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Heritage, civilization and oblivion in inter-war Britain: the 
case of the city churches
Ben Weinstein

William Robertson Wing, Old Medical School, University of Edinburgh, Edinburgh, UK

ABSTRACT
This essay investigates public debates over the prospective loss of 
Christopher Wren’s City of London churches as a window onto 
changing public attitudes to ‘heritage’ and historic preservation 
during the inter-war years. It argues that the Great War made a 
profound impact on the ways in which the British public engaged 
with notions of heritage and historic preservation. In particular, this 
essay claims that inter-war debates over church demolition expose 
the considerable extent to which the war popularised conceptuali-
sations of ‘heritage’ which had, since the 1870s, been entertained 
exclusively by a small cultural elite
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I

In late February, 1923 a large crowd assembled at St. Paul’s cathedral to commemorate 
the life and work of Sir Christopher Wren. The congregation, which included delegations 
from the Guildhall, the Royal Academy, the Royal Institute of British Architects, and the 
French Societe Centrale, was treated to a sermon by William Inge, the modernist Dean of 
St. Paul’s. Inge praised Wren’s polymath genius, characterised Wren’s buildings as 
supreme embodiments of English Renaissance culture, and contrasted the ‘sane and 
sensible’ dignity of Wren’s architecture to the excesses and follies of the Victorian 
Gothic. Yet this celebration, like so many other inter-war commemorations of the 
English past, was tinged with foreboding. The so-called ‘gloomy dean’ concluded his 
sermon by issuing a stark warning on the immanent dangers faced by Wren’s buildings. 
‘It is only too probable’, claimed Inge, ‘that another European war will see the end of this 
[St. Paul’s] and of many other memorials of Wren’s genius’.1

The St. Paul’s memorial service was the first in a series of festivities organised jointly 
by the R.I.B.A., the London Society, and the Public Record Office to commemorate the 
bicentenary of Wren’s death. The succeeding fortnight played host to banquets, special 
exhibitions, walking tours of Wren’s buildings, fancy dress parties, the establishment of 
the Wren Society, and the initiation of a multi-volume work dedicated to reproducing 
Wren’s drawings and letters.2 Enthusiasm for Wren’s architectural legacy had been 
growing over the preceding two decades, as part of a broader ‘Edwardian baroque’ 
sensibility which celebrated an English neo-classical cannon extending well beyond 
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Wren and encompassing the likes of Jones and Vanbrugh. The 1897 publication of 
Reginald Blomfield’s A history of Renaissance architecture in England, which has often 
been characterised as a foundational text for this new sensibility, placed Wren at the very 
epicentre of the English baroque. Indeed, the Edwardian baroque, as articulated by the 
likes of Blomfield, Bolton and Lutyens, was so closely associated with admiration for 
Wren that it came to be known as the ‘Wrenaisasance’.3 The Wren bicentenary repre-
sented the culmination of this growing tide of admiration. For two weeks Wren was 
publicly remembered as a visionary and a national treasure; his architectural legacy was 
celebrated as the material embodiment of ‘Englishness’ and was said to speak to the 
English people in ‘a language that they recognized as their own’.4 Looming over each of 
these celebrations, commemorations, and remembrances, however, was a spectre of loss 
and oblivion. One finds the surveyor of St. Paul’s, Mervyn Macartney, for instance, 
praising the architectural triumphs of Wren’s City churches in a public lecture only to 
close his presentation by noting, with a resigned certainty, that many of these buildings 
would soon disappear. Sir Aston Webb’s public celebrations of Wren’s legacy were 
similarly dampened by his firm belief that, in a generation or two, London would be 
deprived of St. Paul’s.5 This foreboding was fed by a deep interwar anxiety over the 
precariousness of civilisation itself. As Richard Overy has emphasised, the inter-war years 
were plagued by an ‘infectious, almost self-indulgent disillusionment with the present’ 
and a uniquely morbid culture which fixated on and elaborated numerous scenarios of 
civilisational collapse.6 Anxieties over the loss of ‘ancient’ and historically significant 
buildings were further encouraged by the emergence of a widespread belief that, in the 
event of a renewed war, London would surely be subjected to aerial assault.7 However, 
the prospect of renewed European hostilities was not the only, and indeed perhaps not 
the primary, source of this pessimism. The fears voiced by Macartney, Webb and many 
others were also at least partly caused by concerns over the threats posed by home-grown 
‘vandalism’ and the ongoing drive for urban development.8

