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Great Rollright had its own church by the mid 12th century, the date of the earliest surviving 

fabric. The living (a rectory) was moderately well endowed, and several of its medieval 

incumbents were non-resident pluralists who employed assistants. The advowson belonged 

to the Despenser manor until the 1580s, and in 1613 was sold to Brasenose College, 

Oxford, which until the 20th century presented a succession of college fellows. Neither 

Roman Catholicism nor Protestant Nonconformity were much in evidence until the 19th 

century, when two Baptist chapels were established. 

 

Church Origins and Parochial Organization 

 

If the existing church was the earliest on the site, its founder may have been Simon 

Despenser (fl. 1120–30) or his son Thurstan (fl. 1153–77), whose son Thomas was 
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presented to the living and reached agreement with Godstow abbey over his grandfather’s 

gift of tithes.1 The dedication to St Andrew, though apparently not mentioned until the 18th 

century, is presumably medieval, since the parish’s 13th-century annual fair was held at St 

Andrew’s feast (30 November).2 

 The parish retained an independent incumbent until 1958 when the rector of 

Swerford was appointed curate-in-charge. Great Rollright continued to be held in plurality 

with neighbouring benefices until 1980, when it was formally united with the benefice of 

Hook Norton, Swerford, and Wigginton, and the same year the ecclesiastical parish was 

united with Hook Norton and Swerford.3 The parish belonged to Chipping Norton rural 

deanery from the Middle Ages.4 

 

Advowson and Endowment 

 

The advowson belonged to the Despenser manor by 1234 and probably from the church’s 

foundation.5 In 1300 and 1304 the king presented whilst holding the manor in wardship,6 and 

in 1583 the advowson passed with the manor to William Sheppard, who that year sold it for 

£240 to the local landholder Roger Brent.7 He presented in 1598, and in 1613 sold the 

advowson to Brasenose College, Oxford, for £41 and an extension to a lease.8 In 1687 the 

college granted a single turn to John Edisbury, a Master in Chancery, who presented the 

college Principal,9 but Brasenose presented every subsequent rector until 1980, when it 

became a joint patron of the united benefice.10 

 The rectory was valued at 10 marks (£6 13s. 4d.) in 1254, £11 in 1291 and 1341, and 

16 marks (£10 13s. 4d.) in 1428, its income drawn from tithes and an open-field yardland of 

glebe.11 Portions of the tithes were granted in the 12th century to Godstow and Eynsham 

abbeys, the former through a gift of Simon Despenser (fl. 1120–30); those were commuted 

c.1183–92 for an annual payment of 8s., which was confirmed in the 1230s but later 

lapsed.12 Eynsham’s tithes, given perhaps by one of the d’Oillys and worth 6s. 8d. a year, 

 
1 Godstow Latin Cart. pp. 289–90; below (endowment; church archit.). 
2 Cal. Chart. 1226–57, 414; Par. Colln, III, 243. 
3 Crockford’s Clerical Dir. (1959–60), 281; OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. c 1863/4; below (relig. life). 
4 Lunt (ed.), Val. Norw. 310; Youngs, Admin. Units, I, 404. 
5 Rot. Welles, II, 46; above, landownership. 
6 Cal. Pat. 1292–1301, 538; 1301–7, 214. 
7 Jeffery, Rollright, 146–7, citing BNC, Rollright 78. 
8 Pearce, ‘Clergy’, 29; Jeffery, Rollright, 148–9. 
9 Jeffery, Rollright, 153; Alum. Oxon. 1500–1714, II, 445; below (relig. life). 
10 OHC, Cal. Presentation Deeds, ser. 1, pp. 71–2; ibid. MSS Oxf. Dioc. c 1863/4; c 1984. 
11 Lunt (ed.), Val. Norw. 310; Tax. Eccl. 32; Nonarum Inquisitiones, 139; Feudal Aids, VI, 380. For the 
glebe’s size (not recorded before the 18th cent.), OHC, enclo. award; ibid. MS Oxf. Archd. Oxon. b 
41, f. 63. 
12 Godstow Latin Cart. pp. 289–90, 342, 362. 
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came from a nominal hide which was tenanted in the 1230s, but which was perhaps former 

demesne. In 1470 the abbey’s lessee complained that those tithes were being withheld by 

the rector,13 and the abbey’s right was not mentioned later. In 1526 the rectory as a whole 

was valued at £16 13s. 4d., rising to £17 by 1535 when both glebe and tithes were leased.14 

