This booklet has been inspired by
investigations and recording of the physical
remains of the former Welsh Baptist Chapel
at Upper Brook Street, undertaken as a result
of the requirements of the planning process.
The story of this site centres on its original
construction and use as a Unitarian chapel.
Unitarianism played a major part in the life of
nineteenth-century industrialised Manchester,
not just in terms of religion but also in looking
to improve the lives of the urban poor.
When the chapel was built in the 1830s, it
stood on the southern edge of the burgeoning
manufacturing town. It was frequently visited
by Elizabeth Gaskell and her husband, both off the
Church,
h Unitarian
U
Ch h who
h lived
l d just down
d
the road on Plymouth Grove. The townscape has changed significantly since then and the
changing fortunes and decline of the chapel into a ruined state reflected this. However, the
chapel building has been saved for the future through a scheme to convert it to residential
use. This scheme has provided an opportunity to understand the historic building fabric and
the site’s development through time. Additionally, it has allowed a full record to be made
of the neglected burial yard next to the chapel and the coffins and human remains that it
contained.
All of this information is presented in a concise and well-illustrated style within this booklet,
which also sets out the context of the history of Unitarianism in Manchester. This publication
is a significant addition to the Greater Manchester’s Past Revealed series, which looks to tell the
story, in a ‘popular’ format, of some of the most important archaeological investigations that
have taken place in the area.

Upper Brook Street forms a small section of the modern A34 and, today, is one of
Manchester’s major thoroughfares. This important route extends from Grosvenor Street,
close to the Mancunian Way, passes to the rear of the University of Manchester and the
Central Manchester University Hospitals, and finally terminates at Hathersage Road, the
northern border of Victoria Park in Rusholme.
The route was established in the early part of the nineteenth century as a south-easterly
continuation of Brook Street, parallel with Oxford Road, which was itself established in
1790 as a link between St Peter’s Square and Rusholme. Both of these routes technically
lie within Chorlton on Medlock (originally the township of Chorlton Row), and, prior
to their creation, this part of Manchester was farmland, surrounding Chorlton Hall,
which originally stood between Grosvenor Street and the Mancunian Way. Once these
two main routes had been established, however, this formerly rural area was radically
Upper Brook Street and its immediate
surroundings, as depicted on a map dating
to 1831, prior to the construction of the
Upper Brook Street Chapel
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transformed and integrated into the rapidly expanding town of Manchester, which, due
to the advent of industrialisation and the growth of the cotton industry, was experiencing
an unprecedented rise in population. This process of urban transformation had been
largely completed by the 1840s and maps from this period reveal a grid-iron street pattern
and dense swathes of middle-class villas and lower-class workers’ housing, interspersed
with several places of worship.
From the mid-nineteenth century onwards, one of these places of worship was a
Unitarian chapel, built on Upper Brook Street. This building is still standing, protected
as a Grade II* Listed Building, and is an important element in the history of industrial
Manchester. Its importance is in both its architecture and its foundation by Manchester’s
early social and political reformers, who were to have a significant impact on the history
of the city. Although the chapel lay derelict for many years, it has now been conserved
and redeveloped, and, as part of this process, it was subjected to detailed architectural
and archaeological study, the results of which form the subject of this booklet, along with
a broader consideration of Unitarianism in Manchester.
Upper Brook Street and its immediate
surroundings, as depicted on a map dating
to 1851, following the construction of the
Upper Brook Street Chapel
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Unitarianism developed in the mid-sixteenth century in Poland, Lithuania, and
Transylvania, as an organised branch of Christianity, following the emergence of the
Protestant Reform movement. It supports freedom in religious thought, and its beliefs
are based on rational ideas of conscience, that are tolerant of a wide range of religious
philosophies. It was introduced into England in the early part of the seventeenth century
and was initially advocated by John Biddle (1615-62), who is considered to be the ‘Father
of English Unitarianism’. During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the Unitarians
were seen as ‘dissenters’, a term used to refer to a cross-section of Protestant religious
groups that disagreed with the teachings and beliefs of the Church of England. As such,
throughout much of this period, the Unitarians were persecuted for their beliefs, though
some relief was provided by Declarations of Indulgences, issued in 1672 and 1687, which
allowed Protestant Non-Conformists to worship in their own homes and chapels. In the
eighteenth century, Non-Conformist worship became more acceptable and in 1774 the
first public Unitarian church was established in London, on Essex Street, close to the
Strand, though this was still at a time when dissenters could face prosecution. Indeed,
it was not until 1813 that Unitarianism became a legal sect in England, following a
Parliamentary repeal of laws prohibiting Christian beliefs that were counter to those
doctrines practised by the established Church of England.
A key tenet of Unitarianism is the belief in God as a single entity, which is reflected in
its name, referring to ‘unity’ and ‘oneness’. This belief therefore contrasts with other
mainstream Christian doctrines, which believe that God is embodied in three elements
(the Holy Trinity), specifically, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. As such,
Unitarians reject the notion of Christ as an embodiment of God, but instead view him as
a mortal man who was directly inspired by God. In contrast to other Christian doctrines,
Unitarianism also rejects the idea that the Bible is correct and without error, or fault,
in all of its teachings (the Infallibility of the Bible), as it notes that the writings of the
Bible derive from both God and humans. Furthermore, Unitarians also reject the idea of
Original Sin, whereby humans are considered to be in a constant state of sin following
Adam and Eve’s rebellion in Eden, as well as Predestination, which is a belief that all
events are the will of God. Instead, they consider that all humans contain the potential
for good and that the world’s evils are a result of human actions.

These latter ideas, along with Unitarian
ideas of equality and inclusiveness, were
particularly important in the late eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries, as they attracted
many wealthy and educated individuals, who
adopted Unitarianism and became involved
in campaigns of social and political reform. At
this time, the advent of industrialisation and
the growth of capitalism had created many
social and political problems, and Unitarian
campaigning was directed towards the
abolition of slavery, poor working conditions,
public health, temperance, women’s rights and
Erasmus Darwin
prison conditions. Beyond Manchester, notable
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Unitarians
Erasmus Darwin (painting 1792-3)
concerned with social reform were to prove
extremely influential, and included Erasmus Darwin (physician, philosopher, and slavetrade abolitionist, grandfather of Charles Darwin), Joseph Priestley (scientist and liberal
political theorist), Josiah Wedgewood (industrialist and slave-trade abolitionist), and
Florence Nightingale (social reformer and the founder of modern nursing).

