
St John’s Upper Norwood - the early years 

By the middle of the nineteenth century, Upper Norwood was becoming a fashionable and 
affluent neighbourhood. The rapid spread of the railway system had made it more accessible 
and the reconstruction of the Crystal Palace at Penge Place in 1854 had given it an added 
celebrity. It became a popular retirement destination for officials, some of them mysteriously 
rich, returning home after a career in the colonies. 

A group of like minded residents assembled with the intention of establishing a new church 
which would be more in tune with their preferred style of worship than were the churches 
already existing in the area. Five trustees for the proposed new district of St John the 
Evangelist were appointed by an Order in Council at Balmoral in the presence of Queen 
Victoria on 26th October 1875 and reported in The London Gazette on 29th October. To agree 
to this, the Ecclesiastical Commissioners required a deposit of £3,000 to provide an 
endowment to cover the stipend of the incumbent.  

The trustees were  

The Reverend John Rice Byrne, of 7 Lancaster Road, South Norwood, H.M. Inspector of 
Schools, and former curate of St James’s, Piccadilly, who had been born in Madras;  

Hugh David Sandeman Esq., of 6 Lancaster Road, a retired Bengal civil servant who had 
been the Accountant General for Bengal, a member of the Record Commission there and who 
was, in 1862, appointed Provincial Grand Master of the Bengal Freemasons;  

Karl Theodore Oelrichs Esq., of Elm House, Thornton Heath, born in Bremen, a member of 
the German mercantile family and later (20th December 1898) to die in St Luke’s Hospital for 
Lunatics in Old Street, where he had been admitted suffering from “Melancholia” brought on 
by “financial shock” – he left £467 19s 6d;  

John Frederic Bateman Esq.,  of Moor Park, Farnham, Surrey, a renowned civil engineer who 
had transformed the water supply to Manchester, Glasgow, Belfast and elsewhere;  

and Frederic Hetley Esq. M.D., of Norbury Lodge, on the corner of Church Road and Fox 
Hill (the site now occupied by Braybrooke Gardens) the local doctor who in 1865 had tried 
and failed to save the life of Admiral Fitzroy when the unfortunate meteorologist had cut his 
own throat at his house on Church Road. 



 

Corrugated iron churches advertised for sale in William Cooper Ltd’s catalogue c. 1900. 

By 1871, a temporary iron church had already been built on Grange Road, in the Parish of St 
Paul, Thornton Heath, with the Reverend Philip Kingsford and the Reverend Thomas 
Helmore (an authority on Plainsong) as Priests-in-Charge. The last service on the Grange 
Road site was held on 3rd October 1875, and the iron church was then dismantled and 
removed to a new site, known as One Tree Hill, on Auckland Road, pending the building of a 
permanent church there. It was re-erected where the north aisle of the present church now 
stands, not without mishap, as a gust of wind brought down the south side which had been 
lifted into position, killing a workman, and then the contractors went out of business. The site 
had been offered by the Ecclesiastical Commissioners. In January 1876 the trustees appointed 
the Reverend William Fairbairn Batemen as the first vicar of the new parish. He was the son 
of one of the trustees, John Frederic Bateman, who, in 1883, by Royal Licence, was to add 
his grandfather’s name, La Trobe, to his own. Bateman set about raising funds for the 
building of a permanent church. There was also an outstanding debt of £770 on the temporary 
iron church. At times he directed proceedings from Cannes, where he spent long periods for 
the sake of his health.  



 

       The Reverend William Fairbairn La Trobe-Bateman, the first vicar of St John’s, from his memoirs. 

