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1850 – 2011 

 

History of Lozells and Handsworth 
The Lozells and Handsworth area of the city are both rich in industrial history 
and a constant source of fascination due, in part, to the diverse range of 
communities who settle and make this location their home. Lozells and 
Handsworth were intimately bound up with Britain’s industrial development. 
Matthew Boulton (1728 – 1809), creator of Soho Works is one of the most 
important historical figures associated with the area. As one of the country’s 
first industrialists he entertained the leading scientists and inventors of the 
industrial age.  His vision, drive and ambition pushed the technological 
boundaries of his time and led directly to shaping and placing Britain centre-
stage as one of the world’s first industrial nations. 
 
The Methodist Church  

The first building to be erected on 
this site, where the new church 
complex now stands was the Aston 
Villa Methodist Chapel, founded by 
members of the Wesley Chapel, 
Constitution Hill, Birmingham and is 
one of a number of Methodist 
Chapels that were opened and 
established in Birmingham by the 
great John Wesley; founder of 
Methodism.  Seating 200, the Aston 
Villa Chapel was built by the 
Wesleyans in 1850 and cost £600. In 
1865 it was replaced by a new 
building, which became known as 
Aston Villa Methodist Church costing 
£4,620. Extensive alterations in 1875 
and 1889 provided 830 sittings. In 
1897 a new organ was purchased 
and dedicated on Wednesday, 
February 23rd 1898.  
 
 

 
 
 

 
Church Activities  
Handsworth College was considered a part of the Wesley Circuit in 
1881.  Due to its close vicinity to the college and capacity to 
accommodate large gatherings the Aston Villa Methodist Church 
gained in prominence receiving frequent visits from students, staff, 
famous theologians and preachers which included the likes of 
Reverend Robert Young, F.W. Macdonald, Thomas Allen, Silvester 
Whitehead, J.G. Tasker, W.T. Davison, F. Platt, W.W. Holdsworth, 
W.F. Lofthouse, H. Bett and Dr. Howard. 
 
The church held regular organ recitals, Sunday School, morning and 
evening worship, private interviews to consult with the minister, The 
Aston Villa Women’s Working Party, The Women’s Bright Hour, Boys 
and Men’s Club and a Youth Club. 
 
Restoration 
In 1905 the church was closed for one month for essential repairs to be 
carried out, namely the installation of electric lighting, ventilation fans, 

re-heating, painting and re-flooring. 
However, a more significant and 
persistent problem over the years was 
maintenance of the roof and steeple.  
 
 
In more recent times the damage 
caused by storms and the bomb blast 
of the last war led to the roof having to 

be totally stripped, re-tiled and faulty timber renewed. 
 
Funds were received from the War Damage Commission, but the 
majority of the cost for repairs was made by commitments of £1000 at 
the Centenary Celebrations. Eventually changes were made by 
removing the spire in a bid to try and curtail recurring expenses for 
maintenance that was regularly needed. 
 
There were further important alterations to the church building in 1934. 
In 1940 the chapel provided sittings for 816 and consisted of thirteen 
ancillary rooms, three of these rooms were built as school halls. The 
census showed that the largest Sunday attendance was 140 in 1851 
and 335 in 1892. Church membership in 1932 was 222.   
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Aston Villa Football Club  
Football is the national game of this country, and the Aston Villa Chapel 
was at the heart of its foundation because it is from its congregation that 
the Aston Villa Football Club was formed.  

In February, 1874, the members of the cricket club section of the chapel 
decided that they needed to find a way of keeping fit during the winter 
months. After viewing a football match, Walter Price, William 
Scattergood, Jack Hughes and Frederick Matthews, four of the cricket 
club members, met under a gas lamp on Heathfield Road and 
instigated the creation of a football club. They then formed a 
committee to open Villa’s first bank account.  

Tradition has it that the first match the club played was a 15-a-side affair 
of one half Rugby rules and the second half of ‘Soccer’ rules. The match 
was settled in the second half with a goal from Jack Hughes, so Aston 
Villa won their first match.  

The team played at various locations to start with, including Aston Park. 
It was at one of their practises at Aston Park in 1876 that a 21 year old 
Scot, George Burrell Ramsay, saw them and joined in.  He was 
appointed captain and taught the team how to play, and the club quickly 
developed in stature in the district. It was Ramsay who was primarily 
responsible for the discovery of the club’s first permanent home at Perry 
Barr and who negotiated the lease on the Perry Barr enclosures. Ten 
years later, Ramsay began 40 years service to the club as their first paid 
secretary. 

