
ST MICHAEL AND ST MARY MAGDALENE, EASTHAMPSTEAD. 

A GUIDE TO THE OLD CHURCH.  
 
Through a glass darkly. 
The Old Parish Church of 
Easthampstead stood on Church Hill 
for over 750 years.  In 1865 it was 
demolished leaving only the tower 
standing. The present Church stands 
on its site. 
 
Many Parish Churches were rebuilt 
in the 19th century and few have any 
detailed records of what was swept away. In this respect Easthampstead is more 
fortunate than many. The pictorial sources for the Old Church are a watercolour of the 
exterior from 1793, a photograph of the same view, taken before 1863, and a 
watercolour of the interior of 1822 by R. H. Essex. These allow an analysis of the 
building and its history. The Old Church receives passing mentions in several pre 19th 
century sources but was gone by the time detailed Church Guides were being written. 
It is the paintings, the photograph, the surviving portions of the Old Church and its 
furnishings which will help us reconstruct the story. 
 
The origins of the Old Church are shrouded in mist. St Birinus baptised at 
Easthampstead in 635 but Domesday Book of 1086 fails to mention a church here. 
The Old Church is first mentioned in the Charters of Westminster Abbey when in 
1159 Abbot Laurence granted the Church at Easthampstead to Prior William and the 
brethren of Hurley Priory. This accords with the physical remains that survive today. 
The 12th century octagonal font bowl dates from this period. 
 
There is some doubt as to the name of the Old Church. The present dedication to St 
Michael and St Mary Magdalene is plausibly medieval. However in Lewis’ 
“Topographical Dictionary” of 1848 the Church is noted only as St Mary Magdalene 
and after the 1865 rebuild as St Mary Magdalene and St Michael. Only later is St 
Michael put first. It is the dedication to St Michael, the slayer of evil, which is often 
quoted in support of a pagan origin for the site and for a Saxon Church to have stood 
here. This may be true but the silence of Domesday Book for a Saxon Church and the 
absence of a mention of St Michael before 1865 warns us not to stretch the evidence 
too far. 
 
The Old Church next appears in the records of the Diocese of Salisbury of which 
Easthampstead was then part. We have a name, Richard de Budham, instituted as 
Rector in 1298. From this period comes a coin found when digging foundations for 
the boiler shed. It is a penny of Edward I or Edward II minted in London between 
1300-1310. This is as far as history and archaeology can take us before 1300. 
 
The Old Church described. 
The pictorial sources show a building consisting of a nave and chancel covered by a 
continuous roof with a lower north aisle of the same length. Unusually a low post-
medieval brick tower appears to have been attached to the west end of the north aisle 
and not to the nave. There was a wooden porch, probably post-medieval, covering the 
south door. Outlines of the Old Church on 19th century maps suggest a similar porch 
covered a north door. The interior and exterior walls appear to have been plastered 



and painted white. From the fabric of other medieval churches still extant in the area, 
it is reasonable to conclude that the walls were constructed with rough boulders of 
dark brown conglomerate. This was quarried on Bagshot Heath. For the finer details 
of the doors and windows clunch was used, essentially chalk, quarried from the 
Downs. Both the clunch and conglomerate are friable materials which may explain 
why only the brick tower was retained from the Old Church. The building was roofed 
in clay tiles. The windows, internal ceilings and wall textures suggest a complicated 
pre-Reformation building history.  
 
The nave and chancel. 
The exterior view nave and chancel from the south east is shown in a 1793 
watercolour and in a photograph taken prior to 1863. Both pictorial references agree 
that the nave and chancel were of equal length. Although they shared one continuous 
roof the nave and chancel were of different ages. The pre 1863 photograph shows that 
the nave wall bulged out where the nave and chancel met and the roof eaves dipped to 
cover it. The 1822 watercolour of the interior confirms the structural difference 
showing the chancel had a lower barrel vaulted ceiling and the nave had a higher a tie 
beam and king post roof with a polyigonal ceiling. The 19th century fashion was to 
expose the internal structure of the roof but in the medieval and later periods wooden 
roofs were usually ceiled or boarded over.  
 