The proposed new district comprised about 600 acres – 

“It commences on the North East, at the corner of Belvedere Road, and passing along the 
entire length of Church Road westward, will include all the houses on the South side of 
Church Road. The boundary line then passes down South Norwood Hill as far as Grange Hill 
and Grange Road: along Grangewood Private Road, Whitehorse Road, across the Victoria, 
Thornton Heath, and Croydon Railway, as far as Pawson’s Road: turning thence to the right, 
and including the houses on both sides of Pawson’s Road as far as the boundary bridge over a 
small brook: then, turning eastward, it passes along the back of the houses on the South side 
of Pawson’s Road, across the Whitehorse Road, at the back of Crescent Road, to the Victoria, 
Thornton Heath, and Croydon Railway. Following that Railway in its Northerly direction as 
far as the Holmesdale Road, it passes underneath the Railway through the Holmesdale Road 
Bridge: along the Holmesdale Road (North Side) to Park Road: along Park Road to 
Whitehorse Lane: along Whitehorse Lane to its junction with South Norwood Hill: down 
South Norwood Hill (towards Norwood Junction Station) to the “Rose Cottages:” thence 
along the Southern boundary of Mr Hartford’s grounds to Lancaster Road, South Norwood 
Park: South of No. 1, Lancaster Road, by an imaginary line, to the Crystal Palace Railway 
(but excluding the Crescent Road), by which Railway the District is bounded until the 



boundary line falls into Fox Lane, and, passing along the said Lane, reaches the original point 
of departure at the junction of Belvedere Road and Church Road.” 

 

The new district created in 1875, from St John’s archives. 

The new district was carved out of the existing parishes of All Saints, Upper Norwood, St 
Mark, South Norwood and St Paul, Thornton Heath. The London Gazette reported that the 
incumbent of All Saints had raised objections to this, but that the incumbents of the other two 
parishes and the patrons of all three had “signified their assent to the said scheme”.  

The population of this district was about 2,000, and included some of the poorest parts of the 
area. A daughter church, originally intended to be dedicated to St Mary Magdalene but now 
known as St Alban’s, Thornton Heath, was later (1889) to be established at the junction of 
Whitehorse Road, Grange Road and Thornton Heath High Street. The site cost £180, and the 
architects were William Bucknall and Sir Ninian Comper. It was described in the St John’s 
magazine as “the much needed Church for our poorer parishioners”. St Alban’s became a 
separate parish on 22nd July 1921. 

An endowment fund for St John’s had already been started in 1875, with contributors 
including Frederic Hetley (£250), John Frederic Bateman (£1,000), the Rev. J. Rice Byrne 
(£105), Hugh David Sandeman (£20) and Dr Donald Butter (£100). Dr Butter had retired 
from his career as a surgeon, Opium Examiner and later Inspector General of Hospitals for 
the East India Company and had built a large house, Hazelwood, opposite All Saint’s Church 
on Church Road. His career had suffered a major hiccup in 1850, when he was court 
martialled and cashiered for fraud, in his role as a Director of the Benares Bank. The 



Directors had issued reports indicating that the bank was in sound health, which it was not. 
Dr Butter was later reinstated to his position, having pleaded that it was unjust that only the 
Directors with military rank had been punished, while the civilian Directors had not.   

The Ecclesiastical Commissioners also agreed to contribute £1,000 towards a permanent 
church provided that the plans were approved by them. This is recorded in a letter of 30th 
November 1875, held among the archives of St John’s.  

The first issue of the Parish Magazine was published in August 1877 (price twopence) and 
announced five services each Sunday, at 8 o’clock, 11 o’clock, 12 o’clock, 3.45 and 7 p.m., 
plus others during the week. The St John’s Mission Chapel in Pawson’s Road also held 
services at 10.30 a.m. and 7 p.m. on Sundays, and at 8 p.m. on Tuesdays, plus a Sunday 
School for girls at 3.30 p.m. on Sundays. The Sunday School for Boys was held at 3.30 p.m. 
on Sundays at St John’s Mission House in Holmesdale Road. Meanwhile, “Sunday School 
for the Upper Classes” was held in St John’s church every Sunday at 3 p.m. The magazine 
also announced a Mothers’ Meeting every Monday between 2 p.m. and 4 p.m. at St John’s 
Working Mens’ Club in Holmesdale Road, a sewing club for children at St John’s Mission 
House every Tuesday at 4 p.m., and “Coal, Clothing and Boot Clubs” for which deposits 
were received at the Mission House  every Monday morning between 11 and 12. There was 
also a “Blanket Club”, which hired out blankets during the winter months for 1s a pair or 6d 
each “for a period in no case exceeding 3 months”, the St John’s Working Men’s Clubs, The 
Guild of St John the Evangelist, and the St John’s Society of Holy Living “for Communicants 
only”.  