This essay investigates public debates over the prospective loss, through either planned 
demolition or aerial assault, of Wren’s City of London churches as a window onto 
changing public attitudes to ‘heritage’ and historic preservation during the inter-war 
years. It argues that the Great War made a profound impact on the ways in which the 
British public engaged with notions of heritage and historic preservation. In particular, 
this essay claims that inter-war debates over church demolition expose the considerable 
extent to which the war popularised conceptualisations of ‘heritage’ which had, since the 
1870s, been entertained exclusively by a small cultural elite. The experience of the war 
was central to this attitudinal transformation. The profound destructiveness of the war 
encouraged the British public to cherish and take steps to protect emblems of national 
identity and heritage. Although much has been written about the inter-war culture of 
‘memorialisation’, historians have been curiously silent on the impact of war in trans-
forming public attitudes towards ‘heritage’ and historic building preservation.9 

Moreover, ‘memorialisation’ has generally been taken to mean the erection of new 
structures rather than the protection of existing ones. Astrid Swenson’s excellent account 
of the rise of heritage in Britain, France and Germany, for instance, ends on the eve of the 
Great War, and Miles Glendinning’s longue duree survey of European conservationism 
focuses on the scale of inter-war reconstruction rather than on the new conservationist 
attitudes and ideologies which such reconstruction helped bring into being.10 Indeed, 
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much of the extant historiography of preservationism focuses either on the Victorian 
origins of the preservationist movement or the post-world war two emergence of 
a mature ‘heritage industry’.11

If, as Overy, Eksteins, Lawrence and many others have argued, the inter-war years 
played host to heightened anxieties over the near-term collapse of ‘civilization’, then 
debates over the prospective demolition or preservation of Wren’s City churches – which 
were repeatedly described as supreme physical embodiments of English ‘civilization’ – 
cut right to the core of the inter-war culture of ‘morbidity’. These debates suggest that, 
unlike Overy’s intellectual elite, the broader British public did not passively accept the 
inevitability of civilisational demise. Rather, the overwhelming public support for pro-
tecting and preserving Wren’s City architectural legacy on ‘heritage’ principles suggests 
that the inter-war generation believed it could mitigate and manage, if not stave off 
altogether, the impact of ‘civilizational decline’. These debates also suggest that the war 
played an important role in enabling ‘cultural flow’ by displacing utilitarian arguments in 
favour of urban development and by generating a new popular concern with cultural 
stewardship. The wars of the twentieth-century have long been considered important 
vehicles for transnational cultural diffusion. Much has been written, for instance, on the 
dynamics of ‘Americanization’ in the wake of both world wars.12 However, the cultural 
flows occasioned by these conflicts were not entirely transnational. Some took place 
across social classes, and within a domestic frame. In some respects the first war 
balkanised society – for instance, by further alienating modernist intellectuals from the 
mass of the population – and inhibited the exchange of values and culture between 
distinct social groupings.13 Moreover, as Ross McKibbin’s work has shown, war was 
profoundly destabilising to existing matrices of domestic cultural authority. Indeed, the 
war delivered a knockout blow to a landed elite whose cultural, economic and political 
influence had been in decline for nearly half a century by the outbreak of hostilities.14 

However, the inter-war years also witnessed the cross-class diffusion of some important 
ideas, values and attitudes which had recently been marginal to the broad public. The 
emergence of a new popular discourse of national heritage was an outcome of just such 
diffusion. The dynamics by which such values were transmitted from a vanguard of 
cultural elites to the general populace during this period have received insufficient 
attention.

II

Inter-war pessimism over the fate of Wren’s City churches was fuelled as much by recent 
history as by grim visions of the world to come. Between 1860 and 1904, over one third of 
this ‘family of buildings’ had been demolished at the behest of an evangelical Anglican 
establishment eager to redirect the limited resources of the church away from maintain-
ing empty buildings (however beautiful and historically significant) and towards 
a missionary drive to save souls in the rapidly growing, under-provisioned, and worry-
ingly ‘Godless’, metropolitan suburbs. Starting with Bishop Blomfield in the 1850s, 
a succession of Bishops of London had argued that the City, which experienced rapid 
depopulation from the mid-19th century, was scandalously ‘over-churched’, and that the 
demolition of the City churches and the sale of their freeholds would fund church 
expansion where it was most needed. The Benefices Act of 1860 enabled the demolition 
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of no fewer than fourteen City churches, most of which had been rebuilt by Wren 
between the 1670s and 80s. Although prominent cultural critics, including both Morris 
and Ruskin, decried these demolitions as acts of vandalism and crimes against national 
patrimony, the late-Victorian public remained unconvinced that heritage considerations 
alone could ever justify the preservation of buildings which had outlived their 
usefulness.15 This programme of demolition was completed in March, 1904 when 
St. George, Botolph Lane, which had been rebuilt by Wren in 1674, came down and 
was united with St. Mary-at-Hill. The disappearance of this church, which had been 
closed for a decade prior to its demolition, went un-mourned, despite its associations 
with William Beckford (whose remains were interred in the church) and its once 
‘picturesque and dignified appearance’.16

In the wake of St. George’s demolition, the movement for City church demolition lay 
dormant for a decade and a half, until it was revived in the immediate aftermath of the 
First World War. The 1917 decision to call City of London rectors away from their 
parishes and put them into national service (under the terms of the Ecclesiastical Services 
Act) revived the question of whether stretched church resources would be best utilised by 
returning these clergymen to their empty parishes in the wake of hostilities or, alterna-
tively, by extending the commitments of the church in the metropolitan suburbs. The 
Bishop of London, Arthur Winnington-Ingram, who had himself been a leading mis-
sionary in Bethnal Green during the 1890s, considered this question to be important 
enough to merit a special commission on the future of the City parishes.

