A HISTORY OF THE ROMAN CATHOLIC CHURCH
IN RUNCORN

Bert Starkey

Thisis based on a talk planned to be given to celebrate the 50™ anniversary of . Edward’s Church,
Runcorn in 2007.

The present church of St. Edward was completed 50 years ago. It replaced one which
was built in Irwell Lanein 1888. The latter replaced the original St. Edward’ s which
was built in 1846. So the Ivy Street church is the third Catholic church dedicated to
St. Edward — the third Catholic church to be built in the town since the Reformation in
the sixteenth century.

But by aremarkable coincidence when thefirst St. Edward’ s was built in Windmill
Street in 1846 the ancient medieval parish church where mass had been celebrated for
centurieswas still standing. 1t was demolished in the very year that the Windmill
Street church was opened.

So there has been an overlap of Catholic places of worship in Runcorn — an unbroken
chain going back for over athousand years. There are some who think that
Catholicity in Runcorn began with the construction of the first church early in Queen
Victoria sreign. However there has been a Catholic place of worship in Runcorn
since before the Norman Conquest.

Thetitle of my talk isahistory of the church in Runcorn. | have 42 slidesto illustrate
the story.

Today’s All Saints Anglican church
in Church Street stands on the exact
site of the old pre-Reformation
church. All Saints dates from 1849.
It was completed 3 years after the
demolition of the old 13" century
building.

Thefirst illustration is a water colour
painting of the old church which was
executed by aMr. Allen who was a
curate of the parish church. A suggested date for the painting is 1820. Thisisaview
from the north-east. If you were walking along what is now Mersey Road thisisthe
view you would see. The old church was built on what is known as Early English
style of architecture and it was built about 1240. Originally the church was dedicated
to St. Bertelin, an obscure Mercian saint from Derbyshire who lived in the late

9™ century. At an unknown date the name was changed to St. Bartholomew and so it
remained until its demolition in 1846. For centuries it was the only substantial
building in Runcorn village.

In this picture the church appears to be an attractive village church but when the
painting was made it was in aterrible state of disrepair. Much of it was over 600



yearsold. Poor maintenance over the centuries and shoddily built alterations had
resulted in the building becoming unstable. The tower had a dangerous overhang, the
mortar was perished and the masonry was loose. However, in spite of its precarious
condition the tower could not be taken down as this would bring about the complete
collapse of the church! By 1820 the tower was so dangerous that the bells could not
be rung. Repairsto the roof could not be undertaken because if the heavy roof dlabs
were removed the wallswould fall. The south side was patched up and ajerry-built
insertion was beginning to subside. The old church was an eyesore, a crumbling
edifice but Runcorn was a poor village and there was very little money to pay for
essential repairs. It was only when the town began to grow with the coming of
industry that sufficient funds were available to build the present church — now called
All Saints.

The following illustrations are of the old medieval Catholic church.

At the time of demolition the east window still retained some fragments of ancient
glass. All the other coloured glass had been smashed out at the Reformation or a
century later during Parliamentarian rule — the wreckers claimed that they did this“in
order to let in God' s heavenly light”. All over England symbols of Catholic practice
were removed; statues, wall paintings, stone altars and carvings were destroyed and
over the centuries many changes were made to the interiors of buildings. We will go
inside the old church in amoment. When the old church was closed in 1846 it was
probably the third building on the site. Runcorn was founded in 914 by Princess
Ethelfleda as a defensive position to deter Viking longships from passing up theriver.
Without doubt at the same time a church was built to serve Runcorn settlement. This
would have been a wooden building which was | ater replaced by one of stone.

The removal of thisold building in 1846 ended atradition which lasted for more than
930 years.

A view of the old church seen from the
west about 1830. There was parkland
where Southbank Terrace, Greek Street
and Lord Street aretoday. Industry
was beginning to appear. Early paddle
steamersareon theriver. Thisis
Runcorn in transition. Every vestige of
medieval Runcorn has gone — only the
early church survives.

The churchyard had been in use for 1000 years when it was closed in the early years
of the 20" century. It was at one time the only consecrated ground for many miles.
Runcorn church was the mother church of avery large parish. There were chapels of
ease at Daresbury, Halton, Aston and Thelwall.



Another view from the west. Note the
windmill in Windmill Street and the
steam flour mill on the water’s edge.
Runcorn was once a spa town and
holiday resort. There are salt-water
baths below the church.

A view from the east. Alsotobeseenis
the Ferry Hut where the equipment for
the ferry boat was kept. The trees were
said to be avery attractive feature. There
was uproar when they were felled in the
1830s.

An amateur painting of the old church
viewed from Church Lane (now
Church Street). Notice the round-
headed windows of an early 19"
century addition which was poorly
built and was sinking. Once there were
many great yew treesin this
churchyard which were said to be over
1000 years old. It had been used asa
burial ground since Ethelfleda’s day.

Runcorn was entirely rural in the early
nineteenth century with a population of
only 1,330. Note the busy river traffic.




Although the old parish church lasted
until the early years of photography, it
appears that no pictures have survived.
However this may be an early
daguerreotype photograph of the
interior. By 1846 nothing remained of
Catholic practice except the rood
screen. The pulpit dates from the 17"
century and the box pews from the 18"
century. Theflag isfrom Napoleonic
times. Thewall plaques commemorate
vicars from Georgian times. Even the architecture has changed. On the north side it
is original from the 13" century; on the south side is the extension of 1802.

“INTERIOR OF OLD PARTSH

The destruction of the old church was
almost total. However 20 fragments of the
old rood screen were salvaged to decorate
the present choir stalls. They suggest 15"
century tracery of the perpendicular style.
The destruction of the screen was a
tragedy —a great loss.

Thisis aphotograph | took after a
harvest festival nearly 50 years ago.

This photograph shows Runcorn in
1875. From asmall insignificant
village, the place has grown into a
bustling, sooty little industrial town.