  

St John’s Parish Magazine Volume 1 No 1 August 1877, from St John’s archives. 



Clearly this was already a very active Christian community. Nor were their good works 
confined to the neighbourhood. The church accounts for the year ending 31st March 1878  
record donations of £63 15s 7d made to the Indian Famine Fund, £28 2s 2d to the Society for 
the Propagation of the Gospel, £1 14s to the English Church Union and 8s 6d to the 
Confraternity of the Blessed Sacrament. In the same year the organ blower was paid £7.  

The congregation’s support for the English Church Union and the Confraternity of the 
Blessed Sacrament gives an indication of the favoured style of worship which had led them to 
found a new church in the first place. The English Church Union had been established in 
1859 to challenge the authority of the English civil courts to determine questions of doctrine, 
and the Confraternity of the Blessed Sacrament in 1862 to stress the importance of the 
Sacrament in worship. This was part of the Anglo-Catholic Revival, whose adherents wished 
to move away from the traditional English Protestant emphasis on the Word of God towards a 
more ritualistic and sacramental approach which had not been seen since the Reformation. 
They believed that the Eucharist should be the centre of worship.  

Not everyone shared this view. Members of the Protestant Defence Brigade, led by Mr John 
Kensit (founder of the Protestant Book Depot in Paternoster Row) and wearing badges 
inscribed “P.D.B.” were to hold protest meetings below the steps of St John’s and harass 
those coming out of the church after the service, including the Vicar, who was greeted with 
the cry “Here comes the arch-conspirator”. They also infiltrated the choral celebration of the 
Eucharist at St John’s daughter church, St Alban’s at Thornton Heath. Their Honorary 
Secretary wrote to a newspaper complaining “Away with bowing down to flower vases, 
candles, drapery and stone, and the heathen darkness which needs the glimmering light of 
candles and lamps in broad daylight. At St Alban’s they are performing blasphemous and 
dangerous deceits.” These events are recorded in La Trobe-Bateman’s memoirs Memories 
Grave and Gay, which were edited by his daughter Mildred and published in 1927. Mr Kensit 
and his followers made a habit of travelling the country, like flying pickets, visiting churches 
which they suspected of following Popish practices, and reporting the priests concerned to 
their bishops. He was to meet his death on 8th October 1902, from pneumonia and blood 
poisoning, after being struck on the left eyebrow by a chisel or file which had been thrown at 
him as he left a meeting on 25th September at Birkenhead, a neighbourhood with many Irish 
Catholic residents. John McKeever, who was said to have thrown the weapon, was later 
acquitted of wilful murder. The weapon itself was kept by F.E. Smith (later the first Earl of 
Birkenhead) who had been the junior prosecuting counsel at McKeever’s trial. It is now 
preserved at the headquarters of The Protestant Truth Society at 184 Fleet Street. 



 

John Kensit 

Queen Victoria too, who was happy to take Communion with the Presbyterians at Crathie 
Parish Church when she was at Balmoral, might have had second thoughts about agreeing to 
the Order in Council which created the new district of St John’s in 1875 if she had known the 
style of worship which was intended. Writing to her daughter, Princess Victoria (mother of 
Kaiser Wilhelm II) she had said “I am very nearly a Dissenter – or rather more a 
Presbyterian” and, of Catholics, “they are dreadfully aggressive people who must be put 
down – just as our Ritualists”. 

