
 

Chr ist ians have worshipped on th is s ite for at  least the last  800 years dur ing which t ime the 

parish church has dominated the v iew of the High St reet and the town. The Church is f irst  

ment ioned in 1200 and the Crypt conta ins  Early Engl ish lancet w indows. In 1258 the 

pat ronage of  the l iv ing was granted to the Abbey of  Halesowen which the Abbot exerc i sed 

unt i l  the Dissolut ion of  the Monasteries in 1538. Although dedicated to All  Saints as early as 

1391, the Church has been known as St.  Matthew's s ince the 18th century.  Th is may have 

been l inked to the Annual Fai r Day which operated from the 12th centur y.  

 

The best known view of St.  Matthew's is probably the West f ront w ith the 170 foot soaring 

spi re as seen f rom the market in the High Street.  When approaching the church from St 

Matthew’s Close you can see the contrast  between the sandstone o f  the f i f teenth century 

chancel and the Bath stone which now encases the nave and tower.  

 

Rebui ld ing and extending the chancel began in 1462. Stone for the new work was hauled 

from quarries at  Brewood and Sutton Coldf ie ld whi le t imber came f rom the Pr ior of  

Sandwel l 's  woods. The parapet and the t racery of  the chancel windows were restored in 

1879-80. Apart  f rom the great East window the chancel windows were model led on the one 

remaining perpendicular -style window which had been blocked up for the vest ry and organ 

lof t .  

 

The cur ious open archway under the east end used to prov ide an entrance to the crypt  and, 

l ike that at  the magnif icent church of  St.  Mary Redc li f fe,  Bristol,  was probably bu i l t  to a l low 

footpath access to both north and south sides of  the churc hyard since the chancel had been 

extended to the then eastern l imit  of  the churchyard. This is c lear f rom the v iew of the 

church publ ished in 1798. Niches on the east s ide of  the arch may represent openings as an 

examinat ion of  the outside of  the wall  w i l l  reveal.   The archway used to be much ta l ler;  the 

ground level has buil t  up over the centuries so that most of  the doorway to the c rypt is now 

below the ground.  

 

The c rypt is the o ldest part  of  the church. It  cons ists of  two rooms.   

 

The inner or western room has a f ine vaulted roof with sandstone r ibs.  The eastern wal l  of  

this inner room contains two very good examples of  12th century lancet w indows and traces 

of  what may be a b locked -up Norman doorway. In the back wall  of  th is room there are the 

remains of  an aumbry (a smal l cupboard, usual ly near an a ltar where the reserved 

sacrament is kept for admin istering to the sick).   The doorway leading to the sta irs to the 

vestry used to lead to a stai rcase connect ing with the chancel above.  

 

The larger outer room is part  of  the 15th century extension and has a barrel -vaulted roof and 

a small blocked perpendicu lar -style doorway leading by a spi ra l sta ircase to the north s ide 

of  the chancel,  as well  as a wooden door to the archway.  There is also a cast - iron p laque 

detai l ing the inc reased seat ing result ing from Goodwin's restorat ion; this is a lmost the same 

as the p laque in the south porch.  

 



Dur ing the restorat ion of  the nave in 1819 -21 carr ied out by the architect  Franc is Goodwin 

the exterior of  the nave and tower was g iven a two -inch thick c ladding of  Bath stone. Al l  the 

o ld windows were replaced by larger,  perpendicu lar -style w indows w ith cast - iron t racery.  

 

The spi re was restored i n 1951 a lthough the earl iest  restorat ion was carr ied out by John 

Brown in 1669. Subsequent ly the sp ire  developed such a tw ist  that i t  had to be rep laced in 

1779. The tower c lock erected in 1865 is the latest  in a ser ies beginning with a chiming 

clock in 1446. When the present c lock faces were f i t ted, that on the western side was g iven 

opal glass so that i t  could be l i t  at  night.  At the t ime the centre of  the dial was the largest 

sheet of  such glass to be manufactured. The west door in goth ic style rep laces  a Tuscan 

port ico which had been bui l t  in the late 18th century.  

The peal of  twelve bells inc ludes four dat ing f rom before 1553, another before 1656 and 

another cast in 1674. Joseph Smith of  Edgbaston r ecast the 'great be l l '  in 1731. By 1775 

there were e ight bel ls and they were a l l  recast by Thomas Rudhall  of  Gloucester.  Number 5 

is inscr ibed, "When you us r ing, we' l l  sweet ly s ing. Thomas Rudhall ,  Gloucester,  1775".  In 

1863 the t reble and second bell  were added and when al l  ten were recast by Taylor and Co.  

o f  Loughborough in 1928 the present Numbers 1 and 2 were added. In 1981 a new 5.25 cwt.  

sharp second bell  in memory of  Miss Nell is  Homer was cast by Taylor's to make the front 

e ight be l ls into a complete octave.  