The nine member commission, chaired by the eminent jurist Lord Phillimore and 
composed of Anglican clergymen, members of the City Common Council, lay church-
men, and architectural experts, gave its bold, and highly controversial, answer to this 
question in 1919. The Report of the City of London Churches Commission, which was 
published and distributed by the Society for the Promotion of Christian Knowledge, 
betrayed the missionary principles of its initiator and publisher. In the first place, the 
Report suggested that the City be divided into four Anglican administrative districts, each 
with its own resident rector and four resident assistant clergy. This reduction in the 
number of City clergy would save the church £24,000 per year while also ensuring the 
existence of no less than eighteen resident City clergymen. It would also enable 
a corresponding reduction in the number of City churches. The Report’s second recom-
mendation, therefore, was that nineteen churches be demolished and their sites sold at 
market value. These sales would raise, at the very minimum, £1,695,620 which could be 
used to fund church extension elsewhere in the metropolis.17 Such recommendations 
made familiar reading for those who, like the octogenarian Edwin Freshfield, had 
participated in the late-Victorian fight to save the City churches. Thirteen of the nineteen 
condemned churches had been designed by Wren [Table 1]. Many of these, including 
St. Mary-at-Hill and St. Alban, Wood Street, had been scheduled for demolition by the 
Benefice Commissioners during the 1860s and 70s, but a significant number had not. 
Widely admired churches such as St. Michael, Cornhill and St. Vedast, Foster Lane, for 
instance, faced the prospect of demolition for the first time.

The Commission’s recommendations aroused a storm of protest, but found favour 
among a small core of Anglican evangelicals which included the suffragan Bishop of 
Stepney and secretary of the London Diocesan Home Mission George Forrest Browne, 
the missionary lecturer rev. George William Hudson Shaw, and the National Assembly of 
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the Church of England member Major J.D. Birchill, who, in 1922, reminded Hugh Cecil 
that ‘the church cannot afford to maintain historical buildings at the expense of thou-
sands of men and women who have no building at all within which to worship’.18 This 
sentiment was echoed by many within the evangelical community. The Dean of Durham, 
James Welldon, for instance, confessed in 1922 that he should ‘not feel able to support 
a movement for the preservation of the City churches at all costs in view of the great 
spiritual destitution which threatens certain parts of the country, especially perhaps the 
suburbs of London’, while A.F. Buxton argued publicly that human souls ‘are worth more 
than bricks, and if a sacrifice, even of the best bricks, helps men to the highest spiritual 
life, the bricks must go’.19

Sydney Holland, the 2nd Viscount Knutsford, who was perhaps the most outspoken 
advocate of City church demolition during the inter-war period, shared this perspective 
but injected it with a greater emphasis on efficiency. Although Knutsford lamented 
London’s unsaved souls, his case for further demolition grew primarily out of an aversion 
to City ‘waste’. During the 1890s Knutsford had improved medical provision at the 
Poplar and London hospitals by removing administrative inefficiencies and modernising 
managerial practices.20 By the inter-war period, he had come to believe that the diocese of 
London was equally in need of reform. The condition of the City churches, claimed 
Knutsford, comprised ‘a shameful waste of money, and . . . the public have only got to 
realize the facts to insist that this waste shall be ended’.21 This efficiency agenda opened 
Knutsford to charges of utilitarianism, and in fact Knutsford acknowledged that his 
critics regarded him as a ‘mere empty headed utilitarian who cares nothing for beauty 
and nothing for antiquity’.22 For that matter, even some supporters of the 1919 
Commission report regarded Knutsford as over-zealous in his commitment to church 
demolition. As the prebendary of St. Paul’s put it in his correspondence with Knutsford, 
‘your aim is, I gather, to pull down as many churches as possible because you regard them 
as useless. We, though prepared to let some go, want to retain as many as possible in the 
belief that they are wanted’.23

Table 1. List of churches chosen by the Phillimore commission 
for demolition (1919). Starred churches designed by Wren.

