
A PLAN OF ST PETER'S CHURCH, HEYSHAM 

Andrew White 

The church of St Peter at Heysham is one of the only two Anglo-Saxon churches in 
Lancashire, the other being St Patrick's Chapel, its companion on the same headland. 
The antiquity of both has long been recognised (Taylor and Taylor 1965, 312-17) and 
many theories have been promulgated as to their original appearance and layout, but 
confirmation of these has been denied by the lack of any archaeological excavation at 
St Peter's, or by the survival of any early plans. Excavations at St Patrick's in 1977-8 
have resolved many, but not all, of the questions relating to that structure, and a series 
of detailed drawn elevations of St Peter's as it now stands usefully accompany the text 
(Potter and Andrews 1994). 

The lack of early plans is made more significant by the demolition and rebuilding on a 
new line of the north wall of St Peter's in 1864 in order to provide a north aisle. Since 
the south side has had an aisle since the Middle Ages and ancient fabric only survives 
above the arcade level, and the medieval chancel has had a similar effect at the east 
end, only the west wall is in anything approaching its pre-Conquest form. Any plan, 
therefore, that reveals the layout before the building of the north aisle is a welcome 
addition to our scant knowledge. 

Just such a plan has now emerged. About three years ago, Mrs Olivia Ley of Burrow 
in Lonsdale was about to move house, and rescued a carrier bag of family papers from 
her attic. These were recognised by Emmeline Garnett as relating to the Homby 
Castle Estate, having come down to Mrs Ley from the Wright family, eventual losers 
in the Tatham vs Wright Will Cause (Garnett 1998). During the long years in which 
the Will Cause rumbled on (with many overtones of the slow and majestic progress of 
Jarndyce and Jarndyce in Dickens' Bleak House (Dickens 1852-53)), the former 
steward George Wright and his family quietly moved themselves from Homby Castle 
to a new house at Heysham Head, called Heysham Lodge, where descendants 
continued to live into the twentieth century. 

The majority of the papers dated from the early nineteenth century and were drawings 
and plans of farmhouses and barns on the Hornby Castle Estate, with a large group of 
alternative sketches for a new (unbuilt) gatehouse for the Castle, and a few details of 
Hornby church. All dated from the period when George Wright controlled the estate. 
These were analysed by members of the Wray Historical Group, who managed to 
identify most of them, before passing on the whole bundle on Mrs Ley's behalf, with 
detailed notes, to the Lancashire Record Office. They also identified George Smith as 
the author of many of the drawings. George Smith carried out the functions of estate 
manager, clerk, company secretary and enforcer to the Hornby Castle Estate. Despite 
the fact that he left a voluminous diary, which survives in transcript in private hands 
(Smith 1819-56), he remains in many ways an enigmatic man, and it is clear that both 
sides in the Tatham vs Wright Will Cause saw him in equal parts as an ally and as a 
potential danger. He probably knew too much for comfort. Like many of his day, he 
could cast up accounts, measure the timber in a tree, draw an architectural plan, dial 
(assess) a coal-pit, and draw up wills and deeds. 
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One drav. ing (Fig 1) shows in plan and elevation an unidentified building, clearly a 
church with a double bellcote at its west end. The details shown accord exactly with 
Heysham St Peter's church, especially the elevation of the south side, which closely 
matches the engraving in Whitaker's History of Richmondshire of 1823 (Whitaker 
1823, 320· Fig 2). Most excitingly, it shows the old north wall before the aisle was 
inserted. 

Figure 1: Plan and elevation of Heysham St Peter 's, c 1832, with the proposed 
western extension, before the north aisle was built 

HFy.~llflm Cl111rf'h . 

Figure 2: Engraving of Heysham St Peter's church from Whitaker's History of 
Richmondshire, 1823 
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The date can be arrived at from two pieces of evidence. Firstly, the paper on which 
the drawing is inked bears a watermark, 'W TUCKER & SON 1822', and so it clearly 
cannot be earlier than that date. Secondly, an entry in George Smith's diary (1819-56) 
for Tuesday, 21 August 1832 states 'I went to Tatham Parsonage where Mr JM Wright 
gave me a plan ofHeysham church to have some additions put to it ... ' Mr JM Wright 
was one of George Wright's sons, vicar of Tatham, and often passed on messages and 
tasks to Smith after his father had left Homby for Heysham (Garnett 1998). 

The drawing (Fig 1) shows firstly the elevation of the west end, with double bellcote, 
wrongly labelled 'Elevation of the East end'. To the right of this is an elevation of the 
south side of the church, showing it as it was before the south aisle of the chancel was 
extended eastwards. A proposed westward extension of the church, marked in pale red 
ink, would have involved the demolition of the ancient west wall, probably to house a 
new pew for Mr Wright. How lucky that this was never done! The same extension is 
shown below in plan, with the rest of the church, and there it is that we have the 
details of the old north wall. What is shown is a very plain length of wall, broken only 
by a window almost opposite the south door. On its northern side are two massive 
north-south walls which should probably be interpreted as buttresses, although it 
might be tempting to interpret them as Anglo-Saxon fabric, but for the doorway 
obscured by one of them (see below). The ground falls away fairly rapidly to the 
north, and the wall may have had to be buttressed at some later stage to stop it 
collapsing. To the east of these buttresses, a wall is shown parallel to the north wali 
and retaining a stair. The plan does not indicate whether the stair is running upwards 
to a higher level or downwards to some sub-floor entrance, such as a boilerhouse. 
However, the absence of any opening marked in the wall suggests that the latter is 
more probable, although such a use seems a little uncommon at that date. A crypt 
entrance cannot be ruled out. A little to the east of this stair is a small vestry, 
apparently extending only half as far to the north as the present vestry does. 

There is not much evidence to interpret. The massive buttresses were removed when 
the north aisle was built, and a further ancient doorway, matching those at St Patrick's 
Chapel and in the west end of St Peter's, was found behind the westernmost of them, 5 
feet (1.5m) from the comer. This indicates that the buttresses were later than the body 
of the church. The old doorway was re-erected stone for stone in the churchyard, 
south-west of the church. If there was a doorway such as this in three positions, in the 
south, west and north walls, it might give some support to Bu'Lock's theory of a 
porticus enveloping the western end of the church (Bu'Lock 1974), but the south 
doorway is only presumed, even if very probable, and the tiny pieces of other 
evidence brought forward by Bu'Lock are not confirmed by this early plan. Nor can 
we accept Whitaker's statement that the church was 'formerly dignified by a tower, 
which was pulled down, according to tradition, and the bells removed to Homby' 
(Whitaker 1823, 319). Although his theory of a former tower has continued to be 
popular, perhaps because of anomalies in the masonry of the west wall, no part of his 
statement appears to be true. The apparent door-opening next to the west window may 
be an eighteenth-century insertion, giving access from an external timber stair to 
private galleries set against the north wall. Indeed, a purely visual inspection of the 
masonry of this west wall suggests from the size and colour of the stones that early 
medieval work does not survive untouched above the head of the west door, perhaps 
because of the insertion of a large window in the Middle Ages, and subsequent 
restoration. A simpler plan must for now be preferred, based upon a plain tall 
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rectangular single-celled structure, with few and small window openings, very similar 
to that of St Patrick's Chapel. 
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