Start your tour in the Nave, which is at the centre
of the building (see plan opposite)
1 The Nave
When you stand in the nave today, you are in the original
Chapel of Ease, built in 1831-3 and designed by John
Dobson.
Try to imagine what it originally looked like.

•

•
•
•
•
•

there would have been a wall with triple round-headed
windows below which a small altar table was situated.
Where there are now arches on the north and south sides
of the central nave area, there would have been the north
and south walls of the church with their round-headed
windows.
At the north-west corner, there would have been the font
and a door to the vestry (now the entrance porch).
The organ was at the centre of the north wall.
There would have been no centre aisle, but instead two
side aisles.
There was a gallery at the west end, accessed by a doglegged staircase in what was then the porch and is now
the baptistery.
There would be seating for about 430 people, including the
gallery.

The ﬁrst of a number of enlargements was added in 1863/4.
A south aisle was added by replacing the south wall of the
Chapel of Ease with a series of arches opening onto a new
extension of the worship area to the south of the nave. The
nave was also extended by several feet eastwards, and a
chancel was added at this point. Instead of the east wall,
the present day chancel arch was created. The gallery
was removed, and the seating on the ground ﬂoor was
reorganised to accommodate 686 seats. A centre aisle was
introduced. The organ was relocated to the west end of the
south aisle.
The north aisle was added in1903. This was created by
converting the north wall of the church into an internal
arcade wall linking the nave with the new north aisle. With
this extension, there was seating for 1,200 people.
Features of interest in the nave and north aisle include:

• The unique carved wooden ceiling, with

decorative work probably added by Hicks
and Charlewood.

• Stained glass windows including some by

William Wailes, one of the foremost stained
glass designers in Britain in Victorian times.
In the mid-19th century, Wailes’ stained
glass factory was the largest in Britain.
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• A stone carving by the designer and sculptor, Eric Gill, in

celebration of the Golden Wedding of Sir Benjamin Browne
and his wife Annie. Browne was head of the Tyneside
shipbuilders and engineers Hawthorn Leslie.

• A stone bust of John Buddle, the famous
mining engineer and colliery manager.

• The organ, located in the west end of the

north aisle. This is a historically signiﬁcant
instrument originally built in 1885 by
TC Lewis for St Cuthbert’s Church in
Melbourne Street, Newcastle.

• Various carved wood features, many of
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which were the work of the prestigious ﬁrm
of craftsmen woodcarvers established by the well-known
painter and woodcarver Ralph Hedley and carried on by his
sons.

2 Chancel
The chancel was added to the original building
in 1863/4. It was built in the then fashionable
Gothic style, in contrast with the Neo-Norman
style of Dobson’s original Chapel. The carved
chancel screen was a gift from the Mulcasters
of Benwell Park (themselves commemorated
in adjacent brass plaques) in memory of their
daughter.

On the east wall is a set of three stained
glass windows by William Wailes depicting scenes from the
gospels. Another window featuring Ruth is probably by
HM Barnett, himself from a family of stained glass makers
in York, who trained with Wailes in Newcastle and set up his
own ﬁrm in Newcastle in 1858. This window is dedicated
to the memory of Mary Maughan who was the wife of the
ﬁrst vicar of Benwell, having previously been married to the
nephew of John Buddle.

3 Vestry and Lady Chapel
The Lady Chapel was created in 1910/11 by
partitioning the east end of the north aisle
with carved wooden screens which partially
separated it from the chancel and the main
body of the church. An altar was installed.
The initial costs were met by the family of Sir
Walter Scott (a local entrepreneur who was a
major benefactor of St James’) as a memorial.
Later, in 1929, the chapel was lined with oak

1930s drawing of
the Lady Chapel.

panelling as a gift from Colonel Angus (head of the Tyneside
ﬁrm of George Angus & Co.) in memory of his daughter.
The chapel was enclosed in 1986 to create a vestry.
Of note are two complementary windows by Atkinson
Brothers of Newcastle, given in memory of Sir Walter Scott
by his family, and a stained glass window depicting Jesus
holding a child (probably by Barnett).

4 Baptistery and Tower
The baptistery was created in 1894 and, at
the same time, the former vestry adjacent
to it was turned into a new entrance porch.
A stained glass window in the baptistery,
possibly by the Percy Bacon Brothers of
London, depicts the ﬁgure of St James and
is dedicated to the memory of another 19th
century vicar of Benwell, Francis Bromley.
Also in 1894, a spire with clock and spiral
staircase were added to the tower. During the Second World
War the cable of a barrage balloon removed the top 20 feet
of the spire, necessitating major repairs. The church bells
are still in use, although less frequently than in the past. This
is a rare peal of bells by Charles Carr of Smethwick, of which
the tenor bell weighs 15cwt. Charles Carr made church
bells and gun barrels, including its largest bell for the Roman
Catholic cathedral in Demerara in the West Indies, and
bronze guns for the King of Siam.

5 Church hall
This room was created in 1980 by inﬁlling the
arches with a glazed partition and removing a
section of the pews. This space then became
the church hall, replacing the previous St
James’ Parish Hall in Atkinson Terrace, which
was demolished in 1978.

There are several ﬁne 19th century stained
glass windows including at least two more by
William Wailes, one of which commemorates Reverend Maughan,
the ﬁrst vicar of the parish of Benwell. Another St.James’ first vicar.
window by HM Barnett, depicting King David, is dedicated
to the memory of Thomas Wailes, who was organist at St
James’ for 23 years.
A kitchen and toilets lead off the church hall at the east end.
This area was previously occupied by a clergy vestry, choir
vestry and organ chamber which were added on at different
dates during the late 19th century.

St James’ Church was built in the 1830s as a ‘Chapel of
Ease’ for the convenience of people living at a distance from
the main church in the parish of St John. Before then, local
residents had to travel up to three miles to attend St John’s
Church in Grainger Street in the centre of Newcastle.
The church was designed by John Dobson, the most eminent
architect in the north east. It has been extended and adapted
several times, and remains a historically signiﬁcant and
beautiful building with many special features. It is also one of
the few heritage buildings to have survived successive waves of
clearance and re-building in Benwell

Timeline
1830
1831
1832
1833
1843
1858
1863–4
1879
1894
1902/3
1910–11
1980s

Plans launched at St John’s Church, Newcastle,
for Chapel of Ease in Benwell
Foundation stone laid at Benwell
Consecration of church and churchyard
Church opened for worship
Separate parish of Benwell created, and ﬁrst
vicar appointed
First of several extensions to graveyard
Church extended by addition of chancel and
south aisle
Organ chamber and vestry added
New entrance porch, baptistery with spire and
clock, and choir vestry added
North aisle added
Lady Chapel added to north aisle
Conversion of south aisle into church hall and
Lady Chapel into vestry

Why not take a look at the graveyard while you are here?
Among the well known people buried here are city centre
developer Richard Grainger, glass-maker John Sowerby,
coal owner and mining engineer John Buddle, industrialist
William Isaac Cookson, coal owner William Cochran Carr,
millionaire businessman Walter Scott, and Bishop of
Newcastle Arthur Thomas Lloyd.
The cover of this guide shows St James as depicted on a
stained glass window of St James’ Church.
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This is the end of your tour of St James’ Church.
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