The Old St Katherine’s Church – A History
At the beginning of the seventeenth century the Dutch Engineer Cornelius Vermuyden was
engaged by a Dutchman Joas Croppenburg to build a sea wall and drain the marshland of six
islands which formed Canvey Island. The Islands were used for grazing of the Long Tailed
Sheep and grazing rights were divided between nine parishes on the mainland of Essex. The
milk from the sheep was used to make cheese. In 1622 Croppenburg was granted one third
of the land by Sir Henry Appleton on condition that, at his own expense, he should protect
the whole area from flooding.

The First Church
On 12th February 1628 the Dutch labourers petitioned the King that they might hold Divine
Service in their own language. And so, in 1631 a small timber chapel was built and the
Bishop of London authorized the Dutch Church in London to appoint a Minister to conduct
worship in Dutch for about 200 Dutch people who remained on Canvey after the sea wall was
completed. The Revd Cornelius Jacobson was appointed the first minister. He died in 1644.
Finding a successor proved difficult as the stipend was small and the climate unhealthy. Five
ministers served between 1644 and 1649. From 1651 to 1654, England and Holland were at
war and so no minister was appointed in that period.
By 1657 the number of English families settled on Canvey Island had increased. They
applied to the Dutch chapel to be allowed to use their church. Permission was refused as
being contrary to the original purpose of the building. On Whit Monday 1657 the English
assembled outside the chapel and demanded its use. The Dutch resisted and, in the words of
the historian W Marston Acres, “after an unseemly struggle the English were obliged to retire
without accomplishing their purpose. This event became known as ‘The Battle of Canvey’,
but it was a bloodless affair”.

The Second Church – St Catherine
From 1709 The Revd Lord was appointed Curate in Charge of Canvey Island. Three years
later the chapel was rebuilt and dedicated to St Catherine. By then a number of English
families had settled in Canvey and many of the Dutch had resettled on the mainland. Worship
was now conducted in English. The cost of rebuilding was met by one Mr Edgar, a
Victualling Officer. The new chapel was consecrated by the Bishop of London on 11th June

1712. The building held 80 persons and the cost of providing a minister was shared among
the mainland parishes among which Canvey’s grazing rights were divided.
Severe flooding occurred in February 1713 and several times between 1720 and 1738. The
flood of 1738 covered the soil to a depth of four feet and many cattle were drowned.

The Third Church – St Peter
The church was again rebuilt in 1745 and this time dedicated to St Peter. Weddings and
funerals were still conducted on the mainland, usually at St Mary’s, South Benfleet. The cost
of this building was met by local donations and the generosity of Daniel Scratton of
Prittlewell. Mr Scratton provided £20.00 a year to ensure services were provided in the
church and that sermons were preached on 20 occasions each year. Local inhabitants would
know when a service was being held as a flag would be hoisted on the small spire and the
shutters would be removed.
By 1792 there were about 200 people living in 50 houses on the island. The small church was
evidently considered to be adequate as no major additions were made to it for the next 80
years. Five stained glass windows were added in 1862 along with a pulpit and communion
table. The parish registers show baptisms in Canvey from 1813, funerals from 1819 and
marriages from 1861. As has been noted, the island was apportioned between different
parishes on the mainland with regard to grazing rights and tithing. Throughout the 19th
century the family of the one being baptised in the chapel at Canvey were said to live in the
bit of Canvey that ‘belonged’ to the mainland parish:
1821 Oct 13th
Nov 4th
Nov 10th
1822 July 9th

Charlotte of John and Sarah Dean
Frances Ann of Thomas and Frances Staner
Elizabeth of John and Hannah Rayment
William of John and Mary Carter

Canvey Island, Prittlewell
Canvey Island, Vange
Canvey Island, Pitsea
North Benfleet, Canvey.

Then in 1881 Canvey Island was made into a separate ecclesiastical and civil parish. Canvey
Island became an address in its own right. The Revd Henry Hayes, who had been the Curate
in Charge from St Mary’s Church, South Benfleet on the mainland for nine years, was
appointed the first Vicar.
By then the parish church was once again dedicated to St Katherine.

The Fourth Church – St Katherine
It was Henry Hayes who, while Curate in Charge of Canvey Island, had caused the Village

Church School to be built, fresh water to be piped onto the island, and the church itself once
more to be rebuilt.

The new Church, built 20 feet further back from the road, was consecrated by Bishop
Claughton, the Bishop of Rochester, on Tuesday 9th November 1875. The new church
incorporated the old porch, along with the five windows, pulpit and communion table which
had been added to the old building some thirteen years previously. New pews were made to
match the old pews. The outside of the building was grey and cream. The architect was Mr
Francis Lee of London; the builders were Mr Thorp of Leigh and Mr Eaton of Hadleigh. The
building cost £500.00 (about £58,000.00 in 2020) and was met by voluntary subscriptions and
grants from the Incorporated Church Building Society and the Diocesan Society. By the date
of the consecration there was still £50.00 debt outstanding. The collection at the service
amounted to £23.3s 1d which went toward mitigating the debt.

The timing of the Consecration Service, 11.30 am, had to take account of the tides as there
would be no fixed bridge on to the Island until 1931. The service was conducted by the
Bishop of Rochester as the Dioceses of St Albans and Chelmsford had not yet been created.
For his sermon, the Bishop chose as his text Acts 16:16 “And on the Sabbath we went out of
the city by the riverside where prayer was wont to be made”.