Joseph Priestley (painting 1794; left), Josiah Wedgewood (enamel 1780; centre), and Florence Nightingale (photograph c
1860; right)

Manchester’s Unitarians and the Cross Street Chapel
The birth of Unitarianism in Manchester is intimately connected
with a chapel that once stood on Cross Street, on a site now
covered by a modern Unitarian church. The Cross Street
Chapel was built as a dissenters’ meeting house in 1694, and
represented one of the first places for Non-Conformist worship
in the historical county of Lancashire. During this period,
a fairly large and devoted Non-Conformist congregation
existed, its founder being Henry Newcome, a Presbyterian
minister. Newcome was originally a preacher at Manchester’s
Collegiate Church (now Manchester Cathedral), but in 1662
he was ejected from the church for his Presbyterian beliefs
and was forced to preach in a barn in Shudehill. Following
the issue of the second Declaration of Indulgence in 1687, it
Henry Newcome (portrait 1760)
became possible for the Non-Conformists to establish a chapel
Manchester Archives Local Image
in Manchester and, thus, the Cross Street Chapel was born.
Collection, Manchester Libraries)
Money for the construction of the Cross Street Chapel was provided by several of
Newcome’s wealthier and more influential followers. Significantly, these included Sir
Edward Mosley, who was Manchester’s Lord of the Manor, and his daughter Ann, who
was later responsible for the construction of St Ann’s Church, in nearby St Ann’s Square,
which was consecrated in 1712. Both the dissenters’ chapel and St Ann’s Church were
built as a political alternative to Manchester’s Collegiate Church. Those attending the
Cross Street Chapel and St Ann’s Church also embraced the liberal political views of the
Whigs, who believed in the authority of Parliament, toleration for Protestant dissenters,
and were adamantly opposed to the Catholic church and, in turn, a Catholic monarch,
which at this time was represented by the exiled Royal House of Stuart. In contrast, the
Collegiate Church was politically aligned with the Tory political faction, which believed in
the divine right of kings, and supported the views of the Church of England, and the idea
of a traditional hierarchical society, highlighting the supremacy of the king and the upper,
land-owning classes.
In Manchester, conflict between these two competing views was often fierce, particularly
following the succession of the Protestant (Hanoverian) king, George I, in 1714, and the
subsequent challenges to the throne by the descendants of the Stuart king, James II, who
were known as Jacobites. Indeed, in 1715 the grievances of the Jacobite supporters boiled

(Left) St Ann's
Church, as depicted
on an engraving
dating to 1741. At
this date the church
had a three-stage
cupola rising from
the tower. The cupola
was removed in 1777
and replaced by the
upper stage of the
tower. (Right) The
tower today

over when a mob, led by the blacksmith Tom Syddall, attacked and ransacked Cross Street
Chapel. The attack was so devastating that Parliament later made a payment of £1500
towards its repairs. Syddall was eventually arrested and hanged in Manchester for his
Jacobite views, following the quashing of a more widespread Jacobite uprising in 1715,
and his severed head was displayed on the Market Cross.
Throughout the remainder of the eighteenth century, Cross Street Chapel became an
important and influential hub for those townspeople of a Non-Conformist and liberal
political persuasion. Significantly, it attracted many of Manchester’s great and wealthy
merchant families, and the chapel eventually became known as the ‘Cathedral of Dissent’. In
this period, the dissenters of the Cross Street Chapel also gradually adopted Unitarianism.
The key figures in this process were the Reverend Joseph Mottershead (Minister 1717-71)
and his co-pastor, and son-in-law, the Reverend John Seddon, who was an active preacher
of the Unitarian doctrine. Although the Cross Street Chapel was officially recognised as
a Unitarian meeting house in 1761, the
process of ‘conversion’ finally reached
its conclusion under the Reverend John
Gundy. Gundy’s ministry ran between
1810 and 1824, coinciding with the repeal
of the parliamentary law against the denial
of the Holy Trinity in 1813, that effectively
led to the legal practice of Unitarianism.
Cross Street Chapel in 1900
(Manchester Archives Local Image Collection,
Manchester Libraries)

One significant feature associated with the early nineteenth-century Manchester Unitarians
at the Cross Street Chapel was their connection with political, social and educational
reform. Indeed, many of Manchester’s important social reformers were associated with
the chapel, whilst members of the congregation were also to have a profound impact on
the nineteenth-century governance of Manchester.
Social Reform
During the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, Manchester was being transformed
into the world’s first industrialised ‘city’. As part of this process, thousands of people entered
the town to work in its emerging factories, where by-and-large they were subjected to
difficult working conditions. This workforce was also housed in a new style of cramped
terraced housing that began to appear across Manchester, typified by small back-to-back,
‘one-up and one-down’, houses that surrounded many of town’s textile mills. Both working
and living conditions, and hence the quality of life and health, for many in Manchester were
therefore extremely poor, which was made worse by the corrupt and inefficient nature of
Manchester’s administrative bodies that were ill-equipped to govern the rapidly expanding

Little Ireland was a notorious
working-class residential
area situated on the northern
bank of the River Medlock,
in the area close to Oxford
Road Station. In the 1840s
it was considered the worst
of the Manchester slums.
It contained rows of small
'back-to-back' workers'
houses, which were typical
of those found in many other
parts of Manchester in the
mid-nineteenth century

settlement. Social reform was therefore viewed by many
from the middle-classes as essential to the future success
of Manchester.

The Reverend William Gaskell, minister
of the Cross Street Chapel (1828-84) and
social reformer (Manchester Archives Local
Image Collection, Manchester Libraries)

A key figure associated with social reform in Manchester
was William Gaskell, who was the minister of the Cross
Street Chapel between 1828 and 1884. William was actively
engaged in campaigns directed towards improving the
lives of the working classes in Manchester. He was, for
instance, instrumental in the formation of the Manchester
Domestic Mission Society, which provided support for
Manchester’s poor. He also established a Fellowship
Fund that was designed to support congregations from
the poorer parts of Manchester and, under his ministry,
funding became available for a nurse, who visited poor
families within the town centre. In 1861, he also founded
the Unitarian Herald, a publication that was specifically
aimed at a working-class readership.

William Gaskell’s wife, Elizabeth, was also an extremely important figure in social reform,
particularly in bringing the plight of the working classes to the attention of the wider public.
Elizabeth was an accomplished novelist, biographer and shortstory writer, and some of her work provides clear insights into
the lives of the poor within industrial Manchester. In this respect,
Mary Barton: A Tale of Manchester Life, her first novel, published in
1848, proved particularly significant. This was set in Manchester
in 1839-42 and was inspired by the suffering she witnessed in the
town. It provided an effective means of highlighting the difficulties
faced by working-class families at this time, with a focus on the
unfair relationships that existed between workers and employers.
These themes were explored further in North and South, another
of Gaskell’s social novels that was published in 1854-5. This was
set in the fictional town of Milton (which is based on Manchester)
and again focused on the relationships between workers and
employers, from the perspective of Milton’s (Manchester’s) poor.
Elizabeth Gaskell (1851 portrait)

In the late 1820s and 1830s, during the time of Gaskell’s ministry, members of the Cross
Street congregation were also active in many aspects of social reform, championing a
range of causes. During this period, public health was a particular concern and in 1831
Dr James Kay, a member of the congregation, headed the Manchester and District Board
of Health. This was explicitly established as a means of combating the onset of a cholera
epidemic, which at this time was advancing across Europe. Unfortunately, the Board
had limited powers and resources, and although it attempted to clean up some of the
town’s worst residential areas, in 1832 cholera ravaged Manchester, claiming some 674
lives. Kay’s works did, however, prove extremely successful in other ways, as in 1831 he
commissioned the Board to undertake a survey of the living conditions that existed in
the town, which was published as The Moral and Physical Conditions of the Working Classes
employed in the Cotton Manufacture in Manchester. Significantly, this is one of the classic
works of nineteenth-century social commentary and was to prove extremely influential in
later reform movements concerned with health and sanitation.
The Lower Mosley Street Schools,
photographed in 1898 (Manchester
Archives Local Image Collection,
Manchester Libraries)