Across the road from the south porch stand the memor ia l gardens designed as part  o f  a 

genera l scheme for the area around the church by G. A. Je l l icoe, FRIBA, a lso inc lud ing the 

St Matthew’s Centre.  The gardens stand on the site of  the or ig inal parish hal l .   A memorial 

stone was unvei led by H.R.H. Pr incess Margaret in 1951.  

 

The lychgate with the text  above " I am the Resurrect ion and the Life" was bui l t  in 1927 as a 

memorial to George and Cather ine S. Gi l l  and rep laces wrought -i ron gates which had had a 

lamp in the overthrow. The churchyard ra i l ings were taken away for sc rap to he lp the war 

ef fort  dur ing the Second Wor ld War.  At the foot of  the stone steps leading down f rom the 

west door of  the church towards the town is an open a ir pu lp it  of  1922, bu i l t  here as a war 

memorial.  

 

The churchyard conta ins  graves bear ing the names of many famous Walsa ll  fami l ies.  To the 

east of  the South Porch stands one of  the most interest ing inscr ipt ions on a headstone to a 

former beadle and bel lr inger.   In 1756 this church yard was ful l  so the Bath St reet cemetery 

was consecrated  

 

The large south porch is the main ent rance to the church and conta ins a small ceramic 

tab let  commemorat ing the restorat ion of  1819 -21, a larger cast iron tab let  also 

commemorat ing the work of  1819-21, as wel l  as two wooden boards conta in ing an  

impress ive l is t  of  incumbents and pat rons from 1211 to the present day.  

The nave was completely rebuil t  in 1819/21 to the design of  the arch itect  Francis Goodwin, 

fol low ing the exist ing ‘ footprint ’ .   This work inc luded  the present ga l ler ies,  the s lender cast -

i ron columns as well  as the i ron window tracery.   A three decker pu l p it  was also instal led at  

this t ime but removed in 1880.  Addit ional i ron columns were added beneath the galleries in 

the 1830s; this work was designed by another prominent architect  George Basev i.     

Goodwin also reorganized the nave seat ing with new pews  which were largely rep laced w ith 

chairs in 1880.  The impress ive nave ce i l ing resembling fan -vault ing is formed of moulded 

p laster.  

 



This be longs to the 15th century although the alabaster r im and lead l ining are 18th century,  

the lead l ining being inscr ibed w ith the init ia ls of  two churchwardens Richa rd Burrows and 

Samuel Craddock and a Tudor Rose and a mask w ith the date 1712.  The init ia ls NS may be 

those of  the maker,  Nathaniel Short ,  plumber.  The l imestone bowl carries the coats of  ar ms 

of the Beauchamps, other fami l ies and on the western face the symbols of  the Passion: the 

Cross and Crown of Thorns, the Sop, the Spear and the Scourges.   The font has stood in 

this locat ion s ince 1980.The side chapels  

There has been a St.  Clement 's chapel on the north s ide of  the nave since 1468.  The 

chapel was la id out as a war memorial in the early 1920s.  St Clement is the pat ron saint  of  

tanners.  

 

In  1974/75 St.  Cather ine's chapel was f i t ted w ith a screen and a beaut iful modern stained 

g lass-w indow and acts as the ch i ldren's chapel and c reche. There is an impressive memorial 

to Sergeant Major Wil l iam Purv is,  one of  the 600 who charged with the L ight Brigade, on the 

west wall .   There was been a chapel here dedicated to St Catherine by 1502.  

This was set up in 1915 as the result  of  a bequest by Mrs Smyth nee Wiseman. A f ine 

example of  the Arts & Crafts style i t  was des igned by C. E. Bateman, FRIBA, of  B irmingham 

and was carved by Joseph Phi l l ips who was respons ib le for woodcarving  in the Angl ican 

Cathedra l in L iverpool.   Its s lender co lumns were des igned to ensure that the congregat ion 

could see through to the chancel and its east window.  A long the sc reen are f ive sh ie lds 

which carry emblems of the Passion s imi lar to those on the font.  From lef t  to r ight they are:  

 

•  (a) the Pil lar,  Rope and Scourges,  

•  (b) the Tunic,   

•  (c ) the Cross, Ladder,  Reed and Sponge,  

•  (d) the Crown of Thorns and the Nai ls  

•  (e) the Cock and Money-bag.  

 

The chancel was rebuil t  to i ts presen t d imens ions in the mid 15th century,  and was restored 

in 1879-80 by the architect  Euan Christ ian of  London. The t racery of  a l l  the w indows was 

replaced and the model for those on the north and south sides was that immediately on the 

north as you pass through the screen from the nave, which was d iscovered blockedup and in 

pr ist ine condit ion,  a f ine example of  perpendicular work.  The east w indow had been as a 

round-headed Queen Anne style for a century and a half .  Th is was replaced by the present 

perpendicular -style t racery and glazed in memory of  Sister Dora who had died on Chr istmas 

Eve 1878.  The reredos represents the Supper of  Emmaus, w ith support ing angels on e ither 

s ide. The p iscina, sedil ia and stone gospel lectern were rediscovered and restored in 18 80.  