The glebe’s lessee in 1604 was the patron Roger Brent.15 

In 1752 the rector James Parker placed £50 in funds managed by Brasenose College 

to augment the living,16 and after enclosure in 1776 (when the tithes were extinguished) the 

glebe totalled 488 a., for which the outlying Heath Farmhouse was built on the parish’s 

eastern edge. The farm was leased, in 1849 at £520 a year,17 though by 1887 (with the 

onset of agricultural depression) the rent was ‘terribly reduced’, and in 1902 the rector’s 

income was £264 gross and £127 net,18 rising to £370 net by 1930.19 Some 6 a. of glebe 

was compulsorily purchased for the railway c.1887, and in 1910 the rest totalled 414 a. (403 

a. let in three parcels and 11 a. in hand around the rectory house).20 Heath farm returned to 

single occupation before 1941, but was later sold,21 and in 1991 a small piece of remaining 

glebe was used to extend the churchyard.22 

 

Rectory House  The rectory house probably occupied the site of its 19th-century successor 

at Church End from the Middle Ages, and in 1665 was assessed on five hearths.23 Ralph 

Rawson (rector 1667–87) made repairs, and c.1674 replaced it with a ‘new house of stone’ 

containing a hall, parlour, study, kitchen, and three upstairs rooms.24 Brasenose College 

helped maintain it during the 18th and 19th centuries, and in 1805 it had three ground-floor 

rooms with cellars underneath, four bedrooms, and attics under a slate-covered roof. The 

surrounding 6-a. site contained stone and thatched barns, stables, and hovels, three small 

labourers’ cottages, and adjoining gardens and grounds.25 

 
13 Eynsham Cart. I, pp. 5–6, 324; II, pp. lxiii-lxiv; Tax. Eccl. 32; above, landownership (other estates). 
The abbey’s share was two thirds. 
14 Subsidy 1526, 263; Valor Eccl. II, 181; Visit. Dioc. Linc. II, 43. 
15 Oxf. Ch. Ct Deposns 1603–6, p. 15. 
16 Jeffery, Rollright, 161. For a survey of tithes compiled by his predecessor c.1735, OHC, 
PAR222/15/T1/1. 
17 OHC, enclo. award (awarding 418 a. in new allotments, plus 93 a. held under Brasenose College); 
ibid. MS Oxf. Dioc. c 449, f. 25 (terrier 1805); ibid. Mau. I/i/1; BNC, Rollright 194; Oxf. Jnl, 7 July 1781, 
27 Oct. 1821. 
18 OHC, MSS Oxf. Dioc. c 353, f. 345; c 368, f. 328. 
19 Crockford’s Clerical Dir. (1930), 1161. 
20 Ibid. (1888–98 edns); OHC, DV/X/80. 
21 TNA, MAF 32/913/88, no. 2; OHC, RDC9/3/F7/2. 
22 OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. c 1863/4. 
23 Hearth Tax Oxon. 175; Jeffery, Rollright, 152; OS Map 1:2500, Oxon. XIV.3 (1881 edn), nos. 176 
and 178. 
24 OHC, MSS Oxf. Archd. Oxon. c 33, f. 192; c 30, f. 164; Wood’s Life, II, 106; TNA, PROB 4/10770. 
25 Jeffery, Rollright, 163–4; OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. c 449, ff. 25–6. 
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In 1849 Joseph Heathcote Brooks (rector 1848–55) rebuilt the house on an 

extravagant scale far beyond his means, causing long-term difficulties.26 The new building 

(demolished in the 1950s) was two-storeyed with attics and vaguely ‘Tudorish’ in style, 

featuring multiple gables, tall stone stacks, and large mullioned windows including full-height 

canted bays. The interior contained an airy hall, enormous cellars, a wide staircase, and (by 

1902) a private chapel.27 The grounds were also extended, and in 1918 a mortgage helped 

pay for further improvements.28 The house was sold in 1929, and three years later the 18th-

century Church End House (across the street to the north-west) was bought from Brasenose 

College as a replacement,29 that too being improved in 1951. In 1960 Brasenose sold a plot 

adjoining the churchyard as the site for a new rectory house, but that was never built, and 

after the benefice’s union in 1980 Church End House was sold.30 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
26 Jeffery, Rollright, 166; D. McClatchey, Oxfordshire Clergy 1777–1869 (1960), 23; below (relig. life). 
27 OHC, POX0195750, etc.; Brooks, Pevsner N&W, 336; McClatchey, Oxon Clergy, 23; OHC, MS 
Oxf. Dioc. c 368, f. 327v. (chapel). 
28 TNA, MAF 11/125/45–6 (adding 8 a. S of rectory ho.); OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. c 1985 (mortgage). 
29 Papers in OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. c 1985; Banbury Guardian, 11 Aug. 1927 (attempted earlier sale). 
For Church End Ho., above, landscape etc. (built character). 
30 OHC, MSS Oxf. Dioc. c 1985; c 1863/4. 

