CHRIST CHURCH – THE BEGINNINGS – AN EARLY
ACCOUNT – 1850’s-1943
‘THE CHURCH & PARISH OF CHRIST CHURCH ST ALBANS
‘This church was built in 1850 and
1851 at the cost of Mr Alexander
Raphael, Member of Parliament for
the St Albans Division at that
time, and is a fairly accurate copy
of the Roman Catholic Church at
Surbiton, Surrey, dedicated to the
Angel, St Raphael. On the site,
previous to the building of the
Church, there had stood a house
known as the "Verulam Arms Tap".
This was used for the sale of
alcoholic drinks, and was connected
with the "Verulam Arms Hotel", a
house next door to the "Tap" now
known as Diocesan House (or Verulam House). A picture of the Verulam
Arms and Tap, depicting them as they were in about 1823, may be seen
hanging on the wall of the North Vestry. The Hotel, in about 1850, became a
private residence, and was owned and occupied by Mr Raphael. He had
intended on the completion of his church to present it to the Roman
Catholic Church for the purpose of opening up work for that Church in this
part of St A/bans and had even had a plot of land, now part of the garden
of Verulam House, set aside for a burial ground and consecrated, so it is
said, by Cardinal Wiseman. Mr Raphael's death, however, prevented
realisation of his project. He left the building in an unfinished state, and
his executors sold it to Mrs Isabella Worley, of New Barnes, on the outskirts
of St Albans.
‘Mrs Worley determined to make the building a Church of the Church of
England, and with this end in view entered into negotiation with the Bishop
of Rochester, in whose diocese St Albans - with all of Hertfordshire - was
included at that time. Her efforts were successful; not only as the building
taken over by the Church of England, to become in due course Christ Church,
but an ecclesiastical parish formed from the ancient parishes of the Abbey
and St Michael's was also assigned to it. Work was begun on the completion
of the Church and the building of a Vicarage, besides which a School for
the education of the children of the parish was built on the opposite side of
the road. The work was completed in 1856 at a total cost to Mrs Worley
for the Church, Vicarage and School of £8591-12s-0d, in addition to a
capital sum which she gave to provide some endowment for a Vicar.
‘The Church was consecrated on April 18th 1859, which day was the Monday
in Holy Week of that year. The ceremony was performed by the Bishop of
Carlisle, Dr. Villiers, acting for the Bishop of Rochester, who was then very
ill, in fact on his death-bed. We are told that Dr. Villiers took as his text
Nehemiah viii, 8 and delivered a sermon "in a most impressive manner,
and with emphasis and action which showed that he justly ranks amongst
orators and divines of the highest order."

‘Mrs Worley, who became the first Patron, presented the Reverend Henry
Smith, M.A. as the first Vicar. He was instituted four days after the
consecration of the Church, on Good Friday, April 2? d 1859, the first
Sunday services ever held here were therefore those on Easter Sunday,
April 24th, 1859. Two months later the Parish, called in legal phraseology a
"Particular District", was officially constituted and assigned to the Church
by Instrument dated 23~d June 1859. Thus what was originally intended to
be a Roman Catholic Church was started on its life as a Parish Church of
the Church of England. An irregularity, however, still remained, as the
School was included in the Abbey Parish; its spiritual care therefore
rested not with the Vicar of Christ Church but with the Rector of the
Abbey Parish. As this was an anomalous state of affairs, an alteration
of boundaries whereby the School was included in Christ Church Parish
was effected by Instrument dated 23fd January 1862.
‘The Church is built of Bath stone in the Lombardic style and - as visitors
may see -consists of nave, aisles, chancel, two vestries and a campanile at
the West end containing one bell and the Church organ. There is seating
accommodation for about three hundred people in the nave and aisles. The
style of architecture employed is unusual in England and still more so in
Churches of the Church of England. Once, however, one has got over the
initial surprise, its singular beauty and lightness is found to be very
impressive indeed, combining as it does the loftiness and grace usually
found in our Churches with the order and regularity of its classical style.
The whole is found to engender an atmosphere of quietness and peace
which is so necessary in a House for the worship of God.
