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OLD ST. NICHOLAS'S, LIVERPOOL 

By the Editor

Read I2th November 1914

'"PHE last volume (Ixv.) of our Transactions con- 
JL tained Mr. Feet's history of the " Old Church " 

fabric. So far as the post-Reformation develop 
ments are concerned it is not likely to be super 
seded ; but the earlier paragraphs, dealing with the 
origin and changes of the mediaeval building, do not 
appear so satisfactory, and the following account, 
of necessity tentative, may be placed on view as 
furnishing a reasonable explanation of its growth.

The principal authorities are two, both of them 
being shown in the illustrations afforded by Mr. 
Feet.' The first is the view of the south side of 
the church as it stood about 1760-70 (Ixv. 19), 
from one of the plates in Enfield's Leverpool. The 
other is Perry's plan of the town, made about the 
same time, which gives the bare outline of the 
building. This outline, though the scale is very 
small, appears to be fairly accurate. Comparing it 
with the careful drawing in Enfield, it will be seen 
that Perry's plan exaggerates the size of the porch 
and minimises that of the tower ; otherwise drawing 
and plan agree very well. The picture, called after 
Ralph Peters, appears to omit one bay of the struc 
ture. The engraving of it by John Eyes, issued in 
1766, adds some details, and is of importance, be-
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cause the engraver had the old building before him ; 
nevertheless, he gives only four of the six windows 
on the south side.

The Enfield drawing shows a building of seven 
bays marked by a porch and six windows ; the 
eastern bay, according to the plan, projected beyond 
the main body of the church, and Mr. Peet demon 
strates that it was the Moore chapel. But a re 
markable feature to the west of the porch has not

Enlarged from Perry's Plan of Liverpool, 1769.

been brought into the reckoning. This is the out 
line of a niche or window of thirteenth-century date. 
Such a window implies a building, and that a 
building quite a hundred years older than I36:, 1 
the date on Mr. Feet's plan (p. 22). Now the 
chapel of Liverpool the first of which we have 
any record, and the first which there is any reason

1 A similar window in a Hampshire church is assigned to the second 
quarter of the thirteenth century. Bond, Gothic Architecture in 
England, 509.
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to suppose existed there comes into view about 
1250 in one of the Moore Deeds, precisely agreeing 
with the date of the window-opening. It seems the 
direct and necessary conclusion that this window- 
opening or niche belonged to that first chapel; in 
other words, the original chapel of Liverpool stood 
upon the western half of the south aisle of the 
present church, and part of its walls remained 
standing, incorporated in the later building, until the 
demolition in 1775, when the present church was 
built on the old site.

Such a conclusion opens the way to a complete 
history of the building. The late Mr. Elton 
thought that the chapel of St. Mary of the Quay, 
close by, was the original chapel, but he gave no 
evidence for his assertion, and this building 
does not appear in the records until 1456, though it 
existed no doubt somewhat earlier. Leaving this 
point for the present it may be observed that the 
outline of an opening referred to, in the church wall 
west of the porch, can scarcely have been a niche, 
for the artist has depicted it with a flat back and a 
recess or depression far too slight to hold an image. 
Though smaller and lower down in the wall than 
might have been expected, 1 the outline must there 
fore be taken to be that of a blocked-up window 
of the first chapel. We may call this thirteenth- 
century chapel St. Mary's, for in later times the 
high altar was so called, St. Nicholas's being secon 
dary.

Again looking at the Enfield drawing it will be 
noticed that east of the porch are two late Per 
pendicular windows, and then, after a somewhat 
long breadth of walling supported by a curious 
pyramidal buttress, come four other windows of 
similar or perhaps earlier Perpendicular type. From 
this we may gather that the buttress referred to,

1 So far as can be judged the window was nearly 5 feet high.
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its size implying some weakness or unusual thrust 
at that point, indicates the junction of the walls of 
nave and chancel, the former being older than the 
latter. 1 The chancel was probably rebuilt about the 
end of the fifteenth century, the date indicated by 
the windows, the two large nave windows being 
then, or a little later, inserted in place of ancient 
ones and the walls raised and embattled. This 
seems to be the meaning of Rickman's opinion 
cited by Mr. Peet (p. 17).

We may therefore conclude that the original 
chapel of St. Mary occupied the site of the western 
half of the present building, extending from the 
west end to the curious buttress mentioned. This 
small chapel was built in the first half of the 
thirteenth century, possibly by the masons who 
built or strengthened the castle about 1240. After 
wards no doubt a chancel of three bays was added, 
either entirely new or replacing a smaller one. 
The date may be given conjecturally as 1300, a 
time of activity in chancel building, 2 needed by 
the more elaborate ritual which had grown up. 
This is an inference from the fact that St. Nicholas's 
aisle to the north was a bay shorter than the south 
aisle ultimately attained, yet the north aisle, when 
first built (1355), would be the same length as the 
existing one.

