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St Hilda, South Shields 
 
The parish church of St Hilda stands on the south side of the Market Place of South Shields; in 
appearance it is very much Georgian ‘preaching box’, with five bays of windows at two levels, 
and a hipped roof, with a west tower (flanked by lower vestries) and a shallow eastern apse. 
 
Description 
 
The Exterior 
 

The West Tower  (left) is constructed of 
coursed roughly-shaped and roughly tooled 
blocks of sandstone, with ashlar dressings and  
rusticated quoins; much of the ashlar work has 
been renewed. The tower rises in four stages. 
On the west the lower stage has a central 
round-arched door on the west in an ashlar 
surround, holding old fielded-panel double 
doors, under a moulded cornice that breaks 
forward above the opening. The second stage 
has a circular window in a raised surround, 
below a broad band with a moulded set-back 
directly above. The third stage has three quite 
narrow windows in architraves, with keystones 
that break another string at the base of the 
fourth stage, one course above which there is a 
clear transition to darker more close-jointed 
stone. The fourth stage has square-headed 

openings to the belfry, in plain ashlar surrounds, with small square vents directly below and the 
clock faces above, in circular moulded surrounds above which the moulded cornice at the base 
of the parapet is arched up likes a hoodmould, the sections to either side being carried on small 
corbels. The parapet itself, which has been largely refaced in recent ashlar, is swept up at the 
corners, which carry small square-topped finials that may have lose their tops; behind it rises a 
pyramidal spire covered in Welsh slate. 
 
On north and south the lower stage of the tower is concealed by the adjacent flat-roofed 
vestries; the elevations above are identical to the western. On the east only the uppermost stage 
rises above the roof, with instead of a clock face a tall square-headed opening, although the 
topmost cornice is still carried up in a semicircular arch at its centre. 
 
The main body of the church is largely built of dark close-jointed sandstone, in quite large 
blocks, but laid in courses which vary slightly in height; there is a big ashlar moulded cornice to 
the eaves, and  the hipped roof is of graduated Lakeland slate, with a lower gabled section to the 
west linking to the tower, and a conical-ended extension on the east above the apse. 
 
The lower parts of the west wall are largely covered by the vestries, although at each end an 
external flight of stone steps rises to a square-headed doorway at mid-height, in plain raised 
stone surrounds,  giving access to the galleries. Above these are round-arched windows lighting 
the galleries, each with a keystone, and later wooden tracery making up two  
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The West Wall to the 
south of the Tower. 
The masonry on the 
far left is probably 
medieval; the 
blocked window in 
the centre is 
probably of 1784 
(when the south 
aisle was rebuilt), 
with the wall being 
raised (and the 
round-arched 
window formed) in 
1810-1811. 
 

semicircular-arched lights with an oculus in the spandrel. Both appear to have earlier and 
narrower openings directly below, which now have their upper sections blocked and their lower 
fitted with slatted vents. A metre or so to the north of the southern of these is a further straight 
joint that seems to represent the north jamb of a still-earlier window. To the north again and c 
0.9 m from the tower is a section of straight joint, with older more weathered masonry, similar 
to that of the tower wall (but not coursed in with it) on the north. This looks very much like the 
south-west angle of an earlier aisleless nave, and is almost certainly of medieval date. 
 
The north elevation of the main body of the church, towards the Market Place, is a symmetrical 
composition of five bays. In the centre is a shallow projection containing a large doorway with 
recent panelled double doors and a raised ashlar panel above the lintel over, in a surround with 
Tuscan pilasters, topped by a cornice that breaks forward over the doorway. porch. Above is a 
large round-headed window, with cut dressings only to its head, which has a small raised 
keystone; it has recent leaded glazing, with a radial head. The other bays have windows of this 
type at a lower level, with shorter ones, with identical arches but containing wooden tracery 
(like those in the west end), above. 
 
The south elevation is virtually identical, except that the ground falls away on this side and 
there is a simple square-section plinth. Here the central doorway is covered by a full porch, 
which now serves as a link to the Song Room, a single-storey block set north-south; above the 
flat roof of the porch is an oval tablet with a worn inscription 

 
...Chapel.... 

ornamented in the Year... 
WILLIAM ELLIOTT 

                                                                     Ch Wardens 
CUTHBERT MARSHALL 

 
ANTHONY HARRISON 

                                                                   Committee 
MICHAEL ROCKWOOD 
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On this side of the 
building the windows of 
the eastern bay (behind 
the organ) are blocked, 
and their blockings 
rendered and lined to 
simulate ashlar. 
 
