumstances. Yet he remained active and erected a new church and manse where he set about building up a new congregation. It was an emotional time for him and he was not always in control of his emotions. Yet he lived out his days as he had always lived his life – active, vigorous and seeking to serve others.





Chapter 2



Birth and Boyhood
_________


When Henry Duncan was fifteen – and already a year into his undergraduate career – he was gifted a nightingale. Although he did his best to care for the young bird, it soon died, whereupon he built for it a mausoleum with bricks and mortar.


In front of this construction Henry chiselled the face of a grieving man, with small holes bored through the eyes, directing the path of an adjacent stream so that it appeared to cry. The stream was further directed through the necks of bottles to produce a sound similar to a mourning wail. And, to cap it all, Henry chiselled two Latin verses, which he later translated:




Stay traveller: if a tale of real woe


To gentle pity e’er subdued thy breast,


O stay! And whilst my tears do ever flow,


Let not thy rising sorrow be supprest.


For, ere mature her youthful blossom glow’d,


Stern death did lovely Philomel destroy:


No more her pleasing plaints, which sweetly flow’d,


Shall melt to love, or animate to joy.





The construction and its associated verses became something of a local curiosity and, although certainly unusual, it encapsulated Henry in his youth: both emotional and practical, and even as a teenager a whirlwind of activity, determined to fill his life with activity. The young Henry Duncan was a muse and a mason.


He was born on 8 October 1774 and originally called Hary, only adopting the name Henry when he was on the cusp of manhood. He emerged into the world in Lochrutton Manse, Kirkcudbrightshire, a parish in the south-west of Scotland where his father was the local minister. It was a rural parish four miles south-west of the town of Dumfries and close to the border with England. The military road to Portpatrick, the port that gave access to Ireland, ran through the village. The whole parish measured thirteen square miles, mostly of mixed farming land, and due to its relatively high elevation enjoyed largely cool weather.


The Duncan family had been in the area for a long time. Henry’s father, George, had been minister there since 1766 and had succeeded his own father, also George, following the elder man’s death by drowning in a loch.


The Duncans were a close-knit family with extensive kinship links. And, in the practice of the time, the manse door was always open to receive visitors – among whom was Robert Burns, Scotland’s national bard.


When Henry’s father, George, became the minister he sought a wife and found her in Ann McMurdo, the daughter of a Dumfries merchant and grand-daughter of a local minister.


Henry had two older brothers and was soon joined by a younger brother, Thomas Tudor Duncan, who became his best friend, then by another brother and two sisters, the younger of whom died in infancy. There was a particularly close bond formed between Henry’s father and James Currie, minister at nearby Middlebie and, as we shall see, the two families became linked in a myriad of ways.


While life in the manse would include an expectation of high standards of behaviour from the Duncan children it would also involve a large degree of freedom, and we know that Henry took particular joy in wandering the fields, hills and woods around the nearby loch, often in the company of his brother Thomas.


It was the custom in many of Scotland’s manses for the children to receive their early education from a tutor who operated under the strict supervision of the father, and this describes the early education of the Duncan children. Often the tutor would be a candidate for the ministry who had not yet been ordained.


As their education advanced Henry and Thomas were sent to school in Dumfries, where they lodged with a kindly but ‘somewhat eccentric aunt’.1 Henry was very fond of poetry and was especially keen on verse or prose which recounted the stories of heroes of yesteryear, be they kings, conquerors or Covenanters. Mr Wait, the classics teacher, was a ‘profound scholar and severe disciplinarian’,2 but the brothers were good and attentive students who came out at, or near, the top of their class. Henry was not much interested in the rougher playground pursuits enjoyed by many boys; in addition to his poetry writing he was also keen on making models and mechanical devices. His abilities therefore were literary and practical, perhaps somewhat unusual in a young boy, but they were to shape his life in the years to come.


In later life his brother, Thomas, described Henry as a thoughtful and intelligent boy with good manners and a kindly disposition. He had a good complexion, curly hair and a self-assured and confident bearing. It was a combination that made him a favourite among his extensive network of family and friends.


It was the tradition of these times for boys to be sent to university at a young age and in 1788, at just fourteen, he was sent to the University of St Andrews, while Thomas went to the University of Edinburgh. While at university Henry lived with his relative Mrs Spens, widow of Dr Hary Spens, who had been Professor of Divinity.