The chancel was again extended by one bay 
before 1380 by the chapel of St. John, afterwards 
the Moore chapel; and all four bays rebuilt about 
1500. The "chancel of St. John" is actually 
named in 1382 in the will of Richard de Ainsargh; 
he desired to be buried there. Much of the 
Ainsargh property was acquired by the Moores, as

1 A friend suggests that the pyramidal buttress might cover the 
remains of an outside staircase to the rood-loft.

2 A. H. Thompson, Hist. Growth of (lie English Parish Church, 
p. 80.
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is shown by the presence of this will and other 
Ainsargh deeds among those of the Moore family 
now in the Free Library. From this it is likely 
that the Moores acquired the Ainsargh interest in 
the chapel of St. John. Again a John Moore was 
one of the founders of the chantry at the altar of 
St. John. Both considerations make it fairly certain 
that the Moore chapel of the seventeenth century 
was the chapel of St. John of older times. Such 
are the reasons for identifying the easternmost bay 
of the south side of the old church with the chapel 
of St. John. Further, this chapel was, before the 
Reformation, the place where was said the " Morrow 
Mass," or early morning Mass for apprentices, 
travellers, and so forth. For such a purpose it 
would be convenient to have separate access, and 
there seems to have been an outer door in the 
north wall of this projecting bay, used in later times 
for a vestry built against it (p. 21).

So far we have considered only the original chapel 
of St. Mary and its eastward extensions. But in 
1355-1360 a very important addition was made. 
The terrible visitation of the Black Death caused 
the people of the time to remember their sins and 
to give liberal alms by way of penance, and the sur 
vivors would desire to have Masses said for relatives 
carried off suddenly by the pestilence. In Liver 
pool in particular the number of deaths and the 
practical impossibility of carrying the dead to Walton 
for burial caused the churchyard to be used. This 
square plot, judging from its perfect shape, had most 
likely been reserved for church purposes from the 
foundation of the borough, just as another plot on 
the opposite side of the original town had been set 
apart for the castle. The sides of the churchyard 
measure 220 feet each i.e. 11 perches of 20 feet to 
the perch, once a common measure.

The Corporation, having alms-money in hand for
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the purpose, and stimulated by the necessity for burial 
rights, secured the consent of the authorities, and in 
1362 the "church of St. Nicholas" was consecrated, 
together with the burial ground. The later history 
indicates that this new " church of St. Nicholas" was 
a north aisle added to the original church or chapel 
of St. Mary, for at once we find the building styled

FEET. 

LIVERPOOL CHAPEL: CONJECTURAL PLAN, c. 1520.

The part in black is the probable site of the original chapel; the shaded 
part is that represented in extant views.

A. The Tower, mentioned 1433. B. The Nave, c. 1240. C. The Old Window.
D. The Rood Altar (? St. Katherine's). E. Chance:!, 1300-1480. f. High
Altar (St. Mary's). G. St. John's Chancel, later the Moore Chapel, 1380-

, 1480. H. St. Nicholas's Aisle and Altar, 1355-62. K. The Priest's Door.
L. The Porch. M. Doorway to St. John's Chapel. N. The Stanley tomb.

"the chapel of St. Mary and St. Nicholas." The 
double dedication harmonises with the double build 
ing. 1 This north aisle was the same width as the 
south aisle, and, as argued above, it was no doubt at 
first of the same length, until the south chancel was 
extended by the addition of St. John's Chapel. As 
a building it was probably much more convenient

1 Cf. A. H. Thompson, Ground Plan of the English Parish 
Church, p. 120.
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than the older aisle, and so for practical purposes 
became the chief part.

The tower at the west end seems to have been 
a later addition, for one Margaret Fyche in 1433 
left a heifer " for the construction of a belfry " for 
the chapel of St. Nicholas ; from which we may 
conclude that the tower was then in building, or at 
least designed.

There is also some little evidence enabling us to 
reconstruct the interior of the building. Mr. Peet 
has ascertained that the bases of the four western 
pillars of the south arcade of the present building 
are those of pillars of the older church, and that the 
north arcade stands on the line of the north wall of 
that older church (p. 27). He says also that the 
present building is 4 feet longer than the extreme 
length of the older one.

The walls and internal pillars being thus fixed by 
those of the existing church, we have to place the 
altars. There were at least four of these : the high 
altar, or St. Mary's, St. Nicholas's, St. John's, and 
St. Katherine's. This last is mentioned as early as 
1407 in one of the Crosse deeds, and about a hun 
dred years later the Crosse chantry was founded 
there. A "Rood altar" is also named several 
times ; this was probably a popular title, derived 
from its situation in front of the rood above the 
screen between nave and chancel. As St. John's 
altar would be in the chapel at the extreme east 
end, it seems likely that the Rood altar was identical 
with St. Katherine's; there is the further coin- 
 cidence that the Crosse family would thus have their 
chantry at the Rood altar.

