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1.0 BACKGROUND 

1.1 Purpose and content of this Statement of Heritage Significance 

This Statement of Heritage Significance was written in support of future applications for 
statutory approvals and assesses the significance of Grade II* listed building in its context.  

1.2 Authorship of this Statement 

The report has been prepared by Alina Wisnicka Ltd. and written by Alina MacKinley  
MSc. Dip. Arch. RIBA, MSc. Building Conservation.  Alina Wisnicka Ltd. provides advice and 
architect’s services relating to the design in a historic environment for public sector clients, 
charitable trusts and other professional bodies.       
 
2.0 INTRODUCTION  
 
Bridgwater Baptist Church is an outstanding example of a non-conformist worship hall with a 
façade in a Neo-classical style.  It was designed by a local architect - Edwin Down and erected 
in 1837 replacing an earlier and more modest building on the same site which served a Baptist 
congregation for 145 years. The new hall was built to accommodate a growing church that 
tirelessly served the local community. In the 1858 the original church outbuildings were added 
to the rear, which were replaced by the developments of the early 20th Century. Bridgwater 
Baptist Church and its curtilage group of buildings is Grade II* listed. The interior of the main 
hall evolved in stages and its features include a coved and paneled ceiling and a seating gallery 
supported by the cast iron columns. The classical façade in Bath stone ashlar comprises of three 
bays and was described by Sir Nicolaus Pevsner as: “…front with giant unfluted Ionic columns 
in antis flanking the entrance. Pediment across the whole front” (Ref. 1). The group of buildings 
is under the variety of roofing materials with slate roof covering the main hall.  
The Baptist Church has an interesting social history having accommodated a variety of youth 
organizations and a popular Sunday school. The site is within the Bridgwater Central & Docks 
Conservation Area. 
 
3.0 DESCRIPTION  
 
3.1 List Description                                                                                                                                               
 
Bridgwater Baptist Church was first listed on 24th of March1950 as a Grade II* entry and is 
described in the statutory list as follows (Ref. 2):  
List Entry Number: 1298798 
Baptist church. 1837. By Edwin Down; galleries added 1870s; partly refitted and extended to 
the rear c1902. Bath stone ashlar with stucco recess and slate roof. Rectangular plan with 
schoolrooms to rear. Classical style. Single-storey; symmetrical 2-window range. A pediment 
over a dentilled cornice spans the facade; it is supported by full-height Ionic columns flanking 
the deeply recessed centre which has Egyptian-style tapered 2-panel double doors with 2 panels 
above, set in a moulded architrave with cornice; dated plaque above and smaller doors to sides 
of recess. The outer bays are each flanked by Tuscan antae and have a semicircular arched 



Alina Wisnicka Ltd.; Company reg. no. 7993418;  
                                 Address: Winsors Cottage, Holford, Bridgwater, Somerset TA5 1RY                             3 

window with small panes, moulded architrave and panelled apron above banded rustication. A 
moulded string-course below the apron continues round central recess. The moulding to base of 
columns continues round the building as a plinth. Steps up to central range are flanked by c1837 
cast-iron lamp standards with rope-pattern moulding on octagonal bases and with C20 lamps. 
INTERIOR: the church room is virtually complete, rear rooms are being remodelled (1991). A 
richly moulded cornice to the coved and panelled ceiling continues round a recess to the north 
end which is curved at the inner corners. Organ, at gallery level, is flanked by paired Corinthian 
pilasters. Pulpit below is Classical style. The base has 3 semicircular arches with moulded 
archivolts and fluted keystones over shallow fluted recesses; the central, larger recess has 
3brackets to support projecting panel above; this upper part has 4 moulded semicircular arches, 
the central 2 project, resting on vase columns. To each side the pulpit stairs curve backward, 
with square fluted newels and thick vertical moulding to stick balusters. Gallery to sides and 
south end has a moulded wooden rail over cast-iron trellised panels of leaves, coved beneath to 
rest on cast-iron capitals with acanthus capitals. Gallery is steeply raked with original numbered 
wooden pews; clock on south wall reads "Rossiter Bridgwater". Ground floor has wooden pews 
and c1902 tongued-and-grooved panelling below dado-rail, pairs of double doors to north and 
south ends may also be c1902; these are 2-panel, leaded panes to top with narrow coloured 
margins and brass pull handles. The 3 windows to each side reach from just above dado to 
cornice, they have thin wooden glazing bars and circular opening panels at gallery level. 
Entrance hall is C20. 
 
