
HISTORY OF 
THE SAILORS CHAPEL 

 
ESTIMATION OF DATE OF FORMATION 
 
The date of birth of the Sailors Chapel can only be estimated since no firm 

evidence of its commencement has yet been found. The following evidence 
points to the year 1889. 

 
EVIDENCE 
 
Gores directory states that a minister was at the South Bethel at Wellington 

Road in 1890. This indicates its existence at least from that year, also mentioned 
is that the minister, the Rev. J.M. Wilkie was in charge at the North Bethel which 

was situated at 25, Bath Street. Gores directory for 1891 calls this place of 
worship the Sailors Chapel. 
 

The Cheshire Lines committee (CLC) owned the land on which the chapel stood 
so some information has been gleaned from their correspondence. On 11th 

February 1886 an agreement was made between the CLC and a Mr. George 
Jackson of 335, Grafton Street for the tenancy of a plot of land situated on the 
corner of Wellington Road and Grafton Street. A map attached to this agreement 

shows this to be the chapel site. As a matter of interest the rent was £5 a 
quarter and permission was given to erect a TEMPORARY building to be used as 

a cocoa room. A letter from the CLC dated 9th March 1889 gives permission for 
the transfer of the tenancy from Mr. Jackson to another party. Another letter 
from the CLC dated 7th August 1889 indicates that the "other party" is the 

Seamens Friend Society. It is a draft of an agreement addressed to E. 
Hutchinson, honorary treasurer of the society. 
 

MEANWHILE 
 
A receipt dated 30th March 1889 shows that Mr. Jackson was paid £355 for 
 
"the wood and iron building known as 'Jacksons dining and cocoa rooms' at the 

comer of Wellington Road and Grafton Street, with the stable, coach house, 

goodwill and fixtures." 
 

This was received from the governors of the society. 
 
A set of minutes of open air meetings of the Sailors Chapel starts on July 13th 

1889. Unfortunately the meeting was not held due to the weather, (nothing 
changes does it). However it was decided to hold the next meeting the following 

week on the waste ground at the comer of Mill Street and Harlow Street. The 
minutes of this next meeting record that  

"a blessed meeting was held tonight for the first time here -— did have a most 
blessed meeting for the people gathered around us and listened patiently, some 

promised to come down to the Chapel on Sunday." 
 



An ordinance survey map of 1889 shows the Sailors Chapel with seats for 100 
people and shows only the building fronting onto Grafton Street with some 

smaller buildings at the back which presumably are the stable and coach house 
mentioned in the CLC letter. An 1888 map of Liverpool does not show the 

building to be present. 
 
While not conclusive all this evidence points to the Sailors Chapel coming into 

being during 1889 and if the payment by the Seamens Friend Society to Mr. 
George Jackson is considered as the time of ownership then the date is 30th 

March 1889. 

 
DEVELOPMENT OF 

THE SAILORS CHAPEL 

 
Although we are considering the Sailors Chapel it is interesting to note that there 

were places of worship in the immediate vicinity before the Chapel was formed 
with which some present members of the chapel can recall associations. During 
1796 and for a few years after building work began on the Toxteth shore to 

create the Herculaneum Pottery and on part of this site was constructed a 
Chapel for the workers to be called the Herculaneum Chapel.lt is assumed that 

this Wesleyan Methodist cause was begun in 1803 and links were formed with 
the Ancient Chapel of Toxteth. In 1840 the Herculaneum Chapel found itself at a 
distance from the people it served so the decision was made to rebuild on 

Grafton Street on the site of the present furniture factory using sandstone 
excavated from that very site. In 1870 the congregation combined with that of 

Miller Street Ebenezer Hall, closed both buildings and built a "more commodious 
building". This was eventually taken over in 1932 by Mr. W. Oare Park and 
became Wellington Road Baptist Church. 
 
However, back to the Sailors Chapel. 
 
In 1820 the Gordon Smith Institute for Seamen was founded with the aim of 
providing for the spiritual and material well being of sailors arriving at the port. 

The base for this work was in Paradise Street but the South Bethel at 13 
Wapping and another Bethel in Norfolk Street were provided. Wardlocks Guide to 

Liverpool 1883 shows the South Bethel but in the same guide of 1889 it is 
absent and the Sailors Chapel present. 
 