The church from the 
south-east 
 
The east elevation has a  
central apse flanked by 
bays of the usual type, 
but with their windows 
blocked and rendered 
like those of the  eastern bay on the south side. The apse , of segmental plan, has three bays of 
the same type, but all three upper windows look to have been blind from the beginning, and the 
lower third of the central one has been subsequently blocked. A pair of sunk boiler rooms are 
set against the southern part of the east end. 

 
 
 
 
The Church from the East 
 
 
 
The Song Room on the south of 
the church is an addition of the 
1890s, and built of coursed 
squared stone, with a roof of 
graduated blue slates. Its 
four-bay side elevations each 

have three square-headed windows and a plain doorway at the south end; the south gable end 
has a larger round-arched window. Two old headstones have been set against the south wall, 
and several more against the east. The link block at its north end, the old porch, has a plain 
square-headed doorway on the west and a similar one to a later lobby added against its east 
facet. 
 
The Interior  
 
Entering the church through the lobby in the base of the Tower, panelling on the south conceals 
a steep ladder-stair to the first floor. An arch containing a pair of double doors under an 
overlight opens into the main body of the church, in which the area beneath the gallery on the 
west and south has been recently divided off by glazed screens off to provide a Visitor Centre. 
On either side of the west doorway is a shallow ashlar pilaster, with roll-moulded angles, these 
are the east faces of the jambs of the tower arch proper, the upper part of which is concealed by 
gallery, but visible from inside the first floor of the tower. 
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Within the first-floor room in the tower 
the upper part of the west face of the 
tower arch is exposed (left). This is 
semicircular, and of two orders, the inner 
chamfered and the outer, set slightly 
proud of the wall face, with a wave 
moulding; they spring from large impost 
blocks of plain square section. The wall 
above the arch is of large blocks, roughly 
coursed and heavily mortared. 
 
A small hatch beneath the arch opens 
into a low space between the Visitor 

Centre ceiling and the gallery floor; here it can be seen that the tower arch is of symmetrical 
section, and that, in the internal face of the west wall of the main body of the building, slight 
ragged projections set some distance away on each side of the arch (the southern patched with 
brick) seem to represent the ends of the former arcades removed in 1810-11.   
 
The room is panelled on north and south; a ladder rises to the second floor, where all walls are 
of similar roughly-coursed stone.  The internal jambs of the openings here are cut square with 
the all, and their internal sills steeply sloped; that in the east wall now opens into the roof space 
over the main body of the church. On the external (east) face of the wall this opening has 
alternating block jambs and a lintel with a heavy keystone; above it no less than three earlier 
roof-lines are visible. 
 
The second-floor ceiling has big square-section beams set north-south; a steep ladder-stair 
leads up to the third floor (clock chamber) in which the old bell openings have their jambs 
splayed internally. 
 
In the west wall, on either side of the entry from the tower, are plain square-headed doorways 
into the western vestries. At the north-west corner a stair rises north and then east to give access 
to the gallery; its upper section (which is joined by the northern of the two external stairs)  is 
enclosed, with six panel doors to the main stair and the cupboard below. There is a handrail 
with a closed string and plain vase-type balusters across the adjacent window opening; all this 
probably remains from the 1810-1812 remodelling. A second stair at the south-west corner is 
only accessed externally, and rises eastward in one straight flight alongside the external wall. 
.  
Within the main body of the church the walls are plastered and pink-washed. There are six-bay 
arcades with cast-iron columns that rise the full height of the building, through the gallery 
which runs the full length of the side walls (although stopping short of the organ at the 
south-east corner) and west end. Below the gallery the arcades have simple moulded Tuscan 
capitals and bases, and above gilt Corinthian caps; further back beneath the Gallery (and now 
within the Visitor Centre) are two further Tuscan piers carrying brackets in the form of paired 
fluted consoles. At gallery level the main piers carry an arcade of  broad elliptical arches with 
moulded archivolts. Big scrolled corbels in the spandrels above the arches, and smaller but 
similar ones forming key-blocks to the arches together carry a moulded cornice, with above it a 
moulded plate, breaking forward over the principal corbels to carry the panelled transverse 
arches of the barrelled ceiling. The ceiling is half-domed at each end, and panelled, with 
circular bosses at the intersection of the ribs, with a central row of ventilators. Over the galleries 
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are panelled boarded ceilings. At gallery level all the windows have  moulded architraves to 
their rear arches; there are balustrades (with square stick balusters) across the heads of the 
lower windows. The impressive array of  benches have boarded backs and  shaped bench ends. 

