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Nonconformity in Sunderland after 1660
Sunderland’s religious diversity, after the Restoration of the monarchy in 1660,  is illustrated by the presence of Baptists, Catholics, Quakers and others in the town. In 1663 the wife of ‘Palmer the Anabaptist of Sunderland’ was buried at Bishopwearmouth. Zealous Presbyterians were placed under observation ‘in Newcastle, Sunderland, Shields and Muggleswick’. Residents not attending a parish church were reported to church courts. Some of those staying away were Catholic, others ‘schismatics and offenders against all order’ who ‘frequent[ed] private conventicles’. In 1677 four shopkeepers were penalized for opening on holy days, and seven men and one woman were reported as Quakers. Catholics were rounded up and escorted to Durham by churchwardens in 1679. The Catholic community relied on itinerant priests, keeping a low profile to avoid provoking the authorities.

There were Quakers in Sunderland from 1653 and a recognisable meeting by 1656. The Society of Friends first met at the house of George Humble, a prosperous skinner and glover, who died in prison in 1657 after being persecuted by his neighbour George Lilburne. Friends then met in other houses, supported by wealthy merchants, one of whom, William Maude, was arrested and gaoled in 1661. Quakers preferred to be interred in private grounds rather than the churchyard. Their own burial ground, first used in 1657, was on land owned by Maude at the boundary of Sunderland and Bishopwearmouth. With greater toleration of dissenters under James II, a meeting-house was built in 1687 to the south of this cemetery, fronting on to the high street.
 

The Quakers were persecuted, imprisoned in miserable conditions or fined, for boycotting the Church of England and refusing to pay tithes. Despite the 1689 Act of Toleration, animosity towards Quakers and Catholics in Sunderland was strong. This led to a riot in 1688, when local shipmasters and mariners twice broke into the Sunderland meeting-house. They ‘pulled up and burnt the floors, doors, windows, seats and roof of the house, totally demolishing it before eight a clock in the morning’. Glass windows in Quaker houses nearby were also broken by the rabble. 

William Maude went before Durham assizes to seek £49 compensation for the demolished meeting-house, but was slighted when the jury awarded damages of only £1.
 

Yet 1688 was exceptional, the year of William of Orange’s Glorious Revolution when there was vehemently anti-Catholic feeling amongst the general population. Locally, Quakers were wrongly identified with Catholicism, which is why their meeting-house was attacked.  They worshipped in relative peace before and after the riot, unlike Ambrose Crowley’s Catholic workers, driven away in 1690. By 1700 there were 30 Quaker families in Sunderland. Their rejection of the rites of the Church of England continued to create some friction, as the Bishopwearmouth parish clerk pointedly registered seven ‘Quaker children not baptized’ in Sunderland and the Panns in 1707. Although Quakers usually married elsewhere, there is one marriage recorded at the parish church, of ‘John Waterword and Deborah Nicolson, Quakers of Sunderland’, in 1702.

In 1703 the burial was noted at Bishopwearmouth of ‘the wife of Mr Wilson Presbyterian minister in Sunderland’. A Presbyterian congregation was active in Sunderland before the Corn Market chapel was built on the high street in 1711, its minister George Wilson. Worshippers included the prominent local families of Grey of Southwick and Storey of Bishopwearmouth, as well as mariners, coal fitters, keelmen, anchorsmiths and rope-makers.
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