By 1878, the club had created their first emblem, based on the Scottish 
lion, and for some time were influenced by the passing game of the 
Scots. After years of playing in different colours, the Villa finally decided 
on the now famous colours of claret and light blue in 1887 after winning 
the FA Cup for the first time that year, the first Midlands club to do so. In 
that previous season they had worn chocolate and blue colours, but that 
win – combined with Queen Victoria’s 50th jubilee – clearly influenced a 
move to more royal-looking colours.  

William McGregor
William McGregor was a Scot who came to
Birmingham with his brother to set up a
drapery business in Aston, in 1870. He was a 
Presbyterian by religion, but soon became
involved in the local Methodist and evangelical
movements and was always ready to do 
something to help that part of the city.  

He was very interested in football – particularly in a masculine 
Christianity era – but he came across the Aston Villa club by accident
in 1877, and as he was older than most of the club’s membership and
showed considerable shrewdness in business and organisation, he
was soon prevailed upon to help the young football club, and was
made vice-president the same year.

Within 10 years, ‘Mac’ was to be called upon to lead the club out of
near-bankruptcy following the adoption of professionalism, and in the 
following 12 months – with ‘Mac’ as chairman - the club won the FA
Cup for the first time. He went on to help the club in other ways, but it
was as founder of the world’s first football league (in 1888) that he
gained the most fame. It was established to give Aston Villa and other
football clubs from the Midlands and the North a “fixity of fixtures”, as
the old system of casually arranged matches had broken down.

He approached various clubs in the Midlands and in Lancashire to see 
if they shared his views. There was a lot of support and a series of
meetings in March and April 1888 were held to work out the details
following agreement on the league’s necessity. The first football league
commenced in September 1888, with the following twelve clubs: Aston 
Villa, West Bromwich Albion, Wolverhampton Wanderers, Derby
County, Notts. County, Stoke, Preston North End, Bolton Wanderers,
Everton, Burnley, Accrington and Blackburn Rovers. The league
became the basis of organised English football.

McGregor was the Football League’s first chairman, and then became
its President. When he retired in 1893, he was made a life-member of
the Football League and was fully involved in this and FA functions
until his death in 1911. By the time he died, Aston Villa had won the
League championship six times and the FA Cup on four occasions.
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After the League developed, Aston Villa attracted such large crowds 
that a new ground was needed by the mid-1890s.  The Aston Lower 
Grounds (formerly a part of the estate of Aston Hall) were seen as the 
ideal location. The club was re-formed as a limited company to raise 
finance for the development of the new stadium and the new ground 
was opened in 1897. It did not become popularly called Villa Park 
until 1898. The first match was played there (against Blackburn 
Rovers) on April 17, 1897.   

By 1915 the Club had won twice as many trophies than any other 
club and was world famous.   It is still only one of five British Clubs to 
have won the European Cup. 

William McGregor statue at Villa Park 
The paths of history crossed again in 2009 when 
Lord Mawhinney, Chairman of the Football 
League, unveiled the William McGregor Statue at 
Villa Park on Saturday 28th November 2009 just 
two weeks before the opening of the new church 
complex on the site of the Aston Villa Chapel. 






Caribbean Migration 

1940 onwards men and women from
the Caribbean came to England in
response to a direct appeal from the
British Government for urgent
manpower to help rebuild the country
after World War II. Defined by strong 
Christian beliefs these men and
women soon realised that they were 
not welcome by many of the
indigenous churches.

Many of these men and women formed their own congregations and this
inevitably led to the establishment of Black Majority churches, a
fundamental step in nurturing and helping migrant people from the West
Indies to settle in their new environment. 

Soon dedicated members resolved to establish churches; firstly
congregating in homes, then halls and buildings such as Birmingham
Methodist Central Hall, Boulton Road School, Handsworth. There was a
continuing Christian presence in the Lozells and Handsworth area and in 
need of larger premises they eventually secured use of Aston Villa
Methodist Church premises.

Former Pastors
In 1962 The Aston Villa Methodist Church was purchased by the New
Testament Church of God (NTCG). This event was highly significant as it
was the first building purchased by NTCG in Britain and the second
congregation to be organised by the Church of God (Wolverhampton 
being the first). 