The south windows of the nave and chancel are of a different design with those of the 
chancel being earlier than that of the nave. The chancel was the responsibly Hurley 
Priory and the nave was the responsibility of the local community. Naves were often 
rebuilt in the late medieval period in response to the growth of preaching and to show 
the wealth of a community. Conversely those with responsibly for chancels rarely 
rebuilt them. The windows give an approximate date. The two south windows of the 
chancel were 1200-1300; the south window of the nave was 1400-1500. This was also 
the date as the east window of the north aisle. It is possible that the nave and north 
aisle were refurbished or rebuilt in this period.  
 
The north aisle. 
In the 1822 watercolour the details of the arcade between the north aisle and nave are 
sufficient to date it. The arcade comprised of at least one Gothic arch. Given the 
length of the nave it is unlikely that there were more than two arches. Where the 
arcade met the chancel it ended in an octagonal capital supported by a half column 
which itself terminated in a carved head. It can be dated to 1300-1350. 
 
Locally the most important building of the 14th century was the new chancel built at 
St Michael’s Warfield, also an advowson of Hurley Priory. Built between 1330 and 
1340 it created a local Decorated Gothic style that can be traced in the other medieval 
churches still extant in the area. There is architectural evidence of the Warfield 
masons working both All Saint’s Binfield and All Saint’s Wokingham. It would be 
unusual if evidence of their work was not found at Easthampstead, another advowson 
of Hurley Priory. The 1822 watercolour suggests that the respond of the north arcade 
and bracket supported by a carved head on the north wall of the chancel were finely 
carved. They may well have been of the Warfield school. 
 
The 1822 watercolour shows a round-headed hagioscope or squint. This was a slanted 
internal window between the north aisle and the chancel. It tells us that in the late 
medieval period the Old Church had at least two altars. The squint allowed the priest 
at the side altar to see what was happening at the High Altar. Mass could be said 
simultaneously at both altars but the Elevation of the Host at the side altar could not 



precede the Elevation at the High Altar. It dates from the construction of the north 
aisle in c1350. 
 
The position of the Hagioscope implies that when the north aisle was first built it was 
shorter than the chancel. Both the 1793 watercolour and the pre 1863 photograph 
show the north aisle and the chancel as the same length. The east window of the north 
aisle is 1400-1500 and it would appear that it was in this period that the north aisle 
was extended eastward. 
 
Medieval furnishings. 
From the late medieval restoration the dado or bottom panels of the Rood Screen 
survive. The Rood Screen separated the nave from the chancel and represented the 
Gate of Heaven. Above the Screen was a Rood (crucifix) on a beam. The 1822 
watercolour shows the Rood beam still in position and lit by a dormer window on the 
north side of the nave which threw light on the Rood. The dado panels now form the 
screen in the Downshire Chapel. They retain faint traces of medieval red foliage. 
 
Another survival from this period is the memorial brass of Thomas Berwyk. He died 
in 1443. Lysons’ “Magna Britannia” for Berkshire of 1806 records the brass as set in 
a blue stone in the south window of the chancel of the Old Church. Today the 
memorial brass is set in the wall to the right of the chancel arch. 
 
Also shown in the 1822 watercolour is what may be the 12th century font in the nave 
opposite the south door. There is no reason to believe that this was not the font’s 
position in the late medieval period. 
 
The building sequence of the Old Church. 
There is sufficient pictorial evidence to suggest a building sequence for the Old 
Church. There was a late Norman church on this site, the sole surviving relic of which 
is the font bowl. This was the Church Westminster Abbey gave to Hurley Priory in 
1159. The thick south wall of the nave may have been part of this church. The walls 
of medieval churches are usually far older than the later windows inserted into them. 
The walls of the 12th century nave at St Michael’s Warfield still survive with later 14th 
century windows. 
 
Hurley Priory probably modified or rebuilt the chancel between 1215 and 1300. At 
this time chancels were being rebuilt in response to the Fourth Lateran Council of 
1215. The Council stressed the importance of the Mass and the need for worship to be 
performed in a suitable architectural setting.  
 
The new chancel built by Hurley Priory at Warfield 1330-1340 influenced local 
churches. At Easthampstead the north aisle is probably added at this time. The north 
arcade and the decorated bracket in the chancel may be evidence of work by the 
Warfield masons at Easthampstead. 
 
After 1400 the nave was refurbished, the north aisle extended and the Rood Screen 
was erected. In 1443 the memorial brass of Thomas Berwyk was installed. 
 
At some stage a tower was added at the west end of the north aisle. The most likely 
periods of construction are c1350, the period of the building of the north aisle, or 
1400-1500, the period of the refurbishment of the nave and the extension of the north 
aisle. 