 
Interior looking east, from the gallery 

 
The apse at the east end has a semicircular arch with ornate painted plasterwork and a fluted 

key block, and on the curving wall four big fluted pilasters with Corinthian, from which spring 
the panelled archivolts of the windows; the lower part of the central opening has paired console 
brackets at a lower level to accommodate a widening for the reredos. In the spandrels of the 
half-domed vault are plaster figures of the Ascending Christ between SS Peter and John1. The 
stepped floor of the sanctuary has Minton tiles at its lower level and marble above. 
 
In front of the sanctuary is a large late 20th century dais on which the choir stalls and pulpit rest. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fittings and Furnishings 
 
The oldest of the fittings is the Font, which now stands in the north aisle a little to the east of the 
north door. This is an interesting piece of mid-17th century work that has attracted considerable 
                                                           
1The church guide states that these are part of the 1810-12 works, but Pevsner & Williamson (1984, 417) cite the 
British Architect of 1879 stating that J.H. Morton was responsible for ‘the entire redecoration of the apse’. 
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interest; it has a circular gadrooned bowl on a twisted shaft with a band of carved foliage at its 
top, set on a moulded circular base; the Churchwardens’ Accounts for 1675 record that a Mr 
Trolop (thought to be Robert Trollop, architect of the Newcastle Guildhall) was paid £5.10s (in 
two instalments) for it. 
 
The old fielded-panel Dado on the aisle walls below the gallery looks of late 18th century 
character, but many of the fittings and furnishings, including the nave Benches and the Choir 
Stalls, appear to be of late 19th-century date. The lofty Pulpit of 1882 (given in memory of 
William Anderson d 1881) is a more impressive piece, standing on a tall pillar, and having an 
ornamental brass rail and stair balustrade, and rising from an octagonal base with shafts of 
green-veined marble. The Organ of 1867 is by Thomas Lewis , and has an ornately-painted 
case (recently restored) with the text ‘We praise thee O God’ painted above the keyboard. 
 
The brass 24-light Chandelier above hangs in the nave, was purchased in 1801-2, along with 
the model of William Wouldhave’s Lifeboat that hangs alongside.   
 
On the west wall, inside the Visitor Centre, are tablets relating to various changes to the 
building; one describes the 1879 restoration (which cost £2600) in which ‘the plaster ceiling 
was replaced by a domed wooden roof, the windows were renewed and filled with coloured 
glass and other necessary repairs effected, and another alongside to works subsequent to 1941 
war damage  - the immediate repair of the roof, 1948-9 restoration and redecoration (when new 
metal window frames were fitted below the galleries) and the 1952 installation of  stained glass 
windows in the apse; both give the names of the vicar and churchwardens at the time. Another 
tablet, on the south of the west door, relates to the church being fitted with open sittings, and the 
installation of new warming and lighting apparatus, in 1871. 
 
On the south wall of the southern gallery, near the head of the stair, is an old reredos with a 
painting of  Jesus and Lazarus, of 19th-century character. 
 
On the casing of the southern gallery stair, inside the Visitor Centre, is a painted board from a 
former gallery, with David playing his harp and  quotes from the psalms, ‘the gift of the singers 
& others of this Chapelry Lovers of Psalmody AD 1764' signed by T Wouldhave. 
 
