THE LESSER CHAPELS OF CHESHIRE
PART III
BY RAYMOND RICHARDS, M.A., F.S.A., F.R.HIST.S.
CHRIST CHURCH, ALSAGER

HE building of the remarkably fine Palladian church of Alsager
was completed by John Stringer in 1790, on behalf of the
Misses Alsager, and is the most distinguished classical church in the
diocese. Erected solely at their expense on the southern extremity
of the large Heath, the church according to Thomas Helsby cost
no less than £10,000 to build. The Alsagers of Alsager were an
ancient family who until last century still lived on their native
heath owning much of the same land confirmed by Ralph de Al-
sacher, benefactor of Dieulacres Abbey, circa 1210. When the
family became extinct in the male line by the death of John Alsager
in 1768, the manor was then held by his three sisters and co-heiresses,
Mary, Judith and Margaret Alsager. The act of parliament procured
in 1789 enabled the sisters to complete the building of the present
church, and under the provisions of this act the appointment of the
ministers and officers of the church was vested with the Alsager
family as the manorial lords. The church was endowed with fifty-
nine acres of land, together with the privileges of burial and baptism,
saving the rights of the mother church at Barthomley. The prelude
of the act reads as follows:—

An Act to enable Mary Alsager, Margaret Alsager, and Judith Alsager, to
finish and complete a new church or chapel, in the Parish of Barthomley,
in the County of Chester, and to endow the same; and to establish a charity
school within the said Parish; and vesting the Right of Presentation to the
said church or chapel in them, and the future Lords and Ladies of the Manor
of Alsager, within the said County.
Whereas the Parish of Barthomley, in the County and Diocese of Chester, is very
large, and great part of it, particularly the Township of Alsager, situate at a
considerable Distance from the Parish Church of Barthomley aforesaid, inso-
much that many of the Inhabitants are frequently hindered from attending
Divine Service there:
And whereas the aforesaid ladies, spinsters, being Ladies of the Manor of
Alsager in coparcenary, and sensible of the great inconvenience which many
of the inhabitants of the said Parish labour under and being desirous to remedy
and prevent the same, and to promote the Service of Almighty God, according
to the Rites and Ceremonies of the Church of England, have, with the consent
of John Crewe, of Crewe in the same county, esquire, the patron, and Charles
Crewe, clerk, Master of Arts, the rector of the parish church of Barthomley,
and of the Lord Bishop of Chester, the Ordinary of the same, set out and began
to enclose a part of a certain common or piece of waste land within the said
Parish, called Alsager Heath (the soil and freehold whereof belongs to and is the
inheritance of the said Mary, Margaret and Judith Alsager as Ladies of the
Manor of Alsager) in length 52 yards and in breadth 36 yards, as and for a scite
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for the new church or chapel, together with a church or chapel yard or burial
ground thereto, and have in part erected, and are now at their own expence
finishing an edifice intended for a new church or chapel, on part of the said
enclosed ground, in length 31 yards and in breadth 15 yards, and propose to
erect and make pews and seats therein, and in all things to finish, complete,
and adorn the same, in a proper, decent and commodious manner, fit for the
performance of Divine Service, and to endow the same with a competent main-
tenance for the curate thereof.

According to the terms of the act, Christ Church was to be a
perpetual cure or benefice, and the right of nomination or presen-
tation was to be vested in the three ladies of Alsager, and subse-
quently, after their decease, in trustees to be appointed for this
purpose. The “rights” of the rector of Barthomley were not to be
interfered with.

The last clause, justifiable though it was at the time when the act
was drawn up, was to prove an immense difficulty later, for in effect
it curtailed and restricted the activities of the incumbent of Christ
Church. The act was not framed to allow for changed circumstances.
What industry existed in the Potteries in 1789 was but a trickle:
by the middle of the nineteenth century it had become a torrent.
Alsager was not unaffected by this. It outgrew Barthomley in popu-
lation, importance and influence, yet it still remained under the
spiritual supervision of the rector of Barthomley. The incumbent
of Christ Church was not permitted to assume other than his im-
mediate duties within the church itself. Quite clearly, such a situa-
tion was fraught with difficulties. A controversy arose that was to
endure into the early years of this century, but so much bitterness
and recrimination was evoked by it that its details are better left
in oblivion. Briefly, the demands which attended the rector of
Barthomley’s spiritual oversight of Alsager came to be regarded
by the incumbent of Christ Church more and more as an encroach-
ment on his own authority. So urgent did the situation become that
eventually a deputation was sent to the bishop of Chester, Dr.
Jacobson, “praying that Alsager be separated from the parish of
Barthomley” with a proposition that the living should be presented
to the bishop and the right of first appointment vested in him.
The matter was placed before one Dr. Stevens, an eminent ecclesias-
tical lawyer of the day, who discovered, however, that such a course
of action could only be adopted by obtaining a private act of parlia-
ment. But the means of promoting such a bill were apparently not
available. And so an impasse was reached. The problem remained
unsolved. Christ Church was so “fenced around” by the act which
instituted it in 1789 that no convenient legal outlet could be found.