 
The Post-Reformation Period. 
The 1822 watercolour shows that 
after the Reformation the Old 
Church was used in a different 
way. On three Sundays a month 
the congregation would have sat 
in the nave, or Preaching House, 
and listened to sermons from the 
pulpit. On one Sunday a month 
the whole congregation would 
move into the Communion 
Chapel for Holy Communion. 
This was the chancel of the Old 
Church and the panelled base of 
the Rood Screen was kept to 
form a fence between the 
Preaching House and the 
Communion Chapel.  
 
From the post-Reformation 
period the Bequest Board 
survives under the tower. A 
silver Elizabethan Communion Cup, dated 1576, was provided. In the 17th century 
silver flagons and basins were bequeathed to the Old Church. Among the memorials 
surviving from the Old Church the Thorold, Trumbell and Fenton memorials are most 
notable. The 1822 watercolour shows that the Trumbell memorials were located on 
the south side of the chancel. 
 
On the north wall of the chancel the 1822 watercolour shows two shallow recesses 
filled the height of the wall. The do not appear to have communicated with the north 
aisle and had polygonal arches. If the recesses were medieval they would suggest the 
presence of a founder’s tomb, an Easter Sepulchre or a Sedilia, the wall bench for the 
celebrants at Mass. However the shape of the arches would suggest a post-medieval 
date and the recesses could be connected with the memorials of the Thorold and 
Trumbell families. 
 
17th Century Restorations. 
There is evidence that the Old Church was repaired and refurbished at least twice in 
the 17th century; c 1630 and c 1660. Easthampstead was an ancient Royal manor. In 
1629 King Charles I granted it to his agent William Trumbell I.  The Trumbell family, 
through three generations, were loyal servants of the Stuart kings. It is not surprising 
that there is evidence that the Old Church was refitted and restored from 1630 to 1644 
in line with the High Church ideas of Archbishop William Laud and Charles I. 
 
The 1822 watercolour provides evidence of an early 17th century refitting of the Old 
Church. The Communion Table, probably Elizabethan, was behind barley-twist 
“Laudian” altar rails. Neither of these has survived. Behind the Communion Table is a 
framed copy of the Ten Commandments, the Lord’s Prayer and the Creed. The frame 
of the Ten Commandments may now be the frame of the Rector’s Board under the 
tower. The fine hexagonal pulpit of 1631, parts of which form the present pulpit, is 
shown in its original condition, located on the south side of the nave. The Royal Arms 
of Charles II, now under the tower, are seen hung on the Nave rafters. They are the 



Royal Arms of Charles I hidden away during the Commonwealth period and reused at 
the Restoration of the Monarchy in 1660. The font had a fine spire-shaped Jacobean 
font cover which has not survived. A similar example survives at St Mary Long 
Wittenham.  
 
Samuel Lewis’s “A Topographical Dictionary of England”, 1848, records “The oak 
pulpit in the church is beautifully carved.” In the 1822 watercolour we can see that the 
Easthampstead pulpit had a six-sided panelled drum. A carved back panel joined the 
drum to a hexagonal canopy called a tester. This was a sounding board to throw the 
preacher’s voice out into the church and not up into the roof. The tester had a typical 
strap work crest, so-called because it is designed like a strap or belt twisted into ornate 
shapes. 
 
The carved back panel, which joined the pulpit to the tester, now forms the north side 
of the pulpit. It is dated 1631 and carved with a dedicatory rhyme, a typical 17th 
century rhyming pun, referring to the Parable of the Widow’s Mite. The front of the 
current pulpit is made up of four round arched panels from the 17th century pulpit. 
The strap work crest of the tester now forms the crest of the screen in the Downshire 
Chapel. The hexagonal tester of the pulpit itself was last seen being used as table in 
the old Rectory before 1910. 
 
Seating arrangements. 
The 1822 watercolour shows that the nave, and probably the north aisle, was filled 
with 18th century box pews. These were enclosed pews with high sides to keep out 
draughts and preserve privacy during lengthy sermons. Parishioners were seated on 
the benches which might line all four sides of the box pew. They were either owned 
by local families or rented out to maintain the Old Church. The benches attached to 
the front of the box pews were also rented out but at a lower price. Not shown in the 
watercolour would have been the poor pew at the back of the Old Church. This was a 
bench that was free to sit on. 
 