Church End House, adopted as the rectory house 1932-80.  
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Religious Life 

 

The Middle Ages 

 

Amongst early rectors, Warin ‘the parson of Rollright’ witnessed a mid-to-late 12th-century 

land grant, while Thomas son of Thurstan Despenser (c.1180s–90s) and Ralph Despenser 

(1230s–40s) were relatives of the patrons, and held the family living of Ewelme in plurality.31 

Both may have often been absent, with day-to-day work undertaken by lesser clergy.32 Later 

13th- and 14th-century rectors were probably resident and several served long 

incumbencies, although none are known to have been university-educated, and several 

were presented in minor orders, Bertrand le Blunt (rector 1269–1300) being ordained as 

priest only in 1294.33 During Roger de Solers’ incumbency (1304–42) the parish hosted an 

inquest into Osney abbey’s estate at Chastleton, and in 1322 Roger was implicated in an 

attack on the property of the lord (and patron) John de Hadlow.34 Simon East (rector 1342–

53), a native of Pavenham (Beds.), was followed by Richard de Wardington (1353–61) and 

Richard de Hull (1366–9), both of whom died in notable plague years.35 

 By the 15th century most rectors were university graduates, several of them 

exchanging the living. John Lound (rector 1432–5) acquired degrees in canon and civil law 

and became chancellor to the bishop of Durham, while John Beke (1435–65) held other 

posts including the Rectorship of Lincoln College, Oxford. John Lumbury (rector 1465–77) 

and probably Maurice Bartram (1482–?99) were also pluralists, and Robert Vobes (1477–

82) was another canon lawyer.36 Thomas Slaughter (instituted 1369) and Richard Slaughter 

(rector 1416–18) were perhaps related, though neither are known to have been graduates, 

while Thomas Barbour (1418–32) was summoned in 1425 for failing to settle a debt.37 

Amongst later rectors, James Battersby (1499?–1522) received papal dispensation to hold 

Great Rollright in plurality in 1505, remaining in post until his death and being 

commemorated by a brass depicting him in full vestments and holding a chalice and wafer.38 

 
31 BNC, Rollright 7; Jeffery, Rollright, 138–40; VCH Oxon. XVIII, 227. 
32 e.g. Wm the deacon or priest and Ingelram the clerk: BL, Egerton Ch. 633; Eynsham Cart. I, p. 105; 
BNC, Rollright 10. 
33 Rot. Grosseteste, 492; Rot. Gravesend, 221; Reg. Sutton, VII, 47, 50; Lincs. Arch. REG/2, ff. 143, 
147. 
34 Oseney Cart. IV, p. 329; Cal. Pat. 1321–4, 169. 
35 Reg. Burghersh, II, p. 100; Lincs. Arch. REG/9, f. 278v.; REG/10, f. 346v. Of 21 known rectors 
1234–1522, 7 vacated by death, 8 by resignation or exchange, and 6 by cause unknown. 
36 Emden, OU Reg. to 1500, I, 124–5, 154; II, 1164–5, 1177; III, 1951. 
37 Jeffery, Rollright, 144; Cal. Pat. 1422–9, 253. 
38 Cal. Papal Regs 1503–13, 525; Par. Colln, III, 243; the brass survives. 
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William Dyngley (rector 1522–58) may have also been a pluralist, and by 1526 employed a 

long-serving curate.39 

 

   

 

 

 

 Little evidence survives of lay piety or popular religion, although a ‘Lady well’ 

mentioned in 1662 may recall a pre-Reformation holy well dedicated to the Virgin.40 

Investment in the church fabric is evident from its periodic remodelling throughout the Middle 

Ages,41 and John Freeman (d. 1491), who requested burial in the church in front of an image 

of the Virgin, left twenty sheep towards repair of the nave and other works.42 Before 1520 a 

woman left money for consecration of an altar to St Katharine, and Thomas Pew (probably 

Prew) left a cow to the church, though both gifts were at least temporarily withheld or 

mismanaged. The rector, meanwhile, attracted censure for grazing horses and sheep in the 

churchyard, failing to keep the holy oil under lock, and keeping two women (presumably 

servants) at the rectory house, although a few years later the churchwardens reported that 

all was well.43  

 

The Reformation to 1811 

 

 
39 Subsidy 1526, 263; Visit. Dioc. Linc. II, 43; Alum. Cantab. to 1751, II, 44; below. 
40 Jeffery, Rollright, 181; OHC, MS Oxf. Archd. Oxon. b 41, f. 63. 
41 Below (church archit.). 
42 Oxon. Wills, 46–7. 
43 Visit. Dioc. Linc. I, 136; II, 43. 