When the Rev. W. A. Sheringham, a member of the Alsager
family, resigned in 1881, the benefice remained vacant for a con-
siderable time. The obvious difficulties of the situation were not
likely to encourage clergy to assume the responsibility of the cure.
At length, Bishop Stubbs prevailed upon the Rev. Daniel Shaw to
accept the living which at that time was worth £300 per annum,
suggesting that the whole district should be attached to Christ
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Church and that a new parish should be made, Daniel Shaw him-
self being the incumbent. The matter was referred to the ecclesias-
tical commissioners who ordered the scheme to be carried out. At
last it seemed that a satisfactory conclusion might be reached. Dr.
Stubbs, however, was translated to the see of Oxford and the matter
was left in abeyance. Whether Dr. Stubbs thought that his successor
would put the scheme into effect is not known. Meanwhile, Dr.
Jayne was appointed to succeed Dr. Stubbs as bishop. It was soon
apparent that Dr. Jayne, although agreeing that a new parish was
necessary, did not accept his predecessor’s plan in its entirety. He
did not think that Daniel Shaw should be the incumbent of the
new parish. The bishop put forward several alternative schemes in
an attempt to reach some amicable agreement; but no scheme that
did not bring Daniel Shaw into it could be unanimously accepted.
The whole matter was rather perplexing. In a letter to the rector of
Barthomley, Rev. W. A. Skene, the bishop wrote: ““All the Cheshire
world knows that there has come down to the present generation at
Alsager, a heritage of woe, or at least of perplexity. To rid ourselves
of this, we must betake ourselves not to mere patchwork remedies,
but to the development of a new and sounder Life”’. True indeed!
One remedy which would at some future time, if not in the im-
mediate present, contribute to a final solution was the purchase of
the advowson of Christ Church. This was eventually done in 1891,
the rector of Barthomley providing half the amount, a sum of £250.
The advowson was handed over to the bishop.

The rector of Barthomley had been arranging services in Alsager
since 1881. In fact, throughout the summer of that year, he had
held them in a field! Subsequently, use was made of some private
premises in Crewe Road (now No. 46); later, the mission room was
used. Then the “Iron Church”, as it came to be known locally, was
erected as a temporary structure to serve what was considered the
needs of the district. While all this went on plans were steadily
going ahead to build a new church. This church, St. Mary Magdalene,
was completed in 1898 and consecrated by Bishop Jayne during that
year. He chose the Rev. G. R. Sandars to be the first incumbent and
further decreed that at the termination of the Rev. Daniel Shaw’s
appointment, Christ Church should be held in plurality by the vicar
of St. Mary Magdalene. Daniel Shaw died in 1906.%) Christ Church
resumed its former status as an independent cure in 1946.

The main entrance of Christ Church is at the west end, and the
yard gates are particularly fine. Well-proportioned stone urns em-
bellished with swags surmount the gate piers, and both columns are
linked by a heavy wrought iron framing, dating from the time the

) There is a voluminous collection of papers and newspaper cuttings in the
possession of the Misses Maddock of Brundrett House, Alsager, relating to the
controversy between Christ Church and the rector of Barthomley. As may be
expected the newspaper articles and contemporary correspondence examined
were heavily prejudiced in favour of one faction or the other, and the author
agrees that now peace has come to the village they are better left undisturbed.
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church was erected. Unfortunately in the late war both iron gates
were allowed to be removed for scrap, and in their place two small
wooden gates have been substituted which are quite out of keeping
with their setting.

The church consists of a through nave and chancel, with eastern
rounded apse, and a dignified western tower. The entire building is
constructed of Mow Cop grit stone. All the elevations are of good
proportions, and the church possesses a compelling dignity. The
windows are round-headed, well moulded and spring from shallow
caps. Demi-pilasters divide all the windowing, each having a
good moulded base and boldly carved terminal demi-capital. An
exceptionally tall parapet, uniform on all sides, surrounds the
church, and splendidly cut massive urns are grouped at regular
intervals to accord with the spacing of the wall pilasters.