The Church Tower. 
The second restoration of the Old Church in the 17th century was 
the brick tower of 1660-1664. This is the main structural addition 
to the Old Church after the Reformation. Good natural building 
stone in Berkshire is scarce and the tower at Easthampstead is, 
with Ruscombe, Winkfield and Finchhampstead, one of a local 
series of brick towers dating from 1600-1760. It replaced an 
earlier tower which documents suggest was beyond repair by 
1663. The wooden bell frame collapsed resulting in the 
rebuilding of the tower and possibly part of the west end of the Old Church. The 17th 
century tower now forms the base of the present tower which was heightened in 1873. 
The date is give by two date-stones reset in the tower. The first, dated 1660, is set in 
the south wall of the tower and is virtually obscured by the baptistery roof. The pre 
1863 photograph shows that this date-stone was originally in the middle of the south 
parapet of the tower. It must have been a notable feature on the exterior of the Old 
Church and is indicated on the 1793 watercolour. This may explain why, when the 
19th century heightening of the tower involved removing the 17th century parapet and 
half the belfry stage, the 1660 date-stone was reset in the same position and at the 
same height it had formerly occupied. The second date-stone of 1664 is set in the 
south west buttress. Given the respect shown to the location of the 1660 date-stone the 
1664 date-stone may also have been reset near its original position. On the north wall 
of the tower is a blocked window believed to date from the 17th century. Inside the 



New Church there is a 19th century arched opening between the tower base and the 
baptistery. This may be the location of a 17th century door into the tower. 
 
Standing to the west of the tower it is possible to make out the extent to which the 17th 
century tower survives. Above the Victorian west window there is a stage delineated 
by a 17th century brick string course below and a 19th century stone band above. In the 
middle of the stage the texture and colour of the bricks change. This is the junction 
between the 17th century tower and the 19th century addition. If the line of the junction 
is studied further two lighter patches can be discerned. These are the bases of the two 
belfry openings in the top of the 17th century tower. A similar opening can still be 
discerned on the north side of the tower. Given the proportions of the belfry openings 
and the position of the 1660 date-stone, the 19th century stone band may mark the 
original height of the 17th century tower. 
 
The other post-Reformation structural addition was the south porch. It was wooden 
and may have dated from between 1600-1700. The 1793 watercolour shows the south 
porch had panelled wooden doors of c1700. A two faced sundial was added to the 
gable of the chancel. This probably crowned of a rebuilding of the east wall of c1600, 
evidenced by a brick buttress on the south east corner and the simple tracery of the 
east window. 
 
The Churchyard. 
The Churchyard is the earliest 
feature of the site. It crowns 
Church Hill with Crowthorne 
Road to the south and an 
ancient bridle path to the east. 
From at least 1793 the 
boundary to the south and east 
was a post and three beam 
fence. Trees, then as now, 
border the churchyard to the 
north and west but probably 
none save the two Yews are 
extant today. One feature seems to have been a large tree east of the chancel a view of 
which was framed through the plain quarry glass of the east window. The Yew by the 
south gate, of which much is made today, may feature in the 1793 watercolour but is 
out of shot in the pre 1863 photograph. This was nearly cut down when the 4th 
Marquis caught his stove pipe hat in its branches. The Marquis demanded it be felled 
but the then Rector and Churchwardens refused. 
 
The 1793 watercolour shows headstones and a grave with iron railings to the east of 
the north aisle. None of these survive today. A notable feature of the churchyard, 
when approached from the south, was a large number of dead boards. These were two 
uprights about a meter high, with turned finials, between which was a horizontal 
plank or board on which a memorial inscription was carved or painted. Unlike a 
headstone they usually straddled the length of a grave. Dead boards were a common 
form of memorial in areas poor in stone but rich in timber. Once again none of these 
survive in the churchyard today.  
 
 
 
 



The end of the Old Church. 
“The Church is of the worst character. I have had it surveyed and estimate sent in for 
it’s enlargement and repair which is virtually rebuilding at a cost of £3000.”  
 