Educational Reform
The Cross Street congregation was also actively involved
in educational reform. This began under the joint
ministries of Ralph Harrison (1771-1810) and Thomas
Barnes (1780-1810), who established a school at the Cross
Street Chapel, which gave free education to workingclass boys. During their ministries, the Manchester
Academy was also established, which offered higher
education to dissenters who, at this time, were excluded
from the country’s traditional universities. This academy
had originally started life as the Warrington Academy in
1757, and then moved to Manchester in 1786, to become
the Manchester Academy. In 1803 it moved to York,
and then back to Manchester between 1840 and 1853. It
eventually transferred to Oxford University at the end of
the nineteenth century, becoming the Harris Manchester
College, which now caters solely for mature students.
Education was also an important feature of William
Gaskell’s ministry, as he was committed to expanding
the educational opportunities available to the working

classes. He therefore taught at the Lower Mosley Street Schools, which served the slums
around the River Medlock, and also lectured at the Manchester Mechanics’ Institute. This
was established in 1824 to teach mill workers about the latest advances in technology,
and would later become the University of Manchester Institute of Science and Technology
(UMIST), which eventually merged with the University of Manchester. Gaskell also lectured
at Owens College (later the University of Manchester), taught at the Manchester Working
Men’s College, and in 1846 was appointed Professor of History, English Literature and
Logic at the Manchester Academy. In addition, Gaskell founded and was the Principal of the
Unitarian Home Missionary Board. This body trained working-class Unitarian ministers,
and initially operated out of Gaskell’s own house, which was situated on Plymouth Grove,
to the south of the University of Manchester.
The Cross Street Chapel was also instrumental in the establishment in 1781 of the Manchester
Literary and Philosophical Society. This was established by the minister Thomas Barnes,
along with two members of the congregation, Thomas Percival and Thomas Henry. It has
proved a hugely influential part of Manchester’s intellectual history and also represents
an important national academic society. Significant members have included: Robert Owen
(1771-1858), social reformer and founder of the Cooperative movement; John Dalton (17661844), the notable chemist and originator of Atomic Theory; the physicist James Prescott
Joule (1818-89), whose name is synonymous with the SI unit of energy (the ‘Joule’); Peter
Mark Roget (1779-1869), who published Roget’s Thesaurus; and Ernest Rutherford (18711937), the father of nuclear physics.
The first Manchester Mechanics' Institute building was constructed in 1825. It stood on Cooper Street
and was demolished in the early 1970s. In 1855, the Institute moved to a new building on David
Street (now Princess Street) (Manchester Archives Local Image Collection, Manchester Libraries)

Political Reform
In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, members of the Cross Street
Congregation were also actively engaged in political reform. During this period, Manchester
was still divided into the two main political factions that existed in the eighteenth century,
one being aligned with Tory ideals and the Church of England, which controlled the
town’s antiquated political institutions, the other falling in the liberal and Non-Conformist
camp, whose members were influential in the town’s cultural institutions. The latter was
dominated by the Unitarians who worshipped at the Cross Street Chapel; these, together
with other Manchester liberals, created
an informal group dedicated to tackling
social and political reform.
This group met at the Cannon Street
warehouse, which was owned by two
members of the Cross Street congregation,
Thomas Potter (1773-1843) and Richard
(‘Radical Dick’) Potter (1778-1842). The
group also had an effective ‘propaganda’
arm in the form of the Manchester Herald,
printed 1792-4, and later The Manchester
Guardian. The Manchester Guardian has
proved particularly enduring (now
The Guardian) and was established by
John Edward Taylor, a Trustee of the
Cross Street Chapel, in 1821, as a way of
promoting liberal values in the aftermath
of Manchester’s Peterloo Massacre (1819),
when a huge reform meeting at St Peter’s
Field was brutally dispersed.

Thomas Potter, the first Mayor
of Manchester (1840 photograph)
(Manchester Archives Local Image
Collection, Manchester Libraries)

By the late 1830s, the Cross Street
Chapel reformers were set to challenge
the Tory authorities for the control
of Manchester, which by this stage
contained some 180,000 people in the

Manchester township alone. They
therefore engaged in a nine-month
agitation led by Thomas Potter and
a small group of other reformers,
which included the influential
liberal activist, Richard Cobden.
This resulted in them securing a
municipal charter in 1838, which
allowed for the creation of the
municipal borough of Manchester.

A bronze statue of the liberal activist Richard Cobden (1804-65)
in St Ann's Square, outside St Ann's Church. The statue is by
the sculptor Marshall Wood and was erected in 1867, following
Cobden's death

This borough encompassed the
township of Manchester, and
also those of Hulme, Chorlton
on Medlock, Ardwick, Beswick,
and Cheetham. Significantly,
the creation of the borough
allowed for the establishment
of a municipal corporation, or
town council, which was seen
as a more effective form of local
government. This new governing
body therefore subsumed the
five
separate
Tory-controlled
administrative bodies that had
governed the town up until this time
(The Court Leet; Churchwardens
and Overseers; Police Commission;
Surveyors of Highways; and the
Justice of the Peace).

This process of incorporating the earlier bodies within the corporation was not, however,
instant and it was not until 1845 that it was finally completed. Importantly, members
of the Cross Street Chapel were instrumental in the transition and also headed the new
corporation. Notably, Thomas Potter became the first Mayor of Manchester, whilst ten out
of the first 28 Mayors of Manchester were also associated with the Cross Street Chapel.

The Upper Brook Street Chapel
In 1789, a second dissenters’ chapel was constructed in Manchester on Mosley Street, which
now runs south-west from Piccadilly Gardens. This chapel was an off-shoot of the Cross Street
Chapel, which formed the ‘mother-chapel’, and, as with its counterpart, its congregation
practised Unitarianism. During the late eighteenth century, Mosley Street formed a well-todo residential area that was lined with large middle-class properties, close to Manchester’s
town centre, and hence the construction of a chapel there was logical enough. However,
during the early decades of the nineteenth century, the middle classes began to move out of
Mosley Street, in the wake of the expansion of industry to the east of the original town centre,
into the newly founded suburbs that fringed Manchester.
From the late 1820s onwards, Mosley Street therefore began to be transformed from a
residential area into a thriving commercial hub, containing numerous warehouses and
banks. Initially, the process of transformation entailed the conversion of the pre-existing
residential properties into warehouses, though from the late 1830s onwards purpose-built
commercial premises were constructed. Notably, these included Manchester’s first palazzoinspired warehouse, built in 1839 for Richard Cobden (Nos 14-16 Mosley Street), designed
by the architect Edward Walters.

