
 

 

150th Anniversary of the 

Dedication of St Mary of the Angels Church 

During the 1840’s upwards of a million people died of starvation in Ireland.  Plagued by pestilence and 

poverty as many as could chose to emigrate rather than stay at home and die.  They spread out across 

the world and many came to England where burgeoning industries demanded cheap labour.  
 

This demand was met by migration into the towns from all over England as well as from Ireland. In Batley 

the population increase, which included many Irish, was associated with the development of Shoddy, an 

affordable cloth using recycled and reprocessed fibres.  In 1851 the population was less than 10,000, by 

1868 this had risen to almost 20,000 and by 1881 it approached 30,000. 
 

In 1832 a considerable number of Irish came into the town to replace striking textile workers.  This did 

nothing to endear the immigrants to the locals who regarded them, at best, as intruders who brought 

disease and criminality to the town.  They formed quite a colony in the area behind Commercial Street 

known as ‘The Streets’, a ghetto which grew as their numbers increased.  
 

The Irish came to the town with very little material wealth, but they did bring their Catholic faith which 

served to bind them together as well as to mark them out as ‘different’.  At first to attend Mass involved 

a trek often as far as Wakefield or Bradford.   Later a priest rode over from Bradford to celebrate Mass 

until the congregation increased sufficiently to support a priest of its own. 
 

1853 saw the arrival of a priest who was to establish the parish of St Mary’s proper.  He was the           

Reverend Canon James Wells who came from a parish in Mossley Lancashire.  He faced a daunting task.  

High on his list of priorities must have been the need to find a decent place to say Mass.  Canon Wells 

was succeeded in 1858 by Fr O’Connell and then in 1860 by Fr Patrick Lynch. 
 

Mass was still being said in 1863 in a loft over industrial premises behind Upper Commercial Street in 

conditions which appalled Bishop Cornthwaite when he visited the parish.  Some progress had been 

made however and land for the building of a church and school had been obtained as a gift from the Earl 

of Wilton.  That land was in Cross Bank.  
 

Before the plans for a new church were put in place other alternatives were considered, including the 

purchase of a Methodist Chapel on Wellington Street between Batley Baths and The White Hart.  These 

plans came to nothing and with the congregation still increasing in 1869 tenders were sought and later 

approved for the building of St Mary’s Church and presbytery.  In May 1860 Bishop Cornthwaite of Bever-

ley laid the foundation stone of the St Mary of the Angels complex, Cross Bank, Batley.   I have not been 

able to find the foundation stone. Could it have been placed in the wall of the school which has since 

been demolished? 



 Fr Patrick Lynch’s heroic and largely successful efforts on behalf of St Mary’s as he begged, cajoled and 

negotiated his way to providing the new church led to his complete burnout. His health collapsed and he 

needed a complete break away from Batley in order to recover.  He left Batley in 1867 with the intention 

of returning when he regained his strength. 
 

In the meantime Fr. Bruno Rigby took over from Fr Lynch as parish priest and it was Fr Bruno who saw 

the massive enterprise to completion. 
 

While it could be rightly argued that St Mary’s was built by the pennies of the poor it is also right to 

acknowledge more substantial contributions made by more wealthy parishioners. Many gifts of silver-

ware, stained glass windows and the mighty organ were given by various benefactors, amongst whom 

Mr. Simeon Colbeck must be included.  Simeon was one of three brothers who started the Cheapside 

Mill, a Catholic convert and a prominent local businessman.  His contributions to the church over the 

years included donations, loans and stained-glass windows as well as the statues of St Joseph and St Bru-

no on either side of the chancel arch.   
 

It is interesting to think of the network which linked the Colbeck family, Lord Waterton, Fr Manning, Bish-

op Cornthwaite and Fr. Rigby.  Fr Manning, as he was then, promised in 1856 that whenever Fr Rigby 

opened a new church he would preach at the ceremony, not once but twice.  In a visit to Fr Manning 

shortly afterwards Mr Colbeck seems to have reminded him of his promise.   
 

Shortly before failing health caused Fr Lynch to relinquish his post in Batley, Bishop Cornthwaite rejected 

the application of one Fr Leary to take over St Mary’s in favour of Fr Bruno Rigby.  It was Fr Rigby who 

brought the altar from the chapel of Waterton Hall to St Mary’s and whose Christian name Bruno is one 

of the Colbeck family names. 
 

A more extensive account of the benefactors of St Mary’s is to be found in the book ‘St. Mary of the An-

gels 1853 -2003’ by Dennis Walsh. 
 

By the end of November 1870 the church, furnished with eighteen benches, a fine oak crucifix, and the 

wooden altar from the chapel of Waterton Hall along with four ‘tin’ and two wooden candles, was ready 

for the official dedication. 
 

At 11.00 o’clock on the morning of Thursday December 15th1870 the Rt. Rev. Dr. Cornthwaite started the 

Solemn Pontifical High Mass.  He was assisted by many of priests from all over the West Riding.   The con-

gregation was large and in the words of the local paper ‘respectable’.  The music for the Mass came from 

Haydn’s Grand Mass No2 probably his ‘Missa Cellensis’. In Honour of The Blessed Virgin Mary’. 

 

During the service the Most Rev. Dr. Manning, Archbishop of Westminster, advanced to the front of the 

altar and preached a sermon based on the words of the gospel “Hail Full of Grace, the Lord is with thee; 

blessed art thou amongst women”. 