All the Stained Glass is of the 1950s, following the loss of earlier glass in World War II. 
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Sepulchral Monuments 
 
There are a number of interesting wall monuments, mostly from the earlier 19th century. On the 
wall of the south aisle, from east to west, are: 
 
Lady Heron consort of Sir Cuthbert Heron d 1812 (grieving figure above sarcophagus). 
John Carlen of Westoe d 1815 by C Regnart, Hampstead Road, London. 
Rev William Maugham d 1831 by G Green Newcastle  
(inside the visitor centre) Cuthbert Young, shipbuilder and ship owner  d1835 by G Gaffin, 
Regent Street, London (grieving figure beneath tree). 
 
On the north aisle wall from east to west: 
William Blackburn 1808 by M Turner, Cannon St Road,  London (female figure and urn)  
John Watson of Westoe d 1799 (grieving figure and broken column) 
John Salmon ship owner 1831 Davies of Newcastle 
(inside visitor centre) Hannah Wife of George Marshall of Westoe, shipowner d 1834 by M 
Donald (sarcophagus) 
 
On the west wall (inside the visitor centre): 
 
(To north of door) Elizabeth Vickerman d 1751 
Henry Fearon Heath, ‘late of Westoe’ d  1825 
Mary Ann Eddowes d 1830 by Dunbar (grieving female figure) 
 
There is also a World War I War Memorial, and two headstones brought in from the 
churchyard, one to  George Tindle, a  pilot drowned attempting to rescue crew of a wrecked 
ship in 1849 and the second, now badly decayed William Wouldhave, inventor of the 
unsinkable lifeboat (which is carved on the stone) 
 
On the north wall of the gallery, the easternmost monument has recently collapsed; further west 
are: 
Thomas Forrest d 1852, by Craggs of Newcastle  (Forrest promoted measures in connection 
with lifeboats; with a carved panel showing a lifeboat and Tynemouth Priory in the 
background). 
Margaret d 1855, wife Thomas Forsyth shipbuilder and magistrate, d 1858, by Craggs of 
Newcastle; shrouded urn above pedimented tablet. 
(At head of stair) Tablet George Yeoman and his family; his death in 1785 was followed by 
those of his five children (three in a shipwreck) so that on the death of his wife Ann in 1803, ‘no 
vestige of the existence of this family remains, save this memorial’; a poignant text, 
accompanied by a dramatic carving of the shipwreck, signed by Regnart of Clearland St, 
Fitzroy Square, London 
 
The only monument on the south wall at gallery level is one to Elizabeth Wilson d 1856, by s 
Craggs of Newcastle (shrouded urns). 
 
Inside the southern vestry (now a kitchen), set on the external face of the west wall of the main 
body of the church, is a large wall monument to various members of the  Pemberton family 
members, from 1751 onwards; it has Tuscan columns, a  metope frieze and pediment. 
In the northern vestry (vicar’s vestry) is what appears to be a ledger stone, set upriught against 
the south wall, to Margaret Dalton d 1772. 
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Historical Notes 
 
647 A monastery, traditionally at South Shields, is founded by King Oswin, under St Hilda. 

There is no later record of its history, and it is presumed to have been destroyed by the 
Danes; the dedication of the church is the main evidence for it having stood on the 
present site. 

 
1093 St Hilda’s yare or fishery is mentioned in a charter 
 
1154 A charter mentions a church. 
 
1256 The first mention of a priest- Walter, the chaplain of the Church of St Hilda. In 1322 it 

was described as ‘the Chapel of St Hilda the Virgin situate within the Parish of the 
Church of Jarrow’ 

 
1613 Bishop Howson consecrates an extension to the graveyard. 
 
1680 Masters and mariners from Whitby built their own gallery at the back of the church. 
 
1701 The ‘new gallery’ was built at the south end of that erected in 1680. 
 
1708 A third gallery was built at the east end of the church. 
 
1753 A north aisle eighteen feet wide was added to the church, with a gallery above. 
 
1764 A west gallery was added, to carry an organ (its painted dedication board survives - see 

‘Fittings and Furnishings’ section). At the same time the tower was raised by 12 feet and 
a ring of 6 bells installed. 