The curriculum during Henry’s second year at St Andrews, this time in the company of Thomas, included further language studies and an additional class in logic. A letter to his mother, dated 2 February 1790, reveals much about the character and emotions of the young Henry shortly after he had constructed a shrine to his pet nightingale.


Apparently, some disobedience had taken place that involved his brother Thomas, and the letter is both an apology and an explanation: ‘Indeed I was to blame for not obeying you, but there was some excuse for it, I think,’ wrote Henry.




Forgive my presumption, dear mother, if I try to vindicate myself, which I could not do when I was at home, because my heart was full, and the tear stood in my eye whenever I attempted to speak about it, and even when I thought about it – not from any consciousness of guilt, but from vexation that you should think me disobedient.3





There would be many occasions in his life when the tear stood in his eye.





Chapter 3



Banking in Liverpool
_________


When Henry Duncan left St Andrews University he was still a teenager, and thus had to decide upon a career at – by today’s standards – an astonishingly young age. At this stage, there was no suggestion he might follow his father and his mother’s antecedents into the ministry, indeed Henry’s father appears to have resisted the temptation to direct his son’s path.


Help, however, was at hand. Dr James Currie of Liverpool, son of Rev. George Duncan’s old friend, Rev. James Currie of Middlebie, suggested that an opening for Henry could be found in Heywood’s Bank in Liverpool and, after due discussion, the young man agreed that this would be an appropriate career upon which to embark.


The few years that Henry spent in Liverpool, and the influence that Currie brought to bear in his life, were hugely formative and might be said to have provided directions for much of what engaged and concerned Henry in the years to come. There were three dimensions to his time in Liverpool – his personal development, his religion and his work in the bank.


Currie was a step-cousin to Henry Duncan through his mother’s side of the family, and was beholden to the Duncans. As a young man, his aspirations to be a doctor were temporarily thwarted for lack of funds and he went to the American colonies to serve a commercial apprenticeship with a firm of Glasgow tobacco lords. It was a useful training but his presence there, and later in the West Indies, involved his tacit approval of the slave trade although, in his heart and mind, he was opposed to it. His father died in 1773 when he was still in America and, as the eldest male in the family, he became responsible for the welfare and upkeep of his sisters. The Duncan family at Lochrutton took them in and brought them up as their own children.


Henry’s older brothers, George and William, were already working in mercantile houses in Liverpool and were there to welcome him when he arrived by merchant ship in the River Mersey from the River Nith in Dumfries. Furthermore, the three brothers formed part of a substantial community of Scots already in business there. Duncan would not be lonely and his gregarious nature soon led him into friendships with local people as well as with the Scottish diaspora. The occasion of his leaving Scotland was the spur to the writing of more poetry, about friends left behind and his arrival in a new place. It was written in the style of Ossian:




But where are the other friends of my love?


A cloud of grief has darkened my soul.


Why did I leave the house of my fathers,


And the careful eye of my friends?


The house of my fathers I have left.


But the careful eye of friendship is still upon me


The parents of my infancy are not here:


But ye, O Cuthullin and Clatho1


Ye are the generous parents of my youth.





Surprisingly, Henry did not reside with his brothers during his time in Liverpool but with Currie, and it was there that he entered fully into city life. Currie was already well established in Liverpool’s medical world (he was in charge of its infirmary), and also had a wide circle of friends there and in Manchester and Birmingham, among whom was the scientist Joseph Priestley.


Despite his own poor health (he suffered from consumption and melancholia), Currie led a very active life and there were regular meetings of like-minded men in all three cities at which papers were presented on matters of topical interest. These were often very convivial evenings and this was the milieu into which Henry Duncan was introduced.


On one occasion in December 1791 Robert Riddell read a paper on the ‘Ancient Carved Stone Monuments of Scotland’, and on another occasion Currie and his friends ‘advanced the idea of a bank to protect the savings of labourers’.2 Both topics, especially the latter, would consume Henry Duncan’s attention for many years and both would become the contributions to society for which he is best remembered.


The range of interests discussed at these events was considerable. Currie’s biographer, R. D.Thornton, explained how they managed it. ‘Only by careful and unremitting use of leisure could they find time for their ordering, reading, discussing and writing books, and for the astonishing variety of other activities to which their studies led.’3 Currie and his friends, who were of a liberal disposition, also served on many public bodies. They supported schemes for poor relief and for the establishment of a lunatic asylum, while Currie was the first biographer of Robert Burns. Again, these were subjects that would engage Henry Duncan in later life.


