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THE TIMBER-FRAMED CHURCHES OF CHESHIRE.

Contributed by Fred H. Crossley, F.S.A.

" In England very few half-timber churches, in the strict sense, 
have been preserved, and they have not been treated as 
thoroughly and systematically as they deserve to be. At a time 
when a society founded for the purpose was taking steps to preserve 
what remained of the mast-churches in Norway, in England 
during the last hundred years these monuments have been allowed 
to be destroyed. Ignorant and thoughtless restorers have had 
a free hand, with the result that now it is almost impossible to 
find material for critical study and research." (Early Church 
Art in Northern Europe, by Josef Strzygowski, page 81.)

IN a county originally half forest land, including such 
areas as Wirral, Macclesfield and Delamere, timber 

was a natural material for building, and was so used for 
every class of dwelling, excepting the greater abbeys, 
castles and important churches, for which stone was 
usually employed. The majority of small churches, 
manor houses and ordinary dwellings were timber-framed 
in what local idiom described as " timber nogging or 
wattle and daub." The frame was erected upon a stone 
foundation, the spaces between the uprights and diagonals 
filled in with either twigs, rushes or basket work into which 
puddled clay was squeezed, and the whole walling com 
pleted with a coat of plaster.

Until the eighteenth century, Cheshire could show an 
unrivalled series of timber mansions, which were however 
allowed to fall into decay owing to the general adoption 
at this time of brick for building, the county families 
preferring to erect their new halls in this more substantial 
material; their old homes, if not actually destroyed,
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were handed over to the yeoman farmers, the moats 
filled in and only as much of the buildings as were really 
useful retained. It is possible to tabulate an extensive 
list of destroyed timber houses, and the process still 
continues : Middlewich has gone in recent years, Button 
has been pulled down and portions re-used in a modern 
house in Sussex, whereas Garden has been destroyed 
by fire. The more interesting of those still standing 
include Little Moreton and Bramhall, the latter after 
several narrow escapes having now become the property 
of the Rural District Council.

The same procedure was followed when dealing with the 
smaller timber-framed churches, which still numbered 
twenty-five at the commencement of the eighteenth 
century. Of these nine are left, though none in a perfect 
condition. Sufficient remains however, together with the 
knowledge of what has disappeared, to make it worth 
while to describe this type of church. Owing to the 
materials used in their construction they required fairly 
constant attention, which the eighteenth century folk 
were not prepared to give to them ; neither were they 
at all sentimental towards the places in which they 
worshipped, nor did they show them either reverence or 
affection. When repairs were needed they were executed 
with the materials nearest at hand, irrespective of the 
context, and at the same time as economically as possible. 
These people went to work in a straightforward manner, 
making no attempt to disguise their building with any 
antiquarian faking (which has been the bane of many 
nineteenth century architects), nor did they turn out 
spurious goods.

The fabrics of the churches had already suffered severely 
from the neglect of a hundred and fifty years, and the 
majority were in a deplorable condition. Moreover, 
utility as well as fashion dictated the use of the ubiquitous 
brick ; it was not only cheaper, but more convenient to
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use, and it lasted longer. Derelict timbered churches were 
therefore pulled down and re-erected in brick as cheaply 
as possible, and those not wholly destroyed were repaired 
with the same material. The south aisle at Lower 
Peover was brick until the restoration of 1852 ; Holmes 
Chapel retains its outer walls of brick, the nave of 
Siddington likewise, although now painted to represent 
timbering. Baddiley, Cholmondeley and Chadkirk have 
brick naves, Marton a brick chancel and Swettenham had 
the same until the meddlesome nineteenth century.

The Whitegate wardens' accounts of the first half of 
the seventeenth century contain many items connected 
with repairs. In 1602 they repaired the church end with 
daub ; in 1603 they paid for a tree to make a gutter and 
gables for the church end ; in 1637 3$. id. was expended 
on " plats and nails for the churche ende " ; in 1646 
they were busy collecting for the repairs of the church. 
The briefs issued in the eighteenth century for the 
authorizing of collections on behalf of church repairs 
well show the condition of many of the timbered churches 
of Cheshire, as in the following instances.

CHURCH MINSHULL. " That the said parish church of Church 
Minshull aforesaid being an ancient timber structure, is so much 
decaid both in the roof and the walls thereof, that the parishioners 
cannot attend the service of Almighty God in the said church 
(especially in windy weather) without manifest danger and peril 
of their lives : and that the said church cannot be repaired 
otherwise than by taking down and rebuilding the same." 1704. 
(Cheshire Sheaf, new series, Vol. I.)

SWETTENHAM. "The church and steeple, being both of 
timber, are now ruinous and want to be rebuilt." 1718.

" The church is now rebuilt and the steeple is now building." 
May 1722. (Gastrell, Notitia Ceslriensis, Vol. I, 260.)

WHITEGATE. " This church is built of wood and plaister, 
and is now in a ruinous condition." 1715. (Gastrell, Vol. I, 264.)

Note in 1728 a brief was obtained for the purpose of rebuilding 
it. (Milnrow Reg.)


