
St Mary the Virgin Church, Meppershall: Statement of Significance 

Section 1. Brief history and description of the church building, churchyard and 

setting. 

Church and Churchyard: 

Parts of the church building date back to 12th century with significant 13th and 15th 

century elements and between 1875-6 the nave was the subject of restoration by 

Sir Arthur Blomfield (1829 - 1899) one of the last great Gothic revivalists and prolific 

architect, whose primary activity was church building and restoration. The church 

was listed in 1966 and is grade II*. 

The Listing text is as follows: 

“Parish Church. C12, C13, C15, half rebuilt 1875-6 by Sir Arthur Blomfield. Coursed 

ironstone, ashlar dressings. Clay tile roofs. Chancel, central tower, N and S 

transepts, nave, N and S aisles. Chancel: C13. E elevation has 3 C19 lancets. N 

and S elevations each retain lancet to E bay, C15 3- centred 3-light window to W 

bay, and small blocked square-headed window between. S elevation also has C15 

4-centred doorway. Tower:C12. 3 stages, top stage added or rebuilt C15. Round-

headed arches to all sides of ground stage, plain except for simple moulding to W 

side of W arch. N arch partly rebuilt C19. 2nd stage has C12 loop to each side. Top 

stage has C15 2- light windows to bell-stage. C19 embattled parapet. Transepts: 

C12, reworked C15. Each is lit by C15 4-light cinque-foiled window with flat head. N 

transept now a vestry and organ chamber. S transept E wall rebuilt C15, with a 

tower staircase included in thickness of wall. C19 embattled parapets. Nave and 

aisles: rebuilt 1875-6. 3-bay pointed-arched arcades. Clerestory has 6 pairs of 

single lights to each side, aisles have 3-light windows under flat heads, 3 to N, 2 to 

S. S aisle has pointed-arched doorway in slightly projecting gable. Interior: C15 12-

sided font to S aisle. E walls of N and S transepts have altar recesses with 4-

centred heads and carved panel decoration, and retaining traces of paint. N one set 

within blocked semi-circular archway. S transept has brasses to John Meptyshale 

(d.1440) and wife, and to John Boteler (d.1441) and wife. Chancel wall monuments 

include polychrome one to Timothy Archer (d.1672), rector. Transept roofs include 

some C15 work, otherwise roofs and pews are C19.” 

The church contains a large 15th century font. The bowl is a twelve sided structure 

and around the rim can seen the remains of blue and red paintwork. Adjacent to the 

Walker Organ of 1859, stands an ancient wooden chest which is secured using 

chains and padlocks. Originally there were three padlocks one for the Rector and 

one each for the churchwardens. Two of the padlocks remain in place. Although its 

age is unknown it is likely to date from soon after 1538 when every Parish was 



required to keep registers of baptisms, marriages and deaths, and to provide a 

“sure coffer” to keep them in. 

The Walker Organ, not mentioned in the Listing, was relocated within the church 

building in circa1999 as part of the creation of a vestry. It now sits in the north aisle 

and is an over bearing feature taking up considerable space. In order to allow free 

movement in the aisle the wooden pedal base has been removed and is stored in 

the tower.It has not been played in a service for many years.

The following is sourced from the British History Online website.

The church of OUR LADY consists of a chancel, a central tower with north and 

south transepts, and a nave with north and south aisles, everything west of the 

central tower being modern. The plan of the tower is curiously irregular, the internal 

width at the west end being 15 ft. 8 in., as against 13 ft. 8 in. at the east. The tower 

and transepts are the oldest part of the church, and belong apparently to the first 

quarter of the twelfth century, the early look of the work being accentuated by the 

material in which they are built, a dark ironstone which allows only of the simplest 

detail.

The transepts have a mean depth of 11 ft. 2 in. and an average width of 13 ft. 6 in. 

in the north transept and 12 ft. 6in. in the south, and are set out at right angles to 

the slanting north and south walls of the tower, thus emphasising the irregularity of 

its plan. The old nave, like the present, was wider than the chancel, and this fact 

gives additional probability to the other evidence that the church has developed 

from an early building with an aisle-less nave, whose width is still retained in the 

present nave, and a short rectangular chancel, enlarged in the early years of the 

twelfth century by building a tower over the chancel, and adding transepts and a 

new chancel to the north, south and east. The eastern angles of the tower were set 

on those of the older chancel, but its western angles, instead of taking a 

corresponding position at the west, were set on the eastern angles of the old nave, 

thus producing the curious and irregular plan. In the east walls of the transepts 

were plain semicircular arches, which spanned shallow rectangular recesses for 

altars, and did not open to eastern apses, as there are external buttresses, taking 

the thrust of the chancel arch, in such a position as to preclude the possible 

existence of such apses in the twelfth-century work. The twelfth-century chancel 

was of the same width as, but doubtless considerably shorter than, the existing 

one, which is of the first half of the thirteenth century. Its east wall is irregularly set 

out, as often happens in such cases, when an addition to an existing building is in 

question.