(1) All Hallow’s, Lombard street*
(2) St. Alban, Wood street*
(3) St. Anne and St. Agnes, Aldersgate*
(4) St. Clement, Eastcheap*
(5) St. Dunstan-in-the-East, Eastcheap*
(6) St. Magnus the Martyr, London Bridge*
(7) St. Mary Aldermanbury*
(8) St. Mary-at-Hill, Eastcheap*
(9) St. Michael, Cornhill*

(10) St. Michael Royal, Queen Victoria street*
(11) St. Nicholas Cole Abby*
(12) St. Stephen, Coleman street*
(13) St. Vedast, Foster Lane*
(14) All Hallow’s, London Wall
(15) St. Botolph, Aldgate
(16) St. Botolph, Aldersgate
(17) St. Dunstan-in-the-West, Fleet street
(18) St. Katherine Coleman
(19) St. Mary Woolnoth, Lombard street
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Although Knutsford certainly did not advocate indiscriminate demolition, he was, as 
Ellison suggests, markedly unsentimental about the churches. Knutsford’s views on the 
churches of Lombard Street provide an illustration of this attitude. In 1921, three 
churches occupied sites on Lombard Street. On the north side of the street, close to 
Gracechurch Street, stood Wren’s ‘lighthouse church’, St. Edmund the King and Martyr. 
At the corner of Lombard Street and King William Street stood Hawksmoor’s Baroque 
masterpiece St. Mary’s Woolnoth. Finally, at the corner of Lombard Street and 
Gracechurch Street stood Wren’s so-called ‘hidden church’ of All Hallow’s. In 
Knutsford’s view, Lombard Street, which runs a mere 250 yards in length, was indefen-
sibly over-churched, regardless of the heritage claims and beauty of the churches which 
stood alongside it. Indeed, Knutsford regarded as a scandal the fact that these churches 
occupied ‘the most valuable sites in the country’ and yet stood empty. Knutsford’s 
solution to this scandal was the immediate demolition of both the much loved 
St. Mary’s and All Hallow’s, which was widely admired for its exquisite interior and its 
historical associations with John Wesley.24 When, as a result of this proposal, Knutsford 
was charged with ‘vandalism’ he simply suggested that those arguing for the preservation 
of these churches should ‘avoid being hysterically sentimental about keeping a building 
simply because it is old’.25

Five years later, when a measure was put before Parliament with the aim of inaugu-
rating a new round of City church removals, Knutsford spoke forcefully in support of the 
legislation, claiming that the waste of the City parochial system made his ‘blood boil’.26 

The measure which Knutsford so passionately supported aimed to radically alter the 
process by which benefice unions (and therefore City church demolition) would be 
secured. According to the terms of the proposed measure, the Bishop of London would 
first choose a church for demolition, and ‘give notice’ to the Royal Fine Art Commission 
and the Metropolitan Benefices Board. Any objections made by these bodies would be 
considered, but would not be binding. Then a special five person commission would be 
appointed. Two members would be appointed by the Standing Committee of the 
Diocesan Conference of London; two would be appointed by the City Common 
Council; and the chairman (with deciding vote) would be appointed by the Lord 
Chancellor. In the event that the commission approved the particular scheme for 
removal, an array of public bodies (including RIBA, the Society of Antiquaries, and 
other ‘preservationist’ organisations) would be notified. Were any of these bodies to 
object to the scheme, the matter would be referred to the Metropolitan Benefices Board 
(which would be composed of nine ecclesiastical appointees, five appointees representing 
‘heritage organizations’, seven City Corporation appointees, and fourteen independent 
members). The majority vote of this Board would have final authority to enact or deny 
the scheme. Vestry consent, which had for such a long time been considered the chief 
obstacle to demolition, was to be abandoned altogether.27

Within Parliament, this measure met with an extraordinary level of opposition, almost 
all of which was founded on the heritage claims of the churches. Sir Martin Conway 
summarised the opposition to the measure by claiming that ‘we wish to put these 
churches once and for all beyond the reach of the covetousness of anyone. We wish 
them to be set up once and for all as national monuments’. Sir Vansittart Bowater decried 
the measure as ‘confiscation in its worst form’ of ‘standing monuments in the history of 
the City of London’ which should be regarded as inviolable national patrimony. Charles 
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Ammon agreed, claiming that the City churches ‘belong to the community; they are part 
of our architectural legacy and our great spiritual heritage’.28 Remarkably, some suppor-
ters of the measure were equally driven by heritage concerns. Hugh Cecil, for example, 
argued that the measure would actually make church demolition more difficult, and 
would safeguard the most beautiful and historically important churches through greater 
input from heritage organisations.29 Crucially, heritage considerations were charac-
terised by parliamentary opponents of the measure as equally underpinning popular 
opposition to further City church demolition. The Earl of Crawford, for one, took 
succour from his belief that ‘public opinion is assuming a very strong and decided 
attitude about the destruction of older buildings. The fact is our losses have been so 
great and have been so little realized while they were going on, that we are only now just 
beginning to estimate the real measure of our loss’.30 Viscount Peel, meanwhile, similarly 
claimed that ‘growing masses of His Majesty’s subjects are becoming more and more 
sensitive in these matters, more and more devoted to ancient buildings and more and 
more determined to stand up for them from whatever corner an attack may be made 
upon them’. Peel’s advice to the Bishop was clear: ‘respect a great and deep force of public 
opinion . . . let the churches stand’.31