The brass to the rector James Battersby (left), and the octagonal 
font in Perpendicular style (right). 
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Dyngley’s curate James Hudson witnessed inhabitants’ wills throughout the 1540s–50s, 

several of which incorporated Roman Catholic invocations and called him ‘ghostly father’.44 

At his institution as rector of Little Rollright in 1559 he nevertheless accepted the Elizabethan 

settlement.45 Thomas Corke (d. 1552) left money to the rood and sacrament lights and for 

repair of the bells,46 but after 1558 most inhabitants apparently conformed, with no recusants 

reported. Following Dyngley’s death in 1558 the living was held by several long-serving 

incumbents, including William Osborne (rector 1558–85), who left 10s. towards church 

repairs, and John Pillesbury (1585–98). Their successor John Goodwin remained for 69 

years, until his death aged 95 in 1667.47 

 Goodwin was initially non-resident (prompting parishioners to petition for his income 

to be diverted to the poor),48 but from 1600 he regularly witnessed inhabitants’ wills, and 

between 1607 and 1628 baptized thirteen of his children in the parish church.49 As he grew 

older services were increasingly taken by assistants,50 and the church and rectory house 

were apparently neglected, obliging his successor Ralph Rawson (rector 1667–87) to pay for 

repairs and seek compensation from Goodwin’s son.51 Rawson was the first incumbent 

presented by Brasenose College (where he was an ‘admirable’ tutor), though be resigned 

his fellowship soon after becoming rector. A Royalist during the Civil War, in his last years he 

suffered delusions, seeming ‘in his fits to fancy himself in a state of damnation unless he had 

the king’s pardon, saying he was to be flayed alive’.52 His curate Edward Jennings was 

removed by the bishop in 1682 for allegedly preaching ‘fanatical and puritanical’ doctrine, 

charges which he strongly denied, claiming malice by a small minority of ‘shuttle-brained’ 

parishioners.53 

 Rawson’s immediate successors were Brasenose College fellows who generally 

lived elsewhere: John Meare (rector 1687–93) was college Principal, while Robert Cocks 

(1695–1736), though initially resident, also served Bladon and Woodstock from 1715, 

leaving Rollright in the hands of curates.54 Thomas Foxley (rector 1736–40) resided and 

 
44 OHC, MSS Wills Oxon. 179, ff. 81v., 129 and v., 225v.–226, 263; 180, ff. 101v.–102v., 105v.–106, 
117, 258 (mostly pre-dating Mary’s reign); 181, ff. 201v.–202, 221 and v.; 182, ff. 50v.–51; 183, ff. 
203v.–204. 
45 Below, Little Rollright, relig. hist. (relig. life). 
46 OHC, MS Wills Oxon. 180, f. 101v. (will made 1548). 
47 Ibid. 49/1/5; ibid. par. reg. transcript; Pearce, ‘Clergy’, 28–9; Jeffery, Rollright, 149–50. 
48 OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. c 74, f. 25; cf. Cal. Pat. 1602–3, p. 77. 
49 OHC, par. reg. transcript; ibid. MSS Wills Oxon. 17/2/36; 29/4/5, etc. 
50 Ibid. MS Oxf. Dioc. e 3, f. 22v. (Nath. Goodwin). 
51 Ibid. MSS Oxf. Archd. Oxon. c 33, f. 193; c 30, f. 164 and v. 
52 HMC Leyborne-Popham (1899), p. 260; Jeffery, Rollright, 150–2; Cal. SP Dom. Jan.–June 1683, 
240–1. 
53 OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. c 650, f. 31 and v.; Bp Fell and Nonconf. pp. xxviii, 62. 
54 Jeffery, Rollright, 153–8; OHC, par. reg. transcript; ibid. MS Oxf. Archd. Oxon. e 4, ff. 33, 46, 48v.; 
VCH Oxon. XII, 33, 403, 409. Cocks’s incumbency saw installation of new bells in 1695–6: below 
(church archit.). 
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served alone, holding two Sunday services with one sermon, and celebrating communion 

(attended by c.15 communicants) three times a year. A Roman Catholic ran the pub, but 

there was otherwise no Dissent.55 Little changed under the long-serving James Parker 