The celebrated organist Alfred Hollins had studied music at the Royal Normal College for the 
Blind in Westow Street (the site now occupied by Sainsbury’s and Westow Park) and was for 
a time organist at St Andrew’s Presbyterian Church (now the Greek Orthodox Church), also 
in Westow Street. He had become a friend and protégé of Alfred Eyre, the organist at St 
John’s. Hollins recalled, in his autobiography A Blind Musician Looks Back, attending a 
service at St John’s when the temporary iron church was still in use. “The service was very 
high – at least, so it seemed to me – and I felt all the time that I was doing wrong by attending 
it.” 

On February 1st 1878 the Permanent Church Fund stood at only £1,038 9s 4d, including the 
£1,000 promised by the Ecclesiastical Commissioners, 3 guineas from Rickett Smith & Co., 
the coal merchants, £1 10s from “3 servants at Beaulieu” and 5s “from a choirboy at St 
John’s”. On 15th of the same month the vicar’s wife, Mildred Jane Bateman, died of 
consumption at the age of only 29. A new fund was inaugurated to commence the building in 
her memory of a chancel which would eventually form part of the permanent church. The 
first contributors recorded were the Archbishop of Canterbury (£5), the Archdeacon of 
Maidstone (£5) and the Dean of Westminster (£5). 

The architect selected was John Loughborough Pearson (1817 – 1897), a leading proponent 
of the Gothic Revival style, and known for St Augustine, Kilburn (1871), Truro Cathedral 



(1880), St John the Evangelist, Red Lion Square, Holborn (consecrated in 1878, bombed in 
1941 and later demolished) and, closer to home, St Michael and All Angels, West Croydon 
(1871). He also designed William Waldorf Astor’s estate offices on the Thames 
Embankment, now known as Two Temple Place and used as an exhibition space.  

The revival of the Gothic style in architecture went hand in hand with the Anglo-Catholic 
Revival, whose adherents believed that Classical architecture was fundamentally pagan, and 
therefore inappropriate, especially for Christian churches. Such a thought had never occurred 
to Nicholas Hawksmoor, who, in the previous century, had been happy to adorn his St 
Alphege, Greenwich and St George in the East with representations of Roman sacrificial 
altars.  

The original builder was Mr Poole, soon to be replaced by David Laing, and then by John 
Shillitoe. The first stone of the Memorial Chancel was laid by the vicar’s young daughter 
Rowena Mildred Bateman at 4.30 p.m. at a dedication festival held on 6th May 1878 (when 
the collection towards the fund raised another £46 12s 11d). The architect, John 
Loughborough Pearson, was present at the dedication. The stone was then covered up for 
three years until 6th May 1881, when the first brick of the church was laid. 

At the time of the dedication, it was estimated that the building of the chancel would cost 
about £3,000, not including the internal fittings. At a later meeting, held at Hazelwood, a 
letter from Pearson was read, in which he estimated the cost of the Memorial Chancel to be 
£3,400, that of the Chancel, Transept and Side Chapel together to be £7,000, and that of the 
entire church, to seat 1,000 people, to be £14,000. In fact, the total cost of the church was 
£30,000, and the debt was not paid off until 1896.  

A gold paten was commissioned from Johnson Matthey, the specialists in precious metals, for 
use in the Memorial Chancel. It cost £28 10s plus £1 5s for engraving the inscription and 8s 
for a morocco case to keep it in. The parish magazine records the names of the 150 people 
who contributed to the cost, most of them contributing a relatively modest 5 shillings. 

Building progressed in stages, and on 22nd May 1882 Archbishop Archibald Tait dedicated 
the Chancel, part of the South Aisle and two bays of the Nave. 

The organ, built by Thomas Christopher Lewis, was also installed in stages, beginning in 
1882. The reredos, in Caen stone, was carved and given by the sculptor Miss Agnes Bonham, 
who was a parishioner and whose name appears in the various lists of donors to the building 
fund. 

