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The Social History of St Nicholas’ Church:  

The Church in War and Peace, 1914-1929 

 

Parish records reveal many tantalising glimpses of the effects of the two 

world wars on St Nicholas’ Church and the surrounding area. If the written 

record is intriguing, however, the physical testimony is deeply moving. The 

desire to remember and to commemorate the sacrifices of both wars ran 

deep within not only the regular congregation but the wider community, and 

for many, the church building itself and its contents presented a fitting and 

personally consoling means of permanent remembrance.  

The First World War, an interruption: 

In the years immediately before the outbreak of war in August 1914, St 

Nicholas’ Church Council had maintained the central focus of its first forty 

years of existence: the extension and enhancement of the building, the more 

fully to reflect the standing of the Blundellsands congregation who had built 

it. This had been achieved by means of vigorous fundraising, considerable 
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personal generosity on the part of its many wealthy patrons and a 

determination to employ none but the most distinguished craftsmen 

available to realise their goal. For all of this, in our own more straitened and 

utilitarian age, we can only be profoundly grateful.  

1910 had seen plans put in place for the decoration and re-flooring of the 

chancel, aisles and sanctuary, while in 1911, the need for a new organ 

began to be seriously discussed. This was a major project, which resulted in 

the installation two years later of the organ which is in place to this day. 

Built by Norman and Beard, considered to be one of the finest organ 

builders of their time, it cost the sum of £1,530 and still underpins one of 

the most significant claims to distinction for the heritage of St Nicholas’ 

Church, a rich musical tradition. In 1913, however, there was only 

disappointment among members of the Church Council. The external 

appearance of the west end of the organ and particularly the entrance door 

for the organist, were found to be “not sufficient and not in keeping with the 

dignity of the church”. It was therefore resolved that an organ screen should 

be commissioned. Council meetings in April, June and July 1914, as Europe 

edged towards war, devoted their attention to examining various proposed 

designs. At their first meeting of 1915, however, the Vicar announced that 

all plans to proceed with such expenditure would be suspended until the 

end of the war.  

There had been no meetings of the Council between the months of July 

1914 and March 1915, and so it is in the church magazine that we find the 

announcement of the outbreak of war in August, together with the decision 

that, although September 25th would be the fortieth anniversary of the 

church’s consecration, there should be no decorations because of the war. It 

had also been announced that, from now on, special intercession services 

would be held regularly on Wednesdays and Fridays. 

The magazines continue to be the source of much of the 

information we have concerning the effect of war on St 

Nicholas’ Church. By the start of 1915, forty parishioners 

were already on active service and the edition from April 

1915 contains a letter from the Vicar, the Revd Linton 

Smith, informing his parishioners that, having 

volunteered to serve, he had been appointed Chaplain to 

the Liverpool City Brigade and expected to be called up 

before the end of the month. The parish would remain in 

the care of the two curates, Dr Guest and Mr Hartley, 

and he expressed his total confidence that the work of 

the church would not suffer, especially if all those 
Revd. M. Linton Smith 

1906 - 1917 
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responsible for running church organisations and activities continued to 

give them their full support: 

“At the same time, I would most earnestly appeal to all the workers in 

Sunday School, District Visiting, Magazine Distribution and the like to 

lighten the strain which will be thrown by my absence on my colleagues by a 

diligent, punctual and regular performance of their respective duties; if 

everyone feels a share of responsibility, the strain will be spread, and the 

burden lightened by the co-operation of many willing hands”. 

Revd Linton Smith concludes by expressing his certainty that a 

congregation, “which has already given so generously of its best and dearest 

to the country” will not object to his decision to join up. Indeed, the same 

edition contains the poignant announcement that, in March, “somewhere on 

the North Sea,” Alfred Vaughan had been killed by an explosion on his ship: 

“...he had passed unscathed through the siege of Antwerp, and then saw 

service afloat; no more promising lad has left this place to serve his country; 

a regular communicant, he showed a strength of character and a purity of 

disposition which promised well for the future; but God has called him early 

to a higher service, and we are the poorer for his death”. 