 

The Mass was followed by luncheon at the Station Hotel.  It was a splendid occasion attended by 120 

guests.  After the meal came the toasts.  Archbishop Manning proposed the Health of Pope Pius IX.  He 

was followed the Bishop of Beverley who proposed the Health of the Queen and Royal Family.  The toast 

was drunk with cheers and afterwards the National Anthem was sung.  Next Canon Brown of St Anne’s 

Leeds proposed the health of the Archbishop, reminding him of his promise to Fr Rigby to preach, twice, 

when he opened a new church.  A promise that he had already half fulfilled.  Mr Rowland Wilkinson then 

proposed the Health of The Bishop and Clergy of the Diocese to which Bishop Cornthwaite responded.   
 



 The Rev. M. O’Donnell proposed:  The Health of Fr Rigby and success to the new church.  In his reply Fr 

Rigby thanked the guests for their kind response to the toast and went on to say that his efforts had been 

greatly helped “by the kindness of a few friends amongst whom he might mention Captain Colbeck and 

Mr Simeon Colbeck”.  He went on to suggest that but for their generous donations and kind words the 

church might have been finished some years hence rather than at present and he hoped that before long 

they would have the church out of debt. Fr Rigby ended by proposing the Health of Captain and Mr Sime-

on Colbeck. 

 

At this point the Archbishop and Bishop left the proceedings in order to prepare for the evening service.  

This took place at 6.30 in front of a large congregation many of whom were non-Catholics.  True to his 

word the Archbishop preached again on Death, Resurrection and the Last Judgement.  Afterwards there 

was a collection before the congregation and celebrants dispersed to their homes, happy in the 

knowledge that the church of Saint Mary of the Angels was well and truly open. 

 

The grand opening ended the first phase of the development of the site.  The church furnishings were 

rudimentary to say the least and the presbytery was yet to be built.  Fr Rigby’s plans for the church came 

to an untimely end as, shortly after the opening, he was killed by a train in Leicester on his way back from 

the funeral of a fellow priest.  It was left to others to complete the task. 

 

Archbishop Manning became Cardinal Manning in 1875 and assisted in the drafting of the famous        

encyclical Rerum Novarum. 
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From a homily on Joshua, son of Nun, (by Origen, priest) 
From the Office of Readings for the Dedication of a Church 

As living stones we are built into the house and the altar of God 
 
 

All of us who believe in Christ Jesus are said to be living stones, according to the words of Scripture: But you are living 
stones, built as a spiritual house in a holy priesthood, that you may offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through 
Jesus Christ. 
 

When we look at an earthly building, we can see that the larger and stronger stones are the first to be set in place as the 
foundation, so that the weight of the whole structure may rest on them securely. In the same way understand that some 
of the living stones become the foundation of the spiritual building. What are these living stones placed in the foundation? 
They are the apostles and prophets. That is what Paul says when he teaches: We have been built upon the foundation of 
the apostles and prophets, with our Lord Jesus Christ himself as the cornerstone. 
 

You, my hearers, must learn that Christ himself is also the foundation of the building we are now describing, so that you 
may prepare yourselves more eagerly for the construction of this building and become stones that lie closer to the 
foundation. As the apostle Paul says: No foundation can be laid other than the one that has been laid already: I mean 
Christ Jesus. Blessed are those, therefore, who build a religious and holy structure upon such a noble foundation. 
 

In this building of the Church, there must also be an altar. I think that if those of you, disposed and eager for prayer, offer 
petitions and prayers of supplication to God day and night, you will become the living stones for the altar which Jesus is 
building. 
 

Consider what praise is ascribed to these stones which make up the altar. All of us who believe in Christ Jesus are said to 
be living stones, according to the words of Scripture: But you are living stones, built as a spiritual house in a holy 
priesthood, that you may offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. 
 

When we look at an earthly building, we can see that the larger and stronger stones are the first to be set in place as the 
foundation, so that the weight of the whole structure may rest on them securely. In the same way understand that some 
of the living stones become the foundation of the spiritual building. What are these living stones placed in the foundation? 
They are the apostles and prophets. That is what Paul says when he teaches: We have been built upon the foundation of 
the apostles and prophets, with our Lord Jesus Christ himself as the cornerstone. 
 

You, my hearers, must learn that Christ himself is also the foundation of the building we are now describing, so that you 
may prepare yourselves more eagerly for the construction of this building and become stones that lie closer to the 
foundation. As the apostle Paul says: No foundation can be laid other than the one that has been laid already: I mean 
Christ Jesus. Blessed are those, therefore, who build a religious and holy structure upon such a noble foundation. 
 

In this building of the Church, there must also be an altar. I think that if those of you, disposed and eager for prayer, offer 
petitions and prayers of supplication to God day and night, you will become the living stones for the altar which Jesus is 
building. 
 

Consider what praise is ascribed to these stones which make up the altar. The lawgiver Moses said that the altar was to 
be made of stones, uncovered by iron. What are those stones? Perhaps those uncut and undefiled stones are the holy 
apostles, all making a single altar, because of their unity of mind and heart. For it was known that with one accord they 
all opened their lips to pray: You, Lord, know the hearts of all. 
 

Therefore, these who were able to pray with one mind, one voice and one spirit, are perhaps worthy to form together 
one altar, where Jesus may offer his sacrifice to the Father. Let us strive to agree among ourselves and to have one mind 
and voice. May we never quarrel or act from vainglory. But may we remain united in belief and purpose. Then even we 
may hope to become stones fit for the altar. 
 

What are those stones? Perhaps those uncut and undefiled stones are the holy apostles, all making a single altar, because 
of their unity of mind and heart. For it was known that with one accord they all opened their lips to pray: You, Lord, know 
the hearts of all. 
 

Therefore, these who were able to pray with one mind, one voice and one spirit, are perhaps worthy to form together 
one altar, where Jesus may offer his sacrifice to the Father. 
 

Let us strive to agree among ourselves and to have one mind and voice. May we never quarrel or act from vainglory. But 
may we remain united in belief and purpose. Then even we may hope to become stones fit for the altar. 