Mosley Street Chapel (1845 drawing; Manchester Archives Local Image
Collection, Manchester Libraries)

This process of transformation resulted in the Mosley Street Chapel losing much of
its congregation. Therefore, it eventually closed in 1835, and was demolished in 1836,
following which a warehouse was built on the site. With the loss of the chapel, William
Gaskell, the minister at the Cross Street mother-chapel, was determined to establish a new
off-shoot Unitarian chapel and congregation. Given his concerns about the prevailing
social conditions in Manchester, he wanted this be located within an area which would
provide maximum benefit to the working classes, but could also be available to the
wealthier members of the Unitarian congregation.
Gaskell looked to the south-eastern part of the town, which by this date formed a newly
industrialised area to the south of the River Medlock. Within this, a vacant plot on Upper
Brook Street was selected,
within a short distance of
areas of workers’ housing
and directly adjacent to larger
middle-class properties that
flanked Upper Brook Street
and Chorlton Terrace. Perhaps
fittingly, the chosen site was
also next to Rusholme Road
Cemetery,
established
in
1821 as a burial ground for
dissenters. Funding for the
construction of the new chapel
was quickly acquired through
subscription, and in the
interim, between the closure of
the Mosley Street Chapel and
the consecration of the Upper
Brook Street Chapel in 1839, the
congregation used a building
on Lower Mosley Street.
Richard Cobden's warehouse
(1839) on Mosley Street. This
was Manchester's first palazzoinspired warehouse

The architects
The man selected to design the Upper Brook Street Chapel was the notable architect
Sir Charles Barry (1795-1860), whose most famous architectural work is undoubtedly
the Houses of Parliament (1836-60). Barry was a self-taught architect, who had gained
some practical experience through work in his teens with a firm of London surveyors.
His architectural style, however, was very much influenced by an architectural tour of
Europe that he embarked on at the age of 22. This was subsequently followed by a visit
to Egypt and Syria, where he was paid by David Baillie, an archaeological traveller from
Cambridge, to make sketches of ancient architecture. Significantly, this tour and work
allowed Barry to study Classical and Renaissance architecture, the latter of which was to
be an important influence in his adopted architectural style. Barry returned to England
in 1820 and established an architectural practice at Ely Place, Holborn. Shortly after, he
also made a rapid study of Gothic architecture, probably through the offices of one of the
most celebrated architects of the time, Sir John Soane, who knew Barry’s fiancée, Sarah
Roswell. This medieval style of architecture was revived in the late eighteenth century
and would come to dominate the design of churches and other major public buildings in
the nineteenth century.
Prior to his commission to design the Upper Brook
Street Chapel, Barry had designed two other
important buildings within Manchester’s centre.
The earliest of Barry’s Manchester buildings was
the church of St Matthew’s, in Castlefield. This was
designed in 1821-2 and formed a Gothic Revivalstyle church, which was demolished in 1951. It was
constructed for the Church Commissioners, who
had received a million pounds from Parliament
in 1818 to build a series of churches in industrial
towns, such as Manchester. Indeed, St Matthew’s
was not the first church designed by Barry for
the Church Commissioners, as he had received
a slightly earlier commission, through the
recommendations of Sir John Soane, to design the
church of All Saints, in Whitefield, to the north of
Sir Charles Barry

Manchester. This church was built between 1821 and 1826, was of near-identical design
to St Matthew’s, and is now protected as a Grade I listed building.

St Matthew's Church, Castlefield. This church was designed by Charles Barry and was demolished in 1951
(Manchester Archives Local Image Collection, Manchester Libraries)

Barry’s second city-centre building was the Royal Manchester Institute on Mosley Street,
which is now the City Art Gallery. This was built between 1824 and 1835 in a GreekRevival style and resembles one of the Greek temples that Barry would have encountered
during his European tour. It also represents Barry’s only Greek-style public building and
is now protected as a Grade I listed building. The funding for this was provided by the
Manchester Institution for the Promotion of Science Literature and the Arts, which had
selected Barry’s design following an architectural competition, in which six architects
were invited to submit plans. Importantly, this institution was strongly associated with the
Cross Street Unitarians, as both Thomas and Richard Potter were on its board of trustees.

The connection between the Unitarians and
Barry was then strengthened further, as,
following the commission from the Royal
Manchester Institute, Thomas Potter asked
Barry to design a mansion for him at Buile
Hill, in Salford. Barry again designed this
in a Greek-Revival style and it is his only
recorded Greek-style villa, which is now
protected as a Grade II listed building.
The Royal Manchester Institute, designed by
Charles Barry in 1824 (now part of the City
Art Gallery)

It was through his work on these buildings that Barry was brought to the attention of
the Cross Street Unitarians, who saw him as the perfect choice for designing the Upper
Brook Street Chapel. Barry was therefore commissioned to design the chapel in 1836-7.
Significantly, at this time Barry had also been asked to design another important building
in the centre of Manchester. This was
The Athenaeum, designed by Charles Barry
the Athenaeum, on Princess Street,
in 1836-7 (now part of the City Art Gallery)
a club promoting adult education,
which stood to the rear of the Royal
Manchester Institute, and now forms
another element of the City Art Gallery.
This Grade II* listed building differs,
however, from the nearby Royal
Manchester Institute in that it was built
in the palazzo-style, as, during the late
1820s, Barry had abandoned GreekRevival architecture in favour of this,
which again was directly inspired by
his earlier travels through Italy. The
Athenaeum represents an excellent
example of Barry’s Italianate-inspired
work, which he was to develop fully
in 1838, with the design of the Reform
Club in London.

In terms of workload, the late 1830s must have been particularly intense for Barry,
who is known to have been a compulsive worker. Not only had he been commissioned
to build the Upper Brook Street Chapel, the Athenaeum, and the Reform Club, but
in 1836 he also won the competition to build the Houses of Parliament. In addition,
in the late 1830s Barry also designed a number of domestic properties. The demands
on Barry at this time may therefore partly explain why he choose to collaborate with
another extremely important architect of the age, Augustus Welby Northmore Pugin
(1812-52). Pugin later forged his reputation as the greatest of the
nineteenth-century Gothic Revivalists, and was first introduced
to Barry in 1835. Barry quickly realised that Pugin had a flare for
Gothic Revival and could therefore assist, as a junior partner,
in the design of those buildings that required Gothic elements.
The first project they worked on together was Barry’s Edward
VI Grammar School in Birmingham, in which Pugin contributed
to the interior design. Pugin also assisted Barry with elements
of the Houses of Parliament, specifically the furnishings and
architectural enrichments, which have contributed to this
building being heralded as one of the greatest monuments of
A W N Pugin
the Gothic Revival.
The collaboration between these two architects also extended to the Upper Brook
Street Chapel, as this was another building designed in the Gothic-Revival style.
Indeed, it appears that Pugin was directly responsible for designing the western
end/principal façade of the chapel. Interestingly, Pugin’s involvement in the
design of the Upper Brook Street Chapel coincided with his acceptance into the
Catholic Church. Given this, working on the design of a Non-Conformist place of
worship was certainly at odds with Pugin’s religious beliefs. It is evident from his
later writings, however, that Pugin considered the Gothic-style as true Christian
architecture, much of which was a direct product of the Catholic faith. In his mind,
the use of Gothic architecture at this Non-Conformist chapel might therefore have
been a fairly subversive act. Following Pugin’s work on the Upper Brook Street
Chapel he did, however, design a Roman Catholic church in Manchester. This is
St Wilfred’s church, completed in 1842, that stood to the west of the Upper Brook
Street Chapel, in nearby Hulme. Significantly, this has been described by the
Pevsner Architectural Guide for Manchester (2001) as a seminal building in the history
of nineteenth-century church architecture.

