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Introduction 

St Peter’s Church 

The hill on which St Peter’s church now stands was probably an Iron Age Hill fort and the first building 

erected here was a Druidical one, Hall [1] page 9, for on the hill at Hantune Druidism had been practised 

since time immemorial. Wolfhere, King of Mercia founded a monastery here in 659 and at that time the 

Druidical place of worship may have become a minster church. In 996, Wulfrun endowed the church with 

lands at Arley, Eswecha, Wednesfield, Bilston, Essington, Hilton, Hatherton, Kincerston and Featherstone. 

This act is seen as an endowment to a recently re-founded church, perhaps the original church had been 

destroyed by the Danes in the mid 9
th

 century, Black Country SMR Report 6714 [2]. 

 

Archaeology 

Results 

Discussion 

During our search for a crypt at St Peter's, a number of other lines of investigation appeared. 

The Lane Chapel   

This is now the Memorial Chapel. 

Three limestone Statuettes. 
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Change in the floor level. 

 

Figure 1 Pulpit 1820 Noyes engraving and modern photograph 

In 1820 the pulpit had two more steps at the bottom than are visible now. The height of the first two steps 

currently is 18 inches.  Assuming the tread heights of the missing steps are the same, the floor has been 

raised 18 inches since 1820.  A comparison of the base of the column in both pictures is in agreement with 

this assertion. The change in levels probably occurred after 1837 as the plan from that time shows extra 

steps at the base of the pulpit. 
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The Crypt. 

Documentary evidence 

There is no documented evidence for a crypt at St Peter's, not even in historical or archaeological 

descriptions of the church (e.g. Christian [2]), faculties or plans.  It is surprising that Christian, who did a 

major review and repair of the church failed to mention the existence of a crypt.  Much important 

documentation has been lost or destroyed, in 1642-43 the church was damaged by parliamentary troops and 

Leveson’s royalists destroyed all the college’s records.  

A faculty for 26
th

 April 1884 which details the construction of a choir vestry, library and strong room is 

missing although some details are recorded at Lichfield (Appendix A). Church valuables are often placed in 

a crypt, was the strong room mentioned in this faculty actually the crypt? The strong room was to preserve 

registers and Church plate in the basement. Unfortunately the location of the basement is not known but it 

may be near the vestries as it could have been included in the work to build them. There should also have 

been a faculty to cover repair work to the tower in 1959, but this is missing. 

 

Physical evidence 

 

Figure 2 A plan of St Peters drawn by the Wolverhampton Boy Scouts 
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Figure 3 1837 Plan of St Peters from the Lambeth Palace Archives 

 

 

Figure 4 Detail of the Crossing 
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There is a stairway by a pillar on the north side of the aisle (adjacent to the markings B-D and C-D) which is 

no longer visible.  It is not clear whether it leads up to a lectern or down through the floor. The site is 

adjacent to the new choir stalls and there is a loose flagstone there.  There is no information as to where this 

stairway led.  Access to the pulpit is from the south aisle where there is a path through the stalls leading to a 

question mark shaped stairs.  The lower stairs are no longer visible as the floor has since been raised (Figure 

5).   

 

Figure 5 St Peters Pulpit 
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There is also a stair way to the organ loft in the south west column of the crossing (seen in Figures 4 and 6).  

It is possible that this also led underground.  

 

Figure 6 Flagstones near the SW column 

A flagstone in this area has two rings set into it and sounds hollow when tapped, as do several of its 

neighbours.  Although the floor has been raised, the flagstone with the rings suggests that access was needed 

to a deeper space. 
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The current boiler room is situated underneath the north wall of the church and is entered by means of a 

staircase close to the Lane chapel. A door leading to another staircase may also be seen in the corner. 

 

Figure 7 Entrance to the boiler room 

This room extends underneath the church towards the north aisle and may connect with the crypt.  The 

boiler occupies the far end of the room and the far wall extends almost up to the ceiling where there are a 

few gaps.  The current boiler is gas powered but the previous one used oil.  Its fuel tank is said to be behind 

this wall.. A snakescope was used to try to see past this wall. Figure 8 shows views further and further into 

the space. The asbestos top of the oil tank can be seen as well as pipes and a small stone arch. Unfortunately, 

the snakescoipe was not long enough to penetrate the space further. 
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Figure 8 Views of the space above the oil tank. 
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Figure 9 Old staircase by the Lane Chapel 
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Figure 10 Two views inside the old staircase 

In the corner by the Lane Chapel is an entrance to what was once a staircase (Figure 9). Figure 10 shows that 

it currently contains part of the ventilation system It is probably the ancient staircase that Christian[2], page 

14 describes “The walls of the south transept, especially the eastern one and the western wall of the north 

transept , are also in very bad condition externally and need speedy attention. Much damage has been 

caused to the latter by removing an ancient staircase, and by cutting into the walls for the formation of flues 

for stoves, by which the transept wall has been fractured.”  This old staircase is commonly known as Tom 

Thumb’s hole and probably extended below ground because traces of it may be seen in the ceiling of the 

boiler room. 