 
1784 A major extension (see Faculties section) 
 
1794 The Durham historian William Hutchinson (II, 483) provided a useful account of the 

church as it then stood: ‘The antiquity of the church at Shields is not to be deduced with 
accuracy from any records before us; it was perhaps nearly contemporary with that of 
Jarrow: little can be gathered from the structure, it has been so altered and reformed. 
The nave is twenty-eight paces ion length, having to the south an aile, formed by five 
short round pillars with plain capitals, supporting pointed arches, apparently of a more 
modern date than the columns; the four arches eastward are uniform, but the two to the 
west much loftier, and of a different model: The width of the nave and south aile is 
eleven paces: The aile on the north side is new, erected in 1753, and six paces wide; the 
pillars are square, and arches circular, neatly stuccoed: It is galleried above the whole 
length, and regularly stalled below: There is also a gallery at the west end, and three 
small ones in the south aile: The church is plastered throughout, and ceiled with plain 
stucco work: The place or recess for the communion table is in the modern fashion, 
without any chancel, six paces wide, and lighted by a large Venetian window. The 
pulpit is fixed against the second pillar ion the south row. The vestry room is 
remarkably neat, and the whole edifice kept in decent order’. 

 
1845 St Hilda’s, previously a chapel of Jarrow, became a parish church. 
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Faculties and records of Structural Work 
 
Only faculties relating either to changes to the structure of the church, or to matters of 
archaeological significance  are listed here. All are in Durham University Library, and filed 
under the prefix DDR/EJ/FAC 
 
3/130  1784  Enlarging chapel and allotment of pews etc. 
 
3/122  1810  Enlarging, new roofing etc 
 
3/154a  1866  Alterations 
 
3/184  1870  Alter and reseat parish church 
 
3/378/3 14.12.1894 New vestry 
 
3/405/27 19.7.1899 Reseat galleries, enclose choir stalls with open screens.  
 
3/2567 6.6.1935 Replacement of font with one dated 1375 

(Presumably an error for ‘1675', the date of the churchwardens 
paying Trollop for the present font) 

 
3/3075 24.2.1948 The laying out of the churchyard as an open space 
 
 
The Structural History of the Church 
 
The structural history of the church over the last two centuries is relatively well documented, 
and with it the changes that account for almost all the fabric of the present building. The 
question remains as to whether anything survives from the original medieval building, which 
had already been heavily altered; Hutchinson had commented ‘little can be gathered from the 
structure, it has been so altered and reformed’.  
 
Various recent sources refer to the tower, or at least its arch, as being of relatively early date, 
either ‘Norman’ or at least medieval date (eg Pevsner & Williamson 1983, 416) ; however, the 
character of its imposts and mouldings simply does not bear this out - they look of distinctly 
post-medieval character, either 17th or even early 18th century, and may be no older than the 
other features of the tower. However, the west wall of the nave looks likely to pre-date both 
arch and tower, and is probably genuinely medieval. A small area of masonry visible externally 
on the south of the tower seems to show the angle quoins of a possible aisleless nave, not of any 
particularly early character but quite possibly medieval. Recent photographs of the west wall 
beneath the gallery show what appears to be part of a blocked arch immediately south of the 
tower arch; it is not clear how this relates to the evidence visible externally, but this too would 
seem to indicate the survival of medieval work. 
 
It is probably unlikely that any early fabric survives, at any rate above ground, in the remainder 
of the building, although the present nave seems to stand more or less on the footprint of its 
predecessor. The records show that the north aisle was added in 1754, the tower heightened in 
1764, and the south aisle widened and rebuilt in 1784. Pevsner and Williamson refer to the 
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tower being ‘recased’ as well as heightened, but there is nothing visible in its fabric to suggest a 
pre-18th century date. 
 
An 1802 drawing of the church appears in the church guide book. This shows the south 
elevation as having a central doorway with two round-arched windows on either side, and three 
low ‘clerestory’ windows directly under the eaves, lighting the gallery.  
 
In 1810-12 the whole body of the church seems to have been rebuilt in its present form; Pevsner 
& Williamson suggest that the south wall was retained, although clearly heightened, with the 
gallery now having a full set of five round-arched windows. If this was the case, the new fabric 
of the upper wall, and of the north and east elevations, was a close match to that of quarter of a 
century earlier.  The works cost £6,800, requiring an Act of Parliament to raise a special parish 
rate. 
 