The elegant western tower is constructed in four stages; the lower
section serves as the porch and main entrance into the church.
Immediately above is the ringers’ chamber, the clock floor, and the
belfry. Panelled recesses on all four sides of the tower are used to
advantage to accommodate the clock faces, and the belfry windows
are similar to those in the body of the church, with the exception
of central mullions, so placed to permit the use of stone louvers.
Lesser demi-pilasters occur at either side of the belfry windows,
and the tower is completed by a rail of stone balusters set between
corner and centre piers, each surmounted by large and boldly cut
urns. There is a ring of eight bells inscribed as follows:

No. 1. J. Taylor, Loughborough.
To commemorate the Coronation of Edward VII. R.E.T.I.
This bell was dedicated June 26th, 1902.
W. H. Bishop & James Edwards,
Churchwardens.
No. 2. J. Taylor, Loughborough.
In loving memory of his sisters, E. & H. P. Shaw.
Rev. D. Shaw, Incumbent of Christ Church, dedicated this bell,
June 26th, 1902.
No. 3. To the memory of our dear father this bell is dedicated.
Jgg; Francis Thomas Corbett and William Brundrett Maddock.
1 L
No. 4. We Praise Thee O God.
Cast by J. Rudhall of Gloucester, 1795.
Re-cast by J. Taylor, Loughborough, 1893.
No. 5. The bells of Christ Church cast by J. Rudhall of
Gloucester 1790.
Re-cast by J. Taylor, Loughborough, 1893.
No. 6. Peace and Good Neighbour. 1790.
Re-cast 1893, by J. Taylor.
No. 7. INO Stringer.
Undertaker and Builder of this Church, 1790.
Re-cast by J. Taylor. 1893.
No. 8. This Church was built and endowed at the Expense of
Miss Mary and Miss Margaret and Miss Judith Alsager, 1790.
Re-cast by J. Taylor 1893.

The interior of the church has been almost completely modernised.
The furniture is of new oak with the exception of the western
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gallery, which now serves as an organ loft. Pleasing features of the
gallery are the two turned stone piers with square caps which serve
as intermediate supports. Two original oak doors and three memorial
tablets cut in black and white marble survive at the west and im-
mediately beneath the gallery. Photographs in the possession of the
daughters of the late John Francis Maddock show the church
with box pews extending right up to the east wall, with supple-
mentary seating for an overflow congregation occupying the central
aisle. Part of these old box pews are now in the possession of Mr.
Frank Rigby of the Lodge, Alsager, and serve as wainscoting to
the billiards room. The original and quite charming marble font
was taken out of the church by faculty in 1950, on the excuse that
it was “not unlike a bird bath”. Wiser counsels are hoping that this
fine late eighteenth-century font will be brought back into use.
It has a well-turned shaft with shallow bowl and should never have
been thrown out of the church. When I last saw it the old font was
languishing in the churchyard, and the advisory committee and the
late chancellor were very much at fault in allowing it to be removed
to make way for a new stone font.

The plate consists of a silver gilt flagon, chalice and paten, all
inscribed Christ Church Alsager 1789.

The baptism register dates from 1789, and the first marriage
register begins 18 November 1852, when John Kendall, school-
master, married Mary Webster the village schoolmistress. In sub-
sequent marriages for a number of years, almost without exception,
the participating parties signed the register with a mark, being
illiterate. The marriage register closes with a solemnisation on
29 December 1868, between James Faulkner and Sarah Fox, followed
by the following interesting memorandum: ‘“Marriages being no
longer solemnized in Christ Church, Alsager, these duplicate
register books are abandoned at this point by direction of the
Registrar General. 24th June, 1899”.

On 12 November 1946 Christ Church was constituted a separate
parish, thus severing the long connection as chapel of ease to the
mother church of Barthomley.

