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NOTE  TO THE THIRD EDITION  

 
Having substantially revised this History in early 2020, I received an email on Easter Eve (11 April 2020) 
from Paul Tindall who had seen the new edition online.  Mr Tindallõs email contained some invaluable 
information about the history of the organs of St Matthewõs Bethnal Green, the most significant being the 
stop-list of the first organ.  In an email of 16 April 2020, he provided further facts and insights.  I am 
immensely grateful to Mr Tindall and have revised this History in light of the information he has so kindly 
supplied. 
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 CHAPTER ONE  
 

The First Organ 
(1772-1859) 

 
 
The Parish Church of St Matthew, Bethnal Green was consecrated by the Bishop of Llandaff on 
15th July 1746.1  Then, as now, Bethnal Green was not a rich area and financial problems had 
dogged the project to build a church, which had begun with discussions about carving a separate 
parish out of Stepney as early as 1690.2  Hawksmoor had been invited to design the building, but 
his plans for a basilica-type church were deemed too expensive and the church was eventually 
built to a less ambitious, but nevertheless graceful, scheme by the eminent architect George 
Dance the elder (1739ð1752),3 who also designed the Mansion House and several other London 
churches, including St Botolph-without-Bishopsgate (1725), St Leonardõs Shoreditch (1736-
1740), St Botolph-without-Aldersgate (1741-1744), and St Botolphõs Aldgate (1744).  Danceõs 
original drawings for St Matthewõs survive in Sir John Soaneõs Museum.4 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

St Matthewõs Bethnal Green c. 1818 (from the north west)5 

 
1 Fr John Oldland (rev.), A History of the Parish Church of Saint Matthew Bethnal Green (n.pl. [London?], n.pl. 

[St Matthewôs Parochial Church Council?], n.d.), p. 5.  Yes, the church really was dedicated by the Bishop of 

Llandaff! 
2 Oldland, p. 3 
3 Oldland, p. 3 
4 Adey Grummet, A short and anecdotal history of St Matthewôs Bethnal Green (London, St Matthewôs 

Parochial Church Council, 2011), p. 11 
5 Source: church archives.  The inscription under this etching reads: Bethnal Green Hamlet was separated from 

Stepney, and made a distinct Parish 16 Geo. II.  On the N.E. corner of Hare Street is situated the above Ch. 

which was built 1743, and is a neat and commodious Edifice, the Interior is plain but handsome, the Tower 

contains 8 small Bells.  The Roman way from London led through Bethnal Green, joining the Military Way from 

the West. The Rector the Revd. Joshua King A.M. in 1809 succeeded the Revd. Wm. Loxham A.M.  Drawn by G. 
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The earliest information about an organ in St Matthewõs comes from The Leffler Manuscript, a 
collection of stop-lists compiled around 1800 by Henry Leffler.6  The entry for Bethnal Green 
states:  
 

Organ erected in this Church in 1772 by Byfield & Green.  Came from Newbury in 
Berkshire in exchange for a new Organ.7 

 
Background information of this kind is quite common throughout the source.  Sometimes the 
organist is named and the year (occasionally also the month) of his/her appointment may also be 
noted.  In a few cases the salary is stated.8  But such information usually appears only if the entry 
includes the list of stops.  ôBlankõ entries contain the name and location of the church only, with 
space below for the stops and any additional material to be inserted at a later date.  Basically, no 
stop-list means no other information.  The entry for St Matthewõs is unique because, having 
noted the historical background, Leffler did not list the stops.  Instead he wrote: 
 

Not worth £20.  Rubbish.9 
 
St Matthewõs is not the only organ to fail to impress Leffler.  Other dismissive comments include: 
ôA very good for nothing Organõ (Chapel Royal, St Jamesõs, p. 16), ôA very bad organõ (St 
Georgeõs Bloomsbury, p. 22), ôA very bad organ all throughõ (St George the Martyr Queen 
Square, p. 23), and ôThe Chorus is noisy but not very Musicalõ (St Giles Cripplegate, p. 26).  There 
is plenty of praise, too, with the organ of the Temple Church awarded the highest accolade: ôThis 
is the finest organ in Londonõ (p. 44).  Nevertheless, no matter how poor he thought the 
instrument, Leffler always wrote down its stop list ð except for St Matthewõs Bethnal Green! 
 