Other subjects under discussion were abolition of the slave trade, freedom of worship, municipal reform, relief for Ireland, monopoly breaking and peace with France. It was a vibrant, interesting and challenging milieu into which the youthful Henry Duncan had entered.


It was not long before Henry, who was still a teenager, had established his own ‘salon’ and begun to copy his older cousin’s activities. Years later his son, George, had access to the records of this association and maintained that Duncan was ‘the chief mover in their proceedings, and the presiding genius at their meetings’.4


One outcome of this was the production in 1791 of a pamphlet on the subject of the day ‘Socinianism’. Religious matters were high on the agenda of public debate and a major topic at that time, in Britain and America, was the doctrine of the Trinity: God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. The adherents of Socinianism, or to give it its more recognisable title, ‘Unitarianism’, believed there was no scriptural justification for the Trinity. Currie left the Presbyterian chapel where he had been worshipping in Kay Street and moved with its minister, Rev. John Yates, to the new Unitarian chapel in Paradise St.5


Regrettably, no copy of Duncan’s pamphlet on the subject (which was published anonymously) has survived. His son, George, maintained that it was entirely orthodox and that many of its arguments were based upon Henry’s correspondence with his father in Lochrutton.


The pamphlet produced responses, both in print and in public debate, and Duncan sometimes found himself in situations where the subject was under discussion and where his writings were being considered. It must have been a heady experience for the young man who surely came to realise just how influential the written word could be.


There is no doubt, notwithstanding what he had written, that his beliefs were shaken and he veered in the direction that Currie had taken. It was not until some time later, when he had time to study the matter more fully, that he was restored to his Presbyterian Christianity. Indeed, he came to the view that if the doctrine of the Trinity was untrue then it followed that Scripture could no longer be relied upon as the Word of God. Thereafter, his preaching and writing were entirely orthodox although, as we shall see, not without controversy in some respects.


The third element of Duncan’s Liverpool experience was the reason that he had gone there in the first place, to embark on a banking career. In some senses, this turned out to be a useful part of his life, but was probably less important than his personal development or religious activities.


Henry’s work in Heywood’s Bank was mostly routine, requiring him to be punctual and diligent in his bookwork and polite with customers. Heywood’s was one of the premier private banks, with connections in all of the city’s major activities, including the slave trade. Indeed, it was in Liverpool that Duncan was first exposed to the trade in human beings, a trade to which Currie, in light of his experience in America, was implacably opposed. So hostile was he that he had even corresponded with William Wilberforce, the great reformer, on the subject. Inevitably it was the subject of much discussion and the public campaign to abolish the trade really got under way in 1788, two years before Duncan arrived in the city. It was almost inevitable, therefore, that he too would develop an aversion to slavery, but many years were to pass before he became an active campaigner.


In later years Duncan liked to tell stories about his days as a bank clerk and was especially fond of recounting how, one day, he was sent with a bag of coins (several hundred pounds in gold) to Warrington, a town about twenty miles outside Liverpool. He hired a horse, wrapped the money in paper and placed it in saddlebags which were then slung over the horse. When he set out the weather was fair and he was looking forward to a pleasant journey, but it soon began to rain and became very stormy. The water penetrated the saddlebags and destroyed the paper, whereupon the coins began to spill from the bags and fall into the mud. He dismounted, tied his horse to a tree, and began to look for the money. An old woman approached him and began to search with him, but Duncan, suspecting her motives, told her that her services were not required. When he had searched some more, he went to a nearby house to count the recovered money. Discovering that he was still missing some coins, he returned to the spot to discover a group of people engaged in a search. They remonstrated with him and took umbrage at how he had treated the old woman. He retreated to the house to consider what to do, whereupon six coins were brought to him which the finders handed over in return for modest rewards which Duncan was only too happy to pay. In the end he had lost five guineas, which was the only loss that he ever suffered on these journeys. Errors in the bank, however, were not unknown and on one occasion, when Duncan was employed there, the sum of £30 had to be written off to ‘rectifications’.


