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Church Crawl on 20th September 2014 

 

The top half of the eastern edge of Buckinghamshire borders Bedfordshire.  I decided that we 
would concentrate on the southern part of that borderland.  My final itinerary included 8 
churches, of which my records showed that only two had ever been visited by BAS before, and 
those visits were in 1872 and 1895.  Apart from the first two churches, most of our day was 
spent in an area that has a very different geological background to the rest of Buckinghamshire, 
the western end of the Greensand Ridge which extends north-east to Cambridgeshire.  Our 
afternoon was spent around the Brickhill villages, where the local stone used to build the 
churches has a distinct greenish tint.  It is a sandstone, but is often described as ironstone.  
Two local features that were never far away from us all day were the Grand Union Canal and 
the Main Railway Line from Euston. 
 
St Giles, Cheddington 

 Our first church was St Giles at Cheddington, separated from its village by orchards.  One 
needs more time than we had to study the large number of surviving pieces of Norman 
stonework and carvings (particularly capitals) that have been preserved on the exterior and 
interior walls of the church.  They were fitted in the walls during George Edmund Street’s 
restoration in the 1850s.  However, they show us that an interesting church was here in the 12th 
century, long before the earliest known Rector in 1219.  The church was probably modernised 
around 1340, when the Chancel Arch was fitted that we see today.  It is one of those rare 
minimal arches with no piers and capitals, just continuous mouldings from apex down to the 
ground.  In the 15th century, and Perpendicular period, the nave walls were raised with taller 
square topped windows being fitted in the south wall.  The tower was added in the late 15th 
century, together with the north aisle and its arcade of 3 arches standing on octagonal piers.  
The roofs of Nave and Aisle survive from then.  However, Cheddington is justifiably well known 
for three items of Jacobean woodwork, alms-box, communion table, and pulpit.  The pulpit has 
some remarkably elaborate decoration, and is one of the many pulpits of Buckinghamshire that I 
will always remember being able to speak from.  Our visit obviously coincided with the regular 
time for flower arranging.  However, a route through the foliage was made so that we could 
access the chancel. 
 
Holy Cross, Slapton  

Next we visited Holy Cross church at Slapton where the oldest architectural feature is the late 
13th century chancel arch.  The nave was rebuilt with two identical arcades around 1320 in the 
Decorated style.  As the western arches are narrower, I assume that the nave was built up to a 
previous western tower.  It must have then been an impressive structure for such a small 
village.  However, I suspect it is an example of 14th century monastic power as the nuns of 
Barking Abbey held the Manor and Patronage of the church.  In the late 15th century, a 
clerestory was added which meant new flatter roofs for the Nave and Aisles.  Those early Tudor 
roofs still survive today, along with the tower that was rebuilt about the same time.  In the 19th 
century the chancel was partially rebuilt.  Inside it has clunch stonework, but the outside was 
cased in brick.  John Sedding worked on the church in 1878, and re-furnished the church with 
new pews.  I was pleased to look at his original seating plan to find that its layout had survived 
virtually intact for the last 136 years.  The outside of the church has had its clunch rendered for 
many years, and a local lady then told us of the vast amount of work that has recently been 
done to preserve the church, which now has a very bright exterior.  We were then treated to 
some very welcome morning refreshments. 
 



St Mary’s, Linslade 

Next we travelled to St Mary’s at Linslade, now known as Old Linslade.  The church, with its 
very large churchyard and adjacent cemetery, sits between Canal and Railway which together 
conspire to make coach access impossible.  So we had a short walk from the railway bridge to 
be met by Maureen and Paul Brown.  This was our Norman church of the day.  Its walls are 
probably fairly original, but its best feature is the narrow chancel arch which dates from around 
1120.  The very plain semi-circular arch of a single square order still carries traces of its original 
painted decoration.  The interesting but relatively small font probably dates from around 1210, a 
few years after the Norman era.  However, many people describe it as an Aylesbury Font, and 
long discussions can develop as to whether its frieze of carved beasts and monsters should be 
regarded as part of the “Aylesbury font genre”.  I would conclude it is a later development of that 
style.  The Nave north windows and doorway date from the 14th century, whilst those on the 
south wall date from the 15th century, when the tower was also built.  In the chancel, there is an 
unusual combination of priest’s door, low-side window and recessed stone seat.  The chancel 
was rebuilt, or at least re-modelled, in the 16th century and still has its splendid roof from then, 
which was hidden by a ceiling until the 1890s.  I was only able to briefly touch on how the Saxon 
settlement of Linslade developed into a market town with a well-known “Holy Well”.  However in 
1299 the Bishop of Lincoln objected to profiteering from that designation and together with poor 
local agriculture, the area rapidly declined, the town becoming virtually deserted.  But to me, the 
mystery as far as the church is concerned, is why it continued to be improved and expanded 
through to the 16th century. 
 
