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Mapledurham had its own church by the 12th century, when the benefice was acquired by 

the Norman priory of Clair Ruissel. A perpetual vicarage was established, and the priory and 

its successor Eton College presented most vicars thereafter. The living was modest and 

religious provision probably uneven, especially for inhabitants dwelling furthest from the 

church, which stands at the parish’s western extremity. During the Middle Ages and in the 

17th century resident incumbents were common, but thereafter until the 1860s many were 

absentees and employed assistant curates. As lords of the manor the recusant Blount family 

and their heirs the Eystons provided a constant Catholic presence from at least the 17th 

century, their influence on the wider population being most pronounced in the late 18th and 

19th. Protestant Nonconformity, however, was never firmly established.  

 

Church Origins and Parochial Organization 

 

In about 1160 Hugh de Gournay IV (d. c.1180) gave Mapledurham church (dedicated to St 

Margaret)1 to his foundation of Clair Ruissel at Gaillefontaine (Normandy), a daughter house 

                                                             
1
 Certainly by the 14th century: e.g. Cal. Pat. 1385–9, 137. 

Mapledurham church, showing 

tower and north porch. 
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of Fontevraud abbey.2 By then the church probably had its own burial ground and, since the 

font appears to be 12th-century in date, presumably baptismal rights.3 A vicarage was 

ordained in the early 13th century,4 and the benefice remained a vicarage thereafter, even 

though the bulk of the rectory endowment (confiscated by the Crown in 1344 during the 

Hundred Years’ War and given to Eton College in 1442)5 was consolidated with it in 1454.6 

From 1968 the benefice was combined with Caversham, whose rector acted as 

curate-in-charge at Mapledurham until the creation of the new rectory of Caversham and 

Mapledurham in 1981.7 In 2010 the two parishes were joined with the separate parish of St 

John the Baptist, Caversham, to create the benefice of Caversham Thameside and 

Mapledurham.8 

 

Advowson, Endowment, and Vicarage 

The nuns of Clair Ruissel (or their representatives) presented all vicars until the early 14th 

century. After the long incumbency of their presentee John Rose (1343–81) the Crown 

presented until 1437, save for a one-off presentation by Amice Bardolf (as lady of 

Mapledurham Gurney) in 1412. Eton College (and in 1829 the Crown) presented all the 

vicars between 1484 and 1962.9 From 2010 patronage of the new united benefice was 

shared by Eton, Christ Church, Oxford, and the bishop.10 

The rectory, sometimes called the Clair Ruissel portion, excluded two thirds of the 

demesne tithes, of which those from Chazey manor were given to Bec abbey by Miles 

Crispin before 1086,11 and those from Gurney manor to Lewes priory by William Warenne 

c.1088.12 The glebe was augmented in the early 13th century by Hugh de Gournay’s grant of 

2 a. of arable in exchange for tithes of demesne hay, although there is no indication that 

Geoffrey de Chausey’s 1225 grant of a house, croft and yardland was ever realised.13 By 

                                                             
2
 Eton College Archive, ECR 48/2, nos 1–3; Dugdale, Mon. VI (2), 1088 (misdating the grant); Gurney, 

House of Gournay, 88–9, 111–12, 119; Cooke, Early History, 84–6; Long, ‘History of the Manors of 
Mapledurham’, 48–9; Power, The Norman Frontier, 319 n.  
3
 Below (church archit.).  

4
 Rot. Welles, I, 178. 

5
 Cal. Fine 1337–47, 361; Cal. Inq. Misc. II, 490; Rot. Parl. V, 45–52 (at 48). 

6
 Below, vicarage. 

7
 OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. c 1009/4; Who Was Who (online edn), s.v. Grimwade, Rev. Canon John 

Girling; above, Caversham, relig. hist. 
8
 Crockford’s Clerical Dir. (1977–9 and later edns). 

9
 Cooke, Early History, 154–79; Crockford’s Clerical Dir. (1967–8), 1373. 

10
 Crockford’s Clerical Dir. (1977–9 and later edns). 

11
 Reg. Regum Anglo-Norm. I, 559–62; D.M. Smith (ed.), English Episcopal Acta I: Lincoln 1067–1185 

(1980), 13–14; Cooke, Early History, 82–3, 181.  
12

 L.F. Salzman (ed.), The Chartulary of the Priory of St Pancras of Lewes, I (Sussex Record Society, 
1932), 7–9; Cooke, Early History, 82.  
13

 Eton College Archive, ECR 48/1, nos 1–2; Cooke, Early History, 86–7; Long, ‘History of the Manors 
of Mapledurham’, 50. 
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1345 the rectory was worth £5 net,14 and in the 15th century it comprised c.49 a., much of it 

in crofts in the upper part of the parish, and most of the rest in the open fields.15 It was 

leased both by Clair Ruissel priory and (after 1344) by the Crown, which from 1376 let it to 

the lords of Mapledurham Gurney, initially rent free but more usually for £4–5 a year.16 