3.2 HISTORIC & SOCIAL CONTEXT  
 
Located in a delta of the river Parrett, a port town of Bridgwater - and birth place of Admiral 
Blake - was described in 1791 by Collinson as “…having several good streets and a commodious 
quay” (Ref. 3). This remains a good description of the town’s highlights to these days. During 
the last decades declining into a down-market status this town remembers some better days. 
Before its rapid growth of the early 19th century Bridgwater gained itself an opinion of a place 
with non-conformist sympathies.   
The town was involved in significant military actions during the Civil War. It was briefly 
occupied by part of the retreating Parliamentary garrison of Taunton, and then taken and 
garrisoned by the Royalists. In 1645, the town was besieged and taken by Fairfax and the New 
Model Army. “The town, particularly the suburb of Eastover, was badly damaged in this 
engagement: contemporary estimates of the damage varied from a third of the buildings to most 
of the town.” (Ref. 4)  
In 1685 Monmouth was proclaimed king in Bridgwater (according to some local tradition the 
proclamation took place in Taunton). His army camped on Castle Field, and some of his troops 
fled back there after the Battle of Sedgemoor. The town suffered from the defeat of his rebellion, 
though very few local individuals seem to have been directly involved.  
 
Bidgwater’s industrialization began early. From the start of the 19th the population rose from 
about 3000 in 1801 to 14,900 in 1901.  
The brick and shipbuilding industries existed in a small way in the late 17th/ early 18th centuries. 
The brick industry escalated in the late 18th and 19th centuries. In the 1840s the brick and tile 
works and the Bath brick plants employed about 1300 men in the summer season. 
The brick making industry, continued to flourish throughout the first half of the 20th century. 
Though the demand for Bath bricks ceased in the first part of the century, the brick and tile works 
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were mostly reopened after World War I. The brickyards declined in the 1960s and the last one 
closed in 1970, due to exhaustion of the best clay and the availability of cheaper alternatives. 
The port, too, gradually declined, with the canal closing for business c1907, the dock and 
Edington railway branches closing by the 1950s, and the docks themselves in closing in 1971. 
In this historic and social context the religious Nonconformist ideas were developing vigorously. 
According to Rev. Arthur Powell – an author of valuable publications on local history of the 
early 20th Century “The earliest body of Christian people – other than those belonging to the 
Church of England to make the difference felt in Bridgwater, was the Baptist community. It was 
recorded that they were at work within the town as early as in the sixteen century….” (Ref. 5). 
The succeeding ministers toiled on perseveringly “in spite of many discouragements” and were 
prepared to suffer for their religious convictions. Such was the fate of Rev. Tobias Welles, who 
in 1663 “was a prisoner in Ilchester Jail together with 13 ministers, 17 Baptists and 50 Quakers” 
(Ref. 6) 
There were numerous other “protestant” religious communities present in the town throughout 
19th and 20th centuries including Methodists, Society of Friends, Unitarian Church, and Quakers. 
In fact three meeting halls of different other denominations were located within 100 meters of 
Baptist church building. The Baptists ran one of the biggest and oldest Sunday Schools in the 
town (Ref. 7). 
 
4.0 HISTORY  
4.1 Map Regression 
 
The oldest known map of the centre of Bridgwater pre-dates the Tithe maps of the country and 
is believed to have been drawn in c.1720 – c.1730 by an unknown surveyor and illustrated a 
former borough in 1 inch to 15 perches (232.5 ft.) scale (Fig 1). It shows the names of streets, 
rows of buildings lining them and a schematic elevation of St Mary’s church (Ref. 8). No Baptist 
chapel or meeting hall is indicated behind the street facing houses.  

 
Fig.1 The map of 1720-30 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Another unique, pre national ordnance survey series map of 1853 by Thomas Clarke and Robert 
Down described as “Map of the district five miles around the town of Bridgwater” (Ref. 9) 
depicts some geographical information about the town and surrounding areas but still does not 
demark a footprint of a rebuilt Baptist hall that existed in the backyard. It is not clear whether 
houses built along St Mary’s, Silver and Friarn Streets were “courts”- built around and giving 
access to some communal courtyards hidden behind the streetscape of facades.  
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Such arrangements were popular in Bridgwater of the 19th and the early 20th Century and can 
be seen along West Street on the early OS maps. 

     
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig.2 Map of 
1853 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The first map to depict the new building of 1837 is the Corporation Water Works map dated 29th 
November 1876 (Ref. 10). It shows a rectangular footprint of the Baptist hall built behind the 
street facing buildings. It also shows individual plots and the one the chapel was built on, 
including the buildings to its front quite likely belonged to the Baptist community. The land and 
cottages to the south also came to belong to the Baptist church in the early 20th Century. The 
front and the main access to the church was from the north but no written record clarifies where 
exactly was located the passage through the street buildings leading to it. 

 
 
             
Fig.3 Corporation Water Works map of 
1876 
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Much change had been depicted by the first edition Ordnance Survey map of 1888 of Bridgwater 
and by its contemporary equivalent a Town Map of the same period (Figs. 4 & 5; Ref. 11 & 12). 
Both maps are not only showing the church hall with the attached Sunday school buildings of 
1858 (see research notes below) but also for the first time are naming the property as Baptist 
Chapel and Sunday School. The Church and its buildings were no longer “in hiding” and the 
direct access from St Mary’s Street was created by demolition of properties to the front/north. 
The map also shows the parsonage of mid-19th century built at the same time when the front 
courtyard was created. 
The Town map (Fig 4) gives a great level of detail showing lines of walls and railings 
corresponding with both physical evidence and mid C19th engravings (Fig 10). It is intriguing 
that the name of the chapel on both maps is calligraphyed to the east of the building on the 
adjoining plot or court. This could indicate some rights that the Baptists had over that land – 
possibly deriving from the original “right of access”. There appears to be a reminder of a gateway 
arch visible on the east /neighboring side of the boundary wall (see Fig 21) which might well be 
the remnant of the original passage. 
 
