
History of the Belfrey
& our l i fe today



Hello! Welcome to St Michael le Belfrey 
Church. We hope you enjoy your visit. 
This leaflet gives you some details about 
our building, pointing you to some of the 
most interesting areas, and also tells you  
about  our life as a worshiping community.

Christians have been worshiping God in York 
since Roman times, and there has been a 
church on this site since the 8th century. St 

Michael’s was first built as a chapel for the Minster and then became a church for the 
people living nearby. The “le Belfrey” either refers to the Minster belfry next door or to 
an older church on this site which had a bell tower. The current building was completed 
between 1525 and 1537 (in the reign of Henry VIII) and the only alterations since 
then have been the addition of a bell tower in 1848 (a replica of the earliest known bell 
tower, first depicted in 1705), and the removal of adjoining houses in Petergate in 1857.

As you walk down the central aisle of the church 
you can see the pillars in front of you, at the top of 
which are angels holding shields with Henry VIII’s 
crown and keys or crossed swords, the symbols 
of St Peter and St Paul. The pews were added 
by the Victorians. They are filled each Sunday 
with our church family  of  all  ages, worshiping 
and enjoying being together.   Under your feet 
as you walk down the aisle is a dark marble 
slab which is believed to be an old communion 
table brought here in 1617. This was given to St Michael’s by the Minster at that time and 
reminds us that we still share a good working relationship with our large church neighbour!

In front of you at the end of the aisle the large 
wooden screen (the reredos) was designed by 
John Etty and completed by his son, the architect 
William Etty, in 1712 at  a  cost of £68. The 
communion table and rails are contemporary with 
this. It is here each week that we remember Jesus 
Christ’s death on the cross for us, as we share Holy 
Communion together. The Latin on top of the 
reredos means “God so loved the World”, a central 

truth of our Christian faith. The picture in the centre is a copy of Zurbaran’s “Adoration of the 
Shepherds” which was added in 1924 replacing a list of the Ten Commandments. The picture 
is a weekly reminder for our congregation of the amazing truth of Jesus being born as a child 
among us. If you turn around you will be able to see Queen Anne’s coat of arms on the front of 
the gallery. This would originally have been on the top of the reredos and was moved in 1924.
 



In the church entrance would have been a stone 
font, which is where Guy  Fawkes  was  baptised  
in  1570. The original font has long since 
disappeared, but we regularly hold baptisms 
for people  of  all  ages—often this is using a 
portable pool where people are fully immersed. 
Baptism services at The Belfrey are some of the 
most exciting times in the life of the church! 
They are times of celebration as we thank God 
for the new life he gives us in Jesus Christ.
There are some fine memorials in the church, including a large early 18th century 
memorial to the right of the reredos, to Scarborough M.P. Robert Squires and his wife 
Priscilla, and one to the stillborn great grandson of Michael Fawkes of Wharfedale. 
The 3-manual organ with its oak carved case was built by John Denman in 1885.

The reading desk (lectern) just in front of 
the pews dates from 1941. It was made by 
Thompson’s of Kilburn and has the famous trade-
mark wooden mouse (can you find it?). We 
use the lectern every Sunday to read from the 
Bible. Here at The Belfrey the reading of God’s 
word is still central to all our worship services.

You might be surprised to see the modern stage area 
with electric instruments and drum kit. At The Belfrey we believe that our primary aim is to 
worship God and we do that each week through the use of contemporary and traditional music.

The stained glass in St Michael’s is important 
- we have one of the largest collections of mid 
16th century glass in England. The East Window 
(above the reredos) contains a large collection 
of glass from about 1330. This came from the 
demolished predecessor of this building. After 
the Reformation much of the church’s glass 
became mixed up due to poor repairs. In 1959-
61 it was pieced together and restored to its 
present position by Peter Gibson, of the Minster 
Glaziers (and church member here), and the 
Very Reverend Eric Milner White (Dean of York 
1941-1963. Although the glass was restored 
as far as possible to its original appearance, 
it is clear that it is not all in its original 
position or arrangement, since the figures 
and bases they stand on do not fully match. 



Two periods of notable growth have occurred here in the past 250 years.
William Richardson was vicar from 1771 to 1821. He was a powerful
preacher; the gallery was built in 1785 to accommodate the much 
larger congregations and it is even said that at times the glass was 
removed from certain windows of the church so that those outside 
who couldn’t get in could hear his preaching! Richardson did much 
for prisoners and the poor, and founded the Sunday schools in York. 
A memorial to him is on the wall to the left of the reredos.

There was talk of closure in the 1960’s 
and of using the building for a museum. 
In 1973 Revd. David Watson, a gifted 
preacher, moved the half-mile from St 
Cuthbert’s on Peasholme Green to St 
Michael le Belfrey with a congregation 
which over eight years of his ministry 
had outgrown its premises. The choir 

stalls and the pulpit were removed; the latter was replaced by the 
modern preaching platform you can see today. Faithful preaching of the
Christian gospel, regular and believing prayer, trust in God’s Holy Spirit
and good leadership resulted in sustaining and developing a dynamic
witness within and beyond York which still continues today. St Cuthbert’s is
now our House of Prayer, which you can visit for some peace, quiet and
spiritual refreshment. Today we are a large Church of England church with 
several congregations of all ages and backgrounds. Worship services range 
from traditional to very contemporary in style. We co-operate with other 
Christian churches and agencies aiming to share the good news about Jesus, 
and to serve our neighbourhood and the wider community within the UK 
and beyond. Our vision is be “Serving God’s Transformation of the North”. 
You can find out more about our life together from the information boards 
in the entrance way and from the short video which will probably be playing 
during your visit. We love to meet with visitors and share something of our 
life. Our church welcoming team are always happy to pray with you if you 
have any needs. Perhaps you might like to light a candle as a prayer to God?
And finally – do please sign our Visitors’ Book.
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