So wrote the then Rector, Osborne Gordon, in 1863. It is clear from documents that 
the Old Church had been falling into disrepair for some time. Whether the Old Church 
needed major repairs or whether Gordon desired a new Church in the latest fashion is 
a matter of debate. Gordon had been Censor of Christ Church. He was a colleague of 
Pusey and thus at the centre of the Catholic Revival of the Church of England. 
Gordon was also a friend of the leading of the artists of the day. Easthampstead was a 
small rural Berkshire Church, last restored in the 17th century, and unsuitable for the 
newly fashionable Anglo-Catholic ceremonial. The 1793 and 1822 watercolours extol 
the bucolic and picturesque qualities of the Old Church. For Gordon the picturesque 
charm must indeed been “of the worst character.” 
 
A faculty of May 1865 states “it hath been made appear unto Us that it is desirable 
that the Parish Church of Easthampstead aforesaid should be taken down and rebuilt 
as far as is practicable.” Instead a new Church was designed by John W Hugall and 
substantially paid for by Caroline, Marchioness of Downshire. It was begun later that 
year and completed in 1867. The tower was heightened in 1873. 
 
Where was the Old Church? 
The base of the current tower is the tower of the Old Church. From this we know the 
New Church stands roughly on the site of the Old Church. Unfortunately there are no 
known measured plans or drawings of the Old Church. The only points of reference 
are the position of the tower, the Yew Tree, Crowthorne Road, the pre 1865 graves to 
the south and the bridle path along the east side of the churchyard.  
 
The tower adjoined the north aisle of the Old Church and is probably the same width 
as the old aisle. This means the current north aisle is outside the foundations of the old 
north aisle. However the current nave arcade probably stands on the outer wall of the 
old north aisle and the old nave arcade ran down the middle of the current nave. This 
gives us the width and position of the north aisle. 
 
The photograph of the Old Church from the south east shows that the nave was not 
much wider than the north aisle. This probably puts the south wall of the old nave no 
further than the line of the south wall of the Downshire Chapel. It will not be further 
south as the grave of Abraham Townsend, a Rector of the Old Church, is just beyond 
the gravel path. Given the relative proportions of the tower, nave and chancel, the Old 
Church was probably was no longer than the present nave. It would make it a 
relatively small building. If this was the case it may explain Gordon’s despair. In 1848 
Easthampstead had 627 inhabitants and Hugall’s drawings for the New Church show 
a concern for seating capacity.  
 
The New Church owes much to the Old including the site, tower and many of its 
furnishings. One last echo of the Old Church may remain. In pictures of the Old 
Church a wooden turret crowned the south eastern corner of the tower. The turret 
gave a much needed vertical emphasis to an essentially squat building. A dominating 
feature of the 1873 tower is a stone turret on the south eastern corner. Is it too fanciful 
to imagine that this distinctive feature was built in homage to the sky line of the Old 
Church? 
 
 



 
 
 
Time line of the Old Church. 
pre 600 Church Hill a possible site of pagan worship. 
635   St Birinus baptises at Easthampstead. 
1086   Easthampstead mentioned in Domesday Book. 
c1100   Nave and Chancel built and Font bowl carved. 
1159   Westminster Abbey gives the advowson to Hurley Priory. 
c1215-1300 Chancel rebuilt to conform to the teachings of First Lateran Council. 
1298  Richard de Budham, first known Rector, instituted. 
1300-10 Penny of this date found in Churchyard. 
c1350  North Aisle and Tower built. 
1400-1500 Nave refurbished with new windows and Rood Screen,  

North Aisle extended. 
1443  Brass of Thomas Berwyck. 
1536  Dissolution of the monasteries. Adowson passes to private hands. 
  Church re-ordered to conform to Reformation ideals. 
1556  Elizabethan Communion Cup. 
1629  William Trumbell I granted Easthampstead Park and the advowson. 
1630-44 Church re-ordered to conform to Laudian ideals. 
1631  Hexagonal Jacobean Pulpit given by William Aylward. 
1660  Royal Arms of Charles I reused for Charles II. 
c1600  Rebuilding of East Wall with sundial. 
1660-64 Collapse of Tower and damage to West End. Tower rebuilt in brick.  
c1700  Wooden South Porch built. Box pews provided. 
1701  Christ Church, Oxford, buys the advowson. 
1793  Watercolour of the exterior of the Church. 
1822  Watercolour of the interior of the Church. 
c1863  Photograph of the exterior of the Church. 
1863  Osborn Gordon instituted as Rector. 
1865  Faculty issued for rebuilding of the Church. 
1867  Rebuilding completed. 
1873  Tower heightened. 
1900  Francis Frith’s photograph of the new Church. 
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