 
 
 
  
            Fig.4 OS map of 1888 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The Town map also gives us information about the seating capacity of the chapel at the time – 
550 seats. The written records tell us that by 1888 the gallery seating was added which allowed 
for that high number of seats. The map indicates a difference in height between the main hall 
and the School buildings. The aforementioned engraving of mid-19th century shows the two 
storey structures (with a parapet and an arched window) at the background corresponding with 
the location of the School. 
The second and third editions of OS maps of 1904 and 1930 (Figs. 6 & 7; Ref.12) clearly show 
a further development in plan of the School buildings. The research confirms that the building 
works took place in the early 20th century, starting in 1901. The footprint of the group appears 
larger, extended to the rear but also expanded into a neighboring plot to the west; almost double 
the previous area. There appear to be two distinguished parts corresponding with existing forms 
of the building. 
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The careful examination allows to see also the extension of the chapel hall to the rear mentioned 
in various documents and confirmed by the physical fabric evidence. 
The 20th Century maps show a new structure to the west of the hall that corresponds with the 
records of a single storey, wooden classroom building, at that location, which was demolished 
in 1970s. 
 

Fig.5 Town maps 1888 
 
 
 
       Fig.6 OS 2-nd edition 1904 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The OS map of 1970 (Fig 8) depicts a 
further extension of the east section of 
School buildings to the boundaries of 
cottages behind with no back 
courtyard for the school. Three 
cottages behind appear in their original 
footprint. In the early 70s the cottages 
were sold off by the church and 
replaced with a modern group of 
houses with a shared courtyard serving 
as a parking area.  
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This change as well as the disappearance of the detached classroom can be seen on a modern OS 
map of this area (Fig. 9) Figs 8 and 9 -
Ref.12. 

 
 
 
 
 Fig.7 OS map of 1930 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                                                  
Fig.8 Map OS 1-2500 1970 

 
 
 

 
 
                                           Fig.9 Contemporary OS map of 2018 

 
 
 
 
4.2 Historic research 
 
It is very fortunate that the social and communal history of Bridgwater Baptist Church had been 
very well recorded and is presented in various small edition leaflets, pamphlets & booklets 
published by the church on various milestone occasions. These publications are a valuable source 
of information about the church community and their various initiatives and ventures including 
the building projects. We know when the building works took place, for what purpose and at 
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what cost (including the details of fund raising activities) but little we are able to find out about 
the building themselves: their design, functional layouts and the nature of subsequent alterations. 
The Ter-Jubilee church publication of 1987 (Ref. 6) lists all the ministers of the church to that 
day with the earliest known – Rev. Tobias Welles appointed in 1650. His name appears also in 
the book of a local historian Arthur Powell “Bridgwater in the Later Days” published in 1908 
(Ref. 5) in the context of the earliest history of the Baptist church: “….no written record exist of 
an earlier date than 1689, when Mr. Toby Welles acted as pastor, and ministered to a flock 
consisting of some forty-nine members.” 
This community met and worshipped in the building that stood in the same location as the present 
church building about which we don’t know much except it was described in 1837 by then 
leading pastor Rev. Henry Trend as being “… in a very dilapidated state, and not sufficiently 
capacious or convenient”. (Ref. 13). In the leaflet of that year pastor Trend advises that “…the 
Baptist Church and Congregation has resolved on rebuilding their Meeting-House on an 
enlarged scale and on a more accommodating plan.” 
It was then that Edwin Down – a local architect - was engaged. Edwin Down’s name has been 
recorded in association with variety of Bridgwater based schemes of mid- to late 19th century 
(Gas Works, private housing, extension to workshop etc. – the list can be found in Friarn 
Research by Bridgwater Heritage Group; (Ref. 14). 
“Baptists of Bridgwater” booklet by Hamlin and Whitby of 1937 (Ref. 15) states the following: 
“ We must admire the faith and Courage of the little Baptist Church of that day-about a hundred 
members, mostly in humble circumstances, led by a few business men. The old chapel, which had 
been in use since 1692 (and had been formerly known as “primitive) was pulled down and 
replaced by a good brick structure, with the massive stone front and Ionic pillars that we see to-
day. They must have been men of vision to put up a building like that behind a row of houses, 
with access through a passage-way!” 
The same publication tells us that the contractors were Messrs. Critchett & Stockham and that 
their tender was £1,339 13s, but by the time the gas fittings were provided the total cost went up 
to £1,521 1s 4 ¾ d. The opening was on January 24th 1838. 
The elevation of the building was designed in the spirit of Neo-Classical architecture – inspired 
by antiquity but not too faithful to the true and pure proportions of Classical Orders.  
The undated church publication of approx. 1905 in the article signed with initials H.J.C. tells us 
about the next stages of church’s development: “The Rev. G. McMichael, B.A., succeeded Mr. 
Trend in 1856, and during his pastorate schoolrooms were erected behind the chapel, and the 
old fashioned cottages in front were removed, so that the building, hitherto concealed from view, 
was thrown open to the main street. The school had, until then been under the chapel.”  
 