The financial limitations of the parish probably account for both the delay and the purchase of a 
second-hand instrument that was (it would seem) of poor quality/condition and may therefore 
have been acquired cheaply.  Leffler describes the (new) three-manual Newbury organ fully and 
notes that it ôCost Ã330 and the Old Organ valued at £100õ10 
 
Leffler states that the (new) Newbury organ was by Byfield & Green.11  Since it is they who later 
installed the old Newbury organ in St Matthewõs, it seems likely that that they kept the old organ 
in storage for a couple of years before erecting it in Bethnal Green.  As Paul Tindall notes: ôThe 
first organist at Newbury was appointed in 1709, so it is a reasonable supposition that an organ 
from about then was the one sold to Bethnal Green.  Nothing is known about its builder.õ12 

 
Shepherd and etched by W. Angus for the Architectural Series of London Churches.  Published by J. Booth, 

November 2nd 1818 
6 I am indebted to Mr Paul Tindall for kindly bringing the reference in The Leffler Manuscript to the first St 

Matthewôs organ to my attention in his email to me of 11 April 2020 (see Note to the Third Edition above).  Mr 

Tindall notes that óLeffler, organist of St Katherine by the Tower, was a busy multi-instrumentalist in London, 

and itôs unlikely he would have seen personally all the organs that he mentionsô (email of 16 April 2020).  

Nevertheless, the tone of the subjective judgments passed on the London organs in particular suggests that 

Leffler was familiar with them.  Formerly in private hands, The Leffler Manuscript is now the property of the 

British Institute of Organ Studies (BIOS) and is held in the British Organ Archive in Birmingham.  It has been 

published in facsimile: The Leffler Manuscript: Facsimile Edition with Introduction by Peter Williams (Reigate, 

BIOS, 2010) and, having obtained a copy, I have consulted it in preparing the Third Edition of the present work 
7 Leffler, p. 67 
8 E.g. Alhallows [sic] Lombard Street: óOrganist Miss Rodd / 1812 / Salary 30Ãô [sic] (p. 6); St Lawrence 

Guildhall: óOrganist Mr Chichely / Salary 30£. / Died April 11 1805. / Mr Banner May 1805ô (p. 31) 
9 Leffler, p. 67 
10 Leffler, p. 178 
11 Leffler, p. 178 
12 Paul Tindall, email of 11 April 2020.  The installation of an organ that was over 60 years old is entirely 

feasible.  As we shall see, the organ installed after World War II had been built in 1877 and so was over 80 years 

old when erected in the rebuilt church  
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Having given up all hope of ever knowing the stop-list of the first organ of St Matthewõs, the 
author was delighted to be informed by Paul Tindall13 that it is recorded in another source: The 
Sperling Notebooks.14 
 
 

 
St Matthewõs Bethnal Green (Anon, c. 1709 (?); installed by Byfield & Green, 1772)15 
 
Great Organ (GG (short 8ve)-e3)   Swell Organ (c1[-e3], enclosed)  
Open Diapason     Open Diapason  
Stopt Diapason     Stopt Diapason 
Principal     Principal 
Fifteenth     Cornet 2 ranks 
Sesquialtera 3 ranks (bass)    Trumpet 
Cornet 3 ranks (treble)    Hautboy 
Trumpet 
 

 
 
It is interesting to note that the two manual departments on this instrument were Great and 
Swell.  This has been normal on English organs since around the middle of the nineteenth 
century.  However, before that time, it usual for the second manual to be a Choir department.  
This secondary division would typically have been played from the lower of the two keyboards, 
the Great manual being the upper one.16  By virtue of having a Swell department as its second 
(upper) manual, this organ must have seemed curious to Leffler, which may have influenced his 
negative opinion of it. 
 
As was typical during the period, the Great Organ of the first St Matthewõs organ descended to 
ôDouble Gõ (GG in organ buildersõ shorthand), a 4th lower than the lowest note on modern 
organs, but with a ôshort octaveõ.17  The Swell Organ began at middle C and was intended 
principally for playing solos with the right hand (accompanied by softer stops on the Great 
Organ, played by the left hand).  The ôswellingõ device was a relatively recent invention that 
enabled melodies to be played more expressively with crescendos and diminuendos.  The early 
English Swell Organ was not a complete secondary chorus (i.e. a softer version of the Great 

 
13 Email of 11 April 2020 
14 The Sperling Notebooks comprise three large volumes that belong to the Royal College of Organists but are on 

long-term loan to the British Museum.  They have been published in a modern edition: James Boeringer, Organa 

Britannica: Organs in Great Britain 1660-1860: a complete edition of the Sperling notebooks and drawings in 

the Library of the Royal College of Organists (Lewisburg, Bucknell University Press, 1983-89). Mr Tindall 

notes that óSperling was a clergyman (and amateur architect, who designed at least two churches).  He wrote a 

book about Middlesex Churches in the 1840s which mentions some organs, but not all the information is the 

same as in the notebooks.  This suggests that he acquired the bulk of his information from someone else later on: 

most of it seems to have been copied in the early 1850s before he married in 1854 and stopped recording things.  

