
REV ANDREW CHALMERS, WAKEFIELD 

PRESENTATIONS ON RETIREMENT 

It will interest many readers (writes a Wakefield correspondent) to learn that this well-known and 

much –esteemed minister has recently retired, after nearly 40 years of professional duty. Of this long 

service, Mr Chalmers has spent 28 ½ years in Wakefield; and when his resignation was announced, it 

brought much genuine sorrow to the hearts of hundreds in the Yorkshire town. The attachment 

between him and his congregation was exceedingly close and strong. He had baptised nearly three 

fourths of those who occupy the pews; and his cheerfulness of spirit and kindness of disposition have 

brought hope and courage into many a darkened life. In the pulpit he had always a message that was 

sufficient to cheer the most despondent; in the homes of his people his presence was always wished 

for or welcome. In his own beautiful home, which is a pattern of refined taste and artistic adornment, 

his hospitality gladdened everyone who had the privilege of his friendship. In public work he was in 

the highest sense a man of affairs, and all through his long residence in Wakefield he conducted most 

of the social and philanthropic movements with rare ability and absolute freedom from religious 

narrowness or bigotry. He was esteemed by men of all creeds and was popular in democratic circles, 

where of late, the clergy usually get but churlish recognition. He made Westgate Chapel a training-

ground for good citizenship, for civic honour and disinterested service; and his own example was an 

object-lesson in the upright administration of public and private business. 

MR CHALMERS AND BUCHAN 

In the Buchan district, where Mr Chalmers was born and bred, his name is a household word. 

Possessed of ample means, he has shown himself to have a generous heart and a kindly hand, but he 

has also the keen discrimination that enables him to choose the best causes for promotion and help. 

Here in the north he has done many kindnesses in a quiet way, for, as in the south, he has no desire to 

have his good deed proclaimed on the house-tops. But one illustration of his character and career 

ought not to pass unnoticed. About 15 years ago, the village of Fetterangus had been fires with the 

ambition to obtain a hall to serve as the converging-point for the activities of the neighbourhood. But 

their dreams were of wood or corrugated iron rather than stone and lime. Knowing that Mr Chalmers 

was born within earshot of the drum which in former days did duty instead of a curfew bell, they 

appealed to him for his patronage and financial assistance. As might be expected, their modest 

anticipations were not only fulfilled but far exceeded. Mainly by his liberality and by the courage and 

enterprise he infused, a handsome hall rose on an excellent site, and a Chalmers Institute was founded 

to serve as the central pivot for affiliated movements and means of wholesome enjoyment and 

recreation. A carefully selected library of more than 1600 volumes was a subsequent gift; and the last 

chapter in his benevolence has not yet been written. It is worthy of remark however, that the people in 

and around the place are wont to declare that it is not these great gifts alone that have benefited their 

neighbourhood, but the influence of a powerful personality that has infused a fresh spirit of hope and 

cheer into a somewhat discouraged community. Their patron is a thorough believer in the 

strengthening of all the best elements of village life, and no one with more fascinating eloquence and 

deftly pointed sarcasm can portray the poor exchange from the light and air and space of his native 

Buchan to the mean streets and insalubrious environments of the great industrial centres. 

It is not as a philanthropist and social reformer, however, that Mr Chalmers has won his golden 

opinions from his compatriots beside the Ythan and Ugie. Nor is it his literary gift and all round 

culture, for it must be confessed that distinction is not readily gained along these lines in our north-

eastern countries.  Nor is it his literary gift and all round culture, for it must be confessed that 

distinction is not readily gained along these lines in our north-eastern countries. And as regards one of 

his productions, it may do no harm to quote his assertion of a keen critic that his “Red Cross 

Romance” is better known in Chicago than between Ythan Wells and Newburgh, where some of its 

most charming scenes are laid. The best of all is that the author takes this in perfect good part, but 

quietly affirms that nevertheless the “Red Cross Romance” will haunt the Vale of Ythan when they 

who know not the time of their poetic visitation sleep peacefully beside their storied stream. 



If an intelligent Buchan man be asked what gift or grace the minister made from far-off Wakefield has 

made an impression in the old earldom, he will usually answer to the effect that, by some subtle 

power of assimilation, Mr Chalmers knows more about East Aberdeenshire than anybody else. The 

old vague Neolithic period when the stone circles were set up are wonderfully real to him. He can 

show how the glimmering and broadening light brings the so called bronze and iron ages into more 

distinct view. He can look all round the shadowy, debateable land when St Columba came, and 

afterwards when the battle of Cruden was fought. As for the more modern history of the earldom, that 

is mere child’s play, for it lives again by his gift of historic imagination; and he knows more than the 

lairds themselves as to where and when their ancestors cradles were swung. 

But what will surprise our imaginary Buchan informer is this – that the Wakefield man tells exactly 

the same tale. If Mr Chalmers is one of our most trusted antiquarians of the north, he is acknowledged 

as the infallible authority in all the highways and bye-ways of Yorkshire history, and especially in the 

annals of his adopted city, which is now the capital of West Riding. Evidently the development, not 

merely of communities, but of the study of the human race, has been to him a life -long study and a 

source of perennial and absorbing interest; and though the well is deep, he has abundant means of 

drawing up its waters. But, indeed his versatility is so marked that it is difficult to find a field of 
ancient research or modern knowledge with which he is not familiar. 