The following is a list of the vicars and clergy in charge:

H. Babbington 1789
J. Richardson 1807
W. Hadfield 1843
C. A. Tryon, M.A. 1847
W. A. Sheringham —
D. Shaw, M.A. 1886
H. A. Arnold, M.A. 1907
A. H. Waller, M.A. 1913
A. L. Moir, M.A. 1924
C. C. Potts, M.A. 1935
D. Nicholas 1944 (first vicar of new parish)

W. Gwynne John, M.A. 1952
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DOMESTIC CHAPEL, BIG FENTON FARM

REMARKABLE Cheshire half-timbered building of early

sixteenth century construction, Big Fenton Farm is situated
close to Peover Lane near Congleton. For many years the farm
of 105 acres formed part of the Antrobus estate and is now the
property of Mr. Joseph Hart of Biddulph. Through the courtesy
of the present tenant, Mr. G. J. Moss, I was able to make a survey
of this remarkable house, and it is to be hoped that the owner will
undertake a careful restoration of this old building which deserves
sympathetic care and preservation as an outstanding ancient monu-
ment.

At the back of the farm rises the formidable shape of The Cloud, a
hill of very rugged and steep proportions the summit of which is
1,190 feet above sea level. A curious feature of the house itself
is a passage way from which entrance is gained on either side of the
building, and was at one time, according to Mr. James Bowler, a
recognised right of way leading to Cloudside.

The chapel room measuring some six yards by four is situated
on the first floor on the north side, and according to Mr. Lionel
Head, who has been acquainted with Big Fenton Farm for many
years, the windows of four lights in the apartment were until com-
paratively recently filled in. The reopening of the windows dis-
closes the neglect which has overtaken the fabric and much of the
wall painting. Decorations and inscriptions which adorned the
chapel walls are now barely discernable. Thanks to the notes and
detailed description of the chapel prepared some twenty-three
years ago by Mr. Head of Congleton a fairly complete picture of the
chapel interior and its now partially indecipherable wall-texts is
available. The plaster surface on the walls at the east end of the
chapel room, according to the inscription, was painted in its present
style in 1629, and in the three panels well painted in Roman letter-
ing appear the following inscriptions still partially legible.

So live as thy end Bee not ferefull.
Love thy neightbor as thyselfe alway.
Doe to all men as Thou would be du: un.

The parts of each panel unoccupied by the letters were filled in by
neat floral designs, each of the three differing in pattern. In a large
oblong under the first inscription were the following four lines, two
being in Roman capitals and the other two in English black-letter
characters:

In my beginge, God by my good spide; Grace and vertue long to
proceede me. Hericy Smith, alias Gilder, 1629.

Do nothing but to good advise: take counsell of the wise,

So tht the cloudes of ignorance shall banish fro thine eyes.
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Under the second inscription there is a partly illegible verse on
the value of a true friend; and under the third, also in black letters,
stand these lines:

The compiny of him that’s wyse, although hee bee but poore,

Is better than the foole that’s riche who layes up craft in store,

Spar not to spend thy golde and wealth for meat, for drink, for cloth,
For wisdom, lerneing, and for health, or else to spende be loth.

The wall opposite to the door by which one enters bears upon it four
verses, one of which appears to say that the wife, and not the
“onely childe” should be entrusted with secrets. The adjacent wall
bears inscriptions, floral work, and verses, all much defaced. One
of the latter seems to run as follows:

Before thou slepe, call to thy mind what thou hast done that day,
And if thy conscience be opprest, to God for mercy pray;

Leade such a life that still thy soule may stand in state of joy,
Although the world a thousand waies they cosience doe anoy.

The only colour employed appears to have been black, although as
the artist was a “‘gilder”, other colours, and even gold, may have
been used. The whole work from beginning to end was beautifully
executed, and especially the floral designs on the higher portions
of the wall. These have now all but disappeared. At the time of my
visit the chapel was being used as a lumber room and only by mov-
ing much of the old furniture was it possible to take additional
photographs to supplement these obtained by Mr. Lionel Head.

There is a particularly curious small room situated immediately
beneath that part of the house which contains the chapel. A shallow
raised gallery placed close to the ceiling and fenced in with bold
well-shaped oak slats affords the only means of light entering from
the adjoining apartment. This partially-hidden little room is situated
half way between the ground and first floor, and at the time of my
call was being used as a repository for an excellent assortment of
home-bottled fruit and jams. Needless to say this room has always
been known as the priest’s hole or hiding place. The wall texts on
the other hand in the chapel apartment suggest low church in-
fluence, which may of course have been a deliberate attempt to
disguise an adherence to the old faith. Whether or not the chapel
and its mysterious precincts are a remarkable survival of the days
of religious persecution will perhaps never be known. Since those
distant days there have been many occupants of Big Fenton Farm,
and legends and fiction have grown round a house which unfortu-
nately has no documentary history.