(rector 1740–80), who increased communion to seven times a year (though without 

attracting many more communicants) and oversaw modest church repairs, although new 

pulpit and communion table cloths were needed in 1763.56 Parker was also a generous 

benefactor, augmenting the living and endowing an educational charity.57 A silver chalice 

and paten dated 1726 were given by the lord of the manor William Sheppard (d. 1742), other 

donations including a 17th-century Dutch-style brass almsdish,58 and rents given for repair of 

church bells were mentioned in the 1730s.59 

 Protestant Nonconformity increased during the incumbency of Joshua Newby (rector 

1780–1811), with some Baptists attending meetings at Hook Norton, and a staymaker’s 

cottage in Rollright being licensed for Methodist meetings in 1800, served by visiting 

preachers.60 Newby (who by 1801 was infirm) employed a succession of curates at £30–£40 

a year,61 enjoying mostly good relations,62 though in 1808 his curate Samuel Leigh (who also 

taught at Chipping Norton grammar school) had to resign following arguments with Newby 

and Newby’s wife, who claimed he was ‘tinctured with Methodism’. Events reached a head 

when Leigh received two black eyes in a pub brawl, sustained (according to Leigh) while 

trying to rescue a friend. He nevertheless won support amongst a significant group of 

parishioners, who, Newby complained, ‘follow him to Heythrop and leave my church almost 

destitute’.63 

 

Since 1811 

 

John Tench (rector 1811–48) maintained the long-standing practice of two Sunday services 

and communion 7–8 times a year, attracting a congregation of c.150 and up to 45 

communicants.64 Nonconformity continued to grow, however, with further cottages licensed 

for worship in 1821 and 1836, and a barn (occupied by the farmer John Berry) in 1837.65 The 

 
55 Secker’s Visit. 125. Two Catholics (attending the chapel at Heythrop) still ran the pub in 1802: 
OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. d 567, f. 69 and v. 
56 OHC, MSS Oxf. Dioc. d 556, ff. 195–8; c 327, p. 108; ibid. MS Archd. Oxon. c 95, ff. 8, 24v. 
57 Jeffery, Rollright, 161; above (endowment); social hist. (educ.). 
58 Evans, Ch. Plate, 147. 
59 OHC, PAR222/15/T1/1; cf. ibid. PAR222/13/C1/1. 
60 Ibid. MSS Oxf. Dioc. b 15, f. 21v.; c 644, ff. 56, 62; c 327, p. 277; d 567, f. 69v.; d 569, f. 57v. It 
closed by 1814: ibid. d 575, f. 61v. 
61 Ibid. b 15, f. 22v.; c 327, pp. 108, 277; d 549, p. 151. 
62 e.g. ibid. c 657, f. 7. 
63 Ibid. c 658, ff. 133–42. 
64 Ibid. d 575, f. 61v.; d 579, f. 45v.; b 38, f. 158v.; b 41, f. 184v. 
65 Ibid. c 644, f. 234; c 646, ff. 37, 48. 



VCH Oxfordshire • Texts in Progress • Gt Rollright (August 2021) • Religious History • p. 9 

promoters were probably Baptists and Particular Baptists, who respectively opened the 

Ebenezer chapel on High Street in 1833 and the Bethel chapel at South End in 1838.66 By 

1851 the Ebenezer chapel had afternoon and evening Sunday services and a Sunday 

school, attracting up to 100 people in all, while the Bethel chapel’s monthly morning service 

had a congregation of c.60.67 Primitive Methodists met soon after at a licensed cottage in the 

village,68 while several Roman Catholics attended mass presumably at Heythrop. By 1860 

half the population were reckoned to be Dissenters, and a dominant parish farmer 

(apparently Richard Berry) supported both the Baptist chapel and its Sunday school.69 An 

agricultural labourer, John Tidmarsh, was a resident Primitive Methodist preacher.70 

 

   

 

 

 Nonconformity’s success may have owed something to the rectors’ unpopularity. 

