
NOTES ON CERTAIN DISCOVEEIES MADE DURING 

ALTERATIONS AT ORMSKIRK CHURCH.*

By James Dixon, F.R.Hist.Soc.

(BEAD 28iH NOVEMBKB, 1877.)

MANY futile attempts have been made to fix a date for the 
first erection of Ormskirk Church. This is not to be won 
dered at, seeing that in modern times it has presented one of 
the most singular appearances of mixture of styles, and no 
single style which it might be expected that any ecclesiastical 
structure would exhibit.

The only positive date hitherto recognised in connexion 
with it is A.D. 1273, in which year it is recorded to have 
been endowed. Hence, it has been customary to regard it as 
a foundation of the 13th century. But to those who have 
considered, that at the Domesday survey no such place as 
Ormskirk appeared to be known, and that the place was 
simply part of the manor of Lathom, (at one time the 
property of Orm, the Saxon owner also of Parbold,) it has 
appeared extremely probable that a church existed there even 
in his time. Hence comes the name of Orms Church, so 
often met with in early registers; and although the Domes 
day survey did not for this reason include the name of a 
non-existent parish, yet in later times, Ormschurch, in the 
manor of Lathom, by a new arrangement of parochial boun 
daries, became the name of the parish which has continued 
ever since.

* I am indebted to the Hon. Misa Bootle Wilbraham, Bister of Lord 
Skelmersdale, for the sketches accompanying this paper, and referred to where 
the subjects are named; with her permission to use them in this or any other 
way. It is oulv right to say that they have been taken under considerable 
difficulty.
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It has been left to the present time, when a work of exten 
sive restoration has been begun, to discover that a church did 
exist here before the one of a 13th century date. There are 
remains brought to light of a Norman church, though (almost 
beyond a doubt) some little Saxon timber structure must have 
previously occupied the site. Yet these Norman remains have 
not turned up where I have long expected to find traces of 
something anterior to the Enrly English, as seen in the spire 
and S.E. angle of the church next the chancel. My outlook 
has been at the base of the tower and its adjacent parts.

The curious arrangement of tower and spire, side by side, 
lias long been a puzzle to investigators, though it admits of 
easy explanation ; but there is still much remaining all 
through the building, now that the foundations have been laid 
nearly bare, which affords great room for speculation. Inter 
nally, the church has long been one of the most objectionable 
to the eye of taste ; yet it is large in its proportions, and must 
have been an impressive building before being robbed of nearly 
every vestige of its once unquestionable dignity.

It is only since I first decided on writing a few remarks, 
that the Norman discoveries have been made ; and had they 
not appeared, it would have been impossible to determine 
with certainty the theory of a Norman church. An earlier 
one, if such existed, might have been supposed to have gone 
to complete decay; and with change of ownership in the 
La thorn estates, it would have seemed probable that a period 
elapsed, even down to the end of the 13th century, before any 
substantial edifice was reared on its site.

Much sentimental opposition has been raised to the present 
alterations, but the excavations tell only too plaiuly how much 
a change was needed. It has been proved that the whole area 
of the church has long been little better than a common grave 
on a large scale, within walls and amid ruins of a departed 
splendour. Only about three feet of depth intervened between
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the recent modern floor and the rock, yet within this space 
very many, probably thousands of persons, have been buried, 
(I have tested the number carefully by the registers), by re 
peated turning over of the remains of those buried before. 
As many as twenty skulls have been found in one mass, just 
below a pew constantly occupied ; and while I am writing 
this, a skull, -which I reasonably infer ie that of a young lady 
of a very ancient and wealthy family in the parish, lies less 
than six inches from the still undisturbed pavement of a 
chapel partially restored. It is exposed to view by adjacent 
removals ; and this is only a sample. So common was burial 
within the church at one time, that it was the custom, about 
eighty years ago, if the weather was at all unfavourable, no 
matter who had to be buried, to dig a grave inside the church, 
and there the body was laid. There were no pews then in the 
nave ; few in the aisles, and those not disposed in order ; and 
not a single boarded floor, except in the galleries.