The building
The foundation stone for the Upper Brook Street Chapel
was laid on 8th September 1837 and the building was
opened on 1st September 1839. It had seats for 460
people and its first minister (until 1853) was John
James Tayler (1797-1869), the prominent Manchester
Unitarian, social reformer, and notorious apologist of
infidelity, who was formerly the minister of the Mosley
Street Chapel.
Although by the end of the twentieth century the
building had deteriorated considerably, architectural
assessments undertaken in 2005 and 2012, as a prelude
to its conversion, have provided valuable details on
this Non-Conformist chapel, designed by two of the
nineteenth-century’s most esteemed architects. These
assessments demonstrated that the chapel was built in
an ‘Early English’ Gothic-Revival style, inspiration for
the design being taken from Gothic styles of architecture
dating to the late twelfth and thirteenth centuries.
Importantly, the Upper Brook Street Chapel represents
one of the first Non-Conformist chapels in the United
Kingdom to be built in this Gothic style, as well as being
the first purpose-built Unitarian chapel in the country.

A photograph taken in 1959, showing
the western façade of the Upper
Brook Street Unitarian Chapel,
probably designed by A W N Pugin
(Manchester Archives Local Image
Collection, Manchester Libraries)

Its superstructure was built
in handmade brick, and its
northern, southern, and western
sides had been clad in yellow
sandstone ashlar blocks, possibly
derived
from
Derbyshire.
Originally, the chapel also had
a steeply pitched timber-framed
roof, covered with Welsh slate.
A photograph taken in 1910, showing the
western façade and northern side of the
Upper Brook Street Chapel (Manchester
Archives Local Image Collection,
Manchester Libraries)

The projecting buttresses on the northern elevation of
the chapel, as seen in 2006 (GMAAS Archive)

Barry designed the two side elevations of
the chapel in an identical fashion, each of
seven narrow bays, divided by projecting
buttresses that spring from tall plinths. Each
of the buttresses is capped with a small
ornamental gable (termed a gablet) and the
base and pinnacle of the gablets correspond
to the position of the parapet wall, which
is further defined by two parallel moulded
string courses. Within each of the bays is a
tall pointed (lancet) window, surrounded by
semi-circular (torus) moulding. Each of the
windows is also covered by a moulded hood,
and all of these hoods have leaf decorations
at their terminals. The upper part of the
windows contained stained glass, whilst the
lower portions were of plain glass.

Moulded hood with leaf decoration, as seen in
2006 (GMAAS Archive)

Detail of the lancet window on the northern elevation
of the chapel, as seen in 2006 (GMAAS Archive)

The western end of the chapel was designed by Pugin
and forms the principal façade and entrance into the
building. Pugin may have gained inspiration for its
design from Peterborough Cathedral, which was built
in the twelfth century, as, architecturally, its western
façade contains many similar features to those that
were employed in the western end of the chapel. At the
chapel, the sides of the façade are defined by conjoining
buttresses and from these rise square pinnacles, with
conical caps. However, an early illustration of the
chapel suggests that originally these pinnacles were
surmounted by crosses.
The most prominent feature in the western façade is a
large pointed sunken recess, rising to the gables. This
recess is surrounded by three moulded columns and
The western façade of the chapel, as seen
resembles a classic Gothic-style archway. At the base of
in 2006 (GMAAS Archive)
this recess is a doorway set within a moulded Gothic
arch, and just above the doorway are three shield-shaped stone mouldings containing
clover-leaf-shaped (trefoil) decoration. A double-pointed (lancet) window was built above
these, surmounted by a tracery panel, resembling a flower with four petals (quatrefoil),
which is a typical feature of the Early English Gothic style. Another small window is
directly above the sunken recess, at gable level, and this resembles a rose.
Exterior (left) and interior (right) of the rose window on the eastern
gable of the chapel, as seen in 2006 (GMAAS Archive)

The vestry, as seen in 2006
(GMAAS Archive)

As with the western façade, the eastern gable of
the church is framed by two conjoined buttresses
that support square pinnacles. However, the
dominant feature associated with this side of the
church is a large rose window. This is divided into
12 panels, which radiate from a central, quatrefoil,
hub, and originally contained stained glass. A
small two-storeyed building is also attached to the
eastern end of the chapel, which has both single
and double lancet windows, and a small Gothicstyle doorway. This appears to be a slightly later
addition, though it must have been built before
1849, as it appears on a map that was surveyed
in that year. This building probably acted as an
office, or vestry.

When the architectural assessments were undertaken, only small portions of the roof
survived and the interior had deteriorated. Fortunately, photographs taken in the midtwentieth century allow the interior of the church to be considered. In line with Unitarian
values, the interior was relatively plain, and comprised a main open space, flanked by
two raised galleries, which were parallel with the northern and southern walls of the
chapel. These galleries were constructed in timber and appear to have been an original
feature, as they are depicted on the map of 1849. The interior was covered by a vaulted
plaster ceiling that contained prominent ribs, which divided it into six compartments.
The pulpit and pipe organ were at the eastern end of the chapel, beneath the rose
window, along with a small doorway allowing access to the presumed vestry. The organ
was partly screened by wooden panels and
this, together with the pulpit, was accessed by
stairs, on either side of the panelling. At the
western end was a small internal porch that
could be accessed through three pointed and
moulded arches, the central of which was the
larger in both width and height. These form
a striking arrangement and were probably
designed by Pugin, rather than Barry.
The interior of Upper Brook Street Chapel, as seen in the
mid-twentieth century (GMAAS Archive)

It is known from map evidence and historical records that the Upper Brook Street Chapel
was also associated with a graveyard, where members of the congregation were buried.
The map of 1849, for example, plots a rectangular block in the south-eastern corner of the
chapel yard, denoting the position of burial vaults. The documentary evidence, in the form
of burial registers and other records associated with the chapel, is particularly useful as
this indicates that burials were made at the chapel from its opening in 1839, throughout
a 43-year period, with the last burial being recorded in 1882. The records also indicate
that the graveyard was predominantly in use between
1840 and 1855. During this period, several burials were
also moved to the vaults from the chapel’s predecessor,
the Mosley Street Chapel, which closed in 1835. More
limited burial then occurred in the period 1856-82.
Interestingly, the documentary evidence indicates that,
up until 1862, burials were also made on the northern
side of the chapel, though the majority of these were
later exhumed and placed within the southern burial
vaults, prior to the construction of a Sunday School in
this part of the chapel yard in 1877.
The Upper Brook Street Unitarian Chapel and burial
vaults, as depicted on a map surveyed in 1849

Given the presence of a graveyard at the chapel, as a prelude to the redevelopment of
the site, an extensive archaeological study was completed. This involved studying the
burial records in order to determine who was buried at the chapel, when the burials were
made, and to see if any mortality patterns could be discerned. The actual vaults were
also located and their inscriptions were recorded. After this, the vaults were opened,
recorded, and all of the human remains present were excavated, recorded and exhumed,
along with coffins, coffin furniture, and personal objects. Following removal, all of the
articulated skeletons (62 in total) and a proportion of the disarticulated remains (relating
to 44 individuals) were subjected to osteological analysis, which provided information
on their sex, stature, age at death and any diseases or abnormalities the individuals
might have had, which were visible on their skeletons. Likewise, the coffin furniture
and artefacts recovered from the vaults were analysed. Following this analysis, all of the
human remains were reburied.