On 11th February 1886 a Mr. George Jackson entered an agreement with the 
CLC to rent some land at the comer of Grafton Street and built cocoa rooms 

there. Three years later this tenancy was transferred to the Liverpool Seamens 
Friend Society. The 30th of the same month sees the transfer of the ownership 

of the "wood and iron building with coach house and stables" for the sum of 
£355 presented by. 
 

Edward Hutchinson J.P. 
Francis Johnson J.P. 

James Montgomory 
Thomas Phillip 
George Jones 



...of the Society 
 

The following year, 1890 Gores directory now includes "South Bethel at 
Wellington Road. Minister - Rev. J.M.Wilkie. Minutes of a meeting of the society 

held on 13th January 1889 record a resolution from Mr. Jones and seconded by 
Mr. Jackson moving that "legacies from a Mr. Booth and Mrs. Grant be used to 
furnish the building." 
 
March 1889 saw a remarkable event in that the rent was REDUCED to £15 per 

annum. 
 
Mention was made of the Chapel in an article in the "Liverpool Courier" of 30th 

September 1889 stating that the society had five port missionaries D. Franton, 
T. Fredericks, W.H. Barnes, G. Phillipson, D. Henry and that there was a 

concertina bank of twenty but the Chapel at 13, Wapping had been given up. 
 
19th January 1926 saw a visit to the Chapel from Mr. J.R.Roberts, 

superintendent at the society and Mr. Hugh Owens. They reported back that the 
roof was leaking. This is recorded in the minutes of the institute of 18th March 

1926, and it is interesting to note that the meeting place is here called the 
"Sailors Chapel". 
 
 
Matters move slowly for it was in the October of the following year that the 

subject of the leaking roof was raised again but no conclusion reached. Perhaps 
membership was growing because twelve benches were provided by the institute 

on 16th January 1928. An eight year break exists now before the next mention 
of the Chapel when it was proposed that the corporation make a survey of the 
premises. The result was that the building was "perfectly safe". 
 
July 1937 saw a significant turn in the prospects of the Chapel. George F. 

Townson, honorary superintendent at the South Bethel, J. Banks, J. Revera and 
T. Revera at a meeting with the institute suggested that a full time missionary 
was required. This was not accepted but the institute suggested that the Chapel 

might be better under the jurisdiction of a more suitable organisation such as 
the Liverpool City Mission. At another meeting two months later it was stated 

that no further finance for the Chapel from the institute could be given after 31st 
December 1937due to financial situation of the institute. How's that for a 
Christmas present. However another meeting in December decided that an 

honorarium of 50 pounds should be given since "the Elders wished to carry on 
the work". This brings the Chapel into its present state of independence when 

Mr. John Banks of Dingle Lane on behalf of the "South Bethel Mission" made an 
agreement with the CLC for the tenancy of the Chapel. This occurred on the 7th 
January 1938. Under the leadership of Pastor Hughes minutes of 1st November 

1967 state that the church had been accepted into membership of the F.I.E.C. 
but as the title implies it was still independent as it is to the present day. A fire 

occurred in 1968 causing serious damage to the rearhall and this time was a test 
of faith for the Believers. What made matters worse was the fact that the hall 
was under the process of redecoration with much already done but the members 

rose to the challenge and the building was soon restored to its former 
condition!!! It had been realised for several years that the old wood and iron 

building was deteriorating and new premises would be needed and so a building 



fund was commenced. At a business meeting in 1968 it was decided that all the 
members would pray at 11am each day for guidance and blessing in the work 

this should serve as a reminder to present day members as this has not been 
revoked. 
A compulsory purchase order was placed on the Chapel in 1967 and this made 
the City Council the new owners. After much correspondence with the Council 
without reply the Ombudsman decided that there was maladministration and 

eventually building was permitted to start on the land allocated. The rising costs 
of building materials and labour brought about the decision that the members 

would need to do as much of the work as possible. This was a time when the 
Lord undertook not just in provision but in the safety of the workers the majority 
of whom were untrained in and had no experience of building site work. There 

was only one instance which could have, but thankfully did not, cause an 
accident when a scaffolding tower toppled and missed a worker by inches. 

Having dug for the foundation the male members will know that the new Chapel 
is built on more than one solid rock! The opening day for the new Chapel was 
the 13th November 1982 and this started with a short final meeting at the old 

building, then a march led by the band to the new building which after the 
opening ceremony was bursting at the seams with well-wishers. The first service 

was led by the last Pastor, Bill Hughes presently serving the Lord in Scotland. 
 