The 13th-century vicarage was poorly endowed, comprising altar fees, small tithes 

(excluding those of Mapledurham Chazey until 1225), and a house.17 In the 1340s it was 

valued at just 5 marks (£3 6s. 8d.) a year from small tithes, oblations, lamb and wool tithes, 

and part of the tithe of sheaves.18 Most medieval incumbents also held the Lewes priory 

tithes for 14s. rent,19 and some of them the former Bec tithes from Mapledurham and 

adjacent parishes, which had been granted to St George’s Chapel, Windsor, in 1421.20 In 

1454, on the expiry of a lease to the Iwardbys, the vicar Roger Gray successfully petitioned 

for the rectory to be attached to the vicarage for £4 annual rent (still paid to Eton in the 

1930s),21 and by 1535 his successor received £12 10s. net.22 In the late 16th and early 17th 

century the Blounts and their tenants allegedly withheld some tithes and appropriated part of 

the glebe, under colour of a sub-lease of the Bec tithes.23 From 1638 the well-connected 

vicar William Day (whose father was lord of Sunninghill and mayor of Windsor) embarked on 

prolonged litigation to secure the lost tithes,24 and in 1640 formally acquired the former 

Lewes priory tithes from the Crown.25 The Bec tithes were leased from the 1660s to the 

Lybbe and Powys families of Hardwick (Whitchurch).26 

In 1726 the living was worth £240 a year,27 and in 1802 £550.28 The glebe was partly 

rationalised the same year, when 11 a. of open-field strips and meadow were exchanged 

                                                             
14

 Cal. Inq. Misc. II, 490. 
15

 Eton College Archive, ECR 48/7; Mapledurham Map (1586); Mapledurham Archive, A20 (1723 
map); Cooke, Early History, 106–7, 110–11. 
16

 Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 52–4. 
17

 Gibbons (ed.), Liber Antiquus, 9; Rot. Welles, I, 178; below (relig. life: Middle Ages). 
18

 Cal. Inq. Misc. II, 490. 
19

 Cat. Ancient Deeds, A 7963; Cooke, Early History, 100–101; Long, ‘History of the Manors of 
Mapledurham’, 58. 
20

 Cooke, Early History, 103, 162 (Gray, 1457); OHC, E1/T/2 (Thos. Pethe, 1517); Cal. Pat. 1416–22, 
441–2. 
21

 Eton College Archive, ECR 48/7 and 189; COLL JB EST MAP 02; Cal. Pat. 1374–7, 355; Cooke, 
Early History, 51, 94–100, 108–12. 
22

 Valor Eccl. II, 166. 
23

 Oxf. Ch. Ct Deposns 1570–74, p. 36; Eton College Archive, ECR 48/10, 61, 63; OHC, 
PAR164/15/MS/1, ff. 11v., 13v. –14.; Cooke, Early History, 115–16; Long, ‘History of the Manors of 
Mapledurham’, 59–60. 
24

 TNA, E 134/16Chas1/East24; E 134/16Chas1/Mich39; E 134/16Chas1/East24; E 134/1656/Mich27; 
E 134/1659/Mich31; E 134/1659-60/Hil8. 
25

 Cal. SP Dom. 1640, 68; Eton College Archive, ECR 39/171 (reserving a portion to Crown); ECR 
48/59. 
26

 SGC Windsor, XV.41.139–146; CC 117427–117445. 
27

 Hearne’s Collns, IX, 188. 
28

 OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. c 434, f. 151. 
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with Michael Blount for 13 a. in closes next to the vicarage house.29 The tithes were 

commuted in 1840 for a rent charge of £881, of which £821 5s. 9d. went to the vicar and £59 

14s. 3d. (representing the Bec tithes) to the dean and canons of Windsor.30 In 1884 the 

living’s gross annual value was £740, falling to £572 (£423 net) by 1903.31 Glebe above the 

hill (totalling 41 a.) was sold to Edward Riddell-Blount for £550 in 1921,32 and in 1953 the net 

value was £680, excluding £270 rent for part of the vicarage house and for the stable block 

cottage.33 The house, outbuildings and grounds were sold piecemeal in the 1960s.34 

 

Vicarage House 

The former vicarage house, of plain red brick (part white painted), is Georgian, but occupies 

the site of its medieval predecessor.35 A map of 1587 shows a large winged house forming 

three sides of a courtyard.36 John Burton (vicar 1734–66) may have been responsible for a 

first phase of rebuilding,37 and lavished much attention on the garden;38 the present plan is 

later, however, since the spine wall of the double-pile core incorporates a re-used beam 

dendro-dated to 1762.39 Work was under way in 1768 on behalf of the wealthy Thomas 

Barnard (vicar 1766–85), then living in Hertfordshire,40 and the garden was enlarged by 