Hamlin & Whitby’s booklet clarifies that: “In 1858 the chapel was enlarged, a lecture room, 
minister’s vestry, and class rooms added on the ground floor, and an upper storey which was 
left unfinished. The old houses in front were removed, a new one built at the side and iron railings 
erected. Cost about £1,300”.  
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The text above not only dates the then new buildings but also gives us some information about 
the number of floors. Amongst the engravings of Bridgwater archived in the Somerset Heritage 
Centre and dated as circa mid-19th C there is one of the Baptist Chapel (Ref. 16; Fig 10) which 
must have been created after the works listed above were completed and illustrates all elements 
including the two storey structures to the back with an arched window matching that of the main 
façade. 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig.10 Engraving of Baptist chapel 
– believed to be of 1860s  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Whether it was due to chapel’s visibility on a street arena, popularity of the Baptist Sunday 
School or a general growth of non-conformist churches, but by the early 1870s the number of 
church members more than doubled (from 52 to 121) and of scholars – almost tripled (120 to 
340) (Ref. 15). This increase and the fact that “…Large congregations attended the services 
during his (Rev. W.M. Lewis – A.M) ministry…” led to addition of galleries on east and west 
side of the chapel’s hall. These were supported on cast iron columns with Corinthian capitals. 
The stamp on one of the RH side columns gives the name of the Contractor. 
During the following decade the numbers of both the baptized members and scholars attending 
the Sunday school doubled yet again to 250 and 740 respectively. As a result a new – detached, 
single storey classroom was added on the west side of the church – depicted later on the OS maps 
of the early 20th century. 
In the year 1902 the church community embarked on another large building scheme. This was 
during the ministry of Rev. Herbert Trotman from Sheffield. “His pastorate commenced on 
January 3rd, 1897, and was successful from the start…..by 1902 the membership reached 300, 
and the total of Sunday School teachers and schollars was well over 800. More room was 
urgently required…. The big scheme…included the enlargement of the chapel and the complete 
rebuilding of the schools, with an assembly hall just double the size of the old one, and more 
than twenty class-rooms, large and small.” (Ref. 15). 
The natural architectural approach would be to adapt and enlarge the buildings erected only 44 
years prior to that date – rather than carry out the “complete rebuilding”.  However the pamphlet 
of 1987 (Ref. 6) confirms that a more extreme approach was taken: “The premises at the rear of 



Alina Wisnicka Ltd.; Company reg. no. 7993418;  
                                 Address: Winsors Cottage, Holford, Bridgwater, Somerset TA5 1RY                             11 

the chapel were pulled down, including part of the chapel itself; the chapel was then enlarged 
to accommodate the huge Sunday School of that time”. As the OS map of 1904 shows the 
footprint of the school buildings has indeed changed and expanded both south and west. The 
written records suggest that no earlier structures were incorporated. 
The church records show that the church community planned further extensions and to secure 
that possibility “In 1906 two additional houses in Friarn Street were bought to make room for 
further extension (Ref. 15). 
The year 1937 marked yet another stage in churches expansion – the church records report that 
the primary room was considerably enlarged (this is currently a meeting room beside the Unisex 
toilets); a new kitchen was installed beside that room at the back of premises and with the doors 
to the rear. The ladies toilets were also installed along the passage leading to the kitchen (replaced 
later by the washbasins area of the unisex toilets). At that stage the electric lights installation 
replaced old gas fueled system. 
There is only one fragmental layout drawing preserved showing the plan of the altered area in 
1915 – before the primary room was extended, and confirming the sequence in which the current 
plan evolved (see Fig 11).                               
Fig.11  A fragmental layout of the Ground floor area to the South of the Chapel Hall – dated May 2015                          

  
 