His information is voluminous, especially for the years 1820-1850, but not necessarily always accurate.  There 

are also a number of drawings of organs, which are pasted in, and clearly considerably earlier than the textô 

(email of 16 April 2020) 
15 Sperling, Vol. 1, p. 61.  Information obtained by Paul Tindall via a British Library loan 
16 An important extant example being the organ of Adlington Hall, Cheshire 

(https://npor.org.uk/NPORView.html?RI=N04410).  Its survival may be attributed to it being in a private 

residence rather than a church 
17 This was a common arrangement and meant that, to the left of the lowest C key on the Great Organ, there 

would have been a ówhiteô key that looked like a B but played GG.  The key that appeared to be the lowest C 

sharp/D flat would have sounded AA.  English organ music of the period often calls for GG and AA (which 

causes problems when performing the repertoire on modern instruments) but does (usually) require the missing 

notes ï though some organs had them (this was called a ólong octaveô) 

https://npor.org.uk/NPORView.html?RI=N04410
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Organ): that was the role of the Choir Organ.  A short-compass Swell Organ can be seen in the 
picture (below) of the restored organ in St Botolphõs Aldgate.  The absence of pedals was also 
typical of English organs of the time. 
 
As noted above, Leffler states that the organ had been valued at £100 in 1770,18 which suggests 
that this is what St Nicholasõs Newbury was given for it against the cost of their new organ 
(£330).  St Matthewõs presumably was charged this amount, plus erection and restoration 
/improvement costs.  Perhaps the two-year interval between the organ being removed from 
Newbury and installed in Bethnal Green was because St Matthewõs, having secured the 
instrument, took several months to raise the necessary funds.  Alternatively, it might simply have 
been a matter of fitting the work into Byfield & Greenõs schedule. 
 
Since the original builder(s) of this instrument are unknown, some information about Byfield & 
Green, who installed it in St Matthewõs, is provided here.  The Byfield family were well 
established London organ builders.  Samuel Green (1740-1796) was born in Oxfordshire19 and is 
known to have been in partnership between 1761 and 1768 with one of the three organ builders 
called John Byfield.  W. L. Sumner believed it to be with John Byfield [II];20 while Stephen 
Bicknell more recently stated that the partnership was with his son, John Byfield [III].21  Paul 
Tindall has confirmed, however that it  was with John Byfield [II] and lasted from 1768-1772.22   
 

Samuel Green married Sarah Norton on 1 January 1772 and set up on his own 
sometime that year.  Byfield announced in October that he was ôcarrying on Business 
on his own account.õ This was John Byfield II, who [é] died in 1799: he struggled 
after Green left, went bankrupt in 1774 and did not make any more new organs. 
John Byfield III was not born until 1767.23 

 
So the erection of the organ in St Matthewõs was one of their last pieces of work together and 
while John Byfield [II]õs career would soon decline, Green, in contrast, was in the ascendant.  He 
was to become one of the most eminent men in the history of British organ-building, providing: 
 

new or substantially new organs for the cathedrals at Canterbury, Wells, Lichfield, 
Salisbury, Rochester, Bangor and Cashel in Ireland; the organs at St Georgeõs 
Chapel, Windsor; the Royal Hospital Greenwich; New College, Oxford; and many 
for parish churches in London and the provinces.24  

 
Regrettably, no drawing of the first organ at St Matthewõs survives.25  Nevertheless, an idea of 
what this instrument might have looked (and sounded) like may be gleaned from study of extant 
contemporary organs in churches within a few miles of Bethnal Green. 