Even gravestones were few, and the rest of the pavement 
was poor. The church had then clearly not much recovered 
from the wreckage of the civil war period. All the vaults in 
the church, such as they are, are of very late construction ; 
and even the Stanleys and other distinguished families around 
must, though buried in their respective chapels or other 
places of distinction, have been laid in the general compo 
sition of accumulating human remains. In one place a man 
was found buried in his clothes ; in another, one wrapped in 
an old banner. [Many "Troopers" and "Dragoons" are 
named in the registers.] The third Earl of Derby was buried 
in the " High Chancel," with great ceremonial, but no trace 
of the spot has been found. There is not so much as a 
stone of the rudest description which can be said to mark it. 
Still when one reads in the register of burials of the " High 
" Chancel," and the " King's Chancel," " My Lord of Derby's 
" Chapel," " Mr. Scarisbrick's Chancel," " Mr. Gorsuch's 
" Chancel," " Mr. Aspinwall's Chapel," " Mr. Mossock's
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" Chancel," " The Bickerstaffe Chapel," the Chapel of "Mr. 
" Stanley of Moor Hall," " St. Nicholas' Chancel," of "Mr. 
" Stanley of Cross Hall, his Chnpel," of " Mr. Hill's "Window," 
as a burial place, and such like distinctive spots, to the 
number of thirteen, the idea suggested is, that in these places 
or around their sites would be found   if only in mere frag 
ments   some remains of former art and structural grandeur. 
Few suoh signs have appeared, however, and hardly anything 
has been left but the merest outlines of a large building which 
has doubtless possessed many special features of interest.

The registers only are spared in anything like n complete 
state   but even Cromwell had a regard for registers   and 
they are so rich in interesting material that they serve to 
aggravate the disappointment felt, that what may have been 
more than an ordinary church at one period should have been 
so nearly all swept away.

Of the few remains brought to light, indicative of a more 
ornate condition of the church than we have been accustomed 
to, the following may be regarded as the most interesting.

On the north side of the main pier of the spire, below the 
recent floor, was found a square base with a quatrefoil 

t" moulding on its surface, which seems beyond a doubt to have 
been the base of a now lost font, belonging to the Early English 
enlargement of the building. (PL VI, fig. 2.) A portion of 
what may have been a Noraan font, the predecessor of this, 
is inserted in the external wall of the eastern gable of the 
church. The base just named stands within the westernmost 

, bay of the nave, on the south side of the church, and to the 
right hand within the entrance through the spire, the arch of 
which has been cut away to make a stair approach to the 
organ loft and south gallery. Its position quite agrees with the 
following quotation from Bnrr's Anglican Church Architecture:

" The Font, for the public celebration of holy baptism, 
" must be of stone, and in ancient times was always placed
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" near the principal doorway of the nave, frequently in the 
" centre of the building, or under the westernmost arch of 
" the north or south aisle. The plinth is often annexed 
" to the base of the adjacent pillar."

In this latter respect there is an entire agreement with the 
base at Ormskirk ; for it stands against the spire pier, and 
has apparently been connected with the first pillar of the nave.

The square columns of the nave, supporting super-columns 
of classic form to the ceiling, rest upon blocks of ashlar 
below the floor, on which coatings of whitewash testify to 
their having been wall stones, of the period preceding the 
erection of the two galleries co-extensive with the nave. 
These galleries were erected in the years 1780 and 1770, at 
which times the outer walls seem also to have been recon 
structed ; for under the floor-level of the south wall, blocks 
of stone, similar to those found in the bases of the nave 
columns, also appear. On all these whitened stones are traces 
of lettering in Old English characters, and various forms of 
colour decoration, including the symbolic fish, and fragments 
of other devices. These seem to have their period of execu 
tion explained by the documentary records. For example, 
we find: "1685. May 28. Paid for all the workmanship 
" about whiteninge the church and drawinge verses out of the 
" Scriptures on the walls and all other things ...£&. 0. 0." 
This sum of money, at the time of its expenditure would 
seem sufficient to have covered all the walls with lettering 
and ornamental painting, and they must have presented a 
somewhat curious appearance. We seem here to have found 
a ray of light, showing the condition to which the church 
had been reduced by the infuriated parliamentary soldiers, who 
would be glad of an opportunity for wreaking their vengeance 
on anything connected with Lathom House. We have a still 
further intimation of its despoiled state in the following cir 
cumstance, recorded in the life of Dr. Richard Sherlock,
chaplain to Charles Earl of Derby, and almoner of Lathom: 

L
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" His worthy patron, the Easter after the Restoration 
" desiring to countenance by bis own presence the now 
" re-established worship of the church, chose to receive the 
" Lord's Supper at his Parish Church, rather than his ohapel 
" at Lathom. The Doctor suspecting, what he found to be 
" true, that the chancel had been as little regarded as the 
" Lord's Supper, which had not been administered in that 
" church for some years past, went a few days before to see 
" things put in order ; and cleansing the chancel, which it 
" seemed had been more frequented by dogs and swine than 
" men, it raised such an insufferable stench, that he was 
" obliged to order frankincense to be burned the day before 
" the solemnity, that his congregation might not be discom- 
" posed by such an unexpected nuisance."