The drawing by the 
unknown author shows 
the area to the rear (south) 
of the chapel hall. The 
Deacon Vestry room is 
where currently the 
Kitchen is located. The 
corridor directly behind it 
is shown as an open yard. 
The toilets shown were 
located in a lean-to 
structure (section A-B) 
and later in time became 
boys’ only toilets while 
girls/ladies toilets were 
installed where the 
Kitchen is shown on the 
drawing. The extension 
mentioned above was a 
flat roof structure to the 
south (left) of the Infants 
Room.  
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The structural beam that replaced the end wall enabling the extension can be seen nowadays in 
that room. 
We read further in the church leaflet of 1987 about the changes within the chapel hall (Ref. 6) 
“In 1971…..further alterations were made. The doors on either side of the pulpit were re-sited 
to allow the enlargement of the rostrum sufficiently to seat the Choir there instead of in the choir 
gallery as before…….The removal of the old ‘box seats’ at the front entrance to the church made 
possible the doubling in size of the vestibule, enhancing its practical value considerably”. 
The latter comment explains the raised platforms flanking central area of the Vestibule. This is 
where the original box seats were built in and raised above the main seating area so the pulpit 
could be seen from vestibule seats over the heads of congregation. It is not clear who the boxed 
seats were for, but presumably for the regularly attending influential families. The raised 
platforms remained in situ to date but the east side area was enclosed with partition wall to form 
a boiler room. Arched openings in the wall between Vestibule and the main hall were infilled to 
form a separating screen. 
 It is likely that it was for the sake of raising funds for works of that period that the cottages to 
the rear were sold and subsequently replaced with modern equivalents – hence the change of 
footprints captured on the OS maps.    “The Bridgwater Almanac, Tide Table and Directory” of 
1929 (Ref. 17) lists under the Baptist Chapel the Caretaker – Mr. Austin Adams, showing his 
address at no 26 Friarn Street (one of the cottages in question), by 1966 equivalent of the almanac 
lists no occupants at this address – possibly the premises were vacated to enable the sell with the 
works to the church in mind (the OS map of 1970 still shows the old layout but it is likely that 
the properties were surveyed one to two years before the maps were published). 
In 1980s & 1990s some further internal works to the back of the church took place: New kitchen 
was installed in place of the minister’s and deacon’s vestry rooms (now combined into one 
space). The corridor immediately behind the chapel hall was divided and a new room inserted in 
the central section (presumably to serve as a new vestry) – see Fig. 12. 

Fig.12 Drawing showing the proposed lighting scheme of the chapel hall dated 04.03.1971 and depicting a corridor 
to the rear of the organ prior installation of new kitchen. 
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The most recent (early years of the new millennium) alterations include a new roof over the open 
yard enabling its incorporation as an internal corridor to the rear of the kitchen; new built-in 
cupboards along that corridor, the addition of a disabled toilet in that location and some further 
adaptation of the original ladies’ toilets to create an unisex toilet block (see drawing 130 – 002 
– “Existing ground floor plan” for details). It is believed that the cupboards along the wheelchair 
accessible toilet’ end of the corridor blocked up the original glazed screen of 1937 which was 
added at the time of enlarging the meeting room to enable formation of the corridor. 
 
5.0 BUILDING ANALYSIS 
 
5.1 External description  
 
The Baptist Church in Bridgwater occupies premises of considerable size in a central town 
location. Its layout has a north-south axis, built to three storey height but effectively containing 
two storey accommodation. The main Church Hall was built in 1837 and its front elevation is of 
Bath ashlar stone. The side walls are of red brick with a stone pilaster at the front section of each 
side wall and a stone dentil course along the eaves. All windows have semi-circular arch heads 
with brick soldier arches. The fenestration to the front differs from the rosette like feature 
fenestration to side windows. Some glass appears to be an early blown sheet crown glass cut into 
medium size panes. It is possible that the windows to side elevations are replacements of the 
original ones represented by two surviving windows to the front. The main hall was extended to 
the rear by one window bay in 1902, evidence of which can be seen as the modern brickwork 
differs in colour and bond (original – English bond, new – Flemish bond). It is not clear why the 
wall of a new bay is projecting outwards – see Fig. 13.  The front elevation is in a monumental, 
Neo-classical style, symmetrical with a triangular pediment over entablature with plain frieze 
supported by giant Ionic columns with recessed porch flanked by walls surrounding two 
staircases with tall order windows and pilasters on corners. The moulding to base of columns 
continues round the building as a plinth. The cast-iron lampstands with rope-pattern moulding 
on octagonal bases are flanking the stone steps to central range. The lampstands are believed to 
be c1837 and with contemporary lamps. These were however not depicted by the lithography of 

1860s - either missed by the rule of artistic licence or 
indeed added later in time. The stone elevation had been 
recently renovated in accordance with approved 
specification (Ref. 18) - see Figs 14, 15 and 16. The 
painted hardwood front door and its stone surround with 
a cornice like lintel are tapered (head section narrower) 
in an Egyptian style. The doorway is adding to the 
monumental character of the facade. 
The Church Hall is under a double pitch slate roof. 
        
Fig.13 New East side entrance to the main staircase hall was set a 
few meters back from the original entrance to enable chapel 
extension. Visible meeting line of the walls: the original and the 
extension of 1902 (Photo A. MacKinley) 
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Fig.14, 15 & 16 Renovated stone façade, the details of repaired 
Ionic capitol and replacement window sill (Photo A. MacKinley) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The outbuildings were added to the rear in 1902 
replacing the original 1858 structures and further 
extended in 1937. These were built in brick and have a 
mixture of window styles and roof designs from a flat 
GRP roof over the east entrance, through concrete tiles 
on a hipped end of the central section to clay double-
roman tiles on the west wing. See visual survey reports 
for details of roofs’ condition (Ref. 19) and Figs 17, 18 
for photos.  
 
