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HISTORICAL	REFLECTION	BY	A.	HUMPHRISS	

Good evening, and welcome to this celebration marking two hundred years since 

the death of Bishop John Milner, Vicar Apostolic of the Midland District, who died 

here on the 19 of April 1826. 

It is especially fitting that we gather here at SS Peter and Paul, attached to the 

House in which he lived. For a significant period, this house was one of the most 

important Catholic buildings in England. To understand why this was the case, we 

must go back to the English Reformation. Before the 16th century, Catholic 

dioceses, monasteries, shrines and parish life were woven into the ordinary 

structures of England. After the break with Rome under Henry VIII and the 

Elizabethan settlement, Catholics loyal to the Pope increasingly faced exclusion, 

suspicion and persecution. 

After 1585, under the Act against Jesuits and seminary priests, the presence of a 

Catholic priest in England was treated as high treason. Since priests could not be 

trained at home, young men went abroad to colleges such as Douai, Rome and 

Valladolid, before returning secretly to minister to Catholics. A priest could face 

execution, and those who sheltered him also risked severe punishment. Locally, 

this reality was seen in the execution of Blessed John Sugar of Wombourne and 

Robert Grissold on 16 July 1604, after a year’s imprisonment at Warwick. The Mass, 

once at the heart of English public life, was pushed into back rooms and hidden 

chapels like this. 

Tony Burdon’s history of this church also notes that after the Gunpowder Plot, two 

Catholics were executed in High Green, now Queen’s Square (near the statue of 

Prince Albert, locally known as the ‘Man on the Horse’!). Later, during the Titus 

Oates persecution of 1678, two Jesuit priests were arrested in Wolverhampton: 

Father Gavin was executed in London, while Father Atkins died in Staaord Prison. 



 3 

Peter Giaard (who belonged to the family that built this house) was also arrested 

but survived, and a priest who stayed in Wolverhampton, Blessed William Ireland 

the “Ironmonger”, was executed. 

And yet Wolverhampton had a distinctive Catholic story. In the seventeenth 

century, the town was known, mockingly, as “Little Rome” - “Roma Parva” - 

because there were so many Catholics here. The Giaards of Chillington Hall were 

one of the great Catholic families of this area. Along with other local Catholic 

families, including the Levesons and Whitgreaves, they helped sustain Catholic 

life through persecution. Giaard House was rebuilt in 1728 as their family town 

house, with a chapel hidden in the back room and approached through an 

archway. There also seems to have been, at least at times, a more workable local 

coexistence in Wolverhampton than Catholics experienced elsewhere. St Peter’s, 

standing directly opposite on the high ground, became the church of the new 

Protestant settlement, while Catholics worshipped here discreetly in the Giaards’ 

chapel. The endurance of the Catholic community, and the ability of families like 

the Giaards to maintain a chapel and support priests, suggests that 

Wolverhampton’s Catholic life survived not only through secrecy, but also through 

an atmosphere more tolerant than usual. 

This is the world in which the title “Vicar Apostolic” - granted to Bishop Milner - 

makes sense. A Vicar Apostolic was a bishop appointed by the Pope to govern a 

mission territory where the normal diocesan structure was not in place. In 1688, 

England and Wales were divided into four such districts: London, Northern, 

Western and Midland. The Midland District was governed from this house. 
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Bishop John Milner was born in London in 1752. He was educated for the 

priesthood at Douai and ordained in 1776. He served for many years at Winchester 

and in 1803 he was appointed Vicar Apostolic of the Midland District and titular 

Bishop of Castabala. The following year, he came to live here at Giaard House. 

Milner was a prolific writer as well as a bishop. His best-known work was The End 

of Religious Controversy (1818), a major apologetic text which circulated widely. 

Alongside his larger works, he produced numerous sermons, pastorals, pamphlets 

and essays on Catholic doctrine, Church authority, Catholic Emancipation, and 

devotion to the Sacred Heart. 

In the battle for equality for Catholics, Milner was forceful, combative and 

sometimes controversial - perhaps why he hasn’t been declared a saint! But he 

was also courageous and deeply committed to the Catholic revival in England. He 

belonged to that generation of Catholics who stood between the old recusant 

world and the coming age of freedom. 

Catholic Emancipation did not happen all at once. The Catholic Relief Act of 1778 

allowed Catholics, under certain conditions, to own land and join the army. The 

Relief Act of 1791 went further, allowing Catholic worship more openly and 

removing a range of restrictions. But Catholics still could not sit in Parliament, and 

many public oaices remained closed to them. 