Edward Tew (vicar 1800–18), who c.1802 laid out a carriage drive through what was 

previously part of the almshouse grounds.41  

The house was further altered in the 19th century by the vicar Lord Augustus 

FitzClarence, a natural son of William IV as duke of Clarence. The work (following Lewis 

Wyatt’s designs of 1831) included raising the roof and replacing the rambling service range 

with a servants’ wing.42 The remodelled interior, which had nine bedrooms in 1903,43 

includes a staircase with Doric column screen, marble fireplaces, and ivory door handles, 44 

and the entrance hall facing the garden formerly had tablets to former vicars and a bust of 

FitzClarence.45 FitzClarence also added a large stable block with domestic accommodation, 

                                                             
29

 Ibid. ff. 149–163v.; Cooke, Early History, 113–18. 
30

 OHC, tithe award. 
31

 Ibid. PAR164/10/R/1, p. 39. 
32

 Eton College Archive, MISC ALHC 285. 
33

 Ibid. COLL JB EST MAP 02. 
34

 Below, vicarage house. 
35

 Eton College Archive, ECR 48/7; OHC, MS Archd. Oxon. b 41, f. 30. 
36

 Mapledurham Map (1587). 
37

 ODNB. 
38

 Cooke, Early History, 173–4. 
39

 VA 32 (2001), 78. 
40

 OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. d 559, f. 98v.; Cooke, Early History, 174. 
41

 Cooke, Early History, 119, 173–4. 
42

 OHC, PAR164/10/M/2; MS Oxf. Dioc. b 104, no. 2. 
43

 OHC, PAR164/10/R/1, p. 38. 
44

 Pevsner, Oxon. 695; information from Dan Miles. 
45

 Baker, Mapledurham Church and Village, 29. Not to be seen in the early 21st cent.: information 
from Dan Miles. 
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a water tower, and a fountain, and erected a brick wall (incorporating pineapple-topped gate 

piers) to separate the house from the street.46 In the 20th century the service wing was 

turned into a self-contained dwelling (St Margaret’s House).47 In the 1960s the house, wing 

and stables were sold separately, the house being bought by Lord Thurlow.48   

 

Pastoral Care and Religious Life 

 

The Middle Ages 

The earliest known incumbent (Ralph de Agia)49 was presented presumably by Hugh de 

Gournay (IV), and under the grant to Clair Ruissel priory was allowed to retain the church 

until his death, although he apparently gave it up on becoming dean of the chapter of St 

Hildevert at Gournay-en-Bray.50 His immediate successors apparently lived in the parish, 

and included William (fl. 1184) and Robert (fl. c.1225–38), both identified as being ‘of 

Mapledurham’.51 Most subsequent medieval vicars appear to have also resided, and several 

were long-serving, amongst them William de Bello (1240–71 or later) and Nicholas Shipton 

(1306–34). Generally they were in full orders at their presentation, although until the late 

14th century almost all appear to have been non-graduates.52 Following the long 

incumbency of John Rose (1343–81) three vicars moved quickly to other livings, although of 

seven 15th-century vicars Thomas Forsthill (1389–1412), Richard Marlow (1412–31) and 

Roger Gray (1437–84) all served more than ten years. Gray, one of three graduate vicars, 

was a pluralist who combined university posts with the neighbouring benefice of Whitchurch 

and other livings. Richard Marlow seems to have been a chaplain at Mapledurham in 1400 

before becoming vicar,53 and in 1517 the non-graduate vicar Thomas Pethe (1500–37) had 

an assistant curate.54  

 The resident lords of Mapledurham Gurney were closely involved with the church. 

Stone coffins found in the nave in 186355 may have belonged to early lords, and in the 14th 

and 15th centuries their successors invested heavily in monuments and fabric, including a 

                                                             
46

 TNA, HO 107/882 (vicarage stables, 1841); NHL, no. 1368946. For medieval masonry of uncertain 
origin found in the garden: C. Graham Kerr, ‘Medieval Masons’ Marks’, SOAG Bulletin, 48 (1992), 17–
19. 
47

 OHC, PAR164/10/M/3; ‘Planning Application Appeal for St Margaret's House, Mapledurham’; Eton 
College Archive, COLL JB EST MAP 03. 
48

 Who Was Who (online edn), s.v. Thurlow, 7th Baron. 
49

 His name probably relates to Alges, south of Gournay. 
50

 Gurney, House of Gournay, vol. 1, 112, 119; Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 49. 
51

 Cooke, Early History, 154–5. 
52

 Ibid. 155–63; Emden, OU Reg. to 1500, passim.  
53

 Mapledurham Archive, C1/12; Cooke, Early History, 160, 206.  
54

 TNA, PROB 2/194. 
55

 Cooke, Early History, 139. 
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chantry chapel established in 1395.56 Sir John Bardolf provided for lights before images of 

the Virgin and St Margaret in 1375,57 and in 1395 Sir Robert Bardolf left money towards 

repair of the nave, chancel, and bells,58 while in 1476 Joan Iwardby, who requested burial 

before an image of St Thomas the Confessor, gave a cross and censor.59 Their relations 

with incumbents were often close. Sir John Bardolf used John Rosen as a feoffee in 1344 

and remembered him in his will in 1375,60 while the vicar Thomas Forsthill was Sir Robert 