The chancel arrangements may be gathered from 
the position of the priest's door. In the Enfield 
drawing this is shown in the third bay from the 
east end ; hence the altar would be just to the east, 
in the second bay from the east end, and the stalls
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for the clergy to the west, in the fourth bay, the 
third bay being left open. Thus could we visit the 
pre-Reformation church of St. Nicholas we should 
probably, after entering by the south porch with its 
Early English doorway, see the rood screen two 
bays in front, with St. Katherine's altar at the right 
or wall side of the entrance to the church ; beyond 
the screen, the high altar of St. Mary ; and beyond 
that again, hidden by another screen or curtain, 
would be the altar of St. John. 1 Crossing into the 
north aisle, ranging with the high altar in the south 
chancel, the altar of St. Nicholas would be seen at 
the east end. Near it, on the north side, may have 
been the tombs of Sir John de Stanley and Isabel de 
Lathom his wife, with their alabaster figures. They 
were in the building about 1670, and were possibly 
removed when the "out aisle " was built, 1697-1718. 

The little chapel of St. Mary of the Quay which 
stood in the extreme corner of the churchyard, west 
of the church, has had its history fully traced by 
Mr. Peet. Its origin is unknown. As already 
stated, it existed before 1456. In 1670 it was re 
garded as "a great piece of antiquity" by the con 
tributor of the notice of Liverpool to Blome's 
Britannia. That contributor Mr. Fergusson Irvine 
considers to have been Sir Edward Moore of Bank 
Hall. Now Sir Edward Moore is not a safe guide 
in matters of antiquity. Mr. Peet quotes his proud 
boast that his ancestors had been buried in the 
Moore chapel at St. Nicholas's for "five hundred 
years." Like many proud boasts it is a false one. 
In 1168 it may be asserted safely that there was no 
chapel there at all. Burial rights for Liverpool, 
like the Moore chapel itself, had in Sir Edward's 
time existed but three hundred years ; so that at 
least two hundred years must be deducted from his

1 This chapel behind the high altar seems to be required by the 
evidence, but is unusual.
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assertion to begin with, and it is not really known 
when the family acquired exclusive right of burial 
in the chapel. The other places of antiquity noticed 
by Moore are the Castle, the Tower, 1 and the halls 
of the Crosse and Moore families, only the first 
of which can be supposed to be older than 1400. 
Hence there is no need to press the phrase " great 
piece of antiquity" to imply an earlier date than 
1400. A little votive chapel, built about that time 
for occasional use, neglected, turned into a ware 
house and then into a school, would probably by 
1670 have an antiquated appearance far beyond its 
actual age. Such detached chapels are known to 
have existed in other churchyards.

There is yet another point about Blome's descrip 
tion of the "pieces of antiquity" in Liverpool, viz. 
the curious fact that he does not name St. Nicholas's 
chapel among them. 2 The probability is that editor 
or printer confused Sir Edward Moore's account of 
this with the Quay chapel. Thus Mr. Peet (p. 42) 
quotes (Sir) John Prestwich as recording that "at 
the western end of the chapel in Liverpool standeth 
the image of our holy patron St. Nicholas, to whom 
seafaring men payeth offerings and vows" ; while 
Blome makes just the same statement with regard 
to the Quay chapel. Prestwich derived his state 
ment "from an ancient manuscript" which he had 
copied. In another part of his book he also quotes 
an ancient manuscript with reference to the anti-

1 " Erected many hundred years ago," according to Blome ; in 
reality 260 years before.

2 Blome refers to St. Nicholas's in two places : " Its church, though 
large and good, wherein were four chantries of ancient and honour 
able foundation, is not enough to hold its inhabitants" ; and again, 
" Sir John de Stanley and his lady, who lie interred in the chancel 
under their alabaster tombs." Later again is the sentence referred 
to : " Here also is a great piece of antiquity, formerly a chapel, now 
a free school ; at the west end whereof, next the river, stood the 
statue of St. Nicholas," &c. After " school " may have been written, 
" It stands at the west end of the church," and then the statement 
will agree with Prestwich.
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quity of Liverpool castle, and follows it with a 
fabulous account of the Moore family. Assuming 
that the same manuscript was referred to in both 
places, it may be inferred that it was some composi 
tion of Sir Edward Moore's. Its statement about 
the castle is erroneous, though perhaps a misreading 
of a genuine record, but those about the image of 
the saint on the church and the " St. Nicholas's 
loaf" given to mariners 1 might have been derived 
from family tradition, so that there is no need to 
put them on one side. The mention of a " freer " 
to receive the offerings is a "sham antique" which 
Moore may have concocted.

1 " Se-fok geteth the seynt Nychlase Lofe."