Although it passed the Lords (owing to clerical support), the 1926 measure was 
soundly defeated in the Commons by a ratio of five votes to one. Moreover, the tenor 
of Parliamentary opposition to the new scheme was mirrored in the public debate. The 
Corporation of London petitioned Parliament as ‘representatives of the general body of 
citizens of London’ with the intention of conveying the ‘great mass of public opposition’ 
to the scheme. Revealingly, the Corporation petition ignored the spiritual claims of the 
churches, while giving special emphasis to heritage considerations. ‘The churches in the 
City of London’, argued the petition, ‘cannot be regarded solely from the point of view of 
their use for purposes of church services; they are national memorials of the antiquity 
which renders the City a magnet of attraction to the world at large. Many of them are the 
product of the genius of Sir Christopher Wren, whose name alone should be their 
protection’.32 The recent bicentennial of Wren’s death, and the establishment of the 
Wren Society, had done a great deal to enhance public recognition of this ‘genius’.33

The recommendations of the Phillimore Report, however, seem to have had an even 
more profound effect on public attitudes towards the churches. The Report’s publication 
unleashed an immense wave of popular sentiment for the churches. The Daily Mirror, for 
one, pronounced itself to be ‘astonished’ at the scale of the ‘storm of indignant protests’ 
provoked by the Report.34 The high-church Church Times, which had opposed City 
church demolition from its first issue in 1863, was very pleased to note the popularity 
of this perspective. ‘For many years we stood almost alone in our defence of them [the 
City churches]’, ran a Church Times editorial of 1920, ‘the daily Press cared little or 
nothing about the matter; today we find ourselves for once on the popular side’.35 

Crucially, however, the popular sentiment for City church preservation was almost 
entirely underpinned by ‘heritage’, rather than spiritual, considerations.

Throughout May, 1920 newspapers were deluged by letters of outrage over the 
Report’s recommendations. ‘The history of London is closely interwoven with these 
churches’, wrote one correspondent to the Daily Chronicle, ‘to remove any one of them 
would be an act of vandalism, and would greatly impoverish the historical associations of 
this premier city’.36 This was a widely shared view. Correspondents to the Daily Mail, 
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Morning Post, and City Press, for instance, suggested that further City church demolition 
would destroy the very ‘soul of the great City’ by erasing its historical identity for the sake 
of shallow and vulgar expediency, and that such a course of action would forever 
discredit a ‘generation which has wiped away history this ruthlessly’.37 Indeed, this 
concern for the condemnation of posterity and a corresponding awareness of the 
obligation that each generation has to safeguard historical monuments for future gen-
erations, shot through much of the debate over the Report recommendations. In the 
words of one correspondent to the Saturday Review, ‘every generation should provide for 
itself, and not one has the right to rob posterity of heirlooms which any capital might be 
proud to possess’.38 As this perspective suggests, advocates of City church preservation 
had by the 1920s almost completely discarded the view that these ‘heirlooms’ should be 
retained as places of worship. Rather, the City churches had come to be valued almost 
exclusively as historical texts. ‘For purely religious purposes as measured by the numbers 
who use them, these churches have largely lost their value’, conceded a correspondent to 
the Observer, but ‘to admit this does not in any way lessen the incontestable value of most 
of those now in question as works of art representative of the most interesting aesthetic 
phase in our national life, and which, as such, demands their preservation’.39 Similar 
letters appeared in provincial papers. ‘Those churches may or may not have congrega-
tions, but that is not the point’, claimed a reader of the Manchester Dispatch, ‘those 
churches are the nation’s . . . these buildings are history in stone, and at least show us the 
ideas and ideals of our forefathers as not lecture can’.40

Many observers of the public protest against City church demolition commented on 
this new centrality of heritage consideration. The Times, for instance, noted in late May, 
1920 that public comment had been almost entirely concentrated on the ‘prospective loss 
to the nation, to the City, to the church, to architecture, and to posterity’ that further 
church demolition would occasion.41 The Westminster Gazette, meanwhile, claimed that

the movement for the defence of the City churches from destruction is already formidable. It 
will grow. The pride of the Londoner in the architectural beauties of the City that remain 
from other days may not find daily expression, but it exists. There are churches, no doubt, 
which could be removed without loss to the appearance of the City - with some gain possibly 
- but about these cling associations that men will not willingly sacrifice. It is certain that 
none of the churches will come down without a strong protest.42