SAILORS CHAPEL BAND 

 
The Sailors Chapel Junior Band was started in 1943-1944 by Mr. Bob Dean, Sr. 

Most of the old band had been conscripted into the forces and Mr. Dean decided 
that it was time to start a new band so the junior band was born. Members of 
the Sunday School and local boys, mainly from Lockhart Street were invited to 

learn to play an instrument. Teaching the boys was not so easy, while Mr. Dean 
was teaching one boy the others were climbing on the seats and throwing things 

at each other ( Hymn books etc.,) but he preserved with much prayer and 
eventually the band began to get together. To become a member of the band 
attendance was required not only at the Sunday School but also at the Evening 

Service where they would come under the sound of the Gospel. It was a great 
day for the band when they were able to play " O God Our Help" at the Sunday 

Evening Service and eventually marched around the neighbourhood playing the 
same tune. During this time the war was still on and boys at the age of eighteen 
were going into the armed forces and after the war some to do National Service. 

It was probably during the years 1948 - 1949 when the band began to progress, 
playing at the "Open Air Meetings" and marching the children around the streets 

on the Sunday School Anniversaries. Mr. Dean was most concerned about the 
boys as they had not yet come to a knowledge of Salvation and it was laid upon 
the hearts of the three elders of the band to pray for the individual members. 

The Lord answered prayer and three members came to know the Lord and two 
of them are still with the band today along with other members who have also 

trusted the Saviour as Lord. Mr Dean has since passed on to be with the Lord 
and we know that he would rejoice to see that the work he had started is still 
going on. The band merged with the Dingle Temperance Silver Band, with whom 

there had been close contacts for several years, under the joint leadership of Mr. 
W. Godfrey and the present conductor Mr. J. Simpson. Mr. Godfrey had a wealth 

of experience of brass bands and even more supplies of music some of which is 
still used to this day. 



 
Over the years the band has had many young men and women pass through the 

ranks, some still going on with the Lord, others into fulltime service and sad to 
say others who have fallen by the wayside (but the seed had been sown). 
 
Serving the Lord as a band has seen it taken to many places of worship in the 
City and beyond including the Isle of Man, Blackburn, Macclesfield and Wales. 

 
The Band seeks to serve the Lord at a variety of venues including Sunday School 

Anniversary Marches, Musical Gospel evenings and Carol Concerts. The highlight 
of the year is probably the time near Christmas when the band and choir have 

the privilege of playing and singing to mentally disabled young people and adults 
at their day centres. We have learnt many lessons from them over the years and 
they thoroughly enjoy actively participating with the band. 

 

SAILORS CHAPEL CHOIR 
 
The Choir, under the leadership of Mr. Dunn and accompanied by Christine 

Minshull on the piano has for many years served the Lord throughout Liverpool 
and beyond. For several years now both the band and choir have found it to be 

of great benefit to minister together at engagements and much blessing has 
been received by the members as well as by the audiences. 
 

Each year the choir "goes carolling" around the neighbourhood on Christmas Eve 
sometimes into the early hours and many people come outside of their house to 

listen, this opportunity is used to give Christian Witness. Another regular visit is 
made each year to a Methodist Old Peoples Home and at every Sunday Evening 

service the choir ministers to the congregation bringing much blessing and 
occasionally rebuke, eg. "How long has it been since you talked with the Lord". 
 

The choir makes the most of its opportunities to sing God's praises, often with 
verses directly from God's Word, and many times people are led by the Spirit to 

join in and are never discouraged from doing so, rather they are positively 
encouraged. 

 
YOUNG PEOPLES WORK 
 
It would seem that spreading the Gospel to young people of the district has 

always been a priority with the workers at the Chapel. Around 1959 Bill and Lily 
Humphries started a work called the Warriors which led to the Y.P.F. Overseen at 
first by the Pastor Bill Hughes and then by Henry Lee. These are just a few of his 

memories of the good times with the Y.P.F:- 
 

"The Y.P.F. as we know it began in the late fifties early sixties when Bill Hughes 
became its first leader with the help of Alf and Edie Bibby. Bill continued as its 
leader until the Lord called him to go into full time training for the ministry, at 

Bible Training Institute (B.T.I.) Glasgow. To help him meet some of his financial 
commitment, the young people pledged a set amount of money, which was 

collected by Frank Smethem every week. After three years of training, Bill 
became our Pastor at Sailors Chapel. The Y.P.F. was held at 7.30pm each Friday, 
with up to forty young people. One fund raising event we undertook as a Y.P.F. 