Tench was reportedly an eccentric with a ‘thundering voice’ and ‘strong Lancashire dialect’,71 

while Joseph Brooks (rector 1848–55), having forced the benefice’s sequestration through 

his extravagant rebuilding of the rectory house, fled the country in 1851 and never 

returned.72 His curate (W.C. Raffles Flint) nevertheless increased the number of services 

and oversaw the church’s restoration, though he despaired at establishing a sense of 

belonging or commitment among his parishioners.73 Henry Rendall (rector 1855–93) similarly 

 
66 Ibid. c 646, f. 78; above, landscape etc. (built character); datestones. A deed in private possession 
suggests that the Bethel chapel opened in 1830 (information from Carol Dingle), though the current 
building is dated 1838 and was licensed that year. 
67 Ch. and Chapel, 1851, p. 43. In addition a Wesleyan preacher lodged at the smithy in 1851: TNA, 
HO 107/1732, no. 7. 
68 Wilb. Visit. 120; Lascelles’ Dir. Oxon. (1853), 373. 
69 OHC, MSS Oxf. Dioc. d 180, f. 959; c 332, f. 363; c 335, f. 324; c 338, f. 341v.; for Berry, above, 
econ. hist. 
70 TNA, RG 9/911, no. 89; RG 10/1458, no. 11. 
71 Jeffery, Rollright, 164. 
72 Ibid. 166; Wilb. Visit. 119; OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. d 496, item k; above (rectory ho.). 
73 Wilb. Visit. 119–21; below (church archit.). 

The former Ebenezer chapel (left) and Bethel chapel (right). 
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observed that many were not ‘steadfast churchgoers’, and in the 1880s attributed falling 

attendance to a failure to attract a younger congregation. He nonetheless won considerable 

praise and respect, maintaining frequent services, introducing fortnightly communion, 

holding evening classes for young men and women, and making further improvements to the 

church fabric.74 An organ was installed before 1875, replacing an earlier church orchestra.75 

 Between 1893 and the benefice’s union in 1980 Rollright had eleven incumbents, few 

of whom stayed more than ten years. Five were graduates of Brasenose College, though the 

college no longer presented exclusively college men, partly because the living was not 

considered attractive.76 By the 1890s both church and rectory house required repair, putting 

a strain on the rector’s income, and the house remained a burden until its sale in 1929.77 

Memorials to former rectors included a tower clock and lych gate donated by the Rendall 

family, and a carved oak screen between nave and tower, begun by William Seller Guest-

Williams (rector 1897–1907) and completed by his widow after his death.78 Further church 

improvements were funded by private gifts and local fundraising, including replacement of 

roof lead stolen in 1951.79 Following the resignation of William Thompson Key (rector 1949–

58) the church was served in plurality by the rectors of Swerford (until 1962) and Salford 

(1964–75), and thereafter by the priest-in-charge of Hook Norton, Geoffrey Hooper, who in 

1980 became the first rector of the united benefice.80 In 2018 there was a ‘range of informal 

worship and services’ both inside and outside the church, though the weekly Sunday service 

(with communion three times a month) attracted a congregation of only c.15, with some 

parishioners worshipping elsewhere.81 

 Nonconformity probably peaked in the 1890s, when Rendall noted the appearance of 

Plymouth Brethren.82 Neither they nor the Primitive Methodists were mentioned later, 

however, while the Bethel chapel closed before 1935, followed by the Ebenezer chapel by 

1959.83 Roman Catholics were granted permission in 1965 to celebrate a monthly mass at 

the Unicorn pub, presided over by a priest from Chipping Norton.84 

 
74 OHC, MSS Oxf. Dioc. c 332, f. 362v.; c 350, f. 330v.; c 359, f. 349v.; Oxon. Weekly News, 6 Apr. 
1892; below (church archit.). 
75 OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. c 341, f. 363; Oxon. Weekly News, 21 Apr. 1920; below (church archit.). 
76 Jeffery, Rollright, 169; Crockford’s Clerical Dir. (1897 and later edns). 
77 OHC, MSS Oxf. Dioc. c 362, f. 343; c 365, f. 336; c 368, f. 328; above (rectory ho.); below (church 
archit.). 
78 Oxon. Weekly News, 4 Apr. 1906; Cheltenham Chron. 20 June 1908; below (church archit.). 
79 Birmingham Daily Gaz. 21 June 1951; below (church archit.). 
80 Crockford’s Clerical Dir. (1959–60 and later edns); OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. c 1863/4. 
81 ‘Benefice of Hook Norton with Gt Rollright … Profile’ [2018] (accessed online); 
www.achurchnearyou.com (accessed Oct. 2019). 
82 OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. c 356, f. 340v.; Oxf. Jnl, 12 Aug. 1899 (Primitive Methodists). 
83 Kelly’s Dir. Oxon. (1883–1939 edns); Gt Rollright Hist. Group, Rollright Past and Present (2001), 
181. 
84 Birmingham Post, 5 Feb. 1965. 
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Church Architecture 

 

Set on the village’s north-eastern edge, Great Rollright church is a middling-sized, mostly 