The editorial positions promoted by numerous newspapers betrayed a similarly heigh-
tened concern over heritage considerations. The Sunday Evening Telegram regarded the 
Report recommendations as ‘clerical vandalism’ and argued that the true value of City 
churches lay in their status as irreplaceable ‘monuments of the history of London’, rather 
than in their usefulness as places of worship.43 The Daily Mail similarly claimed that the 
City churches were not ‘merely shrines of devotion’, but more importantly the ‘living 
records of worthies dead and gone’. The demolition of these living records, claimed the 
Mail, would constitute ‘an outrage upon history’ and a dereliction of stewardship over 
national patrimony. This had long been an important part of the preservationist case 
against City church demolition. During the 1870s William Morris and others had 
emphasised the rootedness of the churches and their essential associations with particular 
parishes, and even particular plots of land. Removal and relocation of the churches would 
necessarily compromise their value as historical texts, and would have the effect of 
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erasing the City’s ‘living history’. Morris and other late-Victorian critics of demolition 
were equally horrified by the prospect that the churches would be replaced by inappro-
priately commercial buildings.44 Interestingly, although the noted architectural journalist 
Lawrence Weaver bemoaned the replacement of churches with commercial buildings, 
few 20th century observers shared this fear. The inter-war movement for church pre-
servation was motivated by a desire to retain historic fabric rather than by an aesthetic 
revulsion to commerce and modernity. If the story of churches was obliterated by their 
removal, it would not matter what new story took its place. ‘We are, in truth’, claimed the 
Mail, ‘trustees of the treasures of art and history which have come down to us. We shall 
do less than our duty if we do not hand them on to our sons as we received them from our 
fathers. We ought to have no more power to destroy historical monuments than to 
destroy human life’.45 The Inquirer agreed, claiming that, although it was a ‘pity’ to see so 
many churches devoid of congregations, it was nonetheless ‘a worse pity that men’s heads 
and hearts should be destitute of thoughts rooted in the storied past, and leave no place 
for tender memories of their fathers’.46 These same concerns were promoted even by 
development-oriented building trade journals. The Contract Journal, for example, 
regarded the demolition scheme as inimical to the City’s ‘historic value and associations’, 
and claimed that the church was merely a trustee of these buildings whereas the nation 
was their actual owner.47

In this atmosphere, the work of conservationist organisations began to receive wide-
spread public support and recognition. The Society for the Protection of Ancient 
Buildings, for instance, benefited greatly from its stout defence of the City churches. 
The Secretary of the SPAB, A.R. Powys, claimed in the immediate wake of the Report’s 
publication that ‘so great is the opposition that already individuals have applied for 
membership of the Society for the sole purpose of preventing the destruction of these 
historic churches’.48 After placing a series of letters in the Times emphasising the heritage 
claims of the threatened churches, Powys received many letters of thanks from like- 
minded members of the public. ‘I am glad that your society is taking up the question of 
the preservation of our historic churches’, wrote one admirer, ‘please fight for them all’.49 

The SBAP did indeed fight for them all out of a strong conviction that, as Hugh Cecil and 
A.R. Powys put it, ‘the City churches together form a single monument, and the removal 
of any one of them will seriously detract from the value of the whole’.50 The SPAB was 
not alone in this view. Nor, must it be said, did the SPAB stand alone in its fight to save 
Wren’s churches.51 In the wake of the Report’s publication the London Society, the 
Society of Antiquaries, the National Trust, and RIBA, among other organisations, joined 
with the SPAB to advocate the preservation of the remaining City churches and to 
enhance public appreciation of these ‘irreplaceable monuments of the past’. In March, 
1921 these organisations came together at a conference hosted by the Royal Academy of 
Arts to comment on the Phillimore Report and lobby the Bishop of London against its 
recommendations. The conference unanimously, and in the strongest terms, denounced 
plans for any further City church demolition, and claimed that this view had broad public 
support. More than this, the conference suggested that only the complete preservation of 
the City churches would safeguard the status of other historic monuments. ‘We are well 
aware’, declared the conference chairman, Aston Webb, ‘that there is already throughout 
the country a tendency to destroy ancient remains . . . if London were to set an example of 
such wholesale destruction as is now proposed, it would, in our opinion, have a fatal 
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effect over the kingdom at large, and lead to the disappearance of much that is 
precious’.52 Given the popularity of this view, these organisations took care to keep 
their agitations open to the public. The British Archaeological Association and the 
London and Middlesex Archaeological Society, for instance, led public visitations of 
the ‘condemned’ churches and gave lectures on their histories.53 The London Society 
gave public lectures on the threatened churches which were illustrated with lantern 
slides.54 The Society of Antiquaries led public protests against the ‘incomparable act of 
vandalism’ proposed by the Report.55 Moreover, representatives of the SPAB contributed 
to all of these efforts at raising public awareness. Powys, for instance, assisted the British 
Archaeological Association church visitations by lecturing on the merits of St. Mary, 
Woolnoth.56 ‘Every public body that counts has turned to rend the report of the 
commission upon its destructive side’, noted the Daily Telegraph in June, 1921, ‘there 
is being put up such a fight for the retention of the churches as never had been fought for 
these buildings in the past, when the demolitionists had their own way’.57