was to collect one ton of pennies (old money) towards the building fund. We 
went on a number of holidays. The first was to Pensarn, North Wales. Others 

included Christian Endeavour Homes in various parts of the country: The 
Rockery Christian Guest House, Lynton, Devon, Isle of White. We even went to 

Guernsey and Switzerland. I have to thank Mr and Mrs Bob Revera for allowing 
their home to be used as an open house for the Y.P.F. No matter where we had 
been or what time we arrived back, we always ended up at 304, where we were 

always welcomed. Another house we also visited was the home of Mr. and Mrs 
Sam Dunn, who allowed us to use their converted attic for our games night, and 

where Mrs Dunns Lemon Meringue pie became famous. If I have forgotten 
anybody please forgive me and accept my thanks. What more can I now say, for 
time and space will not allow me to tell of the meetings taken, blessings 

received, friendships made, Christmas dinner given to Old Aged Pensioners all 
cooked on one gas stove, painting and decorating of Old Peoples Homes, playing 

of tennis at Otterspool in the Summer months, Bible Quizzes, Squashes. Those 
people who put their faith and trust in the Lord Jesus Christ to be their own 
personal Saviour. I thank my God for every remembrance." 

 
0 magnify the Lord with me, and let us exalt His name together. 

 
For the even younger people there was "The Sunshine Boat" led by Christine and 

Arthur Minshul who submitted the following recollections. 
 
"It was in the early summer of 1966 that Pastor Bill Hughes asked Arthur and I 

to consider starting up a new childrens work, a mid-week meeting for children 
up to the age of ten. After much prayer and thought the Sunshine Boat was 

launched in September 1966. Everything was to do with the sea, as befitting the 
"Sailors" Chapel. Arthur was the Skipper (or Skip) and I was the First Mate. We 
used an accordion for the music. We were given an old ships life belt to decorate 

the front of the hall and arranged the seats to form the shape of a boat deck. We 
even acquired a real seamens uniform. The meetings were aimed at children in 

the 5 -10 age group and were based loosely on the format used by the recently 
formed Childrens Christian Crusade .We had lots of lively choruses, a time for 
prayer, a Bible quiz using games e.g. noughts and crosses, snakes and ladders 

etc., a Bible verse to memorise and finally a story aimed at teaching children the 
way of Salvation using many visual aids. It was an immediate hit with the 

children. During those early years we had an average attendance of FIFTY 
children each week and we broke many records (literally!!) but never again 
achieved the all time record of EIGHTY FIVE children. How did just two of us 

cope! As the years progressed and families moved out of the district due to 
redevelopment, numbers fell. By the time we moved into the new building in 

1982 there were about fifteen children attending each week. We continued until 
early 1985 when numbers dwindled so much that after a number of months with 
no children coming at all, and after much prayer, we felt that maybe the 

Sunshine Boat had made its final voyage. It was a sad time for both of us, but 
we thank God for the privilege of sharing the wonder of Salvation through Jesus 

Christ with hundreds of children over eighteen years". 
 

When the congregation moved to a new building in 1982 the Sunday School 
attendance had dropped to a handful each Sunday but recently and following a 
couple of childrens campaigns the numbers have steadily risen under the 

leadership of Mrs. Revera and Mr. Davies. However the Sunday School work was 



started many years before by Gods faithful servants and this is recalled by Mrs. 
Revera:- 
 
"From the earliest years of the Sailors Chapel youth work played an important 

part in the worship. Around 1930 when I first joined the Sailors Chapel the 
number in the school was about 250 or so. There was by necessity two sessions 
from 2 - 3pm for the 3 - 11 years old and from 3 - 4pm for the older children. 

The leaders at that time were Mr. & Mrs. T. Revera with the younger ones and 
Mr. Townson and Mr. R. Dean with the other group. We look back to those days 

with very happy memories of all the activities, the highlight always being the 
Summer outing. We would meet at the Chapel at about 10am and after a prayer 
for our safety and a good day we would wend our way to St. Michaels Station 

and board a train for either Halewood or Maghull. On arrival our dinner would be 
a currant bun and a cup of milk and in the afternoon there would be games, 

rounders, skipping, ring - a - roses for the tinies all of which was joined in by the 
teachers and Mums. 4pm was tea time and then the races including one for the 
Mothers much to the amusement and delight of their children and grandchildren. 