Bardolf’s executor and was left £5 for prayers and masses.61 Richard Marlow was executor 

to his patron Amice Bardolf (d. 1416), who gave him 5 marks.62 Roger Gray may have owed 

his appointment partly to the lord William Lynde, and was given a cup and beads by Joan 

Iwardby.63 

A cleric on Matilda de Gournay’s staff in 1241 may have been a household 

chaplain,64 and Mapledurham Chazey manor house had a chapel for the lord’s household 

and guests by the early 13th century , its chaplain supported by tithes from the demesne.65 

In 1225 Geoffrey de Chausey and the nuns of Clair Ruissel agreed that the chapel (and its 

tithes) be annexed to the ‘mother church’ of Mapledurham,66 and thereafter appointment of 

the chaplain and an assistant clerk became the responsibility of the nuns. The chapel, in 

which the lords of Chazey had full sacramental and burial rights,67 was still in use in 1386, 

but may have fallen into disuse by the 1460s when the lord of the manor lived elsewhere.68 

Fragments of re-set medieval masonry in the stable at Chazey Court Farm were probably 

taken from its remains.69 By the late Middle Ages (and possibly from the start) it was 

dedicated to St Nicholas. 

 By the later Middle Ages support of the parish church probably drew on a wider circle 

of inhabitants. Re-roofing of the nave in the 1440s was almost certainly funded by 

parishioners at least in part, and perhaps also benefited from 20s. given by Amice Bardolf 

towards nave repair in the 1410s.70 Wall paintings destroyed in the 19th century were 

probably also late-medieval,71 and Thomas Pychard’s request in 1517 for burial by his seat 

                                                             
56

 Below, church architecture. 
57

 Cooke, Early History, 26. 
58

 Some Oxon. Wills, 8. 
59

 Bodl. MS Rawl. b 103, f. 78. 
60

 Ibid. 158. 
61

 Some Oxon. Wills, 9; Emden, OU Reg. to 1500, II, 711.  
62

 Some Oxon. Wills, 9, 11. 
63

 Bodl. MS Rawl. b 103, f. 78; Cooke, Early History, 161–2. 
64

 Ric. Mansel: Oxon. Eyre 1241, 120. 
65

 Cooke, Early History, 88, 182–3. 
66

 Eton College Archive, ECR 48/1, no. 1; Cooke, Early History, 182–3.  
67

 Eton College Archive, ECR 48/1, no. 1. 
68

 Cooke, Early History, 206–7; Long, ‘History of the Manors of Mapledurham’, 50–1. 
69

 Above, manors (manor houses). 
70

 Some Oxon. Wills, 9. 
71

 Below (church archit.). 
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shows that some proprietary pews were introduced before the Reformation, most likely in the 

15th century.72 Earlier 16th-century testators made bequests towards lights, especially the 

hearse light, and requested burial at the high altar end of the churchyard.73 Whitsuntide 

celebrations indicated in a will of 1547 were presumably late medieval in origin,74 and both 

Pychard and Robert Cowdray (d. 1467) provided for chantry priests.75 

 

The Reformation to 1862 

Thomas Pethe’s immediate successors were short-serving non-resident pluralists, and like 

most subsequent vicars until the late 19th century were fellows of Eton College.76 Oliver 

Stoning (1538–9 and 1546–50) and Richard Bruern (1546 and 1550–9) each held the living 

twice: of those, Bruern was a committed Catholic and professor of Hebrew at Oxford 

University, but resigned his offices after Elizabeth’s accession following the discovery of his 

homosexual relationship with a student.77 Throughout that period the cure was served by 

poorly paid non-graduate curates such as Robert Raynes, described as ‘parish priest’ in wills 

of 1545–7. Church goods, including vestments given by the vicar William Witherton (1539–

44), were removed in 1552–3, apparently without resistance,78 and Catholic preambles 

disappeared from local wills from 1550, not reappearing in Mary’s reign. Possibly that 

reflected the influence of the curate Thomas Asplen, who was witness or overseer (and in 

one case executor) to five of the six wills which survive from the 1550s.79 

 From the later 16th century to the 1680s most vicars were highly qualified and 

resided at least part-time, though provision was mixed. Thomas Matthew (1576–1630) held 

a Hampshire benefice in plurality from 1590 to 1606, but though resident and of ‘good 

sufficiency’ in 1586, he supplied ‘little preaching’.80 Following complaints in 1598 (when he 

was absent) he claimed to preach every other Sunday, more than the contemporary norm, 

while his curate read weekday homilies in his stead.81 A successor alleged that he was also 

extremely lax in collecting tithes, for fear of being turned out of his vicarage for unnamed 

