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In 1960 the Anglican congregation of St Katherine’s moved out of the old church building into a bright, new
building dedicated to St Nicholas. The old church of St Katherine had been deemed too small for the
growing population.

In 1891 there were 57 inhabited houses in Canvey Island. By 1900, some 293 people farmed and raised
families in Canvey Island. 583 people lived here in 1911. This had risen to 3,532 by 1931, to 9,000 by 1947
and 16,000 by 1960. This last increase owed much to the fact that the London areas of Walthamstow and
Dagenham built overspill estates on the island and, people, having confidence in the new sea wall, flocked
from their overcrowded accommodation with outside toilet for the cleaner air and commodious facilities
of Canvey Island.

Plans had been in train to build a new church as early as 1935 when land was purchased in Lionel Road, in
the new town centre. Further land was purchased in 1936 to give space for a church hall. The outbreak of
the Second World War in 1939 put a temporary stop to the Church of England’s plans to build a bigger
church in Canvey Island and in April 1955 the site was seen as no longer suitable for a new parish church.

By the end of 1942 the building fund for the new church had stood at £174.16.8. This fund continued to
exercise the Parochial Church Council Minutes for the next 24 years. On 11 th May 1953 the PCC noted that
if the new church building was to become a reality, £5,000.00 would need to be raised over the following
five years. This would prove to be a tall order for a small congregation. In July 1956 the PCC agreed to sell
the land in Lionel Road to the Ministry of Works for £665.00 and the Urban District Council offered the
parish a corner site on Long Road. Long Road is the main road from the original village to the new town
centre. In the event, the land in Lionel Road was sold for £880 in January 1958. The efforts of the
congregation had raised nowhere near the required £5,000. Because the proposed church would be near
the rapidly expanding housing estates, the Diocese of Chelmsford made a gift to the Parish of £4,000.00.
The Church of England in the 20th century was keen to subsidize the building of churches which then left
small congregations with tremendous bills for maintenance and repairs. Indeed, a special meeting of the
PCC was held in the Vicarage on Wednesday 13th May 1959 to consider the financial difficulties of the
Parish.

The original plan, drawn up by Stanley Bragg and Associates, was for a Church with a barrel vaulted roof.
However, these were rejected by the Diocese as the new building would not have been as tall as the
neighbouring Roman Catholic Church. The revised plans were for a more imposing Church. A proposed
bell tower never materialised. The Church was triangular in elevation with concrete buttresses which
extended from the ridge of the roof to ground level. The ends of the Church comprised large triangular
windows some 40 feet wide and 35 feet high each being made up of 36 panes of glass in a reinforced
latticed concrete frame.
After a ballot of members of the Church Council it was agreed that the new Church would be called St
Nicholas – the Patron Saint of Sailors. Many churches near a river or the sea are named after St Nicholas.

The plans provided for a Lady Chapel as an extension on the north side of the Church, for an organ loft and
choir gallery at the west end and Vicar's and choir vestries at the east end. Second hand pews were bought
by the Girls Life Brigade from a Methodist Church in Croydon and these were renovated and installed by
Mr. F. Slater of Maldon. The choir pews in the gallery came from the parish church of Weeley, near Great
Clacton. Some furnishings from St. Katherine's Church were transferred, namely the font, the bell, the
Bishop's chair, a companion chair, the silver processional cross and the Altar cross and candlesticks. The
organ at St. Katherine's was considered to be not worth moving and a second hand organ was obtained
from the Chalkwell Methodist Church. They had purchased it from a cinema.

The single bell was

considered to be inadequate after it had been installed in a bell room above the west window and a
loudspeaker system was installed. This was used to relay from each end of the Church recordings (L.P.
records) of peals of bells from various famous churches and of hymns particularly for divine worship,
weddings and carols at Christmastide. This system was removed in the 1990’s on the direction of the
Diocese. The altar was the gift of St Luke’s, Prittlewell. We were given two modern clergy stalls: one was
the gift of the churches of Walthamstow and the other was the gift of Mr and Mrs Lawrence, in memory of
their daughter.
So on 10th December 1960 the new and larger parish church of St Nicholas was opened. The Building cost
£16,500. The PCC took out a loan of £3,000 over 10 years at 4% interest. To save £1,500.00 the church was
made one bay shorter than originally planned. And the final £2,000.00 was given by a member of the PCC,
Mrs Dorothy Glennie, who was invited to lay the foundation stone. £2,000 was a considerable amount of
money in 1960.1 One could buy a house of considerable size with £2,000 in 1960.

Now the Anglican congregation had three churches to maintain – the new St Nicholas, the 50-year old St
Anne’s and the old St Katherine’s which continued to be used for funerals when the burial was to take
place in the old churchyard. This was to prove a dreadful strain on the parish finances. The new church had
no burial ground. Burials continued to be conducted in the old churchyard around St Katherine’s Church.