The winner would receive a box of chocs. After this we made our way to the 
train for the journey home arriving back at St. Michaels at about 7pm and then 

marching back to the Chapel tired but very happy. 1939 brought the war with 
teachers going into the forces and children evacuated since this was a docklands 

area. This meant the Sunday School was depleted of children and teachers but 
the work was continued for the remaining few, the Lord will always find Himself 
a witness for His work. A young girl (Ena Williams now Mrs. F. Davies) had been 

saved only a few months previously and after much prayer and thought with 
Gods help stepped in to assist with Mr. T. Revera. Eventually the war ended, the 

children and teachers were home again and the School began to increase in 
numbers. We decided at this time to broaden our travels for the outing and 
started to go to Hoylake and West Kirby via the overhead railway and 

underground rail. In 1947 Mr. Frank Davies became Sunday School secretary 
and later when Mrs. Jessie Revera (known to all as Auntie Jessie) retired Mrs. 

Ella Revera became superintendent. Around 1959 we decided to go even further 
afield for our outings to Colwyn Bay and Ffrith Beach. 1970 saw another 
drawback when the City council decided that the houses in the vicinity should be 

demolished and the people relocated to the outer districts thus once again 
reducing our numbers. Nevertheless the work continued with faithful teachers 

and most importantly with the Lord, and the children were taught about the love 
of God. The old Chapel was by now getting the worst for wear with rain coming 
in freely and the Lord guided the men to build a new Chapel. This we moved into 

in 1982 and the Sunday School work continues. From the early years to the 
present time the one aim of the teachers and leaders has been to show and tell 

the children the love of Jesus and that they, like their teachers, may know Jesus 
as Saviour and friend. To win the children for the Lord Jesus, we continue to 
trust God for His help and guidance in His work for the future days." 
 
Women played an important role in the ministry of Jesus and in the Sailors 

Chapel they have continued to play a vital part in Gods work. While the men 
were erecting a new building the ladies were building the Church up in prayer, 
they continue to pray while the band is practising, they organised a sponsored 

walk to provide seats for the new Chapel, refreshments for special occasions are 
provided and organised by the ladies, many are the functions of the women in 

our church much of which is behind the scenes. 



 
 

Mrs. L. Humphreys and Mrs.E. Revera tell us of the ladies own meetings:- 
 

"The ladies meeting was started many years ago under the leadership of Mrs. 
Firman being held on a Wednesday afternoon and was well attended. Mrs Firman 
worked on her own for a number of years. She loved her ladies and they loved 

her, being very faithful to the meeting. Some years later two younger ladies 
joined the meeting and were able to help Mrs. Firman, they were Mrs. Dunn as 

treasurer and Mrs. Revera as secretary. The meeting continued for many years 
with much blessing from God, but by this time Mrs. Firman had moved home to 
Speke still travelling to the meeting faithfully. She continued up to the age of 86 

when her health began to fail and she had to close the meeting of her ladies (as 
she called them).The meeting did not restart until a few years later when Mrs. 

Alma Hughes, wife of the new Pastor, Bill Hughes, changed the meeting to 
Thursday evenings encouraging some of the younger women to attend. Mrs. 
Hughes led the meeting for seven years until they were called of God to move to 

Scotland. The meeting continued under the leadership of Mrs. Humphreys and 
with a committee of six ladies for assistance they had good times with much 

blessing from the Lord. The numbers attending the meetings were maintained 
until demolition of the houses in the area meant that a lot of ladies went to live 

away from the district. The meeting was still fairly well attended and continued 
with good speakers and bright singing, we had many blessed times. Alas with 
changing times (thankfully God never changes) and with some of the ladies 

getting on in years were afraid to venture out at night, numbers began to 
dwindle. The last twelve months has seen quite a fall off in numbers, the matter 

was given much thought and prayer and we had to reluctantly close the 
meeting. We give many, many thanks to God for all the blessings down the 
years and the faithfulness of the ladies." 
 
It can be seen from these records that there is nothing new under the sun. The 

open air meetings still go on, was that roof ever seen to ( the members know 
the answer to that), we are again waiting for a full time missionary, the Elders 
still want to carry on the work. Thankfully the benches have been replaced (but 

not lost) and we don't get the drafts of the old wood and iron building but 
memories of good times and no doubt some not so good will linger in the minds 

of the many people who have passed through the doors of the "tin hut" on 
Grafton Street. We now wait on the Lord for revival and long to see the place 
bursting at the seams once again with local people with a desire to worship the 

true God. 
 


