
87

NESTON CHURCH IN THE EIGHTEENTH 
CENTURY.

By Rev. Canon W. Bidlake, Vicar of Neston.
Read 14 November 1935.

MY object in describing how an interesting old 
Norman church was maltreated and ultimately 

destroyed is to suggest that the treatment to which it 
was subjected may give some indication of that meted 
out to many of the other old churches of Wirral, most 
of which have been entirely rebuilt during the past 
century.

Though there is undoubted evidence that Neston was 
an ecclesiastical centre in Saxon times, the first mention 
of a church is of one built in the middle of the twelfth 
century by a family named Montalt, as an act of repar 
ation for the inhumanity and misdeeds committed by 
members of the family in the subjugation of the district.

The lower part of the present tower is probably part, 
and the only part, remaining of the original structure. 
Three hundred years or so later, the church was restored 
and enlarged by whom is unknown, but there is some 
ground for believing that it was carried out by an influ 
ential Cheshire family named Booth, who had property 
in the parish, one of whom was bishop of the diocese, 
and subsequently Archbishop of York. It is with this 
church that we are concerned.

Though we have no authentic description of it, we can 
form a fairly good idea of its appearance from photographs 
before it was pulled down, and especially from an account 
which Ormerod gives us after his visit at the end of the 
eighteenth century. By that time its interior had been 
much altered and mutilated, but he was able to distin-
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guish a good deal of its original character. It was some 
80 feet in length and half that distance in breadth. It 
consisted of a nave, chancel, and north and south aisles, 
the latter running the whole length of the building, with 
a chapel at the east end of each, one of which we know 
was dedicated to S. Martin.

The nave, which was almost certainly part of the 
original church, and was 2 feet longer than the chancel, 
was divided from the latter by an arch, across which ran 
a rood, and from the aisles by four rounded Norman 
arches with circular pillars and square capitals, while 
the chancel was separated from the aisles by pointed 
arches resting on octagonal columns.

Ormerod mentions some of the changes that had been 
effected; viz. the removal of the chancel arch, thus 
throwing the nave and chancel into one, the cutting 
away of some of the pillars and widening the arches. He 
does not mention the destruction of the chapels, nor the 
ceiling of the roof, which must have taken place, nor 
does he give any indication as to when they were carried 
out, or who was responsible for them ; though it is almost 
certain that some were effected during the Puritan regime.

A certain amount of the missing information is now 
available from some documents which have recently been 
discovered in an old chest in the church. They deal 
mainly with events between 1700 and 1800, many of 
them of an interesting character.

Though it is with the interior of the church that the 
paper is concerned, there were two external additions 
worth mentioning. In 1735 a stone shed was built 
against the south wall of the tower to house a hearse which 
had recently been provided, and of which the parishioners 
seem to have been very proud. At any rate the shed did 
not improve the appearance of the old tower. Another 
external addition was the erection of a square boxlike 
edifice with a high chimney built against the east end of
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the north aisle to serve as a vestry. There is no direct 
information as to when it was built, but from a faculty 
dated 1773 giving permission for a new pew to be placed 
in the north-east corner of the church, previously occupied 
by the vestry, the date of this erection can be fixed at 
1770 or thereabouts.

Nearly all the destructive alterations in the interior 
of the church had taken place when Ormerod saw the 
building, but the majority of them were of comparatively 
recent date. The destruction of the chancel arch, throw 
ing nave and chancel together, the dismantling of the 
chapels, the removal of one of the columns, and probably 
the ceiling of the roof of the nave were, as has been 
mentioned, the work of Puritan iconoclasts in the seven 
teenth century. This is clear from a rough plan of the 
church attached to a. faculty permitting pews to be placed 
in the church in 1711. It seems likely from the wording 
of a petition to the Bishop about the allocation of the 
pews, that, prior to this time, worshippers provided their 
own " seats and kneeling-places."