 
18 Leffler, p. 178 
19 Stephen Bicknell, The History of the English Organ (Cambridge, CUP, 1996), p. 181 
20 William Leslie Sumner, The Organ, 4th edn (London, McDonald and Janeôs, 1973), p. 172 
21 Bicknell, p. 181 
22 Email of 11 April 2020 
23 Email of 11 April 2020.  For further information see Paul Tindall, óA New Look at the Byfieldsô, BIOS 

Reporter, Vol. XXXII, No. 3 (July 2008), pp. 30-32 
24 Bicknell, p. 183, referencing Gentlemanôs Magazine (June 1814), quoted in Hopkins and Rimbault, The Organ 

(London, Robert Cocks & Co., 1877).  Many of Greenôs organs are no longer extant or have been altered beyond 

recognition, though there is, for example, surviving pipework in the organ of Rochester Cathedral.  The organ in 

the Royal Naval College Chapel in Greenwich is believed to be the largest instrument by Green still in its 

original position (see https://ornc.org/our-story/royal-hospital/the-chapel/)  
25 Paul Tindall has confirmed (email of 16 April 2020) that there is no picture of the St Matthewôs organ in either 

Leffler or Sperling; and that it is not even mentioned in other nineteenth-century sources such as Organographia 

(Library of the Royal College of Music), the so-called G.P. England Notebook (property of John Mander), nor 

the notes of Alexander Buckingham (who was an organ builder).  Mr Tindall notes that Buckinghamôs work was 

https://ornc.org/our-story/royal-hospital/the-chapel/
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The organ in St Botolphõs Aldgate is believed to 
be originally the work of Renatus Harris.26  
Having been built for the old church (1704-5), it 
was rebuilt by John Byfield [I] in George Danceõs 
new St Botolphõs in 1744.27  It is interesting to 
note that this organ was installed in the new 
church by the eldest Byfield just two years before 
St Matthewõs was dedicated.  One wonders 
whether a connection was made (via Dance?) that 
would lead to St Matthewõs later obtaining an 
organ from Byfield & Green.  Given the date of 
its original construction and the likely date of the 
first St Matthewõs organ (c. 1709), it may well be 
that this is the instrument that comes closest in 
appearance to the organ installed in St Matthewõs 
in 1772.  Restored by Martin Goetze & Dominic 
Gwynn Ltd in 2005-2006,28 the St Botolphõs 
Aldgate instrument is possibly the oldest working 
church organ in England ð and the best surviving 
example of its period.  Its 1744 specification was 
probably as follows: 
 
St Botolphõs Aldgate29 

 

 
St Botolphõs Aldgate (Renatus Harris 1704-5/J Byfield [I], 1744)30 
 
Choir Organ (GG (short 8ve)-d3)   Ecchos [sic] (c1-d3, enclosed)   
Stopt Diapason (wood)    Open Diapason 
Principal    Stopt Diapason 
Flute (metal)    Cornet (4 ranks) 
Bassoon (from c)    Trumpet 
Vox Humana (from c)    Hautboy 
 
Great Organ (GG (short 8ve)-d3)   Accessory: Drum 
Open Diapason     
Stopt Diapason (metal treble)  
Principal     
Twelfth     
Fifteenth     
Sesquialtera (4 ranks)   
Furniture (3 ranks)   
Cornet (5 ranks)   
Trumpet               
      

 
transcribed (not entirely completely) in The Organ [Magazine], Nos. 206-213 (c. 1972-3) (email of 16 April 

2020) 
26 Bicknell, p. 117 states that the instrument contains work by Thomas Harris (c. 1676) but Goetze and Gwynn 

state that óIt looks as if the organ dates from shortly before 1704-5, when Renatus Harris was paid for the 

Trumpet and Echosô [sic] (https://www.goetzegwynn.co.uk/organ/aldgate/) 
27 https://npor.org.uk/NPORView.html?RI=R01332  
28 https://www.goetzegwynn.co.uk/organ/aldgate/  
29 Photograph reproduced by kind permission of Messrs Goetze & Gwynn www.goetzegwynn.co.uk 
30 https://npor.org.uk/NPORView.html?RI=R01332.  This varies slightly from Leffler (p. 13) 

https://www.goetzegwynn.co.uk/organ/aldgate/
https://npor.org.uk/NPORView.html?RI=R01332
https://www.goetzegwynn.co.uk/organ/aldgate/
http://www.goetzegwynn.co.uk/
https://npor.org.uk/NPORView.html?RI=R01332


 6 

 
 
 
Though altered by Bishop in 1913, damaged in World 
War II, rebuilt with a detached stop-key console by N. 
P. Mander Ltd in 1951 and now unplayable, the 
original case, console and much of the pipework of the 
organ built by Richard Bridge (d. 1758) in St 
Leonardõs, Shoreditch (also by Dance) survives.31  
The specification (below) shows how standardised 
English organ stop-lists were at this period, additional 
stops frequently amounting to little more than 
duplications (note the two Open Diapasons on the 
Great and the two Trumpets). 
 
