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Building Recording at Liverpool Parish Church  
(Our Lady and St Nicholas), Liverpool. 

Site Code 182 
NGR SJ 3397 9047 

 

 
1. Introduction 
This report sets out the results and conclusions of a building recording project carried out 
at Liverpool Parish Church (Our Lady and St Nicholas), Liverpool. This recording focussed 
on two sections of stonework in the basement/boiler room of the church. The site is 
situated within the boiler room of Liverpool Parish Church (Our Lady and St Nicholas), Old 
Churchyard, Chapel Street, Liverpool, L2 8TZ. 
 
A previous desk-based assessment was to collate available evidence in advance of 
building recording within the boiler room of the church. The aim of the building recording 
project was to record stonework embedded in later phases of brickwork and to establish if 
possible whether or not they are part of the original foundations of a predecessor of the 
present church or reused stone from adjacent warehouses.  
 
2. Archaeological and Historical Background 
The Church of Our Lady and St Nicholas is also known as St. Nicholas’ Church and stands 
on the east side of George’s Dock basin and south side of Chapel-street, (OS: 
SJ33979047). Visible from the Mersey the church was formerly a chapel under the parish 
church of Walton-on-the-Hill. The original chapel was known as St Mary Del Quay.  
Referring to historic maps, photographic and published sources (books, papers and online) 
this brief overview of the church’s history has been collated.  
 
Phase I – Medieval C13th.  
There are no places of worship recorded in Liverpool prior to 1207. The original chapel of 
St Mary Del Quay, a chapel of ease for the parish of Walton, is first mentioned in records 
in 1257.  
 
Phase II – Medieval C14th.  
A larger chapel dedicated to St Nicholas, patron saint of mariners began in 1355 and was 
consecrated in 1361 with the adjoining cemetery, (McLaughlin Cook & Roberts, 2007, 20). 
The chapel had a nave, north aisle and a square tower at the west end (ibid). 
 
Brooke (2003, 42) notes that the church was standing in 1356 during the reign of Edward 
III. A mandate of Edward III, on May 19th 1356, to the Mayor and Commonalty of the Town 
of Liverpool, “Licence to acquire, give and assign lands, &c. to certain chaplains, and for 
the chaplains to receive from the before named Mayor and Commonalty, the said lands, in 
order to perform divine service for the souls of the faithful deceased in the chapel of the 
blessed Mary and St. Nicholas for ever” (ibid, 31).  
 
Following the closure of St Mary del Key in 1548, there are several references to repairs 
and improvements of St Nicholas’ Chapel with levies being imposed to pay for them, 
(McLaughlin Cook & Roberts, 2007, 26).  
 



 
 

2 
 

The Church of Our Lady and St Nicholas is depicted within the earliest known painting of 
Liverpool. Known as ‘Peters painting’ due to its association with the Peters family of 
Liverpool who owned it during the 18th century, this painting shows the small town from the 
river/the Wirral. St. Nicholas’s chapel is shown at the north edge of the town, to the left of 
the painting prior to its rebuilding. The painting also shows buildings to the west of the 
church, sometimes interpreted as warehouses. The painting dates to the 1680s by an 
unknown artist in the collection of National Museums Liverpool. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 1 ‘Peters’ Portrait 1680 view of Liverpool, National Museums Liverpool. Showing 
former structure of Church of Our Lady and St Nicholas, with warehouse buildings to the 
west, near the riverfront. 
 
Peet (1913) notes that there were “warehouses which are known to have been recently 
[i.e. shortly before 1680] built on the south side of Chapel Street, buttressing the 
churchyard wall.” This indicates that some of the stone within the basement of the church 
could be reused stone relating to those buildings.  
 
Phase III - Post-Medieval Out Aisle  
During 1699 St Nicholas’ Chapel often known as ‘Old Church’ became the Church of Our 
Lady and St Nicholas, an independent parish by virtue of the Act of Parliament.  
 
An out-aisle was built on the north side in 1697  
 
Phase IV - Post-Medieval Out Aisle Extension 
An addition to the north out-aisle was built in 1718. 
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Figure 2: Indicative plan of the church, from Peet, H: St Nicholas’s Church, Liverpool: its 
Architectural History, Historic Society of Lancashire and Cheshire, 1913 
 
Phase V – Industrial Revolution - C18th spire 
In 1746 a spire was built on the old tower and in 1749 the churchyard was enlarged on the 
west side.  
 

 
Figure 3: Plate taken from Enfield’s History of Liverpool, 1773 
 
In 1759 or 1760, a battery of 14 guns was formed in the enlarged part of the churchyard to 
prevent any potential attacks. 
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In 1775 Hinde’s white tavern stood in the churchyard, close to the tower.  This is in the 
area of the buildings shown on the Peters Painting to the west of the church. 

 
Figure 4: St Nicholas’s Church and the old Tavern in the Church Yard, taken from Brooke, 
R (2003), Liverpool As It Was 1775 to 1800, Liverpool Libraries and Information Services 
 
Phase VI – Industrial Revolution - C18th rebuilding 
In 1774 the exterior parts of the body of the church were re-built and some interior parts 
were altered. The north aisle and out-aisle were demolished in 1780 and the north aisle 
reconstructed. 