Alfred’s death did not occur in the 

heat of one of the many battles of 

the Great War whose names have 

become embedded in our 

communal memory. It was in fact 

the result of a simple accident, the 

explosion of a paraffin stove on 

board his ship. This heartfelt little 

tribute however, tucked away on 

the back page of his church 

magazine, gives a dignity and 

permanence to his memory it 

might so easily have lacked. As 

the role of honour lengthened, ten 

in 1915, fifteen more in 1916, 

eighteen the following year, with a 

final total of sixty names 

eventually inscribed on the bronze 

memorial plaque in the West 

End of the church, little  

                                                                   

An illustration from the magazine April 1915 
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details capture the attention with unexpected immediacy. Family addresses, 

for example, include streets with which we are all familiar to this day and 

where many of the current congregation still live: Rossett Road, Sussex 

Street, Hastings Road, Oxford Drive, Brighton Road; those names might 

have belonged to our own neighbours. There are also the grim moments 

when not one but two names appear from the same family. One such, Le 

Rougetel, reveals two sons, Bertram, killed in France in 1916 and Guy, lost 

in Mesopotamia in 1917. A poignant footnote, however, can be found in PCC 

minutes from 1920, where their father, Philip, is recorded as having become 

a member, being elected Secretary in 1922 and remaining so until his 

retirement at the age of eighty in 1928. He died in October 1930 and is 

buried in St Helen’s churchyard, Sefton.  

In many ways church life, as Revd Linton Smith had hoped, did continue as 

normally as possible: services were held as usual and all church 

organisations met regularly, even, in some instances, trying to grow. An 

appeal in 1917 for more Sunday school teachers came with the reminder 

that “in spite of difficulties, the imperial and municipal governments 

consider Sunday Schools to be a matter of Primary National Importance”. 

In 1917, 500 communicants attended Christmas services and, in spite of the 

privations of war, it still proved possible to pay off the remaining debt of 

£680 on the Organ Fund. For a brief moment, the church was actually free 

of debt.  

St Nicholas’ also contributed vigorously to the wider war effort. In 1915, 

Brighton Road Mission opened a successful Soldiers Institute for the Third 

Battalion South Lancs Regiment, which was then stationed in Brooke Road, 

while the following year, the church helped to set up chapels in Sniggery 



5 

 

Wood and Thornton, for the soldiers in camp there. These are reminders not 

only of how integrated into the fabric of local communities military life 

rapidly became, but also of the churches’ determination to place themselves 

at its heart. Meanwhile, in an early foretaste of the kind of warfare which 

was to present a much more severe threat during the next war, the Church 

Council resolved to insure the church against air attack and bombardment.   

Throughout 1916, regular letters from Revd, now Canon, Linton Smith, by 

this point serving on the frontline, appeared in the magazine, bringing his 

readers a little closer to life on the Western Front. He is full of admiration for 

the work of his fellow chaplains, “due largely to the energy and 

resourcefulness of Bishop Chavasse’s son, who is Chaplain in the division 

we have followed”. His March letter movingly describes the confirmation 

classes and service for twenty-two men, held under the most difficult 

circumstances. His August letter speaks of the recent “big push”, and its 

consequences: “The war is giving a new meaning to the idea of self-sacrifice 

for us all. At the front the church is doing work for the social well-being of 

the army”. In October, having been appointed to Headquarters to supervise 

the work of the church in the whole division and clearly regretting the 

severance of his connection with the City of Liverpool Brigade, he visited the 

front lines and provided some idea of life in the trenches, declaring his 

admiration for what he describes as “the lost generation”. This must be a  

 

Soldiers from the Kings Liverpool Regiment listening to the news being read out as they 

wait in their trench during World War One 

very early use of a term which, post-war, became such a staple of political 

and literary analysis of the effects of this devastating conflict on a whole 
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generation. In the New Year’s Honours List of 1917, Canon Linton Smith 

was awarded the DSO and subsequently tendered his resignation as Vicar of 

St Nicholas’. His career on leaving St Nicholas’ was increasingly 

distinguished; he became Suffragan Bishop of Warrington, then, in 1920, 

Bishop of Hereford. He retained his connection with St Nicholas’, however, 

and was present at the dedication of the church’s war memorial in 1921. 

In May of 1918, with no end to the fighting in immediate prospect, the 

Church Council resolved to inform the Bishop’s Tribunal that, St Nicholas’ 

having been without the previous Vicar for two years, his replacement, Revd 

Selwyn Smith, should not be called up. They did, however, have to submit to 

the loss of one of their curates, Revd Hartley, who had been instructed to 

assume sole charge of the parish of St Michael’s, their own vicar having just 

been called up.  

Although the conflict continued without abatement, thoughts were also 

beginning to turn to the subject of the remembrance of those who had been 

lost and it was decided that the memorial should take the form of three 

stained glass windows for the West Chapel. As war finally came to an end, it 

was also decided that the pews should be refurnished and a spire erected 

“as visible signs of thanksgiving for the end of hostilities”. 