St Barnabas, New Linslade 

To end our morning, we travelled to New Linslade, which grew in importance with the full 
opening of the canal to the Midlands in 1805 and the railway just 33 years later.  By 1841 the 
population was nearly 900, but their church of St Mary’s was a couple of miles away and would 
only accommodate 130 people.  The building of the church of St Barnabas was started in May 
1848, with the church being consecrated 54 weeks later.  Benjamin Ferrey was the architect, 
but his original church was just the nave and a shorter chancel.  The Nave had the impressive 
hammer-beam roof that we still see today.  Ferrey had originally allowed for expansion, and 20 
years later he was called back to add the south aisle, cutting four arches out of the nave wall.  
He also added the new tower at the end of the aisle.  In 1905 the Lady Chapel was added by J 
T Lawrence, who had previously restored St Mary’s.  He added the north aisle, and a new west 
front was built as the original bell turret was no longer needed (it was actually moved to 
Billington).  Next the Chancel was extended by the building of a new sanctuary by George 
Fellowes Prynne, who also designed many furnishings and fittings.  The large church has 15 
stained glass windows by various makers.  Overall the church reflects the Geometric Decorated 
style of the late 13th century.  I could not help remarking on how one can reflect on the whole 
history of a Victorian town church like this, with numerous plaques showing who had donated 
various items, and how they link people and families together in the history of the church.  It was 
even clear to see with John Vickers who had opened the church for us.  He has always spent 
much of his life working for the church, and still does.  A plaque in the church tells us that John’s 
father was a bellringer for 72 years.  In 1936 he had become Verger and Parish Clerk, 
succeeding his own father who had held the same roles for 50 years since 1886. 
 
All Saints, Bow Brickhill 

To start the afternoon, we headed towards the Brickhills, with Bow Brickhill first, deliberately 
approaching the church of All Saints from the high ground of the heath to the east.  The church 
of All Saints is in a commanding position high above its village.  It used to have a view over 
North Bucks and Milton Keynes, but one would now have to ascend the tower to see the view 
over the surrounding trees.  Parts of the chancel walls could still date from the 12th century, but 
the earliest dateable works are the chancel arch, the south arcade and aisle, the west tower and 
the font, all dating from the 15th century.  The church was in a poor condition by the mid 18th 



century.  It came to Browne Willis’s attention, and he carried out some repairs, particularly to the 
chancel where the east wall was rebuilt in brick.  At the time, the Patron and Rector of the 
church had agreed to demolish the building.  Also thanks to Browne Willis, Bow Brickhill has 
another historic pulpit for me to talk from.  It is timber with panels decorated by cinque-foiled 
arches with crocketed heads, and a delicate tracery pattern in the background.  I am always 
surprised that virtually all books describe both of the nave arcades as 15th century work.  They 
clearly differ to me, which was partly recognised by Geoffrey Brandwood for the Pevsner 1993 
update.  Delving into the ICBS records, one can easily find a set of seven plans and drawings of 
the church without any north aisle, and the plans to build a new north arcade and aisle.  The 
plans and work were done by James Savage and Charles Warren in 1834.  Surprisingly, we 
have to turn to Lipscomb, a writer not renowned for his accuracy, to find any true description of 
the church just having a south aisle.  Ironically, his writings were not published until 1847, by 
when the brand new north aisle had been built. 
 
On leaving the church, we descended the steep narrow hill through the village, and it was 
immediately apparent to everybody why I had not asked the driver to drive up the hill.  Our large 
new coach was driven impeccably down the hill by Paul, negotiating a skip and parked cars, 
which resulted in a round of applause from all on board. 
 