Since 1962, the New Testament Church of God, George Street has made
a significant impact on the local community and wider community of
Birmingham. The first leader of the church was Pastor G. A. Johnson
described as a man with 'zeal and a vision to win lost souls’ and it was
under his leadership that the church building was purchased.
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The second minister was Pastor G. Fitzwarren Barnes, under whose 
leadership a permanent Bible School was established.  Delegates of the 
1962 National Youth Convention were moved to raise an offering for this 
specific purpose and during that year, the Ebenezer Bible Institute was 
opened at the church, with Dr. Barnes as its first principal. This was the 
first Bible school to serve West Indians that was not initiated by foreign 
missionaries. 
 
In 1967 Pastor Sidney Uriah Thompson continued to build upon the 
foundations that were laid further reinforcing the church as a lighthouse in 
the local community and was the inspiration for the setting up of the 
Supplementary School and full-time day nursery.  
 
Bishop Dr. Derek A. Webley  

In 1996 Pastor Webley came with an outward-facing, 
direct and non-confrontational approach, 
emphasising the responsibilities of social justice and 
the role of church in engaging with issues and affairs 
in the surrounding community. Pastor Hermilyn A. 
James was appointed in 
1998 by Bishop Webley to 
serve as Assistant Senior 
Pastor to support the 
ministry and address the 
needs of the church and 

community in a holistic manner. Pastor James was 
promoted to the pastorate at NTCG Dudley in March 
2011 and was succeeded by Pastor Ruben S. King.       
                                                         .  

 
 
 
Music Ministry 
The Church has been blessed with the ministry of music. The Ministry of 
music has contributed to and blessed the lives of many within the church 
locality and wider region. The Handsworth Mass Choir was awarded the 
BBC Radio ‘Choir of the Year’ in 1984, and over the years the Sanctuary 
and Handsworth Youth Choirs have ministered and many groups, choirs, 
soloists and musicians continue to make music a vibrant and exciting part 
of the worship.

The Majestic Singers  

When we reflect on UK Gospel music of 
the seventies and eighties, The Majestic 
Singers come to mind.  Formed at this 
church in 1975 by the late Justin J. Lewis, 
The Majestic Singers are widely credited as 
being one of the most important trailblazers 
of Gospel music in this country, due to their 
great sound, extensive travel and the wide 
cross-section of churches in which they 
ministered.  Their music is known across 

the UK, Europe and the USA and they have recently re-released a 30th 
Anniversary edition of their legendary 1979 album, ‘Free At Last’, on 
Kingship Records.  
 
Skills development is a key aspect of the work of the church.  Uniformed 
groups such as the Guides and Brownies, Youth Clubs and the Saturday 
School support the recreational and educational development of children 
and young people.  The youngest childrenare catered for in a purpose-
built nursery complex which was built for over forty children in 1997 
when a survey revealed that there were not enough nursery places for 
children and their families in the area.   
 
Achievements 
In recent years the Lozells and Handsworth area of Birmingham has 
seen large-scale immigration from a range of diverse communities.  Irish 
and Caribbean communities, South Asian, Vietnamese, African and 
more recently, peoples from the European States arrive at this 
destination, co-exist and make this neighbourhood their home. 
Economic re-structuring has brought hardship.  The area is well 
documented as among the highest social deprivation indices.   
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Music Ministry 
The Church has been blessed with the ministry of music. The Ministry of 
music has contributed to and blessed the lives of many within the church 
locality and wider region. The Handsworth Mass Choir was awarded the 
BBC Radio ‘Choir of the Year’ in 1984, and over the years the Sanctuary 
and Handsworth Youth Choirs have ministered and many groups, choirs, 
soloists and musicians continue to make music a vibrant and exciting part 
of the worship.

The Majestic Singers  

When we reflect on UK Gospel music of 
the seventies and eighties, The Majestic 
Singers come to mind.  Formed at this 
church in 1975 by the late Justin J. Lewis, 
The Majestic Singers are widely credited as 
being one of the most important trailblazers 
of Gospel music in this country, due to their 
great sound, extensive travel and the wide 
cross-section of churches in which they 
ministered.  Their music is known across 

the UK, Europe and the USA and they have recently re-released a 30th 
Anniversary edition of their legendary 1979 album, ‘Free At Last’, on 
Kingship Records.  
 
Skills development is a key aspect of the work of the church.  Uniformed 
groups such as the Guides and Brownies, Youth Clubs and the Saturday 
School support the recreational and educational development of children 
and young people.  The youngest childrenare catered for in a purpose-
built nursery complex which was built for over forty children in 1997 
when a survey revealed that there were not enough nursery places for 
children and their families in the area.   
 