The Upper Brook Street vaults prior to opening (top),
after opening (bottom left), and vault 5 (bottom right),
after opening (Phoenix Exhumations Ltd)

It was clear from this work that 35 vaults were present, arranged in seven rows,
with each row containing five vaults. Each vault consisted of a brick-built chamber,
covered by a flat sandstone slab, which was inscribed with the details of some of those
buried within. Each vault also belonged to a specific family, and hence they were
opened periodically to inter family members. In order to assist with opening, slots
had been carved into each of the covering slabs, and during the nineteenth century,
when required, these slabs would have been lifted using an A-frame. Analysis of the
inscriptions indicates that there were 42 different family names present, some of which
were linked by marriage, which resulted in two family names being associated with a
single vault. In total, 144 individuals were found to have been buried within the vaults.
In addition, there were eight individuals who were recorded on the inscriptions, but
whose remains were either originally buried in, or later reinterred at, other graveyards.
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Importantly, analysis of the burial records and inscriptions provided information on
the life expectancy of those buried in the Upper Brook Street vaults between 1842 and
1882. Although this data revealed a fairly high infant mortality rate, it was clear that,
for those who lived beyond the age of five, life expectancy was fairly similar to the
present day, with most deaths occurring between the ages of 60 and 80. The cause
of death could also be ascertained for 22 of these individuals. These were varied and
included old age, influenza, and scarlet fever, as well as apoplexy (paralysis due to a
stroke), consumption (tuberculosis), congestion of the brain (collection of fluid in a
body organ), dropsy (swelling caused by heart or kidney disease), fungus in the mouth
(non-candidal fungus infections), and hardening of the lungs (pulmonary fibrous).

Life expectancy of those buried in the Upper Brook Street vaults between
1842 and 1882 (data derived from inscriptions and burial records)

Details relating to the health of those
buried in the Upper Brook Street
vaults were also ascertained during the
osteological analysis of the exhumed
skeletons. This indicated that the
overall health of the individuals was
typical of an ageing population, with
high levels of osteoarthritis.
The skeletons of some individuals
also revealed evidence of new-bone
growth, which had occurred as a
result of infection of the bone, possibly
due to trauma, or the infection and
inflammation of the adjacent soft
tissue. Trauma, in the form of fractured
bones, was also evident in a few of
Complete fusion of sacrum to pelvis, indicative of
osteoarthritis and DISH (Phoenix Exhumations Ltd)
the skeletons, and one individual in
particular appears to have a suffered
a nasty leg break and had also fractured their ribs. Three of the individuals also
suffered from a condition known as Forestier’s disease (Diffuse Idiopathic Skeletal
Hyperostosis), which is a bony hardening of the ligaments that attach to the spine.

Candle-wax
effect - a sympton
of a condition
known as Diffuse
Idiopathic Skeletal
Hyperostosis or
DISH (Phoenix
Exhumations Ltd)

Deformed ribs of Sarah Alcock, aged 88 years (left), and a craniotomy (centre and right; Phoenix Exhumations Ltd)

Other bone abnormalities present related to congenital conditions (eg Spondylolysis,
Spina bifida, and Scoliosis) and also, interestingly, deformation of the ribs, probably
brought about from wearing tightly fastened corsets, which were fashionable between
the 1790s and 1890s. After death, two individuals from the Shawcross family had also
received craniotomies, which involved removing the upper half of the skull to examine
the brain, probably as part of a post-mortem procedure.
Whilst the observed patterns of life expectancy, causes of death and health might
reflect broader trends in Victorian Manchester, it is worth noting that those buried in
the Upper Brook Street vaults represented the wealthier elements of Non-Conformist
society. As such, these individuals would have had better diets and health, and would
also have been involved in activities that were probably less physically strenuous,
when compared with the lower classes.
When the vaults were opened, aside from the skeletons, remains associated with 120
coffins were also recovered from 34 of the 35 vaults. These remains included lead
linings, fragments of wood, and coffin furniture, in the form of iron fittings, coffin
nails, upholstery studs, metal coffin handles (grips) and plates (grip plates), along with
name (departum) plaques, some of which were very well preserved. When all of this
material is considered, it is apparent that the Unitarians at Upper Brook Street favoured

a fairly plain style of burial, within five different coffin types. One of these (with 22
examples) comprised a leather upholstered wooden case, which contained a sealed lead
inner coffin. Other types included a sealed lead coffin that had been covered in concrete
(two examples) and a wooden coffin contained within an iron case (one example). The
remaining types comprised wooden coffins that had been clearly upholstered in baize or
velvet, and wooden coffins that were not associated with any evidence for upholstery.
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Examples of coffin plates (AB), and grip plates and handles
(C-E), recovered during the
excavation and exhumation
(Phoenix Exhumations Ltd)
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Apart from the coffins, several objects were also recovered from the vaults. These included
buttons derived from burial clothing, shroud pins and the remnants of shrouds. Several
personal effects were also recovered, comprising an earring, hair combs, wedding rings,
dentures, and a possible contraceptive aid.
Plant remains relating to two burial wreaths also survived, and analysis of these indicated
that one was formed of straw twisted around a wire hoop, which also contained fern
fronds, possibly ferns from New Zealand (Adiantum sp). The other wreath was principally
formed of moss twisted around a twig frame, though it also incorporated box (Buxus
sp) leaves, sprigs of yew (Taxus baccata), fern fronds (Cyathea sp-type), juniper foliage
(Cupressus sp), and birch fruit (Betula sp). The plant remains associated with the two
wreaths would have been carefully selected in line with the Victorian language of flowers,
whereby box stands for stoicism, fern for sincerity, juniper for succour and protection,
and yew for sorrow.

0

Three hair combs (above)
recovered during the excavation
and exhumation, and a possible
contraceptive device (right) (Phoenix
Exhumations Ltd)
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Notable Individuals
The grave inscriptions, burial records, and coffin departum plaques reveal that several of
those buried at Upper Brook Street were notable figures in the history of Manchester. For
instance, one, commemorated on a grave inscription, was James McConnel, who died
on 3rd September 1831, aged 69 years. McConnel was a pioneering industrialist in late
eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Manchester, who founded one of the town’s
more successful and famous cotton-spinning companies.
The vault stone for James McConnel
(Phoenix Exhumations Ltd)

McConnel was born in New Galloway in south-west Scotland and, at the age of 19,
migrated to Lancashire in 1781 (walking the entire distance!), in search of a career in
the emerging textile industry. On reaching Lancashire, he began an apprenticeship with
his uncle, William Cannan, who had a textile-machine-making workshop at Chowbent
(now Atherton), near Leigh. It was there that he met John Kennedy, another immigrant
from south-west Scotland, who was also apprenticed to Cannan. In 1791, McConnel and