 
Fig.17 The defective parapet wall above the staircase hallway – visible a flat roof over the entrance lobby and the 
hipped roof above the (primary) meeting room (Photo A. MacKinley) 
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Fig.18 The double pitch roof over the West wing 
school building with double roman tiles in good 
condition. Visible a slate roof over the chapel hall 
– also in a good state of repair (Photo A. 
MacKinley) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Despite of historic written reports suggesting that no elements of the original School buildings 
had been incorporated into the new structures of 1902 there appears to be a physical evidence of 
the earlier external front wall incorporated into the West wing building where the main assembly 
hall was located – see Fig. 19. This and possibly some structural walls might indeed be the only 
elements of the development dating back to 1858. A modern lean-to porch had been added in the 
recent years with the steps and a ramp structure. 
 
 
 Fig.19 The West wing elevation showing the 2 storey area of 
earlier brickwork – possibly a remnant of the front wall of the 
original outbuilding; visible also the remains of plaster on the 
boundary wall (Photo A. MacKinley) 
 
 
 
 
Along the West elevation of the Chapel hall there is 
an external stairwell formed by two brick retaining 
walls with steps leading down to the basement. The 
brick walls do appear to be part of the original 
building of 1837 but concrete steps are possibly the 
replacement of the earlier – most likely stone or 
timber steps. New steps had been poorly constructed 
and allow surface water to seep into the wall and then 
to the basement – see Fig 20. 
 
 
Boundary walls – on the East and the West sides of the Chapel Hall the boundary walls 
are of brick and quite possibly pre-date the hall itself, being the remnants of the original 
walls surrounding the chapel plot. If so - the boundary walls to the West had been 
incorporated into the outbuildings that are backing into the passage along the West 
elevation of the chapel and belong to the neighbouring property. The inspection allows 
to see the remains of plaster on some area of brickwork – clearly indicating where 
detached classroom depicted by OS maps was located. The boundary wall on the East 
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side is however a free standing wall that clearly had been built in stages. There is an 
arched niche on the neighbour’s side of the wall that might be a remnant of the original 
passage gate (as mentioned in the chapter above). There is no evidence of such arch on 
the chapel’s side of the wall. It is however possible that the wall consists of two leafs – 
the older being the East facing side. The wall has been raised at least twice and is now 
well exceeding the standard height of a boundary wall – could that be the evidence of 
some conflicts between the church community and the neighbourhood? See Fig 21. 
Worth noting are the tomb stones incorporated into a boundary wall on the Chapel side – 
along the walkway. These are reported to have been brought from a small cemetery of 
then St Saviour’s Church (CoE - no longer existing) at the East end of St Mary’s Road – 
currently Taunton Road). 

 
 
Fig.20 The retaining walls forming a stairwell leading 
to the basement (Photo A. MacKinley) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Fig.21 East Boundary wall built in stages 

and with visible arched niche – a possible 
remnant of the original passage gateway.  
(Photo M. Lidster) 
 

 
5.2 Internal description  
 
Chapel Hall –The key features include: the coved and panelled ceiling with a richly moulded 
cornice, which continues round a recess to the north end; Organ at the Gallery level; the Classical 
Pulpit and the Gallery.  
The original Gallery was only to the North/ entrance end of the hall; the new stretches were 
added to the sides in 1873. It was further extended in 1902 when the additional bay was added 
to the length of the chapel hall and gallery added to the south on both sides of the organ. Gallery 
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has a moulded wooden rail over cast-iron trellised panels with a leafy theme, coved beneath and 
resting on cast-iron columns with acanthus capitals. See Figs 22 and 23. 

 
 
 
Fig.22 The entrance/ North end of the hall with 
visible remnants of the original pews (Photo A. 
MacKinley) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig.23 The chancel end of the hall. The door to the 
back corridor in its new location (Photo A. 
MacKinley) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Doors flanking the Pulpit had been relocated in 1980s, along the same wall but further away 
from the centre to allow enlargement of the chancel area with baptistery and the area for the 
choir. 
Internal features include also tongued-and-grooved panelling below dado-rail believed to be of 
1902. The 3 windows to each side are tall (from the dado to cornice), have thin wooden glazing 
bars and circular opening panels at Gallery level. 
 
Basement – A badly dilapidated interior dating to 1837 or earlier. Features worth noting include: 
eight timber columns, shaped and painted to resemble cast iron equivalent; vaulted ceiling over 
the side room and arched doorways in the main structural wall. See Fig 24. The details of the 
condition of the fabric can be seen in the Visual Inspection Report (Ref 19). 
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Fig.24 Basement- interior. Visible rain-water 
entering though the external wall has ponded on 
the floor. (Photo T. Langdon) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
School buildings:  
 
Second floor – Early 20-th Century interiors. Features include: variety of original timber frame 
windows: vertical sashes and casement – majority in need of refurbishment; remnants of roof 
/ceiling lanterns.  Most windows to the south have frosted glass. 
Dilapidated laths of lath and plaster ceilings in situ in the West wing room over the assembly 
hall. Some evidence of earlier partition walls – now removed. Two types of wall cladding below 
the dido rail: older - painted, panelled and vertical boards softwood in the East wing and a 

corridor and stained, tongue and groove 
vertical boards in the West wing. See 
Figs 25 & 26. 
 