‘abuses’ known to his neighbours.82 Investment in the church nevertheless continued: 

                                                             
72

 TNA, PROB 2/194.  
73

 Ibid.; OHC, MS Wills Oxon 178, f. 12 (Robert Adelerd, 1535); 179, ff. 91 (Joan Body, 1545), 219 
(Wm Curtis, 1546), 252 (John Arlate, 1547). 
74

 Ibid. MS Wills Oxon 179, f. 252. 
75

 TNA, PROB 2/194; Cooke, Early History, 132. 
76

 Cooke, Early History, 163–79. 
77

 Emden, OU Reg. 1501–40, 69; ODNB, s.v. Bruarne. 
78

 Chant Cert. 95, 133; Cooke, Early History, 134. 
79

 OHC, MSS Wills Oxon. 180, ff. 4, 15, 67, 72; 181, ff. 27, 185.  
80

 Peel, Register, II, 130.  
81

 Bod. MS. Top. Oxon. c. 56, f. 22; VCH Oxon. II, 41, 43.  
82

 Eton College Archive, ECR 48/217. 
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parishioners made bequests towards repairs in the 1590s,83 while the tower was rebuilt in 

1608 and a new bell installed in 1623.84 

Despite continuing investment in the church fabric, in 1637 the curate Samuel Clark 

reported that many inhabitants absented themselves from weekly prayers because most 

lived a mile or more away.85 Civil War disruption is suggested by a gap in the marriage 

register for almost the whole period 1645–58,86 and the church possibly suffered damage 

during attacks on Mapledurham House in 1643.87 The vicar throughout that period was 

William Day (1637–84), who became divinity reader at St George’s Chapel, Windsor, in 

166088 but served the cure mostly unaided, his theological approach that of a ‘traditional 

evangelical’.89 During his incumbency (in 1672) the house of William Smallwood (d. 1684), 

‘clerk’ and gentleman, was licensed for Presbyterian preaching on the application of William 

Loveday, and both Smallwood and George Coldham (d. 1699), another resident gentleman, 

made bequests to Dissenters in Reading.90 No Nonconformists were reported in 

Mapledurham in 1676, however.91 Elegiac stanzas on bells installed in 1664 and 1690 were 

composed perhaps by Day and his absentee successor John Hawtrey (1685–1715).92 

During the 18th century vicars were regularly absent, and much parish work was 

carried out by curates.93 Joshua Sugden was curate from 1707–19 under both Hawtrey and 

his successor Stephen Weston (1716–24), who was latterly vice-provost of Eton and 

subsequently became bishop of Exeter. Thomas Archer (curate 1725–8) served under the 

pluralist William Malcher (1724–6) and the king’s chaplain Edward Littleton (1726–33),94 and 

like most of Mapledurham’s vicars since the 1630s was educated at Eton and King’s 

College, Cambridge.95 John Burton (vicar 1734–66) performed the duty himself until 

becoming vice-provost of Eton in 1752,96 and from c.1769 his successor Thomas Barnard 

(vicar 1766–85) resided part-time, assisted by a curate paid £50 a year.97 John Norbury 

                                                             
83

 OHC, MS Wills Oxon. 1/1/23 (Ric. Atwelles, 3s. 4d. for church and bells); 29/2/42 (Nic. Horne, 
20d.); PROB 11/81 (Mary Calthorpe, £2). 
84

 Below, church architecture; Ch. Bells Oxon. II, 204.  
85

 OHC, MS Oxf. Archd. Oxon. c 13, f. 205v. 
86

 Ibid. parish register transcript. 
87

 The Topographer (1789), 414; below, church architecture. 
88

 ODNB.  
89

 Ibid.  
90

 G. Lyon Turner (ed.), Original Records of Early Nonconformity (1911–14), II, 828; TNA, PROB 
11/378/347; PROB 11/452/46; cf. above, social hist. 
91

 Compton Census, ed. Whiteman, 425.  
92

 Cooke, Early History, 141. 
93

 Ibid. 179–80; Oldfield, ‘Clerus’. 
94

 Cooke, Early History, 179; ODNB (Littleton). 
95

 Alum. Cantab. to 1751, I, 38. 
96

 Cooke, Early History, 172–4. 
97

 OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. d 559, f. 98v.; d 562, f. 112; c 327, p. 31. 
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(vicar 1785–1800) visited mainly at the great festivals, employing a curate (Coventry 

Lichfield) who had a long intermittent association with the parish, but lived at Whitchurch.98  

As so often in the period, the frequent absence of a resident incumbent seems to 

have contributed to religious apathy. John Burton (who favoured long formal sermons) 

reported in 173899 that many parishioners failed to attend one of the two Sunday services, 

especially poorer women with small children. Some farmers were also remiss, though he 

was hopeful of their reform. Weekday services on holy days had been abandoned for want 

of attendance (but were reintroduced by 1759),100 while numbers of communicants hovered 

between 15 and 30,101 with celebrations of holy communion falling from six a year in the 