 
Figure 5: Thomas Harrison 1810 architects plan of St Nicholas’s Church  
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Phase VII – Industrial Revolution – C19th Century Tower Collapse and Rebuild 
On 11th of February 1810 the spire collapsed at the point where it joined the tower-part of 
the steeple, part of the roof fell into the church and 24 people were killed. Rebuilding work 
began in 1811 and was completed in 1815 by Thomas Harrison of Chester. Its distinctive 
plan with angled walls from the corners of the tower, to the corners of the body of the 
church is clearly visible on early detailed maps of Liverpool, including the 1835 Gage Map.  
 

 
Figure 6: Gage 1835 Map of Liverpool 
 
Phase VIII – Modern – Second World War Destruction and Rebuild 
The church was destroyed on 21st December 1940, when it was hit by incendiary bombs 
during an air raid and was rebuilt in 1952 following WWII.  
 

 
 Figure 7: Various main phases of building reconstruction (not to scale) 
  
3. Building Recording Methodology 
The building recording was part of a Museum of Liverpool Community Archaeology 
initiative and included four volunteers working alongside three members of the Regional 
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Archaeology team, taking place on the 12th April 2018. The project involved the 
photography and production of scaled drawings of two areas of stonework within the boiler 
room in the basement of the church.  The drawings were subsequently digitised in 
DraftSight 2018.   
 
4. Building Recording 
The east-facing wall, recorded as Section 1 (Figs. 6, 7 and 8), survives to a height of 
c.2.66m with the upper 0.4m consisting of modern rebuild and a concrete block.  The 
lower, original section of the wall was constructed of sandstone and a loose mortar. The 
stone work consists of large blocks of sandstone of varying thickness. The mortar contains 
occasional inclusions of small pebbles. 

 
 
Figure 8: Outline of Liverpool Parish Church showing location of recorded section walls. 
Not to scale. 
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Figure 9. Section 1 – East facing wall section. (© National Museums Liverpool) 
 
This wall is now truncated, and would have extended further south. The east-facing 
surfaces of the stonework at the south end has uniformly chiselled in a manner different 
from the east-facing surfaces of the stone at the north end of the section. This suggests 
that the wall has been cut back to narrow, re-angle or flatten the wall. The cutting back of 
the blocks was not uniform and therefore the blocks vary in thickness. The overall 
thickness of the remaining wall is 115cm. There is damage in several places of the wall 
where the mortar has come away. Chisel marks are visible on the surface of the 
sandstone blocks where they have been cut back. On the southern edge of the wall where 
the sandstone terminates it is replaced by 1950s brickwork. This can be dated more 
closely to 1952 when it was repaired following damage during World War II.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 10. Section 1 – Detail of chisel marks. (© National Museums Liverpool) 
 
This wall does not align with the present structure, and may relate to a non-religious 
structure on the site contemporary with the Phase V and Phase VI churches. 
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Figure 11. Section 1 – East facing wall section. 
 
Section 2, (Figs. 9, 10 and 11), is a south-east facing wall measuring 4.67 meters in length 
and 2.70 meters in height (including 0.41 meters of modern brick work) of which only the 
central part of the wall has been recorded measuring 1.8 metres in length. The wall is 
constructed of large sandstone blocks of medieval date which have been reused in the 
1815 wall directly beneath the Phase VII 1815 tower walls. From the ground up the 
recorded section includes a narrow course of stone above which is a wider course, then a 
narrow course with inclusions of reused and dressed medieval stone followed by more 
wide courses. The wide courses include fine dressed ashlar stone.  



 
 

9 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig.12. Section 2 – South-east facing wall section. (© National Museums Liverpool) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig.13. Section 2 – Detail of medieval dressed stone within wall. (© National Museums 
Liverpool) 
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Fig.14. Section 2 - Detail of south-east facing section showing medieval dressed stone. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

11 
 

 5. Discussion 
The Church of Our Lady and St Nicholas has undergone eight main phases of structural 
change on and around its present site. The original chapel on the site, St Mary del Quay, 
was built on the south side of the lower end of Chapel Street before 1257. Slightly inland 
from the location of St Mary del Quay, St. Nicholas’ church consisted of a tower and single 
nave in the 14th century. This was extended during the later medieval period and 
subsequently in 1697 an out-aisle was built on the north side. In 1746 a spire was built on 
the old tower which subsequently fell down in 1810.  The spire was rebuilt in 1815 by 
Thomas Harrison of Chester. The church was destroyed on 21st December 1940 during a 
WWII air raid and was rebuilt in 1952.  
 
It is difficult to conclude with certainty the original purpose and date of the wall sections 
examined due to the building and rebuilding of the church on the same site. The two faces 
of wall are in a good state of repair and are protected from weathering due to their 
location. Section 1 (Fig. 6, 7 and 8) is the truncated remains of a substantial wall, with 
some very large blocks of stone (33 x 98cm). This wall does not align with the current or 
1815 phases of the building. As this section of wall is to the north side of the church, it may 
relate to building in the late 17th century, or be the remnants of previous buildings on the 
site, or relate to the earlier foundations of the 1697 out-aisle.  
 
This wall appears to have originally run in an orientation slightly more NNW-SSE 
alignment than the current N-S and was cut back during the post-medieval or early modern 
period, possibly to create more space for the addition of the boiler to the building and a 
storage area.  
 
Due to access issues only part of Section 2 (Figs. 9, 10 and 11) has been recorded. 
Section 2 is constructed from a combination of stone of varying sizes and ranging in date 
from the medieval to the post-medieval period. This wall was constructed as part of the 
Phase VII building c.1811-1815, but reusing earlier stonework, presumably available on 
the site at that time. The inclusion of dressed pieces of stone suggests that some of the 
stone came from earlier phases of the church building.  
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