  



WAG Report No 45 A search for a crypt at St Peter’s Church Page 14 

 

 

Oral history 

 John Holland wrote to the church authorities in 2006 saying that he remembers being taken there on a 

school visit in 1957 (Holland [4] and Appendix C). He described the interior of the crypt, in particular, 

Norman arches and said there must be others who remember this visit.  

It is important to find independent corroboration for this statement.   

The Wolverhampton Borough conservationists state categorically that a crypt does not exist. 

Many Wolverhampton residents who were interviewed at History fairs revealed no knowledge of a crypt, 

but gave clear descriptions of the tunnels which lay in the area. 

An article in the local newspaper (the Express and Star) asking if anyone knew of the crypt produced no 

response. 

A few Wolverhampton residents described a place they called a crypt.  One recalled visiting a homeless 

person who was allowed into the crypt by the rector of the time.  He does not know Wolverhampton well but 

he remembers driving from Dudley and parking in Dudley street which, before the ring road was constructed 

would have been close to St Peter’s, (Figure 11).  It was dark when he visited but he describes an entrance 

close to the War Memorial which could have led into the crypt or the tunnels. A plan of the War Memorial 

(circa 1922) (Figure 12) shows an area under the steps leading up to St Peters which is designated to be used 

by the contractor as a foreman’s office.  This is now used by gardeners and may be the entrance used by this 

resident. 

 

Figure 11 Wolverhampton pre Ring Road 
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 Figure 12 Possible location of an entrance to underground spaces. 

Another resident from Wombourne admitted to doing his courting in this place. He described it as a large 

space but it is not known if it was the crypt or one of the tunnels which exist in that area. 

The third is waiting to be interviewed. 
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Appendix A  Faculty 26th April 1884 

Construction of vestries consisting of choir vestry, lending library and strong room.  Ref B/C/5 

This should have had an attached plan, Midlands Evening News, and the Express and Star.* (not available) 

Details from the Faculty 

‘and a strong room for preserving the registers, Church plates in the basement and open out the old doorway 

in the north wall of the church and use it as an entry to the vestries from the church. 

That the two vaults only come within the site of the proposed buildings as shown on the plan by the red 

lines. 

That is proposed to seal down the larger vault with concrete under the floor, a note of it’s position will be 

taken and preserved in the registers of the parish.** 

That it is proposed to arch over the smaller vault in the foundations and to re-erect the monument standing 

over it just outside the wall and as near as possible to the vault.’ 

 

 Might be copies at the Wolverhampton Archives 

 ** If the registers exist they will probably be at Stafford. 

Provided by Carole Griffiths from the Lichfield Archives. 
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Appendix B St Peter’s Timeline 

St Peter's Church Timeline 

  985 Ethelred II granted Lady Wulfrun land at Trescott and Wolverhampton. 

994 Lady Wulfrun gave lands to the Church of St Mary at Heantune. Run by a college of Canons. 

1053 Edward Confessor confirmed priests' possessions and monastery should be free. 

1066 Church granted to Samson who gave it to Worcester cathedral priory in 1106. 

1135 Church enters a period of great anarchy with several changes of control. 

1152-54 Became a Royal Free Chapel. Independent of Lichfield's diocesan control. Constituted as a Dean and prebendaries. 

1200 Crossing and arches supporting tower date from this time. 

1203-05 College dissolved because of corruption, abortive plans to replace it with a Cistercian monastery. 

1258 Edward III Charter to hold a weekly market and annual fair on the feast of St Peter and St Paul. 

1263 Autonomy of burgesses recognised. 

1280 Archbishop of Canterbury turned away at the doors of the church. 

1350? Chapel of our Lady and St George built. 

1368 Richard III orders an inspection because of abuses at the church. 

1440 Nave roof raised to current height N&S aisles height reduced, clerestory built. 

1450 Stone pulpit built. 

1476 Building agreement for a church tower to be extended to 120 feet ?St Peter's. WALS DS-674/2. 

1479 Edward IV united Deaneries of Wolverhampton and Windsor. 

1480 Arcaded stone pulpit. 

1500 Chapel of St Katherine and St Nicholas completed. 
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1540 Bells from Much Wenlock priory installed to replace old bells. 