Achievements 
In recent years the Lozells and Handsworth area of Birmingham has 
seen large-scale immigration from a range of diverse communities.  Irish 
and Caribbean communities, South Asian, Vietnamese, African and 
more recently, peoples from the European States arrive at this 
destination, co-exist and make this neighbourhood their home. 
Economic re-structuring has brought hardship.  The area is well 
documented as among the highest social deprivation indices.   
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Although the area is beset by many of the issues related to life in the inner-
city the NTCG in Lozells represents the triumph of conviction and 
determination over the obstacles of deprivation, hostility, adversity, 
oppression and discrimination. 

 

Birmingham City Council is the largest local authority in the UK. Councillor 
Cybil Spence, a faithful member of the congregation, became the first black 
Lord Mayor of a European city when she became Birmingham’s first citizen 
in 1996.  The late Esme Lancaster, another beloved member of the 
congregation witnessed her life’s work being recognised through a number 
of awards including the Compassionate Action Award, The 2000 Heritage 
Award, Black History Foundation Citizens Award, The Award for Women of 
Purpose and Excellency and in 2000 awarded an MBE in the Queen’s 
Birthday Honours. 

The church continues to play an integral role in developing and nurturing 
members as well as providing services to the community through a number 
of organised activities.  These include:  

• Sunday School 

• Youth and Christian Education Department 

• Youth Forum 

• Seniors Club and Ministry 

• LifeBuilders 

• Women’s Ministry 

• Missions and Evangelism Department 

• Easter and Summer Play Schemes 

• Boys Brigade and Girls Association 

• Prison Ministry 

• Saturday Supplementary School 
 
De-consecration service September 2007 
Although there remains significant sentiment and attachment for the original 
historic building a decision was made to demolish the building after a 
professional feasibility study revealed the building to be in a state of 
disrepair.  
 
Planning permission was granted in May 2004.  The two houses purchased 
in 1871 at 240 & 242 Lozells Road as part of the church premises were 
also demolished in order to build a larger fit for purpose complex to serve 
the growing and diverse needs of the local community.  
 
 
 

Before work commenced on the new church building the original 
church organ built by Norman & Beard, Norwich 1897/8 and was 
carefully moved to the new Diocesan Auditorium in Reggio Emilia, a 
location between Milan and Pisa in northern Italy.  
 
A de-consecration service was held on 2nd September 2007 and the 
church was demolished between December 2007 and January 2008.  




 
The New Church Complex 
The new church complex officially opened on 12th December 2009. 
It is a complex created to deliver: 

• Community Led Conferences 

• Education and Training 

• Public Meetings 

• Cultural Exhibitions 

• Music Events 

• Children and Youth Led Activities 

• A Learning Centre for all Ages 
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A plaque is now situated on the outside of the 
new church complex to commemorate the 
birthplace of Aston Villa FC. On 12th December 
2010, the 1st anniversary of the opening of the 
new complex, it was unveiled by Mr. Lee 
Preece, Football Operations / Projects Manager, 
Aston Villa Football Club. 
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Walter Price Jack Scattergood, Jack Hughes, Frederick Matthews - the 4 

founders of Aston Villa Football Club in 1874.

William McGregor - the Scottish businessman who became Villa’s Vice 

President in 1877 and led the club onto various accolades.

Revd G.A. Johnson - the 1st leader of the New Testament Church of God, the 

Aston Villa Methodist Church was purchased under his leadership in 1962.

Revd Dr. G. Barnes - the 2nd leader of the church under whose leadership a 

permanent Bible school was established in 1962.

Revd Dr. S. U. Thompson - the 3rd leader of the church who furthered the 

reputation of the church by setting up a Supplementary School and full time 

nursery. The Majestic Singers  - formed in 1975 by the late Justin J. Lewis, the Majestic 

Singers are credited with being one of the influences behind the rise in Gospel 

music in this country. Their music is known across the UK Europe and the USA. 

They recently released a 30th Anniversary edition of their legendary 1979 

album ‘Free At Last’ on Kingship Records.

Councillor Sybil Spence  - a faithful member of the congregation of the New 

Testament Church of God, who became the first black Lord Mayor of a 

European city when she became Birmingham’s first citizen in 1997.

The Late Esme Lancaster - another beloved member of the congregation who 

was awarded a number of awards including the Compassionate Action Award, 

the 2000 Heritage Award, Black History Foundation Citizens Award, the Award 

for Women of Purpose and Excellence and in 2000 awarded an MBE in the 

Queen’s Birthday Honours.

Bishop Derek Webley - recently elected as chair of West Midlands Police 

Authority, not only their first independent member to be elected chair, but 

also the first African-Caribbean chair of any police authority in the UK.
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