From this plan it is clear what alterations had been 
made before 1711. At that date only one of the columns 
supporting the roof had been removed, and if none other 
had been interfered with, there is little doubt that the 
building might with care have been restored to some 
thing like its original condition.

The subsequent alterations were made during the 
eighteenth century, and were occasioned by an attempt 
to provide more accommodation in the church by the 
erection of galleries, as the population of Neston was 
increasing at that time. The fact that there were not 
enough pews for all the parishioners who required them 
does not necessarily mean that the church was incon 
veniently crowded, for, though by law, all parishioners 
were required to attend divine service regularly, the 
rigor with which it had been originally administered
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seems to have been relaxed by the end of the seventeenth 
century. Every parishioner who paid the church rate 
appears to have claimed a legal right to possess a pew. 
He might or might not occupy it, but he regarded it as 
much his freehold as the house he lived in.

There are singularly few references in the church 
wardens' accounts, or in the vestry minutes, to the erection 
of galleries, and information about these comes from the 
documents preserved in the church chest. From these 
we learn that in the year 1724, three parishioners, Samuel 
Hayes, Henry Wolstenholme, and Samuel Ainsdale the 
former two, if not all three, being persons of influence  
decided to provide more convenient accommodation for 
themselves and their families by building a gallery between 
the pillars at the west end of the nave. Whether 
they wilfully ignored the vestry, or whether they were 
doubtful of obtaining its sanction is not recorded though 
from subsequent events the latter seems probable  
they contented themselves with obtaining the sanction 
of the vicar, and, armed with this, they approached the 
Chancellor, Peregrine Gastrell, Esq., who was son of the 
aged bishop, and, incidentally, nephew of the vicar.

They represented that they all had large families, and 
that there was not sufficient room in the church for one- 
tenth of the families and tenants of the parishioners. 
The Chancellor impressed by their appeal, issued a citation 
inviting objectors to present themselves at the Consistory 
Court, and to state their case. This was subsequently 
read in church, but whether the parishioners were taken 
by surprise, and not ready to rally their forces in op 
position, at any rate no one appeared to protest at the 
Court, and in the absence of any objection, the faculty 
was granted, on condition that the applicants carried out 
the work at their own expense, and undertook to meet 
any future liabilities which might result from the erection. 
They were also to make good any interference with the
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churchwardens' seats consequent on the erection of an 
approach to the gallery. The faculty being granted, the 
work was at once carried out, the loft being 21 feet in 
width, i.e. across the width of the nave, and 13 feet from 
the tower eastward. Though there is no record of any 
trouble in the parish, it seems likely that it did cause 
some ill feeling. It has been suggested that the in 
stallation of six new bells was postponed for seven years 
in consequence of this new gallery, but as the cost was 
defrayed by the three individuals who built it this seems 
improbable. It is more likely that the postponement 
was due to the divided views in the parish about the 
gallery, and the events which followed it.

When the three proprietors took possession of the 
eleven pews placed therein, they probably did so with 
a certain amount of satisfaction and superiority ; but to 
their annoyance they discovered that, being immediately 
under the roof, they were in semi-darkness, a condition 
probably less displeasing to the younger members of the 
families than to their seniors. The latter took the 
" advice of skilful and competent workmen," who in 
formed them that lights could be put in the roof of the 
church without causing any damage, and so they decided 
upon this course. Well aware of the feeling in the parish 
about the gallery, they again ignored the vestry, and 
having got the vicar on their side, once more approached 
the accommodating Chancellor.

On this occasion the latter paid a visit to the church 
on Saturday, February 13 1724. As the documents state 
that the distance was only eight miles, he must have 
ridden along the shore of the estuary at low tide. Having 
viewed the church, and probably lunched with his uncle 
at the vicarage, he-issued his citation, which was read on 
the next day being Sunday in church. The Consistory 
Court was held on the following Thursday, and it is hardly 
surprising, considering the indecent haste with which the
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whole business was conducted, that no one attended to 
object, and a faculty to place two windows in the roof 
was granted. When, however, it was realized in the 
parish what was going to be done, the wardens, Theodore 
Cottingham and William Young, determined to exercise 
their authority and endeavour to stop it, going so far as 
to prevent forcibly the workmen from proceeding with it. 