War in the magazines: a footnote: 

At first glance, the magazines of this period present a considerable contrast 

to those of more recent decades: they are infinitely more substantial, full of 

stories, poems, articles and illustrations of all kinds. In fact, however, the St 

Nicholas’ content was largely confined to the four sides of the front and back 

covers. The rest of each magazine consisted of an edition of “Home Words 

from Heart and Hearth”, published regularly from London since 1875 and 

edited initially by Revd Charles Bullock. It was common for Anglican 

churches of the period to incorporate this within their own, briefer 

publication. 

Home Words was a compendium of news from churches around the country 

and from missionaries serving across the world. There were also improving 

stories and poems, of a largely sentimental nature, and some helpful advice 

on domestic matters, including patterns for women’s and girls’ clothes. In 

these, considerable emphasis was placed on making something suitable to 

wear on Sundays. A pattern from 1915 is based on the assurance that, “for 

many present day girls, a dress is a necessity, for they do not feel that a 

blouse and skirt is the right thing to wear in the house, especially on 
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A good method of saving coal, on the other hand, was to build up some 

lumps of chalk round the back of the grate. “When the fire has well burnt 

up, the chalk gets red hot, and throws out a considerable heat”.  

As the war progresses, its influence permeates every aspect of the content. 

Poems and stories reflect values of simple stoic, endurance, particularly on 

the home front, and an idealised blend of piety and courage among fighting 

men, designed to reinforce morale and Christian faith in both.  It is also in 

the pages of Home Words that one finds the most vivid expression of a 

seemingly unshakable belief in the moral rightness of the Allied cause and 

the barbarism and degeneracy of the enemy. Quite early in the war, a 

missionary serving in Uganda recounts being asked to explain the 

circumstances of the war to his flock and writes with approval of their 

obvious understanding, “in common with the rest of the world, that 

Germany stands convicted at the bar of humanity. I feel out here, how 

wonderfully History repeats itself, and the writing on the wall is as true 

today of Germany as it was true of the Chaldeans of old. ‘Thou art weighed 

in the balances and art found wanting’”.  

The first decade of peace, 1919-1929: 

Although the First World War ended in November 1918, it remains a 

constant presence in the records and magazines of St Nicholas’ throughout 

the first decade of peace. Gratitude for the end of conflict and determination 

Sundays”. Current fashions, it is relieved to find, 

emphasise simplicity, “because, in these days of 

bustle, when, in one’s spare time, one tries as 

much as possible to aid those who are organising 

relief funds, etc, by knitting, sewing and helping 

generally, there is really no time to waste upon the 

selection and arrangement of unnecessary 

finery...” 

By early 1918, however, after nearly four years of 

war, the page is now headed: “Hints on Dress, 

Kitchen and Gardening Economy”. The section on 

“Kitchen Economy” includes a tip for avoiding 

“one very common source of waste and that is the 

overbrowning and shrivelling up of meat”. The 

recommendation, therefore, is to place a bowl of 

water in the oven, “and this will arrest the cooking 

of the outside of the meat, while it does not hinder 

that of the inside...” 
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to resume the normal life of the church as soon as possible combine 

throughout with the sense of a changing world. Most powerful of all, 

however, was the desire to commemorate those lost in ways that would be 

both dignified and permanent. 

The task of restoring the wider life of the church began almost immediately. 

In 1919, A Young Men’s Communicant Union was revived “to bring together 

men returning from Active Service” and other parish activities were 

described as “continuing in force”. New organisations were also formed, in 

particular a Lads’ Club, a Junior Boys’ Guild and a branch of the Mothers’ 

Union. In the same year, in keeping with the extension of the franchise to 

women over the age of thirty the previous year, the magazine announces 

that, “for the first time in our history, a lady was elected to the Parochial 

Church Council”. It would be 1941, however, before a female churchwarden 

would be elected. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In keeping with the extension of the franchise on the national political stage, 

1920 also saw significant changes to wider church governance, reflected in 

references from now on to the Parochial Church Council. Now, all members 

of the council apart from the Vicar’s Warden would be elected by the 

congregation, rather than half being nominated by the Vicar, as before. In 

addition, two Parochial Representatives would be elected to serve on the 

Diocesan Church Assembly.  

In the words of the magazine, these changes constituted a “transference of 

responsibility for carrying on the Parish from the Clergy to the People”, 

which it sees as “a great and important change”.  For the first time, 

therefore, an electoral roll of those qualified to vote was instituted. It was 

eventually decided that this should be the Vicar’s responsibility and that 

  Charabanc outing 1926 (Vicar Revd. Selwyn Smith) 
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lists should be put on display in the porch. Although figures for the roll are 

not always recorded in PCC minutes, in 1928 the total is entered as 865, an 

unimaginable figure by today’s standards.  