Kennedy entered into a partnership, together with Benjamin and William Sandford, and
rented space and power in Salvins’ Factory in Ancoats, where they built textile machinery
and were also engaged in cotton spinning.
This partnership ended, however,
The McConnel & Co Mills in Ancoats
in 1795, and McConnel and
Kennedy
established
their
own cotton-spinning business,
which in 1797 resulted in them
building their own steampowered cotton-spinning mill
on Union Street in Ancoats. This
factory was known as Old Mill
and during the early nineteenth
century it was expanded through
the construction of Long Mill
(1801-6), and then again with the
construction of Sedgwick Mill
(1818-20). By 1820, McConnel and
Kennedy’s mill complex on Union Street was extensive and the firm was the largest single
employer of labour in Manchester, and also the largest spinner in Lancashire at that time.
In 1826, John Kennedy retired and sold his share of the business to James McConnel for
£85,000 (now equivalent to £7.3 million). The firm then traded as McConnel & Co, under
the control of McConnel and his sons, Henry and James, and it remained one of the most
important cotton-spinning firms in Manchester throughout the nineteenth century.
It is evident from the date of James McConnel’s death (in 1831) that he passed away prior
to the construction of the Upper Brook Street Chapel (in 1837-9). It is therefore clear that
he was originally buried elsewhere and then was moved to the McConnel-family vault
at Upper Brook Street at a later date. Fortunately, the mid-nineteenth-century burial
records provide details of this. These indicate that McConnel was originally buried at
St Luke’s Chapel, Chorlton on Medlock (which was demolished prior to the construction
of the Mancunian Way), and was then moved to Upper Brook Street in March 1849. The
inscription over the vault also indicates that McConnel lived at the Polygon, which in the
nineteenth century formed an exclusive high-class residential area, 400m south-east of
the Upper Brook Street Chapel.

In addition to James McConnel, the
inscription also indicates that the family
vault contained James’ wife, Margaret (née
Houldsworth), who died in 1845, and three
of James and Margaret’s children, who died
under the age of five, and one that died at the
age of 11. These children also died prior to
the establishment of the Upper Brook Street
Chapel, between 1806 and 1824, and their
remains were also moved from St Luke’s to
the Upper Brook Street vaults in 1849. When
this vault was opened, it was found to be the
only example of a double vault at Upper Brook
Street and contained the remains of two leadlined inner coffins that had been contained
within wooden caskets. Given the McConnel
family’s wealth, this may suggest that the
other lead-lined coffins from the vaults were
also associated with the wealthier members
of the Unitarian congregation.
Another important Unitarian who was buried
at Upper Brook Street was George W Wood
(1781-1843). Wood was born in Leeds where,
early in this career, he succeeded Joseph
Priestley as a Unitarian minister at the Mill
Hill dissenters’ chapel. Following a move to
Opening the McConnel family vault (Phoenix
Manchester in 1801, he became involved with
Exhumations Ltd)
the Mosley Street congregation, and was also
a successful businessman. However, following these successes, he had a change of heart
and shifted his focus to politics, becoming MP for Lancashire South (1832-5) and then MP
for Kendal (1837-43). During his time in Manchester, Wood was also one of the Cross/
Mosley Street Unitarians who held an important sway on the town’s cultural institutions.
In this capacity, he was the chairman of the Royal Manchester Institute and would have
been instrumental in selecting Charles Barry as the architect for designing the Royal
Manchester Institute building on Mosley Street. Given this, it may well be that he was

also instrumental in bringing Barry on board to design the Upper Brook Street Chapel,
as a replacement for the Mosley Street Chapel following its closure in 1835. In addition
to being chairman of the Royal Manchester Institute, Wood was one of the Unitarian
founders of the Manchester Mechanics’ Institute, where William Gaskell lectured, and
was also heavily involved in the Manchester Literary and Philosophical Society. Indeed,
Wood died of a stroke during a meeting of this latter group. Following his death, he was
interred at Upper Brook Street on 9th October 1843; however, on 15th November 1867,
Wood’s remains were removed, along with other of his family members, and these were
reburied in a vault in Prestwick at the request of his son, W R Wood.
One other interesting individual buried at Upper Brook Street was Mary Barton, who
may have been the inspiration, in name at least, for the character of Mary Barton in
Elizabeth Gaskell’s classic 1848 novel of that name. Tellingly, Mary, who died in 1851 at
the age of 50, of ‘an internal complaint’, was alive when Elizabeth Gaskell was writing
the novel, and it is quite likely that Elizabeth knew members of the Upper Brook Street
congregation at this time, perhaps including Mary Barton. Indeed, from 1850, the
Gaskells lived close to Upper Brook Street at a large villa on Plymouth Grove, and
were certainly connected with the chapel in the latter half of the nineteenth century, as
both husband and wife are recorded as leading the funeral rites of certain individuals
buried within the Upper Brook Street vaults. In addition, one of the inscriptions on the
vaults refers to Ellen and Lawrence Gaskell (who both died in their 70s, in 1846 and
1853 respectively). Based on this surname, there is a chance that they were related to
William Gaskell (though this could not be confirmed), providing
g a further link between
the Gaskells and the Upper Brook Street congregation in
the mid-nineteenth century.
Mary Barton’s skeleton was recovered and analysed. From
this, it was evident that she was around 1.61m (5ft 3in) tall,
and was prone to dental disease, at the time of her death
having a tooth abscess and cavities. Her eye sockets also
showed evidence for a metabolic disease known as cribra
orbitalia. This possibly related to iron deficiency during
childhood, or was a result of severe intestinal parasite
infestation. Mary Barton was also one of the individuals
from the vaults who had unnaturally straightened ribs,
probably a result of wearing a tightly laced corset.
The coffin plaque for Mary Barton

In 1887, Queen Victoria celebrated her Golden Jubilee and, as a tribute to this, a Sunday
School was established by the Upper Brook Street congregation. This was a clear attempt
by the liberal-minded, socially conscious, congregation to provide religious schooling for
the children of the poorer families who lived in the vicinity of the chapel. The architect
selected to design the Sunday School was James William Beaumont (1848-1931), who was
born in Manchester (being privately educated). Beaumont began his architectural training
in 1865, under Sir James Allanson Picton, the famous Liverpool architect and historian, and
then, in 1870-1, was an assistant in the Manchester architectural firm of Corson & Aitken.
In 1873, he established his own architectural practice and later became a Fellow of the
Manchester Society of Architects, being its President in 1903-5.
Between 1873 and his retirement in 1930, Beaumont designed a series of important
buildings across Manchester and the surrounding districts. Prior to 1900, these included
public buildings, such as Hyde and Colne town halls and the memorial building at
Stockport, and a number of public swimming baths, libraries, and utility buildings in
Hyde, Openshaw, Gorton, and Ancoats. He also designed a laboratory at Owens College
(University of Manchester) and the Liberal Club at Stockport, though his most famous work
is undoubtedly the Whitworth Art Gallery. This Jacobean-style red-brick and terracotta
building stands to the south of the Upper Brook Street Chapel, on Oxford Road, and was
built in phases between 1894 and 1908. It
was named after the engineering genius,
Joseph Whitworth (1803-87), whose
bequest provided the funding, and who
was another of Manchester’s influential
Non-Conformist figures.

The Whitworth Art Gallery (1894-1908),
designed by James William Beaumont

The Sunday School at Upper Brook
Street was one of Beaumont’s earlier
works and one of the few Manchester
school buildings that he designed,
another being the Ducie Avenue
Schools, next to Whitworth Park, which
was demolished in 2009. The Upper

Brook Street Sunday School is still standing, having
been built across the former graveyard immediately
north of the Unitarian chapel. Architecturally, it was
clearly influenced by Barry and Pugin’s designs for
the chapel and, as such, Beaumont designed it in the
Early English Gothic-Revival style. It was designed
as a two-storeyed building, with three gables on the
northern side, separated by half-height buttresses,
corresponding to the main school room. These
gables are divided into two by a string course, below
which are rectangular windows, whilst above, each
gable contains lancet windows, set in a Gothic arch.
The Unitarian Chapel and Sunday School,
The western end of the main school room was also
as depicted on a map dating to 1890
lit by a similar arrangement of windows: a lower
rectangular window and upper lancet windows set
in a Gothic arch. Attached to the western end of the main school room is a smaller room,
acting as the entrance, also with a gable on its northern side, with double lancet windows,
and a doorway set in a small Gothic arch, between buttresses. Another room, to the south
of the main school room, has a stepped lancet window on its western side. This room was,
in turn, connected to the chapel by a short single-storeyed corridor.