Events such as this might have provided a little excitement in Henry’s life, but otherwise his banking career was full of tedium:




In the old days of the Bank it was the custom for those in its service to spend their entire banking life doing one particular job, there being little or no opportunity to have experience in other work. The nature of the work performed did not affect the remuneration, which increased as the years went by, even though a clerk performed the same duties as on the day of first entry to the service.6





So Duncan would arrive at work each morning knowing exactly what he would have to do during the day. It was not the kind of work that would stimulate his active imagination. It was also a strict regime, and the ‘handwriting in the old ledgers shows that copperplate was the rule rather than the exception’.7


It was not the career for a young man with such a mind as Henry Duncan’s. Nevertheless, it did bring the disciplines of working in an office and the opportunity to learn a great deal about business and people and how they handled their finances. Successful bankers had to be good judges of character. These were lessons that would be useful in later life.


Currie, who had been keeping a close watch on Duncan, wrote to Lochrutton to say that he was ‘pained’ to detect a certain carelessness in business matters and that Henry displayed a ‘want of ambition’. This provoked a letter from George Duncan to his son to which Henry replied on 4 September 1793. Of his banking career, he told his father he had




no actual dislike to it, but I do not feel interested enough in the business to derive any pleasure from it, and to discharge my duties as I ought to do [. . .] Besides, the continual cares and anxieties which a mercantile life is exposed to, would be to me by no means compensated by whatever fortune I might in a length of years amass [. . .] I feel that I could return to my studies with tenfold ardour; indeed I feel within myself a great desire for knowledge.8





Henry went on to suggest that he should study for the ministry, and even included a sample sermon he had written for his father’s approval. But there is nothing to suggest he had received a ‘call’ to the ministry; rather it seems he felt a minister’s life would afford him the time to pursue a literary career.9 Thomas Chalmers, who was to become Duncan’s friend and a leader in the church, said of his own early life as a minister that, ‘after the satisfactory discharge of his parish duties, a minister may enjoy five days in the week of uninterrupted leisure, for the prosecution of any science in which his taste may dispose him to engage’.10 As their careers developed, however, neither Chalmers nor Duncan found time to enjoy very much ‘uninterrupted leisure’.


Despite what Duncan had said about his banking career, there is an altogether more prosaic reason why it was not a success. Good penmanship was the hallmark of a good bank clerk, and Henry’s handwriting simply was not good enough.





Chapter 4



University Education
_________


Henry Duncan got his wish. The next five years of his life were spent at university; he studied for a year at Edinburgh University, two years at Glasgow University and then another two years back in Edinburgh. Duncan’s time in these cities was well spent and his thinking came to reflect the main elements of the Enlightenment, including




rational approaches to the natural world, the regulation and disciplining of the passions, the promotion of toleration, and the practical emphases on social improvement.1





Many of these ideas stood in stark contrast to the mind-sets with which the young Duncan was raised and would have required considerable mental adjustment on his part.


Despite having been brought up in the country, Henry’s years in Liverpool ensured that city living was not unfamiliar to him and he soon settled into the life of a student. Both universities had considerable histories, Glasgow having been founded in 1451 and Edinburgh in 1583. Both had come through the vicissitudes of the Reformation in the sixteenth century, Covenanting times in the seventeenth century and Jacobite risings in the eighteenth century. Moreover, Scottish scholars had a long tradition of productive contacts with European colleagues, particularly in France and the Netherlands.


It is perhaps no surprise, therefore, that many of the great thinkers of the Enlightenment were Scottish and that their work was expressed in those universities.


Central to the mind-set that the Enlightenment encouraged were curiosity and scepticism. Duncan had already been exposed to this way of thinking in the various clubs and societies to which Currie had introduced him in Liverpool and Manchester. It encouraged people to take an interest in a wide range of subjects and issues; the driving dynamic was improvement.


Just as importantly, it was possible for people to write and speak about those interests without fear of physical retribution. Almost a century had passed since a minister had been executed for heresy; toleration, even in the church, permeated society, except for Roman Catholics, who still suffered some legal restrictions and disadvantages. In every other respect, tolerance was seen as a social virtue. That does not mean to say, however, that Scotland was free of bigotry.


Nor was it sufficient merely to debate and write about the issues of the day. The kind of civic humanism that Duncan imbibed at university required participation and he, as we shall see, was not slow to take an active part. His was not to be a life filled just with observation; he would become an active participant and, in many cases, a leader.


Freedom of thought and freedom of association ensured that people could meet, exchange ideas, challenge their friends and colleagues and even challenge the authorities. By the time that Duncan attended university, however, the wars with revolutionary France had brought forth legislation that placed limits on freedom of association – at least for working-class people. The middle classes were little troubled by the legislation of the 1790s that had been introduced to ensure national security and to inhibit the spread of revolutionary ideas from writers such as Thomas Paine.