St Mary Magdalene, Little Brickhill 

Our next stop was Little Brickhill, on Watling Street, a village whose fortunes have changed for 
various reasons over the centuries.  Set high at one end of the main street is the church of St 
Mary Magdalene.  The south doorway and font have both been moved but date from the 13th 
century.  The north wall of the nave has the oldest stonework in its original site, and a wide arch 
of around 1330, which led into a chapel, blown down in the Great Storm of 1703, when the arch 
was blocked up.  The chancel arch dates from around 1340 and has some unusual decorations.  
Stonework in the north windows dates from the 15th century, as does the very narrow tower 
which is offset to one side, resulting in an unusually placed tower arch into the nave.  The space 
to the south of the tower is filled with a curious tall chamber whose roof aligns with the nave 
roof, so from the outside it looks as if the tower is built within a corner of the nave.  Large 
buttresses support the tower, where the land slopes away very steeply.  I suspect it was in the 
1520s that the south aisle was added to the church, it is large with a tall arcade of four arches 
with octagonal piers and rather crudely cut bases and capitals.  A south chapel was added 
beside the chancel at the same time, with wide arches opening to the chancel and the aisle.  
The east window in the chapel has some unusual elements to its tracery.  Browne Willis was 
also involved with some repairs here, or at least paid for some, but the main restoration of the 
church was started in 1863 by Ewan Christian.  Between us, we were able to recognise some 
medieval graffiti on the arcade piers, that was reproduced in the 1978 Records of Bucks. 
 
St Mary’s, Great Brickhill 

St Mary’s at Great Brickhill was our next stop, and the first church of the day with a central 
tower.  The tower and the chancel were built in the 13th century, the chancel still has two of its 
original Early English lancet windows, reminiscent of some we saw at Marsh Gibbon in 2011.  
The ground stage of the tower opens into the nave and chancel with two large and solid arches.  
On the north and south, two massive and solid walls support the tower, although the south one 
has an internal staircase and an assortment of later openings cut through it, at least one of 
which is rather puzzling.  The 50 feet long nave must originate from the 13th century, but the 
oldest stonework is late 14th century around the west window opening.  The south aisle and 
chapel were added in the mid 15th century, with those on the north following at the end of the 
same century.  The piers are all octagonal, but rest on a variety of plinths.  The later north 
arcade is actually shorter than the south, and has rather heavier chamfered stonework on the 
arches.  The chapels encompass the tower and part of the chancel with arches opening into the 
chancel, although the south one now houses the organ.  After finishing his restoration at Little 



Brickhill, Ewan Christian came to Great Brickhill to start restoring this church in 1867.  The 
history and names of the Lords of the Manor and the Rectors is a complicated one, often being 
inter-twined, however they have all left a splendid selection of monuments to be studied. 
 
St Luke’s, Stoke Hammond 

Our final visit was the small church of St Luke’s at Stoke Hammond, this time a cruciform church 
with a central tower.  It stands at a high spot in the village.  Many writings state that there is 
Saxon evidence in the walls, although I have not yet found anybody who can actually point it out 
to me.  Otherwise the lower parts of the nave walls must be the oldest work, but the rebuilding 
of the chancel around 1350 gives us the earliest work we can definitely date.  That probably 
coincided with the building of the Central Tower and the small Transepts.  The next phase of 
work was about a century later, when the nave walls were raised enabling two large 
Perpendicular windows to be fitted, and the transept end walls were rebuilt, and given 
perpendicular windows.  All the roofs of the church were renewed at that time, but have needed 
much repair since.  The exact sequence of when the chancel was rebuilt, and tower and 
transepts were built has always been open to debate, as is the date of the unusual font.  By 
pure coincidence, the church has a Jacobean communion table and alms-box very similar to 
those we saw at our first church of the day, Cheddington.  From later in the 17th century, there 
are some unusual monuments in the church, two to the Disney family, and one tabulating 
members of the Fountaine family.  Restoration work was done in 1852 and the pews date from 
then.  The glass in the east window was renewed in 1931 after storm damage, the figure of St 
Luke and some local scenes are by Warren Wilson.  We had been made very welcome at St 
Luke’s, however I made our members listen to me before they were able to enjoy an excellent 
tea that had been prepared for us, from the kitchen that has been concealed by a curtain in the 
south transept.  It made a good relaxing end to a busy day, when our members seemed 
reluctant to be coaxed back onto the coach to return to the modern world.  Finally I remarked 
that Stoke Hammond was a very fitting place for us to end our 2014 Church Crawl, as it is the 
only ‘thankful village’ in Buckinghamshire. 
 
Michael G Hardy 


