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PARISH CHURCHES
he parish church is one of the glories of the English countryside but with the decline in
worship over the last ten years some 2,000 have closed. Various go-ahead villages, faced
with the loss of their post office and pub, have turned the church into a successful
community centre complete with WiFi. I urge you, when you get the opportunity, to pop into the
local parish church, you never know what you might find! For example, this chancel roof in
Yorkshire’s St Mary, Beverley, depicting England’s kings!. It is quite exceptional. In order to help

you decode Parish church features, here are some examples.

The baptismal font is usually found in the nave, opposite the south
porch entrance. They are sometimes older than the church itself,
having come from an earlier structure on the same site. Left is the
Norman font from St
Laurence, Castle Rising
in Norfolk?. Fonts were
often protected by an
ornate cover. St Mary of
the Assumption Ufford3,
Suffolk where the
stunning 15 century
font cover is shown
right. Corbels are
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supports projecting from
the face of a wall and are
often carved. Left is a
Romanesque example from
St Michael Cumnor in
Berkshire4.

Tombs are a rich source of
interest and demonstrate
the vanity of the
aristocracy - 13th century St
| Mary, Acton Burnell in Shropshire5 with its ornate tomb to the Lee
family, ancestors to Robert E Lee, the Confederate general.
However this is not always the case as shown by the tomb of
young Penelope Boothby in St Oswald’s Ashbourne,
Derbyshire (left®) commemorating the untimely death of a
much loved child in 1791.

holiest part of the church
whereas the nave was

largely a community space.
The Chancel arch was often embellished to demonstrate this
fact. The Knights Templar sometimes built round churches

enat

referencing Jerusalem’s Holy Sepulchre, the prime example
being London’s Temple. Here in St Michael’s Garway in ‘
Herefordshire (right”) the remains of the original church can
be found on the north side. The chancel arch is also Templar.

Misericords are the tip-up seats found in choir stalls
and which allow the occupant to rest their behind
whilst standing. St Laurence in Ludlow, Shropshire has
& some wonderful examples®. A boss is an ornamental
- projection, usually placed at the intersection of vault
ibs. The example below comes from Rosslyn Chapel in
i Scotland®. It depicts a Green Man, this pagan
| figurehead can be found in many churches but Rosslyn
boasts up to 100. Funerary monuments do not have to
" be tombs and a simple wall-mounted tablet can suffice.
When the tablet is enclosed in an ornamental frame or scroll it is known as a cartouche. This
example (leftl%) is that of Sir George Downing at St Denis’ East Hatley, Cambridgeshire. His

house in London gave us the street name that we know so well.
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We must not forget the floor of course, encaustic
Medieval tiles are a great find, look at these 13th
- 14t century examples from St Etheldreda’s
West Quantoxhead, Somerset!l. An important
{ feature of a parish church is the pulpit. The one
i shown here was carved in the 15t century and
)l graces the magnificent St Andrew’s Haberton'?,
M Devon.
S o m e« bl
pulpits |SE e
’(often Jacobean) have a }q’ :
L\ sounding board as here {
at St Mary’s Pitstone, S
Buckinghamshirel3.
|~ Pulpits are of course for §
g preaching but lessons #
are read from a lectern. """‘
Most are of brass and -
Victorian but there are
- older ones to be found
such as this 15t century
example at St Peter, St
Paul and St Thomas, s

Bovey Tracey, Devon!4.

The photo below is of
b the interior of St
Andrew Winterborne ||
Tomson in Dorset!5.
This is one of only four single-celled Norman churches. There
are three features to note: the barrel-vaulted roof, the box
pews that are graded in size depending on your status and
the rood screen, separating the chancel from the nave. The
view to the west shows a minstrels gallery, shades of Thomas
Hardy. To be continued.




Recommended reading: The Church Explorer’s Handbook, Clive Fewins (Canterbury Press 2005); I
Never Knew That About England’s Country Churches, Christopher Winn (Ebury Press 2014); John
Betjeman’s Guide to English Parish Churches, revised by Nigel Kerr (Harper Collins 1993); How to
Read a Church, Richard Taylor (Random House 2004); England’s Thousand Best Churches, Simon
Jenkins (Penguin Books 2009); Harris’s Guide to Churches & Cathedrals, Brian Harris (Ebury

Publishing 2006).

Picture credits: 1 Wikimedia Commons (Jenny from Lincoln); 2 and 3 Great English Churches; 4 VADS (University for
the Creative Arts; 5 Wikipedia (Nabokov) Creative Commons; 6 Codlins and Cream; 7 Visit Herefordshire; 8 Travel
Words; 9 Rosslyn Chapel; 10 Hatley; 11 Church Times; 12 Devonchurchland; 13 Britain Express; 14 Devonchurchland;
15 The Churches Conservation Trust and Great English Churches.