1710s to four in the 1760s.102 Early in the century a bell was rung after morning service to 

indicate that there would be a sermon in the afternoon.103 Protestant Nonconformity (unlike 

Roman Catholicism)104 remained minimal: three or four Presbyterians were reported in 1738 

and 1759,105 and in 1768 there was just a single Quaker, an old woman ‘from whom no 

trouble [was] to be apprehended’.106 

The early 19th century saw a strengthening of religious life. A Sunday school for poor 

children established in the Blount aisle in the church c.1796 (supported financially by the 

Blount family) was a considerable success,107 while John Sumner (vicar 1818–28), a 

conscientious and evangelical priest who went on to become archbishop of Canterbury, 

reported an increase in the number of communicants from 30–40 in 1820 to 50 in 1823.108 

Sumner’s successor Lord Augustus Fitzclarence (1829–54) had little vocation as a 

clergyman,109 though his generosity earned him local affection,110 in particular his school 

foundation, which was implemented by his popular curate John Morgan (1829–36).111 

Contemporary improvements to the church included a new stove (funded by subscription), 

and installation of an organ.112 Morgan’s successor George Hutchins (curate 1838–56) was 

                                                             
98

 D. McClatchey, Oxfordshire Clergy, 1777–1869 (1960), 72, 151; MS Oxf. Dioc. d 567, f. 2; b 13, f. 
156v. For his temporary charge in the 1760s: Cooke, Early History, 180 and n; OHC, PAR164/4/F1/1, 
ff. 112v., 115v. 
99

 Secker’s Visit. 99–100. 
100

 McClatchey, Oxfordshire Clergy, 84; OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. d 556, f. 95; d 559, f. 99; d 565, f. 3. 
101

 Secker’s Visit. 100; OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. d 559, f. 99; d 565, f. 3. 
102

 Cooke, Early History, 148–9; OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. d 559, f. 99. 
103

 OHC, PAR164/4/F1/1, ff. 2v., 3v., 4v. 
104

 Below, this section. 
105

 Secker’s Visit. 99; OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. d 556, f. 93v. 
106

 OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. d 559, f. 98. 
107

 Mapledurham Archive, C58; OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. c 433, ff. 139–40; above, social hist. (education).  
108

 ODNB; OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. d 579, f. 1; d 581, f. 1v. 
109

 M. Murphy, 'Lord Augustus Fitzclarence', History Today, 24.9 (1974), 633–9; Reading Mercury, 28 
Dec. 1968. 
110

 Wilb. Dioc. Bks, 20; OHC, PAR164/2/A1/1 (21 July 1854 vestry resolution). For his costly gifts of 
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likewise an ‘active painstaking parish priest’, and in 1845 Wilberforce thought the parish ‘well 

in hand’,113 with a reported congregation of c.150 in 1854, and 20–30 communicants. 

A Presbyterian or Independent chapel incorporating a Sunday school was opened in 

a cottage by Chazey heath early in the 19th century.114 In 1820 the vicar reported five 

Dissenting families, a number which had ‘declined of late’.115 Evening services there in 1851 

were attended by c.26 people, though the number of Protestant Dissenters overall was 

reportedly ‘very few’.116 The chapel apparently closed before 1866.117 Catholicism remained 

strong in the early 19th century under the Blounts’ influence, and the closure of the family’s 

aisle in the church to public worship caused some controversy.118 

 

Roman Catholicism    By the 1620s the Blount family was openly Catholic,119 though like 

many recusant gentry they combined involvement in clandestine Catholic networks with 

displays of partial religious conformity. Priest hides in Mapledurham House date probably 

from the house’s building c.1612, but the family also maintained a mortuary aisle in the 

parish church, and the new tower may have been financially supported by Sir Richard 

Blount, who at the time was investing in building on the estate.120 Vicars did little to 

challenge their recusancy, perhaps partly because in the 17th century it seems not to have 

affected the wider parish,121 and in 1630 a sidesman excused his failure to present Sir 

Charles Blount on grounds of illiteracy.122 The vicar’s relations with the family must have 

been strained by the long-running dispute over tithes c.1638–60, although Sir Walter Blount 

sometimes attended church, and denied being a papist.123 

By the 18th century the Blounts maintained a place of worship in Mapledurham 

House, and in 1796 constructed a purpose-built chapel at the rear (facing the church), with 

capacity for almost 50 people.124 Chaplains, who often lived in, included Joseph Needham 

(1758–80), Provincial in 1776.125 In 1706 the congregation apparently comprised the Blount 
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114
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115
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118
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 Eton College Archive, ECR 48/243 (11 Aug. 1655); above (endowment). 
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 Above, manors (manor houses).  
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family, their servants, and a few local women;126 by 1738, however, there were said to be 47 