At 2 o’clock a public luncheon was held in the schoolhouse opposite the church. Although it
was billed as a public luncheon it was attended solely by the great and the good of the area.
In his speech at the lunch the Bishop hoped that “God would put it into the heart of some
pious landowner in the place to give just a little parcel of land - some half acre or so - just
to build a parsonage”. The Bishop then proposed a toast: “The Landowners of Canvey
Island and the subscribers to this Church”.
The second service of the day was Evening Prayer at 3.30pm, at which the preacher was the
Vicar of Barking, the Revd A Bloomfield.
Three years later, in 1878, an organ was brought form Great Waltham and positioned in the
south chancel aisle. In 1911 the north chancel aisle, which had been used as a vestry, was
converted into a Lady Chapel.

Silver Chalice
This chalice with hexafoil base was made in 1873 by Edward Charles Brown, silversmith.
It is 6 and half inches in height with a diameter of 3in at the bowl and 4 inches at the foot.
It is still in use in St Nicholas’ Parish Church today.
In December 1917 the Bishop of Chelmsford consecrated an extra acre of ground for the
churchyard. The Revd Joseph Romanus Brown was Vicar then. The extra ground cost
£170.00 (about £12,000.00 in 2020) which was raised locally with the help of a grant from the
Diocesan Board of Finance. The churchyard would be extended three times more – in 1947,
1987 and 1992. The churchyard was finally closed by Order of Council in 1998.

Population Expansion
The population of Canvey Island grew by a massive fifteen thousand per cent in the 20 th
century. The Church of England nationally set out on a huge building programme of new

churches, convinced that the rapidly growing population would want somewhere to worship.
Canvey’s population in 1900 was fewer than 300 persons. But the Vicar, The Rev Joseph
Romanus Brown, who arrived from Foulness Island at the end of 1909, saw fit to build a
mission church at the east end of the Island in 1910. This church was later named St Anne’s.
This was a mere seven years after the Leigh Beck Baptist Church was opened in the same
area of the island. The Baptists opened a second church in 1926 in the Winter Gardens area
of Canvey. In 1938 a Roman Catholic Church was built and dedicated to Our Lady of
Canvey and the English Martyrs. An Anglican Convent of the Good Shepherd which had
been in existence since 1924 was taken over by the Roman Catholic Church.

Fresh Air of Exotic Canvey Island
Right at the beginning of the 20th century an ambitious entrepreneur by the name of Frederick
Hester took advantage of the agricultural depression and bought great swathes of land in
Canvey Island. He divided the land into plots and set about selling them at Fenchurch Street
station in London for £5.00 a plot. Potential landowners were beguiled by visions of an
island mono rail and exotic summer and winter gardens complete with immense glass houses
– an echo of the fabulous Crystal Palace in the Great Exhibition masterminded by Prince
Albert in Hyde Park in 1851. Hester proposed to turn the Canvey lake into a little Venice
complete with gondolas, and the whole island was to be illuminated with electric light. A
library and reading room were proposed and each bungalow was to be linked to the mainland
by telephone. Canvey commuters would have the convenience of their own branch line of
the railway. Hester went bankrupt in 1905 and most of his dreams came to nothing. But one
consequence of his dream was that for the first half of the 20th century a number of wealthy
landowners who lived in London kept a holiday home – a simple rough cast bungalow – on
Canvey Island. This was used at weekends and during the summer months while their main
residence continued to be in London. The air of Canvey Island was felt to be beneficial.
Indeed, as early as 1909 Miss Clara James opened The Social Institute - a home for
overworked young women from London.

The better off landowners supported the local

church in Canvey Island as they did their Parish Church elsewhere. So the brass book-rest
still in use on the altar of the Parish Church was presented to the old St Katherine’s Church in
1929 by “Edward Hanslope Cox (of Friern Barnet and of this Parish)” in memory of his wife
Eleanor.

A glance at the Baptism registers shows the dual residences of the fathers of the infants being
baptised:
1884
1890
1893
1899
1900

Edward Cox
Canvey and Chancery Lane
James Farrow Barking and Canvey
Charles Crane Stratford and Canvey
Richard Balshaw Upminster and Canvey
Walter Miles
Horndon and Canvey

Law Stationer
Railway Porter
Railway Guard
Carpenter
Carriageman

To take the year 1884 at random, of the eleven baptisms of local children in St Katherine’s
Church, 10 of the fathers are described as labourers and one worked for the coast guard.

Time To Move
In the years following the Second World War, many thousands of people were encouraged to
move out of increasingly sub-standard and cramped housing in East London to the open
reaches of Essex. The London Boroughs of Dagenham and Walthamstow particularly made
offers that residents found difficult to refuse. A large housing area, known still by some as
the Walthamstow and Dagenham Estate, was created in Canvey Island.
Little by little the centre of island activity was moving east, away from the village around St
Katherine’s. The old church building was proving expensive to maintain and, not having
kitchen or toilet facilities, was less fit for purpose in the 20th century.

Thus the story of the Anglican Church shifts in December of 1960 away from the traditional
village church of St Katherine to the large, bright, new island church, with a startlingly
modern design, built between the communities of the old village and the community of Leigh
Beck, right next to houses of the newly arrived wave of immigrant Londoners.
So we now turn the page and follow the story of the Church dedicated to St Nicholas.

