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This is the story of the Warren Street Chapel of Boston, built specially for poor children long ago in 1835. It was a pleasant place where children could escape from the dangers of the city streets and the drudgery of their factory jobs. Their European families had heard of the new United States across the Atlantic Ocean and had scraped enough money together to pay for passage across to Boston in one of the big sailing ships from ports along the coasts of Ireland, France, Germany, Sweden, and other countries. They had dreamed of becoming rich, but found themselves crowded into tenements, working long hours for little pay, and even forced to send their children to work to make ends meet. Their children could not attend school because they worked. 

In the "Children's Chapel" on Warren Street, children could socialize and play in a room designed for them to be a home away from home on weekends. In other rooms they could learn about nature or art or wood working, and there were even classes in music and dance. There were field trips to the seaside or to the museum, called "The Atheneum" in those days. 

Their minister or a teacher took them for rides in a horse-drawn carriage with a horse named "Charlie," but that was usually used for emergencies to transport people to the doctor's when someone was sick and could not afford to go otherwise. 

On Sunday mornings they had their own service upstairs. They sang some of the songs they had learned in music class, and their Unitarian minister told them stories that started out from the Bible but helped them understand how to live a better life in their day-to-day experiences. His name was Charles Francis Barnard and all the children loved and respected him. I wonder if they named the horse "Charlie" after him? He was the kind of person who would have taken that in fun. They say he always wore a smile. Before the Chapel services, he helped some of the children arrange flowers on the table up front. Indeed, Charles Barnard was the first in the history of the churches of New England to do that, and his idea was criticized at first but it soon spread to all the other churches. We have flowers up front for services because of him. 

On some days, important people visited the Chapel to tell the children about their jobs or to show them scientific experiments or to entertain them. One of the most famous entertainers to visit the Warren Street Chapel was Jenny Lind. She was believed to have the most beautiful singing voice in the world. She was called "the Swedish Nightingale," because she came from Sweden. What a treat the children had that day when she sang for them! 

There had never been a chapel just for children before. You might wonder how it got started. After Charles was graduated from Harvard Divinity School, his first job in the Ministry was to assist another minister named Joseph Tuckerman, helping poor people in the city of Boston. Charles had a talent for relating to children and decided to spend all of his time teaching just them. Several Unitarian churches in Boston had raised the money to hire both Joseph and Charles, but when Charles came to them with his idea of a ministry to children they tried to discourage him. They wanted him to work mostly with adults. 

Charles was stubborn. He went ahead with his idea anyway. At first, his friend Dorothea Dix let him use the front parlor in her house for a children's chapel, but the numbers of children who came increased so much that he had to move the program to a nearby church. Soon, over a hundred children were coming and they had to move elsewhere again. Charles found a vacant hall upstairs over the firehouse and began to use it for his chapel and school. But that was no good either. The noise of the fire wagons going in and out made teaching very difficult. 

Charles went to the Benevolent Fraternity of Unitarian Churches of Boston and asked them to help him raise the money to build a separate building for the children. They refused. Charles was determined and raised the $13,000 needed by himself, starting with $1,000 of his own money. Some people did not like Charles' project, but others believed in him and contributed the rest of the money. 

Once the Warren Street Chapel got built, it became very popular and hundreds of children were sent there by their parents. Even some of the wealthy families of Boston sent their children there for Sunday school because the programs were so good. Charles trained dozens of adult volunteers to help him and area Unitarian churches sent food, clothing, money, and, once a year, thousands of flowers to the Chapel. The Sunday School Society sent free books for a library and for Sunday school classes. 

But wait! Why were thousands of flowers sent on one particular day each year? Well, Charles had dreamed up the idea of having floral processions with children dressed in white carrying flowers for sale through the streets of Boston on the Fourth of July to the vacant land next to the Boston Common as a benefit for their chapel. Those floral processions grew larger and larger each year until thousands of people gathered to see the children march by, singing songs and carrying baskets of flowers. Some dressed up in costumes and portrayed characters in Bible stories or Greek myths on horse-drawn wagons draped with flowers. They all ended up in a big tent on that vacant land where the Germania Orchestra played for children to perform folk dances and sing in a choir while others sold baskets of flowers. 

By the way, Charles Barnard was criticized for teaching dancing. Proper people just did not do that in those days, especially in Sunday school. Some ridiculed him calling him "the dancing pastor;" but Charles knew of the importance of helping the children from the various ethnic sections of the city learn their own traditions and be proud of their countries of origin. 

Another thing: The city officials of Boston intended to sell that vacant land next to the Boston Common to developers for building stores and private homes. Charles convinced them to keep the land for a public garden. We have him to thank for the Boston Public Gardens where the famous Swan Boats give us rides today on a pond that was once a swamp, and beautiful trees and flower gardens are provided for our enjoyment. 

What happened to the Warren Street Chapel? It went on with successful programs long after Charles Barnard retired.. It closed in 1925 when the city had changed so much that poor children in Boston no longer needed it. 

When Charles died in 1884, many hundreds of people flocked to the two services held in his honor. Many thousands of children had been graduated from the Chapel over the years and letters of sympathy and appreciation poured in from across the Continent. 

The famous Unitarian minister James Freeman Clarke spoke of his memories of Charles Francis Barnard in these words: " I see him standing in his chapel, with flowers and busts and pictures around him, holding in his hand some curiosity of nature or art, on which he is giving a religious object lesson to the children. This was a cheerful, happy scene. There was no formality in his discourse; but he talked pleasantly, with references to what he had seen and heard during the previous week and what had happened in the city." 



This story is based on archival material kept in the Harvard University library system and the book Charles Francis Barnard: A Sketch of His Life and Work by Francis Tiffany, Boston: Houghton, Mifflin, 1895. The quotation from James Freeman Clarke was taken from pages 96 and 97 of that book. For further information, please contact Frank Robertson, UU RE History Group, 26 Carver Ave., Plymouth, MA 02360, 508-224-5282 or robertsonfe@aol.com. 
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