The church was finally consecrated on 30th April 1887 by the Archbishop of Canterbury, Dr 
Edward Benson, who had succeeded Archbishop Tait. The celebrations commenced with a 
procession from the vicar’s house to the Church, singing “Hail Festal Day”. It was said to be 
200 yards long, headed by the cross-bearer, and including two beautiful banners. The 
Archbishop’s crozier was carried in front of him by the Reverend M. Fowler. The choir was 
augmented by choirs from many neighbouring parishes, and Mr Eyre, the talented organist, 
was assisted by the Reverend J. Baden Powell in conducting. Mr Eyre was Alfred James 



Eyre, the organist at the Crystal Palace between 1880 and 1894, and the first official organist 
at St John’s, where he served from 1881 until 1919. It was Mr Eyre who established the 
tradition of fine music as an important part of worship which continues at St John’s to this 
day under the excellent Adrian Adams. The Bechstein grand piano in the church today was a 
gift from Mr Eyre to his daughter Ruth, who donated it to the church a year before her death 
in 1961. The service, consisting of Matins and the Consecration, included the anthem 
“Unfold, ye Portals” from Gounod’s Redemption, “the accompanying harps and wind 
instruments adding greatly to the impressiveness of the music” as reported by the church 
magazine. Luncheon was served in a marquee beside the church, admission by ticket (3/-) 
purchased beforehand. The Church Review described the church as “one of the noblest of 
structures ever raised to the glory of God since the Reformation” and praised “the determined 
zeal and devotions of the at first single-handed priest who dared to conceive so splendid a 
memorial of the renewed life of God’s Church in England”. 

 

Western elevation of St John’s with its intended tower and spire, from St John’s archives. 

Gifts to the new church were recorded in the church magazine and included “Our Treble Bell 
(‘Jonathan’)” given by Mrs Welch; “Four Altar Candlesticks” given by the vicar, the 



Reverend J. F. La Trobe-Bateman and Miss Marillier; and the “Priests’ Stalls” given by Mr 
Tufnell Southgate. Mrs Welch lived at Beaulieu, at the top of South Norwood Hill, and Mr 
Tufnell Southgate was the new occupant of Hazelwood, next door to Beaulieu, following Dr 
Butter’s death at Hazelwood on Christmas Eve 1877.  

La Trobe-Bateman resigned as vicar of St John’s at Advent 1900, and moved to the living of 
All Saints, Ascot. He was succeeded by the Reverend W.H Bolton, Vicar of Penzance, who 
brought with him the Reverend C. P. Bardsley. La Trobe-Bateman died  on 4th October 1926 
while convalescing in Torquay, and is buried there.  

The golden jubilee of the consecration of the permanent church was celebrated on 30th April 
1937. 

During the Second World War St John’s was seriously damaged by four flying bombs, the 
first falling during evensong on 23rd June 1944. The others fell on 23rd, 27th and 28th July 
1944. Services continued without interruption, however, in the Vicarage, St Paul’s Church in 
Penge, the Cypress Road School or in the Church Hall. Restoration began in Autumn 1946, 
the cost largely met by the War Damage Commission, plus £3,000 which was raised by 
parishioners. From September 1947 a temporary church was made in the North aisle and 
transept, with the main body of the church hidden by partitions while the restoration work 
took place behind them. It was the determination of the vicar, the Reverend Eric Bailey, 
which was a principal force in achieving this restoration. 

On 15th September 1951 the restored church was rededicated by Geoffrey Fisher, Archbishop 
of Canterbury. 

 

The Reverend John Pritchard, the present vicar of St John’s. Photo: Mark Richardson. 



Sadly, nothing lasts for ever, and in recent years subsidence has caused the south aisle to part  
company from the main body of the church, resulting in large cracks in the brickwork. 
Extensive and expensive underpinning works are currently (2016) in progress to rectify this 
and to preserve this magnificent church for the future.  

 

Anthony Ashby 