 
Fig.25 Dilapidated interior of the Second floor 
classrooms area (Photo A. MacKinley) 

 
 
 
Fig.26 The original hardwood joinery along the corridor at the 
second floor level; visible painted plank panelling below the 
dado level (Photo A. MacKinley) 
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First floor – Due to the double height of both Primary and Assembly halls below the usable 
floor area at this level is limited to a few small chambers at the back of the organ. From this area 
the organ Gallery is accessible. There are no features worth noting in these rooms. They are small 
and not very functional. Some suspended ceilings were installed above the primary meeting room 
during the recent decades which resulted in some substantial volume being hidden above the 
ceiling. There is a high level window also cut off from the primary hall above that ceiling. 
  
Ground floor, Hallway and Staircase – As the floors above there are 20th & 2st Centuries 
interiors at this level dating back to various stages of development from 1902 to the early 2000s 
The staircase is likely to be from the early part of that period – a handsome painted and stained 
timber stairs lead to the first floor and a more modest staircase – up to the second floor. 
It is worth noting that the original square architrave or the passage between the staircase and the 
Infants Room (see Fig. 11) remains in situ although infilled with a modern partition and the 
doorway. The corridor behind had only recently received a roof over the internal courtyard, 
where the manhole covers can be still seen in the floor. It is believed that there is the original 
glass screen (pre 1915) curtained by the row of built in cupboards directly behind the new door 
from the hallway and the architrave mentioned above. See Figs 27, 28 & 29.  

 
 
 
Fig.27 The stairwell at the ground floor level  
(Photo A. MacKinley) 
 
 
 
 
Figs.28 & 29 Showing the top landing and the 
details of mid-landing balustrade. The original 
square “archway” infilled with modern 
partition and fire doors. The architrave is likely 
to pre-date the insertion of the stairwell (Photos 
T. Langdon & A. MacKinley) 
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Vestibule – This elegant area, although belonging to the original worshipping hall of 1837 has 
been altered in 1971 and its appearance has changed quite significantly. The family box sitting 
on raised platforms flanking the central area had been removed together with dwarf screens 
separating these from the entrance passage. The east side area was enclosed with partition wall 
to form a boiler room. Arched openings in the wall between Vestibule and the main hall were 
infilled thus blocking some of the visual connection between two areas. The central part of the 
separating screen appears original, the fine joinery is well proportioned and matches the quality 
of other 19th century details. There is a painted timber cladding up to dado rail on the north wall 
of the Vestibule and contemporary built in furniture on the right hand side raised platform. Some 
effort was made to adorn the new boiler room partition with joinery details to match existing and 
although the overall character of the original space had been lost it is still an elegant entrance 
area. The new lift shaft is proposed to the side of the boiler room door. See photos 30 & 31. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figs. 30 & 31 Showing both sides of the Vestibule area (Photos A. MacKinley) 
 
6.0 METHODOLOGY FOR ASSESSMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE  
 
The Historic England publication “Conservation Principles, Policies & Guidance” (Ref. 20) sets 
out the four key principles for understanding the significance of heritage assets, according to 
their evidential, historical, aesthetic and communal value.    

6.1 Evidential Value       

The evidential value and the potential of the Bridgwater Baptist Church Hall with its curtilage 
buildings lies mainly in its continuous use as a group of buildings serving local community 
primarily as a place of worship and later in a history as a mixed use premises.  The essential 
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layout of the Chapel Hall and its appearance remained comparatively unchanged since its origin.  
The group makes a very positive contribution to the historic building stock of Bridgwater.  The 
Baptist Chapel Hall as an individual building represents the most valuable heritage of this 
Country, even though it is a typical representative of the evangelical (non-conformist) 
worshipping hall – not unique in the way it developed or was used.  It is a very good example of 
Neo-Classical architecture, designed and built by the local professionals and craftsmen for “the 
Glory of God”. What makes this Hall stand out is its relatively unaltered exterior and interior 
and the relationship to the other church buildings in this group.                                                                           

6.2 Historic Value 
 
Bridgwater Baptist Church was completed by January 1837 – was amongst the oldest free 
standing “protestant” churches in the town of Bridgwater. The Baptist community was “The 
earliest body of Christian people – other than these belonging to the Church of England – to 
make their influence felt in Bridgwater…” (Ref. 5). Their presence on the very spot, where the 
chapel is now located dates back to the late 17th Century or earlier. 
It is associated with the local architect Edwin Down and with many committed preachers – 
popular at the time of their ministry: Rev. H. Trend, Rev. Henry Moore, Rev C.H. Marsack Day 
and Rev. Herbert Trotman – just to list a few. The Baptist Sunday School affected lives of very 
many local people in the 19th and 20th century. 
 