A CASKET OF GOLD 

It may be supposed that Mr Chalmers retirement from regular professional work would set his 

numerous friends to work in order to smooth his path into private life. The result has been that a series 

of presentations, feasts and functions of various kinds have been admirably planned and carried out in 

a way that has shown the highest esteem and regard in which he is held. There was only one cause of 

regret – namely, that it was thought best to have no public demonstration or testimonial for the 

present, as he intends to carry on his philanthropic and social work, if his health allows, without any 

break. Consequently the presentations and addresses have been kept as nearly as possible within the 

circle of the congregation; but even with this limitation, a good many desires the privilege of showing 

their appreciation and gratitude. For example , Mr Charles Milnes-Gaskell, chairman of West Riding 

County Council, and the most influential magnate of the district, offered to hand over the “Casket of 

Gold”, which was the special gift of the congregation to their retiring minister.  Lady Catherine 

Milnes-Gaskell – sister of the Earl of Portsmouth- and other people of distinction were also present, 

anxious to show that they recognised the value of Mr Chalmers services to the whole community, as 

well as his own congregation. Mr Milnes-Gaskell’s speech in making the presentation turned mainly 

on the increasing breath of view which marked the present day , and he depicted very forcibly how the 

old partition walls between the Churches were crumbling away before the progressive and liberalising 

spirit of the time. It has often been said that the north-east of Scotland is a land of presentations, but 

the Wakefield people seem to have improved upon our methods, and struck out paths of their own. 

The local papers gave graphic descriptions of the “Casket of Gold”, which was the form that the 

handsome money gift assumed, and this appears to have been a happy thought of the givers and a 

gratifying surprise to the recipient. The Casket was of artistic design, and it was supposed to contain 

150 new, shining sovereigns: but this sum had been exceeded and if the public had been taken into 

partnership, a much larger receptacle would have been required. This was accompanied by a beautiful 

album, with an illuminated address and the names of subscribers, which will be a prized memorial in 

years to come.   

In another respect northern committees, and those whom they delight to honour, may well learn a 

lesson from this celebration beyond the Tweed. There is apt to be a lachrymose element in the 

speeches on such occasions, and naturally, a pathetic keynote is struck when it felt that the function is 

meant to mark an end and not a beginning. But in Wakefield they seem to know how to keep the more 

gloomy aspect of affairs from darkening the horizon. At all events, Mr Chalmers’s speech was lighted 

up with winged words and sparkling metaphors, and anecdotes of earlier days that kept hearers in a 

cheerful mood to the end and the fact that he intends to have his home still in Wakefield, made the 

formal parting easier to bear, and the opportunities of intercourse were dwelt upon with cheerfulness 
and hope. 



PRESENTATION BY SCHOOL CHILDREN 

The pleasing story of these manifestations of affection and regard cannot be detailed in full, but one 

more incident deserves to be noticed. On the day before Mr Chalmers preached his farewell sermons, 

he entertained the scholars and their teachers, numbering over 200; and this provided a series of 

delightful surprises to those present. The tea tables were a picture, for the firm that catered hailed 

from the Continent, the result being a mingling of home and foreign delicacies worthy of the Arabian 

Nights. The speed with which viands disappeared was also bewildering, and probably roused the 

suspicion that if the pockets of the guests had been searched there might have been more than twelve 

basketsful. In any case, the feast was followed by a pleasant surprise for Mr Chalmers, which was 

appropriate as coming from those that were still in their early golden days. The present to the form of 

a handsome albert chain, which they wished him to wear along with the watch which was presented to 

him by the congregation a few years ago. Again, in the bestowal of this token of affection the north 

may have something to learn from the south. An extremely pretty device had been prepared, which 

delighted the children and astonished their host. A small carriage adorned so as to represent a 

miniature triumphal car rolled mysteriously into the room, and the youngest of the three children had 

been drilled to hold up the gift to the venerated pastor. 

A touching address was read by one of the elder girls, expressing the gratitude of all present for his 

many kindnesses to them, and his numerous and valuable gifts to the school. This was followed by 

another surprise, which had been arranged in thorough dramatic fashion. The gas being lowered, and 

the girls being ranged around the room, each had a pendant around her neck, bearing on the obverse 

side a small photograph of Mr Chalmers, and the dates of the beginning and close of his ministry. 

Afterwards the boys had scarf-pins of a similar description distributed to them, and great was the 

rejoicing of the children, most of the children, most of whom had been baptised by the retiring 

minister. Much else might be told of less public proofs of gratitude and loyal friendships, but enough 

has been said to show that Mr Chalmers’s ministry has been one of conspicuous and valuable service, 

and that these cordial expressions of personal regard were genuine testimonies to his ability, courage 
and fidelity. 

MR CHALMERS’S CAREER 

In his early days, as Mr Chalmers often tells, the whole current of his life was changed by a 

scrupulous study of Darwin’s “Origin of Species” and other books bearing on evolution, and 

especially the earlier stages of human progress. His mind and conscience were of a kind that permitted 

no sophistry nor subterfuge in matters of belief and he shrank from no encounter with the facts of the 

great world movements, and bravely accepted the result. His scholarship and extensive theological 

knowledge led to holding an appointment for some years at Cambridge, and his extra-mural lectures 

there were of the utmost service to many of the students who were doubting, groping and questioning 

the old dogmas, and long for someone to guide them towards a more expanded culture and creed. 

When he settled in Wakefield as a minister of an old historical chapel, founded in 1662 by one of the 

two thousand ejected clergymen, Mr Chalmers found a congregation of various views and habits of 

thought, some strongly attached to the ancient faith and traditional ways, others eager for close 

inquiry and fresh light on the broadening revelations of science. It is not too much to say that his 

reverential attitude towards the faiths of the past, and his gifts of eloquence and incisive thought have 

made his long pastorate helpful and memorable; and these celebrations and appropriate gifts are the 

outcome of an influence for good life, not only one of a congregation, but of a community. In brief, 

the burden of all that has been said and done is the desire that many years of rest and health and 
happiness may yet crown so long and beneficent a career. 

 

[Taken from “The Aberdeen Daily Journal”, Tuesday February 2, 1909]  

 

 



 