Milner dedicated significant time to civil freedom for Catholics. One of the great 

controversies of the time was a proposed Royal “veto”: the idea that in exchange 

for allowing Catholics to sit in Parliament, the Crown might be given the ability to 

block the appointment of Catholic bishops, as a reassurance that Catholic 

Emancipation would not threaten the state.  
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While initially in favour of compromise, Milner’s own position developed over time, 

but he eventually became one of the strongest opponents of such interference, 

finding common cause with many of the Irish bishops, with Ireland being a part of 

the UK at the time. This concern also linked him with Daniel O’Connell, known in 

Ireland as “The Liberator”, who argued that Catholics should remain without 

emancipation rather than accept government control over their bishops. 

O’Connell then turned Catholic Emancipation into a major constitutional 

movement. In 1823 O’Connell founded the Catholic Association, mobilising Irish 

Catholics on a scale Westminster could no longer ignore. His election as an MP for 

County Clare in 1828, despite being unable as a Catholic to take his seat, forced 

the British state to confront the absurdity of excluding Catholics from Parliament 

while Catholic voters could elect them.  

Milner did not live to see the end of the campaign, dying three years before the 

Roman Catholic Relief Act of 1829 allowed Catholics to sit in Parliament and hold 

most public oaices - without the Crown ‘veto’ he had come to oppose.  

All this history makes this place deeply significant. When Milner came here in 

1804, Giaard House became the administrative heart of Catholic life across the 

Midland District. It is striking to think of the important letters, clergy matters, 

missionary concerns, pastoral and political questions, and the wider aaairs of 

Catholic life across the middle of England being handled from this very spot. 

The present church of SS Peter and Paul was built after Milner’s death as a 

memorial to him. Shortly before he died, Milner asked the architect Joseph Ireland 

to draw up plans for a new church by extending the existing chapel at Giaard 

House.  
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In his will, Milner left £1,000 towards the building - which is equivalent to around 

£96,715.36 today. The result is this remarkable Greek Revival church, opened in 

1828. Milner was first buried in the orchard at Giaard House and was later 

reinterred in the crypt - which some of you will be visiting tonight. 

The building did not stop with Milner’s memorial. In 1901, the Sacred Heart Chapel 

and sacristy were added, designed by Edward Goldie. In 1928, the Lady Chapel 

was added to the north, designed by Sandy and Norris.  

The building’s survival was not inevitable. In 1962, Wolverhampton Council 

proposed demolishing the church as part of plans for the new civic centre. Father 

Kavanagh helped organise a committee of Catholics and non-Catholics, and the 

proposal was defeated. The threat returned with the construction of the Ring Road 

in 1967, when the graveyard was disturbed and bodies were moved to Jeacock 

Road. Later, dry rot, repair costs and the church’s isolation from its old parish 

streets led even the Archdiocese to consider demolition. But the church survived 

again: in 1982, demolition was rejected by the Secretary of State, Michael 

Heseltine, and grants from the Council and English Heritage helped secure its 

future. By 2006 the building needed major refurbishment, and under Father Patrick 

Daly, with architect Stephen Oliver and a dedicated parish team, it was renewed 

for worship. Completed in 2009, the work received the Presidents’ Award of the 

Ecclesiastical Architects and Surveyors Association. 

It is also right to give thanks to those who made that renewal possible: the 

Armstrong brothers, who left around £300,000 towards the restoration; Eugene 

and Martin Lambert, who donated the statue of Our Lady; Bill and Rita Finnegan, 

who donated the President’s Chair; and the many parishioners who gave towards 

the new oak seating.  
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Over two centuries, this parish has been sustained by the faith, money, labour and 

skills of countless people, including Irish, Italian and Polish migrants. More 

recently, parishioners from across the African continent have enriched parish life 

too, not least through the wonderful music they bring to the liturgy. 

So today, we remember Bishop Milner’s contribution to the existence of this 

building and his eaorts to secure the freedoms the Catholic Church across Britain 

and Ireland enjoy today. But we also remember the Catholics of Wolverhampton 

and the Midlands who kept the faith alive, especially when it could cost their lives 

to do so. Finally, we take pride in knowing that from this house, in this city once 

described as “Little Rome”, a vast Catholic district was governed before the 

Catholic Church in England could again stand proudly and publicly with dioceses 

and cathedrals of its own. 