1st Wedding in St Nicholas’ Church – 17th December 1960 – Alan and Valerie Brown
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About £45,600 in 2019

Frustratingly for researchers, in the 1950s and 1960s the parish registers record only the number of people
who actually received the bread and wine of communion at each service of Holy Communion and there is
no record of others attending that service or the services of Matins and Evensong. But a sense of how
many people reckoned themselves to belong to the Church, in the years preceding and following the
building of the new church of St Nicholas, may be gleaned by noting the number of communicants at
Easter and Christmas.
Year

Easter

Christmas

1955

189

324

1956

191

94

1957

143

136

1958

108

113

1959

129

126

1960

139

154*

1961

147

143

1962

158

145

1963

156

164

1964

145

166

*The first Christmas in the new Church.
It would appear from these figures that the large new church building set in the rapidly expanding
community made no difference, at least in the early years, to the number of people becoming members of
the church. And this should have come as no surprise. A great number of the people of Canvey Island had
migrated from Walthamstow in East London and at Easter 1950 in the Parish Church of St Michael’s
Walthamstow, a building that easily seats four hundred people, there were 35 communicants at the 7 am
Mass, 87 at the 8 am Mass and just one (presumably the Priest) at the 11 am Solemn Mass. Nationally in
the 1950s and 60s, the number of Easter communicants in the Church of England as a percentage of the
population fell from 5.2 percent to 3.7 percent.2
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Full of optimism that this trend could be reversed locally, the Parochial Church Council of Canvey Island
resolved to hold a renewal campaign in May 1965. The Easter and Christmas communicant figures for the
following four years were as follows:

Year

Easter Christmas

1965 165

169

1966 131

167

1967 109

162

1968 114

154

Clearly, the renewal campaign had made no appreciable difference to the number of people receiving
Communion at the two main festivals of the Christian year. This is consistent with the picture across the
country in which the number of Easter communicants reached a peak in 1956 and then continued the
decline that had been evident in the pre-war years.

In the 1960's the church had a choir of mixed voices under the leadership of the Choirmaster Mr. Harold
Spearman and from time to time it performed cantatas such as J.H.Maunder's "Olivet to Calvary", "Song of
Thanksgiving", "Bethlehem" and John Stainer's "Crucifixion”.

The choir with Harold Spearman in the centre flanked by The Revd John Fleetwood
and the Revd Harry MacGregor Pearson

In 1979 it was found that the west window concrete had deteriorated, allowing
the ingress of water, thus rusting the metal reinforcing. The whole window had to
be replaced using Plyglass in a metal frame with the shape of the windows being
changed from triangular to rectangular. The window was again replaced with
Stained Glass in 2012. At the same time the organ (which had come from St
Peter’s Harold Wood in 1982) was rebuilt by F H Browne of Canterbury and
housed in oak, and the balcony replaced with oak and glass.

+

In 1982 the east window similarly needed replacing. The design of the window meant that during morning
worship the sun blinded the congregation, which of course faced east. The Architect Mr. Tim Venn was
called in and he redesigned the east end of the Church, dispensing with the vestries and infilling most of
the window.

The exterior was embellished with a large cross
fashioned in concrete and the interior was decorated
with a bas relief incorporating various buildings on
Canvey Island, the seawall, shipping and a large cross
surmounted by storm clouds and a rainbow. The
Vestries were re-sited at the west end with the choir
vestry now positioned in the gallery. The sun in the
centre of the cross was covered in gold leaf and the
windows replaced with stained glass in 2010. These
were dedicated before a large congregation at the
Dawn Service on Easter Day in April 2010.

ART 2000
A project was launched in 1999 to mark the Millennium. Local artists,
schools and other organisations were invited to submit paintings
depicting what the Millennium meant to them. Each painting measured
5ft by 4ft (20 square feet) and they were all installed during the week
ending 31st December 1999 so that the whole of the roof lining was
covered in paintings. The paintings continue to add lustre and vibrancy
to our life whether during worship or when engaged in quiet reflection.

Other improvements
A sound system with radio mics was installed in December 2000, paid for by public subscription, in memory
particularly of Keith Knott and others.

The church was completely rewired and new lighting installed in 2008

New lighting wins a Diocesan Design award 2009

New windows with toughened glass were installed in July 2009

The windows of the Lady Chapel were blocked up and the chapel completely refurbished in December
2010.

The old council-type of fencing around the Church was replaced in 2014 thanks to a substantial bequest in
the will of Frank Page who died 20th March 2013.

The front and back car parks were re-tarmacked in 2014 thanks to the will of Frank Page.

+

The church toilets were modernised and extended in November 2015 thanks to a donation in memory of
Derek Saul who died on 6th March 2014

+
Stations of the cross, hand-made in Belgium of Linden wood were installed in April 2017. The cost of
£6,000 was met entirely by public subscription.

+

A new heating system was installed by Christopher Dunphy Ecclesiastical in June 2017 at a cost of some
£25,000. The money was raised entirely by public subscription with a substantial donation being made in
memory of Olive Hansford, a long-standing member of the choir and congregation who had died on 13 th
August 2016 aged 94.

+
After a spate of burglaries, in church and across the island, CCTV was installed in 2017

+

St Nicholas Church at Eastertide 2020,
locked during the pandemic of Covid-19