Catholics in the parish, of whom 26 lived in the manor house and 21 elsewhere. The former 

included Mary Bellings, her fiancé the future Lord Arundell of Wardour, extended family, and 

several priests, while the latter presumably included at least four or five tenant families.127 In 

1759 it was reported that ‘several people of the poorer sort’ (including an almsman) had 

been ‘perverted’, with women identified as the chief proselytizers, and Sunday services were 

held in the chapel at the same time as those in the church.128 In 1768 there were said to be 

c.30 local papists, but numbers were hard to ascertain and in 1771 the vicar was ‘fearful’ that 

there were many.129 The chapel certainly served recusants from a wider area including 

Checkendon, Ipsden, Pangbourne, Purley, Reading, and Tilehurst,130 and in 1770 six people 

were confirmed at Mapledurham, rising to 23 in 1786.131 In 1793 the curate reported seven 

families of papists (including the Blounts) in the parish itself, as well as three single women 

in the almshouse.132 

Around 50 Catholics were reported in 1811,133 although the chapel in the manor 

house was apparently closed for several years while the Blounts were living abroad (c.1838–

48).134 The Blount family’s ownership of their mortuary aisle in the parish church was 

contested by the vicar (Fitzclarence) in the 1830s, but was sanctioned by the chancellor of 

the diocese on grounds of their long tenure, their responsibility for upkeep, and their 

exclusive control over access through its external door.135 Michael Henry Blount closed the 

aisle for public worship in 1849, removing pews previously used by the tenants of Park and 

Rose farms (and latterly by the tenant of Mapledurham House), and also by some of the 

poor.136  

  

Since 1862 

The energetic Edward Coleridge (vicar 1862–83) arrived in Mapledurham after a 

distinguished teaching career at Eton,137 and straight away restored the church at his own 
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expense (paying £1,600).138 The object was partly to ‘beautify’ a church which Bishop 

Wilberforce had called ‘mean and poor’, and partly to increase the number of sittings.139 

Coleridge introduced a monthly sacrament, attracting an average of 20 communicants out of 

80 registered, and in 1866 the congregation stood at 70–100, which he claimed represented 

a substantial increase.140 Nevertheless it represented only a quarter of the population, few of 

whom lived within a mile of the church. Besides maintaining the day school he ran a twice-

weekly winter night school in the vicarage house, though he complained of the Blounts’ 

influence as Catholic landowners, and the presence of three public houses. He also 

criticised the practice of women (and especially girls) working in the fields, which he 

presumably felt led to a coarsening of their behaviour.  

Coleridge’s long-serving successor Francis St John Thackeray (vicar 1883–1919) 

was also active locally, and helped (with his family) at the school, where Sunday evening 

services were held as well as clergy-led entertainments including lectures and magic lantern 

shows.141 In 1900 there were 34 communicants (most of them women),142 and Thackeray’s 

presence at a landlord-tenant rent meeting in 1895 suggests a continuing social role.143 By 

the outbreak of the First World War he was nevertheless over 80, and needed help from 

neighbouring clergy in conducting services, while his daughters visited parishioners in 

outlying hamlets on his behalf.144  

Thereafter church attendance fell steadily as in most places. One of the last resident 

vicars to make a major impact was Ernest Macassey (1935–47), a surrogate bishop who 

published widely on the war effort in the national press, and established a parish 

magazine.145 Macassey combined a Conservative political outlook with experience of 

working in poor London parishes, and his approach proved popular with the parochial church 

council, which on his death requested a replacement who might continue ‘the development 

of social work in the parish’.146 The church’s isolated location remained a problem, however, 

and in 1953 Macassey’s successor C.P. Sherwood sought to build a smaller and less costly 

vicarage house at Chazey Heath, ‘close to populous centres’, and with an adjacent church 

hall for services. The proposal was supported by the PCC but not by the bishop of 
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Dorchester, and never reached fruition.147 Sherwood’s installation of an aumbry and 

sanctuary lamp suggests a high-church tone.148 In 1962 almost 400 people attended a 

pageant organised for a patronal day celebration,149 but regular congregations remained 

small,150 and from 1968 the cure was served by the rector of Caversham, with services often 

held by lay ministers. By the early 2010s the congregation was anxious for the church’s 

future, and complained of feeling abandoned by the rector.151 More positive developments 

included the re-establishment of a robed choir, and under new leadership from 2014 there 

was a sense that the church was becoming more ‘modern, inclusive and relevant’.152  

 

Roman Catholicism    By 1866 there were as many as 80 Catholics in the parish,153 and in 

1870 the Blount chapel’s congregation stood at 101, including ten members of the family and 

their fourteen servants.154 Despite those increases the Blounts struggled to maintain their 

chapel, and from 1889 a live-in priest gave way to visiting ones from Reading.155 On one 