The vestries flanking the west tower are of 19th century dates. Pevsner & Williamson state that 
the northern is part of the 1810-12 works, but the southern in post-1870; older maps2 however 
seem to show that the southern is the earlier. The church underwent a succession of internal 
changes during the incumbency of Canon Chesters (1862-1882); the present organ was 
installed in 1867, and in 1875-9 a major restoration carried out by J.H.Morton, during which the 
gallery arcades were renewed and the present plaster ceiling installed.. The Song Room on the 
south was added in the 1890s. 
 
                                                           
2John Woods plan of 1827 and the Ordnance Survey 1st edition 6":1 mile map of c1860 
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The various blocked windows at the east end are the result of repairs following war damage in 
1941, although the lost glass was only replaced in 1852. The interior was redecorated and 
re-ordered in 1977. 
 
The Churchyard 

 
Old maps show the church standing at the north-east 
corner of an extensive rectangular churchyard, which 
survives in part as a public open space, trimmed and 
truncated by modern roads, with only a handful of 
monuments remaining around the church. 
 
Wood’s plan (1827) showing  
Market Place, Church and Churchyard  
 
A classical gate screen, with wrought-iron gates and 
rusticated  ashlar pillars capped by urns, fronts a paved 
area immediately to the west of the church; the screen 
is probably of the late 18th or early 19th century, but all 
looks to have been renewed. On the west side of this is 
the War Memorial Cross, erected in 1921, which 
rather oddly (in the light of subsequent history) uses a 
swastika motif. A little to the south west is an 
interesting sundial dated 1703, with churchwardens’ 
names and initials (and the further dates 1710 and 

1724) on its sides. East of this (and south of the War Memorial) are two ledger slabs, one 
probably illegible, but the other with an inscription to Sir William Melton ‘Son of ye Earl of 
Abercone Late Servant to HENRIETTE MARIA ye late QUEENS Mother of Our ..overing 
KING CHARLES ye second   ...at now is over ENGL....’. Sir William Melton died in 1681 
(Mackenzie & Ross ,I, 33) but the character of the lettering on the present stone suggests a late 
18th or early 19th century copy. 
 
Few other monuments survive; a few fragments of headstones have been used to edge paths, 
and others lie around to the west of the Song Room, and a few better-preserved examples have 
been re-erected against the south and east walls of Song Room 
 
Archaeological Assessment 
 
The historical evidence points to St Hilda’s Church as being a medieval chapel that probably 
stands on or close to the site of a Saxon nunnery, but there is frustratingly little hard evidence; 
much has been suggested, but little is proven. All that one can really say is that it is highly likely 
that medieval fabric survives in the west wall of the church, but there are no datable features 
before the 18th century.  
 
A copy of a 1988 dowsed survey of the present building, displayed in the church, showing an 
apsidal Saxon church flanked by porticus, with various later medieval extensions; none of this 
has been verified archaeologically, and the claimed juxtaposition of the present north wall and 
eastern apse with earlier walls beneath seems somewhat unlikely. An earlier enclosure has also 
been plotted to the south of the church, which it is suggested might to the Saxon monastery. 
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Despite the fact that generations of burial, and a 19th-century underfloor heating system, will 
have occasioned considerable disturbance of sub-floor deposits, it is possible that significant 
archaeological remains may survive, so any disturbance of the floors should be carefully 
monitored.. As regards the above-ground fabric, the only area of real interest is in the west wall. 
There have been recent works here, beneath the western gallery; photographs taken show that 
the fabric of the west wall is of considerable archaeological interest; although these photographs 
form a valuable record, an opportunity to carry out  archaeological recording and answer some 
of the outstanding questions as to the building’s history was lost. The preparation of a proper 
record of the internal face of the whole west wall, including the areas behind the gallery and 
within the roof spaces, would certainly throw more light on the development of the church.. 
 
Turning to the churchyard, it is clear that there are a great number of burials, now unmarked, to 
the south and west of the building; it is understood that these have been disturbed in some areas 
by works in connection with services and modern roads. Whilst the dowsed plan showing early 
structures to the south of the church should be treated with caution, it is possible that significant 
archaeological remains might lie just about anywhere in this area, and so any ground works will 
require a watching brief. 

 
Peter F Ryder November 2006-11-28 
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