The leaders of the Scottish Enlightenment, the leading lights of which were David Hume and Adam Smith, saw themselves as internationalists and they were just as likely to engage in discourse with contacts overseas as they were with their fellow Britons. ‘Citizenship depended not on place of birth, but solely on the writings with which a person put his thoughts before the public for discussion, dispute and improvement.’2


Clearly traditional boundaries were being broken down and new thought patterns were emerging, including the need to read and think about ideas that were being developed outside the British Isles.


This was the kind of environment into which Henry Duncan entered in 1793. War had just been declared with France but apart from student debates on war, peace and revolution the hostilities did nothing to diminish the intellectual ferment at the universities of Glasgow and Edinburgh.


The lecturer who made the greatest impact on Henry Duncan was John Millar, Regius Professor of Civil Law at the University of Glasgow. Millar, who was close to many of the leading figures of the Enlightenment, including Smith, Hume and Kames, taught his students that all human relationships were based on economics. It followed from this that if society was to be improved then alterations had to be made to the way in which the economic system operated. Henry Duncan’s son later claimed that this thought process, more than any other that he learned at university, greatly influenced his father’s life. To this idea ‘he used to trace the earliest development in his mind of some of those principles of action, by which, in after life, he was habitually governed’.3


But if changes were needed then they had to be made with great care:




It was a commonplace of Scottish Enlightenment thought, expressed for instance by Adam Ferguson, that society was so complex a mechanism that any attempt to change it was liable to have unforeseen and possibly disastrous consequences. Change should therefore be undertaken only when clearly necessary and after very careful consideration.4





There was therefore a cautionary note to the ferment of ideas that were circulating in these times. And it was one to which Duncan paid particular attention.


At Edinburgh, Duncan was greatly influenced by Professor Dugald Stewart, and for years after he left the city he kept up a friendly correspondence with him and his wife. Stewart had been a student of Thomas Reid during the time that he spent in Glasgow and then of Adam Ferguson in Edinburgh. He had succeeded his father in the mathematics chair in 1775 and then followed Ferguson in the chair of moral philosophy a decade later. By the time that Henry Duncan became his student, Stewart had an international reputation and was attracting students from Europe and America.


Stewart belonged to the ‘Scottish Common Sense School’ of philosophy that became popular in the United States. Perhaps not the most original of thinkers, Stewart nevertheless had much to draw upon from the writings of his contemporaries and friends in the Enlightenment. He also made extensive use of the French philosophers in his work and was sympathetic to the French Revolution, a sympathy that drew suspicion from the authorities. He was a very popular lecturer and his book Outlines of Moral Philosophy went through several editions, compulsory reading for generations of students.


The Scottish Common Sense School of thought was essentially a rebuttal of Hume’s scepticism. The originator of this school was none other than Dugald Stewart’s teacher, Thomas Reid. He was determined to challenge Hume’s theories on the grounds that ‘[i]t destroys the science of a philosopher, it undermines the faith of a Christian, and it renders nugatory the prudence of a man of common understanding’.5 This then was the underpinning of the teaching that Henry Duncan received while at university. It encouraged him in scientific enquiry, nurtured his growing Christian faith and supported him in addressing serious problems in society.


Just as important as the education he received in Glasgow and Edinburgh were the friendships Henry made during his time as a student. Duncan was obviously a very sociable man with a gift both for making and retaining friendships. Many of the people he met and befriended as a young man remained his friends for life and many also played important roles within his numerous interests and projects.


The friendship that Duncan formed with Professor and Mrs Stewart has already been mentioned. And of all his other close personal relationships, those with Henry Brougham and Robert Lundie were the most significant and the longest lasting. Brougham was a man of prodigious talent who rose to become Lord Chancellor in 1830 and, like Duncan, his mind ranged widely. The two men were often to be found working together on projects as diverse as the anti-slavery campaign and a proposed university for Dumfries. Lundie, meanwhile, was heading for the ministry of the Church of Scotland and, following his good friend’s example, set up one of the first savings banks in Kelso, where he had become the local minister.