Sunday in 1896 45 people attended early morning mass, most of them outsiders.156 Services 

were held throughout most of the early 20th century, but by the 1940s the chapel was near 

derelict and seldom used,157 and in 1953 there were few if any resident Catholics.158 The 

chapel was nevertheless restored and re-dedicated in the late 1960s, and monthly masses 

(held by priests from Our Lady and St Anne, Caversham) continued in 2017.159 

 

Church Architecture 

 

Mapledurham church is a predominantly flint- and stone-built medieval structure substantially 

altered in the 19th century, and incorporates north and south aisles, south porch, and a 17th-

century rebuilt west tower of brick and flint.160 Amongst the earliest features (the 12th-

century font excepted) is a possibly 13th-century blocked arch at the western end of the 

nave’s south wall, but otherwise there is little evidence for the building’s early (pre-15th-
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century) development. Surviving medieval window openings are Perpendicular, and the four-

bay nave roof has been dendro-dated to 1446.161 The present entrance, with its 19th-century 

porch, replaced a now-blocked doorway further east. 

The south aisle was added as a chantry chapel for Sir Robert Bardolf (d. 1395), lord 

of Mapledurham Gurney manor, and subsequently became the burial place of the Blount 

family until 1874.162 It has its own south door and retains much of its original roof (repaired in 

1472), together with some medieval floor tiles and glass.163 Memorials there include a large 

brass to Sir Robert Bardolf, originally mounted on a marble altar tomb, fragments of 16th- to 

17th-century canopies, and numerous 18th- and 19th-century Blount monuments,164 while a 

chest tomb commemorating Sir Richard Blount (d. 1628) and his wife Cecily stands between 

the aisle and nave. The medieval tower, which contained three bells in 1552, was rebui lt in 

1608 (when the aisle roof was also repaired),165 its ‘bold’ brick and flint chequer pattern since 

much admired.166 Late-medieval wall paintings in the nave and chancel (destroyed in the 

19th century)167 included a ‘procession of persons riding upon strange beasts, with a devil 

between each’,168 and some other now lost or fragmentary medieval stained glass and 

memorials, commemorating members of the Blount, Lynde, Annesley and Sambourne 

families, were described in the 17th century.169 
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 Alterations between 1608 and c.1830 were generally minor. The vicar William Day 

repaired the chancel in 1637,170 though soldiers may have caused some damage to the 

church in the early 1640s when the east window of the Bardolf aisle was described as ‘lately 

broken and patched’.171 In 1718 the pulpit furniture was renewed, and in 1722 a gallery was 

built across the nave’s west end, depriving the interior of light.172 A now-blocked doorway in 

the west wall of the tower probably gave access to the gallery. In 1737 the church was 

replastered, boards carrying the Lord’s Prayer, commandments and creed were fixed to the 

gallery, and the names of benefactors to the poor were painted on the roof beams,173 while 

further repairs were ordered in 1759,174 and regular work was carried out on the windows, 

churchyard wall, and clock and bells.175 An organ (mounted in the gallery) was presented in 

the 1830s by the vicar’s father King William IV, together with a new tower clock.176  

 In 1863 the vicar Edward Coleridge obtained a faculty to remove the gallery and 

partitions blocking off the tower arch, erect a new porch, insert a north window, re-roof the 

chancel, and replace the altar rails, pulpit and seating.177 In the event the works carried out 

by the architect William Butterfield greatly exceeded the faculty.178 In addition to the agreed 

changes, the north aisle was divided from the nave by timber piers on stone bases, the 

vestry (a small structure of unknown date) was separated from the organ chamber and given 

a window and doorway to the chancel, the doorway in the west wall was blocked up and the 

west window enlarged, and the tower was raised by 24 feet and crowned with a pyramidal 

roof, unfairly dismissed by a later vicar as ‘unsightly’ and ‘extinguisher-shaped’.179 The 

southernmost arch of the Blount aisle (previously palisaded) was walled in, the font was 

moved and painted, and many old memorials were removed, along with the gallery boards 

and names of benefactors. An elaborate altar screen mentioned in the 1840s was also taken 

away, and a reredos of Siena marble (since largely concealed by a curtain)180 placed under 

the east window. As part of the restoration new stained glass by Hardman of Birmingham 

was inserted in 1865.181 

Subsequent changes included the insertion of memorials (including glass by Powell) 

to members of the Rose family, tenants of Hardwick House (Whitchurch), Sir Charles Rose 
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having paid for a new organ in 1889 and new heating in 1908.182 The churchyard was 

enlarged in 1902,183 and bell repairs carried out in 1907.184 Electric heating and lighting were 

supplied in 1947, and in 1949 new churchyard gates were dedicated to the parish’s Second 

World War dead.185 Extensive repairs and damp-proofing were carried out in 1966.186 By 

then the south (Blount) aisle was in a ‘deplorable state of disrepair’ but was restored by the 

Mapledurham Estate in the 1970s, resolving longstanding draught problems in the body of 

the church.187 The bells were refurbished in 2006, and the roof repaired in 2010 and 2014.188 
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