Among the old papers in the Diocesan Registry is the 
sworn statement of James West and Thomas Marrow, two 
joiners employed by Hayes, Wolstenholme and Ainsdale 
to make the windows, or rather skylight. They said

" that Theodore Cottingham told them that the Chancellor had 
no authority there, and that the church belonged to them. That 
Mr. Young came up a ladder, and told them that if they would 
not come down by fair means, they might otherwise pull them 
down. Mr. Henry Wolstenholme stood in the middle of the 
church, either in the body or in the chancel, and encouraged 
them to pull them down, and break their necks ; that was the 
expression."

It seems likely that the wardens were for a time success 
ful in their effort to prevent the work, and in the mean 
time a petition signed by fifty-one parishioners protesting 
against the said windows was forwarded to the Chancellor, 
as was also a protest from the promoters of the scheme 
charging the wardens with contempt of Court in prevent 
ing the work after a faculty had been granted.

The matter dragged on for twelve months or so, and it 
was not until May, 1726, that the Chancellor wrote to the 
vicar and told him to admonish Cottingham and Young 
severely, and to command them not to interfere with 
construction of the lights ; and further requiring the 
vicar and churchwardens to furnish him with a certificate 
that the work had been completed, or else appear before 
him to explain their conduct under penalty of excom 
munication. This appears to have had the desired effect, 
for the certificate was sent to the Chancellor in a very
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short time. The matter, however, did not end there. 
Some one, it is not clear who, took it before the Arch 
bishop of York, and his Chancellor, Dr. Thomas Audley 
confirmed the Chester Chancellor's decision in a Latin 
document, the legal abbreviations of which render it 
difficult to translate. So the first gallery was erected, 
and the mutilation of the nave begun. It is difficult not 
to feel sympathy with the churchwardens in their struggle, 
and the whole proceedings do not reflect credit on the 
ecclesiastical authorities of the day. It is not without 
interest to note that when the parishioners desired to 
elect their stalwart leader, Theodore Cottingham, as their 
warden for a second year, the proposal was vetoed by 
the vicar, who had evidently had enough of him.

As far as available records go, no other galleries were 
placed in the church for forty years. In 1765 Bishop 
Porteous, in consequence of the increase in population 
due to the opening of the Neston Colliery, gave per 
mission for a gallery to be erected, on condition that the 
pew rents in it should be given to the relief of the poor 
of the parish. Subsequent churchwardens' accounts refer 
to poor money derived from the north gallery. It was 
probably placed at the west end of the north aisle.

Another document in the church chest reveals the fact 
that a gallery was erected in the south-west corner of the 
church about the year 1772, and again in this instance it 
was placed there by three parishioners at their own 
expense. They were John Matthews, mariner, of Moor- 
side, Hugh Bennett, gentleman, of Little Neston, and 
Joseph Norman of Parkgate, mariner. And again, when 
they were snugly esconced in their pews, they discovered 
everything was not all right. It was not the absence of 
light this time, as they had a window behind them. What 
troubled them was that one of the pillars obstructed their 
view of the three-decker pulpit placed on the north side 
of nave. The parish was now in charge of another vicar
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 Abel Ward and the authority of the vestry was no 
longer disregarded. At a meeting held on April 15 1774,

' It was agreed by the minister and parishioners then present, 
or the major part of them, that for the better prospect and 
advantage of the new Gallery lately erected and set up at the 
west end of the south side of the said parish church, that the 
pillar which hinders and obstructs the sight to and from the said 
Gallery should be taken down, and the Roof of the said parish 
church with the wall thereof be well secured at the expense of 
the within bounden John Matthews, Hugh Bennett, and Joseph 
Norman, proprietors of the said Gallery, by turning and making 
a new arch by taking such methods and using such means as shall 
be thought and adjudged most proper and expedient for the 
support of the said church and roof."