In addition to the sense that church 

governance was being democratised, 

particularly as the PCC was now obliged to 

meet more regularly, and not just when the 

Vicar felt the need, there were also 

suggestions that “the people” should start to 

contribute more to the costs of running the 

church, relying less on the endowments of 

the wealthy and more on regular giving by 

the congregation. The decision was taken in 

1923 to celebrate the forthcoming Golden 

Jubilee of the church’s consecration by 

means of a Grand Bazaar, which would 

raise funds for much needed repairs and 

decoration to the building. The decision was 

accompanied by a reminder from the Vicar 

in his Letter of January 1924 of their 

responsibility to those who laid the 

foundations, “material and spiritual” of the 

church and for “maintaining and adding to 

what they have accomplished”. 

Alongside these two themes, the                                

re-establishment of church activities and 

the sense of some welcome change to 

church governance, a certain unease is also 

apparent in some of the magazines of the 

time. National concerns regarding relations 

between “capital” and “labour” were 

heightened by inevitable post-war 

unemployment and fears of the consequent 

spread of revolutionary influences from 

Russia, and are reflected on occasion in the 

magazines with surprising vividness. 

Particularly colourful is the following extract 

from The Vicar’s Monthly Letter, from 

September 1918. After extolling the successful 
Revd. B. Selwyn Smith 

1917 - 1935 
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liberation of Palestine from the Turks, he goes on to wonder whether we in 

fact deserve to win victory at all. In contrast to “the ordinary man” who gets 

on with his work with only a little grumbling at the difficulty of making ends 

meet, he points to the railwaymen and shipwrights, currently striking for a 

minimum wage of £5 a week. He finds these demands “outrageous” and 

declares that “unless we are to condemn a large section of a class of 

workmen who are commonly trusted, and trusted worthily, with the lives of 

many of us every day – and are generally speaking good fellows, unless we 

are to condemn them as hopelessly bad, we should do well to try to discover 

what is responsible for such a temper among them as exists today. 

Otherwise, if this is a foretaste of what is to come when peace is declared, 

the outlook is not pleasant for Merrie England”. 

Contributions in 1919 and 1920, however, strike a more sympathetic note 

pointing out the high unemployment figures and suggesting that, in the 

opposition between labour and capital, the former provide “a lesson to the 

Church in brotherhood and solidarity, enthusiasm and conviction”. 

Interestingly, commentary on the General Strike in 1926 sees the ultimately 

peaceful outcome as a result of the continued, unifying influence of the war: 

“This may be looked upon as a turning point in the history of mankind. It 

was won by sound common sense and good humour. Instead of being 

divided sharply into two classes – the victors and the vanquished – the 

nation was still united as victor over the evils of hatred and malice”. 

Meanwhile, from 1919 onwards, work began in earnest on the great task of 

remembrance, with the return of the distinguished architect, WD Caroe, to 

carry out work on the memorial stained glass windows. The following year 

saw the donation of many gifts to the church, “in thanksgiving for victory 

and peace”. These included a stained glass window in the Chancel, the work 

of the distinguished craftsman Horace Wilkinson and depicting the parable 

of the talents, and the organ screen, deferred from 1915 by the outbreak of 

war and now presented in memory of James H Goodyear, killed that same 

year. There was also a gift of £50 for the decoration of the Sanctuary, a 

cross of brass for the Communion Table, presented by two parishioners “as 

a thanksgiving for the safe return of their sons” and a gift from an 

anonymous donor of two large silver chalices and pattens “in memory of 

MT”. 
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The Memorial Rose Window 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

29th May 1921 saw the unveiling of the War Memorial West 

Windows by the Earl of Derby and the following year the 

decision was taken to complete the memorial by the 

erection of a bronze tablet, inscribed with the sixty names 

of those who had lost their lives, in place of the temporary 

scroll. This was unveiled on March 11th 1923. On the 

anniversary of Armistice Day that year, the magazine also 

reports that the Great Crosby War Memorial in Alexandra 

Park was unveiled by the Earl of Derby.  

The tenth anniversary of the Armistice was celebrated 

throughout the country; in Crosby, “the local authorities 

arranged a Combined Commemoration and Thanksgiving Service at the 



12 

 

Garden of Remembrance in Alexandra Park. Clergy, choirs and many 

members of the congregation of all the local churches (with the exception of 

the Roman Catholics), continued on from their own services, to take part in 

the United Act of Worship and Remembrance” 

As the first decade of peace draws to a close, the magazine sees everywhere 

a powerful desire for it to continue, at home and around the world: 

“The changed attitude of the ordinary man towards the work of the League 

of Nations reveals a universal longing for international peace and mutual 

trust”. 

 

   

 

   

 

 

 

  