III

The public attitude towards church demolition underwent a dramatic transformation 
between 1860 and 1920. Throughout the late-Victorian period, the British public was 
largely apathetic to the future of the City churches. Late-Victorian preservationists had 
been discouraged and frustrated, if not altogether surprised, by the scale of this apathy. 
‘If’, wrote one critic of church demolition in 1884, ‘public opinion was properly aroused 
on the subject in London, and a very moderate amount of agitation got up, there would 
be a cessation of these disgraceful vandalisms’.58 Although A.E. Daniell claimed in 1898 
to detect ‘early signs’ that the ‘public mind is awakening to a sense of the wanton 
barbarism’ of City church demolition, the ‘public mind’ nonetheless remained largely 
alienated, right through the Edwardian years, from the heritage agenda promoted by 
preservationist organisations.59

The Great War acted as a necessary catalyst for attitudinal transformation. In the 
first place, and most obviously, the war heightened public sensitivity to loss of any 
kind, but especially to the self-inflicted loss of ‘civilization’. In a ‘morbid age’ domi-
nated by anxieties over civilisational collapse, ornaments of civilisational achievement 
became sacred.60 The intensely urgent tone of opposition to church demolition 
between 1920 and 1926 illustrates the scale of this anxiety. So, for that matter, does 
Aston Webb’s fear that City church demolition would ultimately lead to the disap-
pearance of ‘much that is precious . . . in the kingdom at large’.61 During the 1920s, 
opposition to City church demolition frequently invoked war-related loss to justify its 
position. ‘If German air bombs had laid nineteen of the old City churches in the dust’, 
asked Wilfred Whitten in the wake of the Report’s publication, ‘what would Londoners 
have felt and what would they have said? Who could have measured their grief and 
anger?’ And yet, Whitten noted with dismay, ‘to-day these spiritual sheepfolds are 
threatened with a more complete destruction by their own shepherds’.62 One finds this 
line of argument almost everywhere the fate of the City churches was debated. The 
architect Sir Banister Fletcher, for instance, claimed at a gathering of the City Livery 
Club that the Report proposal was even more ‘barbaric’ than the ‘Hun air raids’; 
a correspondent to the Record argued that ‘if in 1914–18 seventeen bombs had 
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removed the seventeen churches recommended for demolition, we should have heard 
a good deal about the wickedness, sacrilege, etc. of the depraved Germans’; an 
‘astounded’ City churchwarden observed that ‘the Huns in all their cruel destructive-
ness did not destroy nineteen churches in one place’; the rector of St. Peter, Cornhill 
decried that ‘one would have thought that four or five years of ghastly destructiveness 
would have exhausted its horror, without the Bolshevist microbe undermining the 
splendid foundations of the piety of the past’.63 One also finds a plethora of editorials 
in Country Life, the Architect and other respectable journals, which argued that 
Phillimore’s demolition proposals invoked the spirit of German disregard for the fruits 
of French and Belgian civilisation.64 The war veteran Spencer Secretan was sufficiently 
moved by these considerations to donate a small sum to the SBAP in support of their 
defence of the churches. ‘As one who served in the Royal Navy during the war to 
preserve our land from being turned into a wilderness by the Huns’ Secretan wrote to 
Powys, ‘it is a great shock to find our own vandals want to destroy what has survived 
the Hun’s air raids’.65

The scale of human loss occasioned by the war also contributed to the success of the 
heritage agenda. The culture of ‘memorialisation’ which emerged in the wake of the 
Great War popularised A.H. Mackmurdo’s earlier concern that City church demoli-
tion would erase from the public memory another story of national loss and rebirth.66 

In addition to memorialising ‘the great dead’, as William Morris put it, the City 
churches also preserved the story of London’s greatest catastrophe. The churches 
were, in Mackmurdo’s view, shrines and monuments to a greater and more confident 
age. During the inter-war years this view came to be widely held. The Spectator 
articulated precisely this perspective in June, 1920: ‘we are at the present moment 
disputing over the memorials to our fallen in the war. Are we to expect that in 
400 years’ time the authorities will be busying themselves with throwing away their 
remains, because the sites of their burial places have become too valuable to be 
retained for their sacred purpose?’67 One sees this conceptualisation of the City 
churches as ‘memorials’ in the popular resistance, during the 1920s, to suggestions 
that the City churches be re-built elsewhere. According to the Building News, the only 
course of action more ridiculous than destroying these ‘shrines of civic history’ would 
have been to remove them to the suburbs stone by stone.68 Indeed, in Aston Webb’s 
view, this would be nothing less than ‘dishonest’.69 Removal and re-erection was 
considered to be dishonest precisely because the City churches had come to be 
understood as rooted memorials which would lose all meaning if removed from 
their essential context.