At each upper angle of the nave, a mass of rubble was 
found, which gave reason to conclude it had been the filling 
of clustered piers of a bold chancel arch, marking the division 
at the centre of the church, and separating the nave from the 
King's chancel and the high chancel.

A stone was found in the King's chancel* with the follow 
ing inscription: 

" R. B. 1681. 
" Myles Barton Died 14 Novem : 1657."

This stone, compared with an entry in the register, determines

* This uncommon designation seems to demand a short enquiry as to its 
origin. At the time of the month's visit of Henry VII to Thomas, first Earl 
of Derby at Lathom, the now domestic chapel was a mere chantry, attached to 
the hospital of St. John there ; and with the large retinue at Lathom House, 
the parish church would be the family place of public worship. And during 
that month's royal visit we may fairly conclude that the King would attend 
such worship more or less. It is quite easy then to conclude that this best 
portion of the church, lying between the nave and the high chancel, with its chief 
altar, would be specially Bet apart for the royal guest and his attendants. In 
order to mark the event one of so great importance to a Email town (very 
small then) the clergy and officials of the church, or probably the Earl of 
Derby himself, would think it proper thenceforth to distinguish this part of the 
edifice by the royal designation. There can be no other possible assignable 
reason for the name, but it is unfortunate that no existing documents of that 
date remain to help our enquiry. There is also the circumstance of the 
"King's Preacher" at Ormskirk after a later reign (namely Elizabeth); and 
that dignitary would be more likely to have his appurtenant stall there than 
elsewhare in the church. But he was what would now be termed by our 
Wesleyan friends " a round preacher" for the district, extending some miles 
around, with his head-quarters at Ormskirk.
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the position of the King's chancel, which was sometimes iu 
the past a matter of question.

Under the east window, and attached to the eastern gable, 
is a portion of what appears to have been an early stone altar, 
measuring about nine feet in length.

The north wall of the chancel proves to be the most 
interesting piece of masonry standing. On removing from 
its surface an old benefaction board and some fillings-up with 
loose portions of an octagonal column, or a respond of that 
form, an excellent Norman window stood wide open the 
glass gone and looking into the present vestry (Plate VII, 
fig. 1), thus carrying us back over a period of nearly 800 
years. The sketch sufficiently shows to what condition it 
was reduced before being so completely hidden from view. 
Traces of fresco-painting are clearly seen on the splays and 
outside the jamb mouldings, the capitals and bases of which 
are gone. An enclosure outside this wall, but of later date, 
was formerly entered from the chancel by a doorway later 
than the Norman window above, before the door was plastered 
and painted over, and then discarded for a still more modern 
one cut through the solid masonry, and which has been since 
used till now as the vestry door.

The enclosure, so called for the present, beyond this chancel 
wall, has for about eighty-seven years served as the modern 
vestry, but appears to have been originally an attached chapel, 
or the sacristy, with its western wall standing against what 
has been long known as the Bickerstaffe Chapel or chantry; 
from which side it was lighted by a window just found, aud 
represented on plate YJI, fig. 2. The chapel of St. Nicholas 
is often mentioned before but never after the date (1690) 
fixing the " erection" so called of this vestry, but doubtless a 
re-erection of the upper portion only. There is strong reason 
for believing this was the site of that chapel, if it were not the
ancient sacristy. 

L2



The Bickerstaffe Chapel, being of early foundation (the 
15th century), would appear to have undergone alterations in 
its boundary walls, else the western wall of the present vestry 
(the undetermined chapel of St. Nicholas, or sacristy) must 
have been adopted at first as the Bickerstaffe Chapel eastern 
wall, which seems hardly consistent with a chantry foundation. 
Bared to the basement, it is found to be an external wall, 
though now internal to this chapel. On the north side of 
the chapel was found below the floor the base of the altar- 
tomb, which has been removed for convenience, and now lies 
within the N.E. angle. The chapel itself seems to have been 
formerly separated from the King's Chancel by a couple of 
arches, one joining the chancel wall (by a respond), the other 
the north pier of the chancel arch, with a centre column of 
octagonal form, whose base, found below the recent flooring, 
is shewn on plate VII, fig. 1. A sub-wall ran along its south 
and west sides, and had indications of having supported a 
screen.