12th- to 15th-century building sympathetically restored in the 19th century, and retains some 

high-quality external detailing. Constructed of roughcast limestone rubble with ashlar 

dressings and modern copper roofs, it incorporates a two-bay chancel and a three-bay 

clerestoreyed nave with south aisle and two-storeyed porch. The three-stage west tower, 

with a tall Perpendicular west window and Y-traceried bell openings, features gargoyles, 

battlements, and eight pinnacles.85 

 

 

 

 

 The earliest fabric dates probably from the church’s foundation in the mid 12th 

century, and includes a remarkably fine Romanesque south doorway which must have been 

reset when the south aisle and porch were built.86 Supported on two orders of shafts with 

decorated scallop capitals, the round-headed arch has beakheads set between two bands of 

 
85 For other accts: Brooks, Pevsner N&W, 335–6; Sherwood, Oxon. Churches, 90; NHLE, no. 
1052792; Parker, Eccl. Topog. no. 80; W. Hobart Bird, Old Oxon. Churches [1932], 85–6; C.E. 
Keyser, ‘Notes on the Architecture of the Churches of Great Rollright, Hook Norton and Wigginton, 
Oxfordshire’, Jnl of the British Archaeol. Assoc. 2nd ser. 25 (1919), 3–10 and plates. Illust. (19th 
cent.) in Bodl. MSS Top. Oxon. a 68, f. 424; c 852, f. 22. 
86 ‘Corpus of Romanesque Sculpture in Britain and Ireland’: https://www.crsbi.ac.uk/site/4683/ 
(accessed Oct. 2019). 

The Romanesque south doorway. 
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chevrons above a densely decorated tympanum and lintel. The beakheads are unique, 

featuring a variety of grotesque, human, and bird-like heads, many of them incised with 

horizontal grooves, from which narrow beaks project.87 On the lintel a row of medallions is 

repeated at the base of the tympanum, above which are four rows of beaded star ornament 

partly broken by a wide-jawed fish with a human head outside its mouth, and another by its 

long shroud-like tail, possibly representing Jonah and the Whale. Also dating from the 12th 

century is the rere-arch of the reset north doorway, featuring a band of chevron on the face 

and soffit. 

 A narrow south aisle was added in the late 13th century (the date of the surviving 

arcade),88 and the chancel was probably rebuilt, incorporating a new pointed chancel arch of 

three chamfered orders on shafts with moulded capitals. Rebuilding continued into the 14th 

century, when the south aisle and its contemporary porch were completed in their present 

form, incorporating a corbel table carved with 47 grotesque heads and square flowers. A 

three-light aisle window west of the porch incorporates flowing tracery under a segmental 

arch, adorned with ballflower and terminating in large carved heads and oak leaves, while a 

two-light window east of the porch has a chamfered arch decorated with fleurons. A 

pinnacled buttress at the aisle’s south-eastern corner contains an ogee-headed image niche. 

 

 

 
87 J. Newson, ‘Beakhead Decoration on Romanesque Arches in the Upper Thames Valley’, 
Oxoniensia 78 (2013), 77. 
88 The suggestion (Skelton, Antiq. Oxon. f. 57v.) that there was once a N aisle lacks evidence. 

The south porch and aisle including corbel table and image niche. 
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 Fifteenth-century work included addition of a clerestory of square-headed two-light 

windows under a shallow-pitched roof, similar re-roofing of the chancel, and addition or 

remodelling of the west tower with its parapets and pinnacles. New square-headed traceried 

windows were inserted at the aisle’s east end and in the chancel’s south wall (flanking a 

contemporary priest’s door), the large easternmost one of four lights. The three-light east 

window is four-centred, and may once have contained stained glass (since removed to the 

Bodleian Library, Oxford) commemorating Henry VI’s marriage to Margaret of Anjou,89 while 

fragments of other 15th-century stained glass (reset in the aisle’s south-west window) 

include an Eagle of St John, a star, and a rose, the latter two possibly representing Yorkist 

badges.90 Of similar date are the octagonal font (with blind tracery) and the rood screen, 

which features delicate close-set tracery and a vine-trail frieze. Unusually, part of the rood 

loft also survives, reset high above the chancel arch.91 A piscina with projecting crocketed 

canopy in the chancel’s south-east corner is mirrored by an ogee-headed one at the aisle’s 

east end, perhaps the location of the St Katherine’s altar mentioned in 1520.92 The base and 

stump of a 14th- or 15th-century cross and two late medieval tombs survive in the 

churchyard near the porch.93 

 Later alterations may have included blocking in windows on the building’s north side 