The proprietors further bound themselves in the sum 
of £200 to make good all damage '' which might then or 
at any time hereafter for ever arise, happen, come, grow 
or in any wise accrew through the removal of the said 
pillar."

This accounts for the removal of the second pillar on 
the south side of the church.

Apart from this, the arches and pillars dividing the 
nave from the south aisle remained intact until the church 
was pulled down. The north side, however, was seriously 
interfered with.

As has been already noted, the most easterly of the 
nave arches, and the pointed chancel arch adjoining it 
had been thrown into one before 1711. Between that 
date and the end of the century when Ormerod paid his 
visit, the two remaining arches in the chancel had been 
thrown into one, and the second and third arches in the 
nave dealt with in a similar manner, corresponding to 
the widened arch which had been made to accommodate 
the view of Messrs. Matthews and others in 1775, so that 
while the original Norman arch at the west of the church 
remained intact, the other four had been destroyed, and 
replaced by two, double the width of the original ones.
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Probably this last alteration was carried out when the 
Colliery gallery was in 1765, though no information is 
available, as the faculty is missing, as is also the vestry 
minute book for the latter half of the eighteenth century.

According to the wardens' accounts, between 1812 and 
1815 a sum of £64 195. id. was paid in three instalments 
to one Thomas Haswell for work at the organ gallery, 
though there is no other record of such an addition. The 
organ was procured in 1808, and in a plan of the church, 
drawn in 1842, it is shown as placed on the ground floor 
against the north wall, and behind the three-decker 
pulpit. There is some ground for suggesting that when 
the organ was procured it was placed in the gallery at 
the west end of the church, which later on had to be 
reconstructed and strengthened; that these repairs 
proved ineffectual, and the instrument had to be removed 
to the ground floor.

In 1816 it was decided to erect a gallery on the north 
aisle, but before proceeding to apply for a faculty it was 
resolved to ceil both aisles ; apparently only the nave 
and chancel had been previously so treated. The work 
was entrusted to Mr. T. Haswell, and the manner in which 
money was raised to defray the cost is interesting, but 
not commendable. Though no records of the erection 
of this gallery are available, the work must have been 
carried out, as it was in existence in 1874, and the approach 
to it was by a staircase which opened directly from the 
outside of the church.

When the church was finally re-pewed in 1842, the 
faculty authorising it included, among other things, per 
mission to erect a gallery in the tower. It is likely that 
this meant the rebuilding of the loft erected in 1725, which 
had been previously repaired, st:ch reconstruction being 
necessary to house the organ, the removal of which was 
authorised by this faculty.

The injury which these various alterations did to the
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fabric cannot better be summed up than is contained in 
the following extract from the report issued by the 
inspecting architect in 1871 :

" The walls of the church with the Arcade ardhes have given 
way on each side, and overhang on an average from 3 to 4 inches 
in the several heights. We consider the Arcade arches to be the 
weakest points in the structure, caused by two bays being made 
into one, on the South side, using the haunches of the old arches 
for the construction of the large bay. On the north side the 
Arcade has been greatly mutilated, six Bays being converted 
into three wide ones with indifferent construction. Some of the 
Voussoirs near the key stone have given way, and the arches 
are weighted in the centre by this enlargement of the Bays. The 
thrust of the roof and the Gallery has in some measure caused 
the wall to give way. In the ceiling of the Chancel and Nave, 
there is a fracture extending nearly halfway from east to west. 
The portion of the Nave roof that could be seen is in a bad state, 
no doubt all the roofs are similar.

No use spending money on patching up, a new church, or 
extensive restoration is inevitable."

Needless to say restoration was found to be impossible, 
and the church with the exception of the Tower was 
completely rebuilt. In the course of digging the found 
ations for the new building several interesting fragments 
of ancient Scandinavian crosses were discovered buried 
under the floor, which go to prove the antiquity of the 
site as an ecclesiastical centre.