In several parts of the church we find evidence of the use 
of materials older than the parts themselves, clearly remains 
of destroyed portions of other buildings and of grave stones 
with crosses and other incised figures upon them. Thus, in 
the second stage of the tower we have a grave stone with a 
cross occupying its full length. The lintel of the doorway, 
already named, has incisions partly effaced, but one is pretty 
clearly seen. In the belfry, supporting the clock frame, is a 
beautifully foliated piece of what seems to have been a screen 
post; and a table frame, without a top, which has been made 
out of other fragments of carved wood-work.

From the pews now removed from the nave, all erected as 
they recently stood within the present century, portions of 
hroken-up pews, of a century and upwards earlier, have been 
taken out and preserved. These have names carved on them, 
one or two of which are of considerable interest; and nearly
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all are carved with the national emblems, the rose, thistle, 
and shamrock. One rail has the full name " Archippus 
" Kippax," somewhat artistically cut. He was vicar of the 
parish from 1694 to 1718, when he died, as shown by his 
monument on the north wall of the high chancel, beneath 
which he is buried ; and he was sometime Archdeacon of the 
Isle of Man, as was also his nephew, of the same name, some 
time after. Another piece has the name

[WJILLLAM FARR1NG
16
93

TON

He was the friend and counsellor of the Countess of Derby 
during the siege of Lathom House, and although his home 
was at Word en, near Preston, he would seem, for some 
reason, to have had a necessity for an assigned seat in this 
as his parish church A third has the name of " William 
" Hill." This gentleman resided at Blythe, near Ormskirk, 
und is the Mr. Hill referred to under mention of burial "in 
" Mr. Hill's window." And there are other portions of pews, 
of corresponding dates, with names of persons who have not 
been chronicled as having held any special position, either in 
life at Lathom, or as distinguished parishioners in any other 
way.

The floor of the church lias not given up any monumental 
remains of note ; heavy slabs, with rudely-shaped incised 
crosses, being the only characteristic ones, lying in the nave. 
Yet there is much interest which will ever cling to it, and 
more may yet be extracted from its registers.

The theory of structural foundation of, and change in, this 
church, may be fairly assumed as follows, in the absence of 
documentary evidence: 

First (after the presumed little Saxon erection), a small 
Norman church, (there could be no population for a large
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one,) of winch the north wall of the present chancel is the 
only discoverable portion left.

Second,  a 13th century or Early English enlargement, 
giving a nave whose piers and arches together with the roof 
seem to have gone with the civil war disturbances here; 
attached chapels, afterwards renewed, enlarged, or in some 
cases incorporated with later widenings of the aisles ; a south 
aisle and spire termination ; and an eastern gable, the present 
chancel end.

Third, the erection of the huge tower for bells after the 
ruin of Burscough Priory, partly on the site of an earlier 
projecting building (presumably a priest's domicile) whoso 
roof-groove is left in a wall of the now enclosed space. The 
tower seems to be a composition of orders from spoils, doubt 
less those of the destroyed portions of the church, and 
Burscough Priory.

Fourth, the erection of the present nave piers in place of 
a destroyed Early English arcade, to support the galleries 
constructed in the years 1730 and 1770, and the widening of 
the north aisle in 1766 (the south aisle outer wall appearing 
to have been rebuilt about 1729) ; the disuse of the chapel 
or sacristy, outside the Norman wall now remaining as the 
chancel wall, still earlier than the dates just given, namely in 
1690, and its adaptation to the purposes of a modern 
vestry.

This theory, like every other which is unsupported by actual 
proof, may be taken for what it is worth; but to me it seems 
the most probable of any which can be based on the evidence 
of existing remains.

[This paper gave rise to an interesting discussion. The propriety of breaking 
up the floor of the church was warmly questioned; some being of opinion that 
the human remains should have been left undisturbed, and sealed up with 
cement. But this subject ia quite distinct from the history of the building, as 
shown by the architectural features discovered. ED.]