HISTORIC ENGLAND?

rownsea Island, the largest island in Dorset's Poole Harbour, is teeming with plants and

wildlife. At its heart is Brownsea Castle (Grade II listed), a grand country house

transformed from the ruins of a Tudor blockhouse (a defensive fortification), surrounded
by an idyllic garden landscape.

The designed landscape stands as a remarkable testament to centuries of evolving garden design,
starting as a small Arcadian pleasure ground and expanding in the 19th century to a picturesque
landscape that extended over most of the island, with lakes, specimen trees and a network of
walks. Described as an Italian garden, the castle's walled garden — one of the earliest elements of
the island - is enclosed by historic brick walls, featuring a central sundial and an elegant circular
gazebo. The house's terraced garden has spectacular views across the open water, its slopes lined
with exotic plants.

The landscape's significance extends beyond its long history reflecting the evolution of English

garden design. Brownsea Island also hosted Lord Baden-Powell's experimental scout camp in
1907 and is now known as the birthplace of the Scouting movement. Today, the landscape
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provides one of southern England's few refuges for red squirrels, a historic site that doubles as a
tranquil sanctuary for wildlife

nown as the Inglis Pyramid Bridge, it is a rare metal bridge which crosses the
K Basingstoke Canal near Aldershot. This unassuming portable bridge is one of the

relatively few military structures in England that date from the First World War.
This was the first portable bridge designed by War Office engineer Charles Inglis (pronounced
Ingalls). Made of lightweight steel, it was quick and easy to construct with little training and
could be reused. Soldiers used the design effectively during the First World War, especially in
France, and it was hugely influential in developing future military bridges. They were also used
by Allied Forces as far afield as Pakistan and India.

It is one of only 10 Inglis Pyramid Bridges known to have been manufactured during the 1914 to
1918 conflict and is likely to be the only example still in use as a bridge in England. Grade II

listed.
efore the advent of sat-nav in Britain,
B drivers relied on signposts or
fingerposts , especially at crossroads to
help them find their way (and could read
maps). Once a common feature of road
junctions, 19th and 20th-century fingerposts
are now becoming increasingly rare. Erected
between 1902 and 1921, this early 20th-century
signpost predates the 1922 requirement for
direction fingers to display road classification
numbers, a reflection of the rise in importance
of well-marked transport routes at the time.
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Unlike many surviving examples, the Toddington Fingerpost is not built to a standardised
design. Designed in the tradition of folk art and likely crafted by a local blacksmith, it features
pointing hands at the ends of 3 painted direction arms. It is thought to have been influenced by
the late 17th-century, Grade II listed Teddington Hands guidepost nearby, an echo of much
earlier road signage.

Over the years, many of these quirky, functional historic structures have been replaced by high-
visibility street signs. The rare survival of the Fingerpost at Toddington stands as an important
reminder of a time when Britain's road networks were developing, transforming both work and
leisure travel.

DID YOU KNOW?3
he Medicinal leech (Hirudo
medicinalis) has 300 teeth, 10
stomachs, 9 pairs of testicles and 32
segments, each with its own brain fragment.

Its medicinal use in Victorian times - when
Britain used 42 million leeches a year - .
almost led to its extinction. It was believed (
since ancient times that leeches could extract _4
bad blood. There is an Egyptian painting of :
c1500BC illustrating the practice. Leeches
were preferred over lancets or cupping as it 7
was less painful - the creature secretes an __
anaesthetic (as well as vasodilator, §
anticoagulant and clot-dissolving:

properties). ;

Traditionally, harvesting was by women *
who would lift their skirts and wade into
ponds, tarns and mudflats. They would then
rush to the nearest apothecary to have them ’&\ ]
removed. For this they earned a penny a
leech whilst the doctor charged six times as much. As you may know, the leech is now back in
favour to restore circulation to grafted tissues and reattached appendages. Due to the low
numbers of indigenous European leeches they are now farmed!
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1. The Customs and Ceremonies of Britain, Charles Kightly, Thames & Hudson 1986. Wikipedia. Bell: Steve46814 Creative Commons.
Kadomatsu: Marufish Creative Commons. Shimenawa: JnnCreative Commons. Kransekaga: Lorie Shaull Creative Commons.
God Cakes: Baking for Britain.

2. As 2024 draws to a close, Historic England is celebrating 17 remarkable and unusual historic buildings and places that have been
granted protection over the past year.

3. Taken from England, A Natural History by John Lewis-Stemple (Doubleday 2024). Illustration is of the Roman emperor Galerius in
from Bocaccio’s Decameron, courtesy of JEAN-LOUP CHARMET / SCIENCE PHOTO LIBRARY.

Page 6