1544 Choir fitted with stalls taken from Lillieshall Abbey. 

1547 Reformation sweeps away the college and turns it into a parish church. 

1550 Canons alienate much of the college's property to the Leveson family. 

1553 Queen Mary restores the college. 

1560 College becomes an Anglican institution. 

1564 Elizabeth I Charter confirms restoration of the College. 

1590 Severe fire damages St Peter's. 

1610 West gallery built. 

1635 Dean Christopher Wren purges puritans and consecrates an altar. 

1642-43 Church damaged by parliamentary troops and Leveson's royalists destroy all college's records. 

1646 College dissolved and St Peter's becomes a parish church. 

1667 Action to recover property from the Levesons fails. 

1682 Chancel rebuilt in Classical style. 

1729 More bells added to make a total of 10. 

1755 St John's marks the end of St Peter's monopoly. 

1811 Perpetual curate appointed. Legal wrangle with the Levesons abandoned. 

1836 Wolverhampton gains municipal self-government as a borough. 

1840 Cathedrals Act declares the Deanery and Royal Peculiar abolished from the death of the current Dean. 

1846 Dean Hobart dies and the Deanery is suppressed. 

1847 St Peter's Collegiate School established adjacent to the church. 

1848 College is wound up and St Peter's becomes a parish within the Lichfield diocese. 

1852-65 Church extensively restored including a new Chancel by Ewan Christian. 

1860 Father Henry Willis built a new organ. 
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1869 Faculty 29th April B/C/5 Lichfield. Remove part of N gallery, relocate organ and tombstone. 

1867 Present chancel completed in decorated Gothic style. 

1884 Faculty 26th April. 

1886 Two new vestries added. 

1914 Organ enlarged with electric bellows. 

1937 Appeal raises £10000 for the restoration of the tower. 

1968 Sanctuary re-panelled. 

1970 Organ rebuilt. 

1978 Parish of Central Wolverhampton established. 

1983 Organ restored. 

2006 Memories of St Peter's Church. John Holland. 

2007 Watching Brief NGR SO 914 987 Stoke Archaeology. Identified 19th century brick burial vault. 

2010 Assessment for a Geophysical and Archaeological Investigation. Cranfield Forensic Institute. 
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Appendix C Memories of the Crypt by J Holland 

The Crypt 

When l was a child l was taken on a school trip to St Peter's Church. One highlight of the trip was to descend 

down into the Norman crypt. We were told to take note of the dog-tooth patterns in the construction and the 

rounded Norman arches. 

 

A door to the front of the crypt admitted daylight. It is a long time ago but I am sure this door opened out 

onto what is now St Peter's square. There used to be green doors on the outside and later I seem to remember 

some electrical equipment was installed there. Now the opening is built up with stone. It is clearly new stone 

though. Someone else mentioned there was a door to the side of the church and steps down to that. This 

would have been to one side of the door facing the Lichgates. 

 

The man who accompanied us (the verger I believe) was clearly not too pleased of work soon to be carried 

out which would remove access to the crypt. The base of the tower needed to be reinforced. This was to be 

done with steel girders which would not be visible since they were to be enclosed in stone. The point where 

this reinforcement was to be installed was of the entrance to the crypt. This was a spiral staircase which went 

down to the crypt and upwards into the tower. I believe this is the door now used for access to the organ. An 

examination of that area will reveal new stone at the base beneath the much older stone. 

 

There was another entrance within the church. This entrance was behind the choir stalls and was rather like 

the entrance to a secret passage. The door was quite invisible when closed, forming port of the panelling. 

This panelling was to be replaced and when the work was being done this other entrance would be blocked 

off. There was a gap in the choir stalls and the small bench in front of the doorway was, I seem to remember 

we were told, the "bishop's stool". It was a long time ago. 

 

The verger seemed to think the only way it would be possible to enter the crypt after all this work was done 

might be, possibly, to excavate through the wall from the area where the central heating boiler was installed. 

 

The work to the church was not done secretively. For a long time there was a sign erected facing Lichfield 

Street with a "thermometer" style of graph as money was raised for the work. The name of the architect etc. 

were displayed and I am pretty sure I have seen copies of pictures of this. I have searched my own collection 

of books but it is not among them. The only one I can find is a 1937 (long before my birth) one which is 

entirely different. The work I am talking about would have been carried out either in the late 1950's or the 

early .l960's. 

 

Literature in the church nowadays foils to mention the Norman component of the church (which we were 

told was built astride on earlier church). This is a pity. The evidence of the original church must still be 

there. I have mentioned the crypt to a number of people who ought to be interested but frankly they simply 

appear not to believe it exists. I cannot be the only one who visited it. Indeed I know that at least another 

thirty were there when I did and a fair number of them must have survived to today. 

 
 