‘As to the Church's history subsequent to 1859 - the first Vicar, the
Reverend Henry Smith, held the living for 27? years, till his death in 1886
and in 1887 a panel in stained glass depicting the Ascension was inserted
as a memorial to him the East window. It is interesting to note that besides
being Vicar of Christ Church he was also private chaplain to Mrs Worley,
and for this latter duty received from her a stipend of £40 per annum.
He also for twenty years had a free pass to travel whenever he wished to
do so between St Albans and London on the North Western Railway. Since
Mr Smith's time there have been ten other Vicars, whose names may be
seen recorded in the panel just inside the Church door on the right hand
side. The late Lord Grimthorpe interested himself in the Church; he not
only substantially increased the endowment of the living but also concerned
with the building of the Parish Hall in Church Crescent. This was erected
by means of free-will offerings made on the occasion of the diamond
Jubilee of Queen Victoria, and the foundation stone was laid on September
l6th 1897, by Lady Grimthorpe, when the Reverend C Askwith MA was
Vicar.
‘Besides the window panel commemorating the incumbency of the First
Vicar, there are two memorial tablets; one on the wall of the North aisle, in
memory of Mr Edward William Slater Royds, who for twenty five years was
organising secretary of the Hertfordshire Band of Hope Union. Mr Royds,
whilst on an intended visit to his brother in Australia, developed cholera
on the outward journey, died after the ship had left its port of call in the
Mediterranean, and was buried at sea on June 23nd 1911. The other
memorial tablet is to be found just on the left after entering the Church,
and is erected in memory of the forty-five men of the Parish who fell in

the Great War of 1914-18. This memorial is notable as containing the
name of Edward Warner, who won the Victoria Cross.
‘Since the death of Mrs Worley, which occurred in 1883, the patronage of
the living has been in the hands of the Trustees, who in their appointments
have consistently maintained the Evangelical tradition inaugurated by her.
It is interesting to note that Worley Road, which lies to the North of the
Church, is named after her. The present Vicar is the Reverend John
Waddington Hubbard MA, B.Sc (Eng), FRGS, of Queens College Cambridge and
London University.
‘As regards the Parish of Christ Church, when it was formed, now not far
short of ninety years ago, it consisted almost wholly of fields and
farmlands; and for many years afterwards, included within its boundaries
only one building of any importance beyond dwelling houses - Oster House
Public Assistance Institution. Successive Vicars of Christ Church have, since
the time of the Reverend C Askwith, been also Chaplains of this Institution.
He was the first to receive the appointment, and was Vicar from 1885
to 1898.
‘During the present century, and particularly since the Great War of
1914-18, extensive building of dwelling houses has gone on, so much so that
almost all the land in the Parish is built over at the present time. This
growth has created problems of its own; the population is now almost
4500 instead of 677 as it was in 1871 and moreover is mostly housed at
some distance from the Church. There is also no through road from one end
of the Parish to the other. An attempt has been made to deal with the
situation, and by the generosity of a member of the Church, land has been
acquired near Beckett's Avenue and Batchwood Drive for the purpose of
building thereon a place where services and meetings could be held, though
it is now uncertain as to when it will be possible to carry the project
further.
‘The approximate boundaries of the Parish are, on the North, Green Lane;
on the West, Everlasting Lane and thence by Verulam Road and Portland
Street to Fishpool Street; on the South, part of Fishpool Street, Mount Pleasant
and Verulam Road; on the East, roughly by Harpenden Road and Bernards
Heath, through Worley Road, Union Lane and West View Road to Verulam
Road. It will thus be seen that the Parish contains within its boundaries not
only Oster House but also the St Albans and Mid-Herts Hospital, the Sisters
Hospital for infectious diseases, and the Church of England Senior School in
Townsend Drive. A map of the Parish on a scale of 25.4 inches to the mile
may be seen hanging on the wall of the North Vestry.
‘In 1937, during the incumbency of the Reverend A C Kestin, it was found to
be necessary to close the Christ Church School as it no longer served a
useful purpose and the building was sold to the St Albans branch of the
British Legion.
‘We ask for your prayers and gifts to help the work of God in the Church and
Parish.’
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