Traces remain between some of the w indows of former n iches for statues swept away at  the 

Reformat ion.  Three 15th century doorways were found at  the 1880 restorat ion. Two on the 

north s ide lead to the c rypt,  that on the south leads through the th ickne ss of  the wal l  to the 

churchyard.  

 

The choir stal ls conta in the f inest medieval woodcarving in the old county of  Staf fordshi re.  

The arm rests and bench ends contain wel l -preserved 15th century f igures and poppy heads. 

The misericords in the back rows of  the  sta l ls compr ise one of  the great t reasures of  the 

church for they probably belong to the period of  re -bui ld ing and re -furn ish ing of  the late 15th 

century when the town was al ready thr iv ing.  



There are no two ident ica l designs, as can be seen f rom the fol lo w ing l ist :  

 

South s ide, f rom west to east  North s ide, f rom west to east  

·  1:  Fol iage  ·  1:  Angel ( restored)  

·  2:  Tree fo l iage with b ird  

·  2:  Mil ler carrying sack  

·  3:  Mask with protud ing tongue  ·  3:  Pelican pecking breast  

·  4:  Gr inning mask  ·  4:  Angel holding shield  

·  5:  Mask with peculiar ears  ·  5:  Leaf  

·  6:  A recumbent hart   ·  6:  Man in c loak and hood  

·  7:  Archer - ha lf  man, half  beast  ·  7:  Double-headed spread-eagled bi rd  

·  8:  Archer - ha lf  man, half  beast (damaged)  ·  8:  Clean-shaven man in belted tun ic  

·  9:  Oak leaf and acorns  ·  9:  Running beast with l ion's feet and horse's tai l   

 

There is a t radit ion that the seats came from Halesowen Abbey at  the Dissolut ion in 1538 

but there is no wr it ten ev idence for th is.  

 

The organ was rebuil t  and enlarged in 1952 -3 although it  was origina l ly bu i l t  in 1773 by 

Samuel Green of  London, who was the outstanding organ bui lder of  the t ime. There are 

more Cathedral and Colleg iate organs of  Green's construct ion than any other.  Among  his 

Cathedra l organs are those of  Canterbury,  Wells,  Sal isbury,  Rochester and Lichf ield  and 

those of  New College Oxford and Trinit y Col lege Dublin.  The hymn tune 'Darwal l 's  148th'  set  

to 'Ye Holy Angels Br ight '  was probably given its f i rst  public performa nce on this organ for 

the tune had been composed by the then Vicar of  Walsa l l ,  Rev. J.  Darwall .   There was a 

major refurbishment of  the organ in 1999 -2000.  

 

The oldest stained g lass in the church is that of  the great west w indow.  The w indow was 

damaged by the gas explosion of  1847, and was restored in 1852.  

 

The stained g lass in the chancel a l l  dates from 1880 to 1908.  The east window 

commemorates the l i fe of  Sister Dora, and is ( l ike most of  the chancel g lass) the work of  

Messrs Burl ison & Gryl ls.   One window, on the north s ide nearest to the east end, is by 

Clayton & Bel l .  

 

In  the nave, the ‘L ight of  the wor ld ’ window, near the font,  is  by Burl ison & Gryl ls (1921),  

whi lst  the south ais le w indows, the St Catherine ’s chapel w indow and th at of  ‘S ir Val iant ’  in 

the inner porch are by Goddard & Gibbs, and date f rom 1960 to 1974.  

The four windows depict ing the four archangels,  two pai rs d irect ly above the chancel sc reen, 

are by Harvey & Ashby (1915).  

Walsal l  is  very fortunate in that the parish registers go back to 1570 and provide a complete 

run to the present day. In the smal l E l izabethan town burial records include descr ipt ive 

names such as 1574 'Old Mother Webbe' and 1576 'Old Mort ' s wyfe' .  A vis itat ion of  the 

p lague in 1604 resulted in the death and burial of  'John Hodgett 's sone Thomas' (March 

10th).  Seven others died of  p lague that year and as a result  of  th is experience the town 

authorit ies refused entry to strangers dur ing t imes  of  p lague. In 1665 there is an entry,  'So 

few were the burials here in these months (31) so many thousands dyed of  ye Plague in 

London'.   



 

These a lso contain many items of interest.  For example, the fu l l  detai ls of  the tenders for  

the work as well  as the agreement w ith the arch itect  Francis Goodwin show that the lowest 

tender was accepted (to include Bath stone fac ing rather than cement ) for £6,096; work was 

carr ied out 1819 -21. 

 

Based on The Parish Church of  St Matthew, Walsal l :  an i l lustrated guide and h istory (2011) 

by the late David F. Vodden 