(towards the road),94 creating notably plain façades, while a singing gallery was mentioned in 

the 1750s, but later removed.95 Other post-medieval work was largely confined to repairs, 

notably in 1668, 1742, and 1814 (when the nave roof was renewed),96 while a hayrick was 

removed from the churchyard in 1633.97 In 1852 the church was lightly restored by the 

diocesan architect G.E. Street, who replaced the pulpit and pews (increasing the number of 

sittings), relaid the floor, and repaired the aisle roof, besides painting and gilding the rood 

screen and introducing several colourful furnishings.98 Insertion of stained glass by J. Powell 

& Sons, begun in 1852, was completed in 1874–6, when a lean-to vestry was added north of 

the chancel. Heating was also installed, and various furnishings replaced.99 An organ 

 
89 C. Peters, ‘A Sacred or Royal Marriage? The Identification of Fifteenth-Century Stained Glass from 
Great Rollright’, Oxoniensia 57 (1992), 354–8. 
90 Newton, Oxon. Glass, 103. 
91 F.E. Howard, ‘Screens and Rood-Lofts in the Parish Churches of Oxfordshire’, Archaeol. Jnl 67 
(1910), 195. 
92 Above (relig. life). 
93 B.J. Marples, ‘The Medieval Crosses of Oxfordshire’, Oxoniensia 38 (1973), 306–7; NHLE, no. 
1052793. 
94 As suggested by Keyser, ‘Notes on Archit. of Gt Rollright’, 5. 
95 OHC, MS Oxf. Archd. Oxon. d 13, f. 13v. 
96 Ibid. c 33, f. 193 (chancel); c 95, f. 8; Jeffery, Rollright, 137. 
97 Bodl. MS Top. Oxon. c 55, f. 280. 
98 Ibid. c 104, f. 256; Wilb. Visit. 120; Oxf. Univ. & City Herald, 23 Oct. 1852; plan in LPL, ICBS 4454 
(online at http://images.lambethpalacelibrary.org.uk). 
99 OHC, MSS Oxf. Dioc. c 341, f. 363; c 344, f. 340; c 347, f. 350. 
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(installed by 1875) was rebuilt in 1883 by Henry Williams of Cheltenham, and was restored 

(and relocated) c.1902. It was again restored in 1979, before being replaced by the present 

Porritt organ in 2002.100 

 

   

 

 

 The belfry was refurbished in 1899 and the bells rehung on a new steel frame, a 

treble (by H. Bond & Sons of Burford) being added to the existing ring of five; of those, one 

had been recast by Taylor’s of Oxford in 1839, the others (by William Bagley of Chacombe, 

Northants.) dating from 1695–6.101 A substantial stone lych gate designed by W.D. Caröe 

was built in 1907–8, with wide round-arched openings, a slate-covered king-post roof, and 

flat wooden balusters to the sides, while a traceried tower screen was installed by Messrs 

Knight & Son of Bath, both in memory of former rectors.102 A Portland stone wall memorial 

by Arthur Sturley of Banbury commemorates parishioners killed in the First World War, while 

restoration of the south aisle chapel in 1953 commemorated the death of George VI and 

coronation of Elizabeth II, its Clipsham stone altar designed by Thomas Rayson and built by 

Groves of Milton-under-Wychwood.103 Later maintenance (including updated heating) was 

funded by the district church council, grants, loans, and local fundraising,104 and installation 

of kitchen and toilet facilities was under consideration in 2019.105 

 The churchyard was extended eastwards in 1913 and 1938 and southwards in 1991, 

when the parish council paid £2,500 for a small piece of remaining glebe. By 2000 (when the 

 
100 Ibid. c 341, f. 363; c 350, f. 331; c 368, f. 328; c 1863/5; plaques in ch. 
101 OHC, MSS Oxf. Dioc. c 365, f. 336; c 368, f. 328; Ch. Bells Oxon. IV, 361–2; Par. Colln, III, 243. 
102 OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. c 1984, faculty 1907; Oxon. Weekly News, 8 July 1908. 
103 OHC, MS Oxf. Dioc. c 1984, faculties. Several individuals commemorated incl. the lord Alex. Hall 
(d. 1920). 
104 Ibid. c 1984; c 1863/4–5. 
105 Notice and plans in ch. (May 2019). 

The rood screen (left) and tower screen and organ (right). 



VCH Oxfordshire • Texts in Progress • Gt Rollright (August 2021) • Religious History • p. 15 

original churchyard was almost full) most burials took place in the new extension, part of 

which was reserved for cremated remains.106 

 

   

 

 

 
106 OHC, MSS Oxf. Dioc. c 1985; c 1863/4. 

The lych gate (left) and south aisle chapel (right). 