There can be little doubt that during the inter-war years the scale of popular opposi-
tion to City church demolition was partly a result of changing tastes. By the 1920ʹs, 
Gothic architecture had become decidedly unfashionable, and the British public was 
beginning to show a greater appreciation of late Renaissance and Georgian structures and 
styles.70 Moreover, many Edwardians were eager to characterise their parents’ genera-
tion, which had venerated the Gothic and denigrated classical modes, as myopic, un- 
cultured, and prone to vandalism.71 Strachey’s Eminent Victorians, which had been 
published in 1918, was just one illustration of this anti-Victorianism among many. Yet 
the intensity of early-20th century defences of the City churches was more directly the 
result of a broader change in popular attitudes towards the preservation of historically 
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significant structures. The late-Victorian British public had been either indifferent or 
indeed antagonistic towards the preservation of the City churches. In a heavily evange-
lised culture, the empty City churches comprised a scandal. In addition to being 
indicative of spiritual malaise and the worst sort of ecclesiastical waste and corruption, 
the churches embodied, for many Victorians, the failure to civilise the urban ‘residuum’. 
Calls for the preservation of these buildings were taken to be symptomatic of these 
failings. Ironically, most advocates of City church preservation were motivated by the 
same spiritual concerns entertained by the advocates of demolition.

IV

The Great War revolutionised popular attitudes towards the City churches. Prior to the 
war, champions of church demolition had been able to effectively present themselves as 
defenders of Christian civilisation against the onslaught of materialism and social 
irresponsibility. In the wake of the war, this mantle was taken over by those advocating 
preservation. Although the concerns of the demolitionists remained essentially 
unchanged, public support for demolition evaporated. More than this, a popular venera-
tion for stone over souls emerged. Spiritual arguments for the retention of the churches 
also disappeared during the 1920s. Heritage claims replaced such spiritual considerations 
almost completely. If the scale of loss occasioned by the war made this possible, so did the 
‘spiritualization’ of heritage claims which sat easily within the emerging culture of 
memorialisation. Indeed, the impact of war on the popularisation of heritage-based 
arguments for City church preservation can scarcely be overstated.

What the Great War initiated, the Second World War completed. Nineteen of 
Wren’s City churches were either damaged or destroyed in the course of the Blitz. 
Thirteen were damaged or destroyed on the night of 29 December 1940alone. This 
devastation revived the City churches’ historical associations with trial and renewal, 
and enhanced their status as emblems of British resistance and totems of English 
national identity. This status was strengthened through their ‘family relationship’ to 
St. Paul’s Cathedral, which, from the wide circulation of Herbert Mason’s iconic blitz 
photograph, became a ‘visual token of nothing short of civilization itself’.72 Although 
open to a variety of readings and uses, the photograph’s potent visual cocktail of 
Christian rectitude, the resilience of national institutions, and physical devastation 
was easily transferable to an appreciation of St. Paul’s ‘children’. Consequently, many 
of the earliest attempts at cataloguing the destruction of the blitz emphasised the 
damage done to the City churches. This emphasis on the churches was especially 
significant at a time when press coverage of blitz damage was censored and photo-
graphic evidence was difficult to come by. James Pope-Hennessey’s widely admired 
History under Fire, for instance, devoted the lion’s share of its pages to the plight of the 
City churches, and meditated at some length on parallels between the blitz and the 
great fire of 1666. Although Pope-Hennessy acknowledged significant differences in 
scale, he nonetheless found many compelling points of similarity.73 Indeed, references 
to a ‘second fire of London’ were common across the newspaper and periodical press.74 

War had revived the City churches’ place in a narrative of national catastrophe, survival 
and renewal. It also enhanced the memorial function of the churches. In the wake of 
the blitz, many, including Hugh Casson and J.M. Richards, argued that what was left of 
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the ruined churches should stand largely unaltered as poignant, living memorials of 
both loss and survival.75 The Illustrated London News agreed, laying special emphasis 
on the strange beauty of Wren’s gutted churches.76 Indeed, many contemporaries were 
convinced that such destruction had enhanced the value (and, in some cases, the 
beauty) of the City churches.77 Nikolaus Pevsner, for one, recognised the role played 
by wartime destruction in popularising heritage appreciation of significant buildings 
generally, and the City churches in particular. Writing in the Burlington Magazine in 
the immediate wake of the blitz, Pevsner mourned the loss of so many fine buildings, 
but claimed that such loss would transform attitudes to those buildings which survived. 
‘If such a revival of affection’, wrote Pevsner, ‘for the vast English heritage of archi-
tectural beauty and dignity is to be the outcome of the annihilation which faces us . . . 
then we shall be able to say of the buildings that perished, that they did not die in 
vain’.78 In 1946, given this new status and new function, the Church of England finally 
ended its nearly century-long push for City church removal.79 Four years later, each of 
the remaining City churches was given Grade I listed status. The transformation was 
complete.
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