6.3 Aesthetic Value 
 
The highest aesthetic value in the group is unquestionably that of the Chapel Hall. Its front 
elevation is outstanding in its design, quality and workmanship and as the example of 
particular architectural style. Its interior, despite of some alterations of the late 19th and early 
20th centuries has retained its striking, elegant character and its integrity. 
 
6.4 Communal Value    

The prevailing communal value of the building lies in its meaning for those who have collective 
memories of its forming part of the local landscape and being “the home of their church family”.  
The communal value is the key driving force for preservation of this urban space as an 
aesthetically and functionally attractive group.                                                                                                 

7.0 SIGNIFICANCE 
 
7.1 Assessment of Significance 
 
Bridgwater Baptist Church is one of the outstanding heritage assets of the old part of the town.  
The building occupies a key position in the Conservation Area and positively contributes to its 
character. Due to the specifics of its architectural appearance and its setting the emphasis should 
be made on preserving the Neo-classical front façade in the context of its courtyard and side 
passages – the most prominent and the least altered aspect. 
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During 20th Century the interior of Church Hall has undergone some substantial alterations at its 
entrance and the pulpit ends and some relatively minor ones in the central section. It was stripped 
off its original pews. The number of services were added, in a sensitive way - this enabled a 
comfortable use of this venue for Christian worship and a variety of community centered 
activities.   
The basement chamber is believed to be built in 1837 but could potentially pre-date the structure 
above it as part of the original building that was re-placed. This is where the Sunday school 
classes were originally held. Its interior has badly deteriorated.  
The key asset of the Church hall’s interior is its architectural character with a mixture of rich 
symmetrical detailing of the ceiling and wall panels inspired by late classical and even Baroque 
architecture and some intricate Victorian elements of the seating gallery. All characterized by 
graceful proportions. Despite many alterations the character has not been lost and remains the 
outstanding example of the non-conformist chapel hall.  
The church buildings to the south of the hall are relatively modern – a 20th century re-building 
of 1858 structures with no clear evidence of any original structures retained. These are, never 
the less, handsome interiors that witnessed many decades of Sunday school activities. 
Some character has been lost by insertion of suspended ceiling over the ground floor meeting 
room blocking daylight from the high level window. 
The top floor – similarly to the basement is dilapidated but relatively dry and in need of 
restoration work. There is a prevailing sense of abandonment flowing from the lack of funds and 
purpose for the large areas of internal space. The key features in form of large, flat ceiling 
lanterns are in situ and could be utilized. 
The least sensitive areas are these most affected by alterations of recent decades: ground floor 
toilets and external porch with steps and a ramp to the west side entrance.  
The significance of Bridgwater Baptist Church is equally in its striking architectural presence as 
in continuous use by a Christian community to worship and to serve - as originally intended by 
its founders. Its exterior and interior had been altered to some degree but its character and 
integrity remains notable. It is an important representative of its style and period and any risk of 
neglect should be avoided.  
 
8.0 CONCLUSIONS  
 
National Planning Policy Framework document in Paragraph 132 states – ‘Significance can be 
harmed or lost through alteration or destruction of the heritage asset or development within its 
setting. As heritage assets are irreplaceable, any harm or loss should require clear and 
convincing justification.’   
At the same time in Paragraph 131 it encourages that “In determining planning applications, 
local planning authorities should take account of: 

- the desirability of sustaining and enhancing the significance of heritage assets and 
putting them to viable uses consistent with their conservation 

- the positive contribution that conservation of heritage assets can make to sustainable 
communities including their economic vitality; and 

- the desirability of new development making a positive contribution to local character and 
distinctiveness” 

 
Bridgwater Baptist Church is a listed Grade II STAR building and it plays an important role in 
its context as part of the street seen in the Conservation Area.  
 
As the numbers of worshipping Christian in the town rapidly decreased the demand for Sunday 
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school activities dropped. New functional uses have to be sought for protected buildings to secure 
their sustainable future. Any proposed scheme should ensure a new lease of life for the building 
that potentially faces the reality of neglect.   
 
Any proposal would have to apply the ICOMOS philosophy relevant to work within the historic 
environment and to historic buildings: 

- Good understanding of the structures involved, their assets and of the context 
- Design avoids unnecessary loss of historic fabric  
- Design respects the setting of historic building 
- The proposed work is reversible 

 
Additionally a potential development scheme needs to address the necessity to sympathetically 
reinstate some lost features and to remove the un-desirable additions, which work will have an 
overall positive impact on the integrity of this listed building. 
 
Any potential use would need to be discrete, with no noise impact and little or no requirement 
for signage to ensure no negative impact on the Conservation Area. 
 
Building works to the church would have to be designed and thought through to comply with the 
relevant policies and guidelines of Historic England. 
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