 
 
 
St Leonardõs Shoreditch32 
 
 
 

 

 
St Leonardõs Shoreditch (Richard Bridge, 1757)33 
 
Choir Organ (GG-e3)    Swell Organ (g-e3) 
Open Diapason    Open Diapason 
Stopped Diapason    Stopped Diapason 
Principal    Principal  
Fifteenth    Cornet (3 ranks) 
Flute    Trumpet  
Voxhumane [sic]    Hautboy 

 
Great Organ (GG-e3)   
Open Diapason  
Open Diapason  
Stopped Diapason 
Principal         
Twelfth         
Fifteenth   
Tierce  
Sesquialtera (4 ranks)   
Furniture (3 ranks)   
Cornet (5 ranks) (from c1)   
Trumpet    
Trumpet   
Clarion   
 

 
31 https://npor.org.uk/NPORView.html?RI=R00632 
32 Photograph reproduced by kind permission of Bob Speel 

http://www.speel.me.uk/chlondon/chl/stleonardshoreditch/stleonardorgan.jpg 
33 Leffler, p. 31 

https://npor.org.uk/NPORView.html?RI=R00632
http://www.speel.me.uk/chlondon/chl/stleonardshoreditch/stleonardorgan.jpg
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The organ in St Maryõs Rotherhithe (south of the 
Thames, but still not far from Bethnal Green) is an 
example of an instrument originally by John Byfield 
[II] .  It has a particularly fine and (for the period) 
modern case with ôserpentineõ elements ð probably 
finer and more modern than the first St Matthewõs 
instrument. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
St Maryõs Rotherhithe34 
 
 
 

 

 
St Maryõs Rotherhithe (John Byfield [II], 1764-5)35 
 
Choir Organ (GG (short 8ve)-e3)   Swell Organ (g-e3)  
Stopped Diapason    Open Diapason 
Principal    Stopped Diapason 
Flute    Principal 
Fifteenth    Cornet (3 ranks) 
Vox Humana    Trumpet  
    Hautboy 
Great Organ (GG (short 8ve)-e3)   
Open Diapason       
Stopped Diapason       
Principal     
Nason     
Twelfth     
Fifteenth   
Sesquialtera (4 ranks)   
Cornet (5 ranks) (from tenor C)  
Trumpet        
Clarion 
 

 
 
          
      
      

 
34 Photograph reproduced by kind permission of Messrs Goetze & Gwynn www.goetzegwynn.co.uk 
35 Bicknell, p. 169; Hamiltonôs Catechism, pp. 111-112; https://npor.org.uk/NPORView.html?RI=N16179; 

Leffler p. 69.  Stop names have been modernized here 

http://www.goetzegwynn.co.uk/
https://npor.org.uk/NPORView.html?RI=N16179
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The organ installed by Byfield & Green served St Matthewõs for nearly ninety years until 12th 
December 1859.  That night a fire ravaged the church.  The story goes that ôthe night was so cold 
that the firemen were covered in sheets of ice as they workedõ.36  The original Georgian interior, 
including the organ, perished in the flames. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

St Matthewõs after the fire of 1859, in the Illustrated London News37 

 
36 Oldland, p. 7 
37 Picture source: authorôs collection 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 
The Henry Jones Organ 

(1862-1940) 
 
 
Following the fire the church was rebuilt and reopened two years and a day later on 13th 
December 1861.38  Aspects of the original design seem to have been preserved, including the 
galleries; but, either at this time or later, significant changes were made, such as the erection of a 
rood screen, a newly designed roof and the addition of a hideous cupola to the tower, as may be 
seen in the pictures below. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Pencil drawing of the pre-World War II sanctuary39 

 

 
38 Oldland, p. 7 
39 Source: church archives.  Artist and date unknown.  The drawing was rescued from the rubble after the church 

was bombed in 1940 ï hence the damage 



 10 

 
 

The pre-World War II interior (looking east)40 
 

 
40 Source: church archives 
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The exterior in 1900 (from the south west)41 
            

 
41 Source: church archives.  It is not known when the cupola was removed, but it is absent from the pictures that 

show the church after it was bombed, though a flagpole may be seen on the top of the tower, suggesting that the 

cupola had been dismantled some time before the Second World War.  The now demolished mortuary chapel 

may be seen on the left-hand side of the picture, with the school behind  