Among Henry’s many other friends and contemporaries were John Leyden, the oriental scholar, the poet William Gillespie, Francis Horner and Lord Henry Petty (who later became Home Secretary as Lord Lansdowne). When Leyden died in Batavia (modern-day Jakarta) at the age of thirty-five, Duncan and Lundie were responsible for persuading the trustees of India House to provide a sum of money to the Leyden family as the price for Leyden’s research papers.6


The only student society that we are certain Duncan joined was the somewhat select Speculative Society, although he did not become a member until the final year of his studies. Membership was by invitation only, so a student had to build a reputation before one would be forthcoming. After serving three years as an ‘ordinary’ member, however, those in the ‘Spec’ could progress to ‘extraordinary’ privileges, in other words membership for life.


Henry joined at the same time as his friend Brougham, who went on to become its president.7 Currie had also been a member, as had Walter Scott. The Society would have been a place in which Duncan was perfectly comfortable; he knew the people, his experiences in Currie’s salons in Liverpool were similar in nature, and the issues under discussion had not changed greatly. Religious matters, slavery and the French Revolution were often the subjects of debate and essays.


Duncan clearly enjoyed his time as a student in Edinburgh and Glasgow. He read widely, took an interest in university affairs, made friends and still found time to write, mostly for his own amusement, a range of ‘poetical epistles, satires and epigrams’.8 Nothing was revealed by either of the family members who wrote biographies, about his studies for the ministry. Nothing was revealed about his theological studies but he undoubtedly imbibed many of the ideas that were part of discourse at the time, including civic humanism, which included




the veneration of disinterested virtue, the ideal of the armed citizen, the duty of participation in public life, a stoic emphasis on moderating the passions, the rejection of luxuries, the belief in gradual improvement, and the elevation of individual independence and a love of freedom.9





And Henry must also have read enough theology and history to satisfy the church. In the summer of 1798 he returned to Lochrutton and prepared to become a minister.





Chapter 5



Early Years in Ministry
_________


The Church of Scotland – or the ‘Kirk’ – was in Henry Duncan’s blood. George Duncan, his father, was minister at Lochrutton and although his son felt no immediate inclination to follow in his footsteps, Henry’s own religious career would provide the basis for a remarkably varied life.


Duncan was licensed in 1798 and soon ‘taken on trial’ by the Church of Scotland’s Dumfries Presbytery and, after passing a series of rigorous tests, was admitted as a probationer minister of the ‘Kirk’ in 1798. This, in effect, gave him a licence to preach and it opened up the possibility that he might be called to be a parish minister, although this was unlikely to happen for some time.


It was often the case that newly-licensed ministers would have to wait, sometimes for years, before they could find a patron who would present them to a parish where they could be ordained and inducted. Meanwhile, they could accept invitations to preach where a pulpit was vacant either as a result of the illness or death of the minister or because the settled minister was away on some other business.


Many took on the role of private tutor to a gentleman’s family in order to provide an income, and Duncan was no exception, becoming tutor to Colonel Erskine of Mar’s two sons, residing in his home at Dalhonzie, near Crieff in central Scotland.


It was evident from Henry’s activities, meanwhile, that he had not left behind the high spiritedness of his student days. At that time, it was feared the French would soon invade Great Britain and Duncan busied himself in raising the local people to prepare themselves for self-defence, a role he would fill more than once. It is said he even donned Highland dress and lost no opportunity to address the local people on the dangers they faced and the need to be prepared. It is doubtful, however, if he took himself very seriously. Verse was still pouring from his pen and he described himself as ‘[t]he young Lowland Highlander – / The merry grave soldier divine’.1


Doubtless Henry took himself a little more seriously when he was summoned to the house of some old ladies in his Highland district to perform an exorcism, a task at which he apparently achieved considerable success.


Duncan, however, did not remain long in Perthshire. In the spring of 1799 the parishes of Lochmaben and Ruthwell in Dumfriesshire became vacant, and in both cases the charge was in the gift of the local patron, the Earl of Mansfield. Duncan’s family and friends probably would have brought his candidacy to the notice of the Earl’s agents, and Duncan was asked to make a choice. There was also an interest in him from a Northern Irish church, again in the gift of Lord Mansfield, but he soon dismissed the idea of crossing the Irish Sea.


Both Lochmaben and Ruthwell were in the Presbytery of Annan and therefore not very far from Henry’s home village of Lochrutton. In many ways Lochmaben was the more attractive prospect. Its population was twice the size of Ruthwell’s, the stipend was larger and the wool and linen industries had helped make it a prosperous place. It was also an attractive town in a beautiful setting, a place where a man with ambition could make progress. Nevertheless, Duncan turned it down in favour of the much less salubrious parish of Ruthwell, situated several miles south-east of the county town of Dumfries.
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