The western (above) and northern (right) sides of the Sunday School,
as seen in 2006 (GMAAS archive)

Throughout the late nineteenth and earlier part of the twentieth century, the Unitarian
congregation of the Upper Brook Street Chapel steadily decreased in numbers. The last
Unitarian baptisms were performed at the chapel in 1912, with the last known Unitarian
marriage taking place in 1916. Following the First World War, which had led to the death
of many men from the surrounding areas, the chapel became financially unviable and,
following a report by the Unitarian Home Mission College Conference Sub-committee, the
chapel was closed in 1921 and put up for sale.
The chapel was eventually purchased, in 1928, by the Welsh Baptists, who had previously
founded a chapel in Manchester in 1835, just north of Chorlton on Medlock, on Granby
Row. The Granby Row Chapel had closed in 1891, and the acquisition of the Upper Brook
Street Chapel in 1928 suggests a revival in the numbers of practising Welsh Baptists in
the southern part of the town. By the 1960s, however, the Upper Brook Street Chapel was
only occasionally used by the Welsh Baptists and was, therefore, sold to the Jehovah’s
Witnesses, who made it their Kingdom Hall for Manchester.
In 1974, the chapel was the subject of a compulsory purchase order by Manchester City
Council, which was planning to clear the eastern side of Upper Brook Street, to build an
urban motorway through this area. This would have formed part of a new ring road,
designed to link with a motorway between Manchester and Sheffield city centres, known as
the ‘Manchester to Sheffield All-Weather Route’. The ring road and Manchester to Sheffield
motorway were never completed, however, only one section actually being constructed,
that being the modern M67.
Following the purchase of the chapel in the early 1970s, it soon became evident to
Manchester City Council that the new ring road might take some time to be completed.
Indeed, by the mid-1980s, the road scheme was seen as unviable and was abandoned.
Fortunately, following the acquisition of the chapel and Sunday School, rather than
demolish these buildings, the Council decided to lease them out. In 1974, both buildings
passed into the hands of the Islamic Academy for Manchester and they were used as a
mosque and teaching centre. During this period, unfortunately, the interior and roof of
the chapel began to deteriorate and it was eventually placed on the English Heritage (now
Historic England) Buildings at Risk Register. As a result of this deterioration, in 2003 the

Islamic Academy submitted a bid to the Heritage Lottery Fund to provide funds for its
renovation. This was unsuccessful, and in 2005 a structural assessment survey indicated
that the roof of the chapel was on the verge of collapse. The chapel was therefore declared
unsafe and was vacated.
In 2006, a phase of remedial work was undetaken by Manchester City Council, with the
agreement and advice of English Heritage (now Historic England), entailing the removal
of the majority of the slates, timber roof frame, and interior vaulted plaster ceiling of
the chapel before these elements collapsed. At the end of this remedial work, only
one small section of the roof was retained, over the chapel’s western end. In addition,
during this work, it also proved necessary to remove the chapel’s eastern parapet wall
and the gablets that surmounted
the buttresses on this side of
the building. Immediately prior
to, and during, the remedial
work, an archaeological building
survey was completed by the
former University of Manchester
Archaeological Unit, in order
to record this Grade II* listed
building before it deteriorated
further, and before its fabric was
altered during the removal of the
roof. By 2010, the Upper Brook
Street Chapel was without a roof
and was in a very poor state of
repair, and as a consequence, it
was added to a list of the ten most
threatened Victorian buildings in
England and Wales, drawn up by
The Unitarian Chapel and Sunday School at the time they were
occupied by the Islamic Academy (GMAAS archive)
the Victorian Society.

After remedial work was completed on the chapel in 2006, Manchester City Council
entered into negotiations with a private developer to repair the chapel and Sunday School
sympathetically and convert these into student apartments. As the chapel was a Grade II*
listed building, the design proposals required listed building consent from the local planning
authority. The proposals were also submitted to English Heritage (now Historic England)
for comment, which is a public body, sponsored by the government (Department of Digital
Culture, Media and Sport), that looks after England’s historic environment. The design
proposals also needed to be in line with other national heritage guidelines, specifically
those covered by the National Planning Policy Framework, which was introduced in March
2012 as a means of conserving and enhancing the historic environment.
An initial stage in this process was a detailed assessment of the history of the site and the
significance of the architecture, which was completed by an architectural historian. This
was then followed by the drawing up of designs for the conservation and conversion of
the chapel and Sunday School by architects who specialise in the renewal and regeneration
of historic buildings. During the design process, English Heritage (now Historic England)
was consulted and, importantly, gave strong support for the proposals, noting that the
conversion of the former chapel and Sunday School into apartments represented the best
way to secure a viable and sustainable future for these nationally important buildings.
In addition, the Greater Manchester Archaeological Advisory Service (GMAAS) was consulted
on the possible impact of the proposed development. This organisation provides archaeological
planning advice to Manchester City Council and it flagged up the archaeological importance
of the burial vaults associated
with the chapel. Accordingly,
following these recommendations,
an archaeological desk-based
assessment and graveyard survey
was completed, and the vaults
and the remains within were
archaeologically recorded and
recovered.
The Unitarian Chapel
and Sunday School
following redevelopment
(Buttress Architects)

The conserved rose window at
the eastern end of the Unitarian
Chapel (Buttress Architects)

With the design plans formulated, and approved by
Manchester City Council and English Heritage (now
Historic England), work began on the conversion of the
chapel and Sunday School. The chapel was then effectively
a ruin, so this entailed rebuilding its roof to the original
profile, along with the stone parapet walls and eastern
gable wall, which had partly collapsed. The timbers from
the small section of the original roof that survived were also
incorporated into the design of the reconstructed roof. The
rose window at the eastern end of the chapel, which forms
a striking feature of the building, was also sympathetically
restored. Inside the building, although the original internal
features had largely been destroyed, architectural features,
especially the corbels and vaulted springers, which
supported the original roof and raised timber galleries,
were repaired and retained.

Following rebuilding and restoration, the spaces within the shells of the chapel and
adjacent Sunday School were divided both vertically and horizontally in order to create
the student apartments. A terrace of nine duplex apartments was also built in the area
that had contained the burial vaults, with a basement area below, that now functions as
a lounge and leisure facility.
Overall, the restoration and conversion of the chapel
and Sunday School has proved extremely successful,
highlighting how abandoned religious buildings
can be converted into structures fit for modern-day
use. Significantly, the modern conversion has also
allowed the preservation of a building that has great
architectural importance, created by a nineteenthcentury religious movement, whose members helped
to shape the world’s first industrial city.
Original architectural features preserved within the interior
of the redeveloped chapel (Buttress Architects)