There is little evidence of a change of masonry in the north and south walls, and it 

is very probable that the chancel was completely rebuilt at this time, none of the 

twelfth-century walling being preserved.




The plan of the church has not been materially altered since the thirteenth century, 

except of course that the nave has been rebuilt in modern times; the later 

mediaeval changes are noted in the detailed description which follows.

It is impossible to say what the early nave was like, as all old work in the nave was 

completely destroyed at the recent restorations, when the embattled parapets of the 

tower and transepts were rebuilt, apparently with new material, and various other 

restorations carried out.

There are three lancets, the centre one being the taller, in the east wall of the 

chancel, all of which are modern copies of the original thirteenth-century windows, 

but contain a few old stones. They have moulded rear arches and shafted jambs 

with moulded circular bases and capitals. There were five similar lancets in the 

north and south walls of the chancel, of which only the eastern pair are now perfect, 

but traces of the others are to be seen in both walls.

Immediately to the west of the eastern pair are two wide and shallow fifteenth-

century recesses with four-centred heads and moulded jambs, and on the eastern 

side of that in the north wall is a small contemporary lamp niche with a flue in its 

head. East of the recess in the south wall is a fifteenth-century piscina of which the 

drain and shelf have been lost, the grooves for the latter remaining. On the outer 

face of the walls there are two blocked square-headed windows retaining their iron 

stanchions and saddle-bars, which correspond in position to the recesses within but 

are at a higher level, so that their sills are nearly at the same height as the heads of 

the recesses. Their original intention is difficult to understand. On the south side of 

the chancel, about midway, is a fifteenth-century doorway, and at the west are 

three-light fifteenth-century windows on both sides. The chancel has shallow 

clasping buttresses at the eastern angles and similar shallow buttresses in the 

middle of each side wall, the whole of the exterior having been a good deal repaired 

at various dates.

The tower stands on plain semicircular arches of a single order, only the west face 

of the western arch having any moulded detail The voussoirs are of ironstone, as 

already noted, and at the springing of the nave and transept arches are heavy 

chamfered strings of limestone, those in the south transept being modern, while 

that at the east springing of the north transept arch is cut away, as are those of the 

east arch of the tower.

Above the roofs the tower rises in two stages with an embattled parapet, the belfry 

windows being of two-lights of fifteenth-century detail, while the second stage is 

lighted by single narrow twelfth century loops.



The arch from the tower to the north transept has been rebuilt with modern 
thirteenth-century detail. This transept, which now contains the vestry, is lighted by 
a fifteenth-century window of four cinque-foiled lights, and retains in its east wall 
the original arched recess already mentioned, now partly filled in, a fifteenth-
century recess with a four-centred head and panelled back and sides being 
inserted in the blocking. This is part of a general scheme of refitting which took 
place in the fifteenth century, and included the fitting up of new altars in both 
transepts, a scheme of rearrangement for the chancel, as already noted, and the 
rebuilding or addition of a top story to the central tower.


There are traces of colour on the stonework of the recess, and the workmanship 
and design are of excellent quality. South of this recess is a piscina of the same 
date, with a moulded cinque-foiled head and moulded jambs.


The south transept has a very similar arrangement in its east wall, but here the 

twelfth-century arch has been entirely removed, except for a few stones at its 

northern springing, as the wall has been completely rebuilt and thickened, a stair 

leading to the tower, and entered from the south-east angle of the transept, having 

been contrived in the thickness of the wall. The under sides of two of its stone steps 

project into the head of the altar recess, and it is lighted by two narrow slits on the 

east. In the east respond of the tower arch opening to the transept a tall cinque-

foiled image niche has been inserted at the same date, having an embattled 

square-headed label, and to the south of the altar recess is a cinque-foiled piscina. 

Above the piscina is a bracket with two blank shields on the underside, also 

intended to carry an image, but it is said to have been moved from its original 

position. In the south wall of the transept is a large fifteenth-century window of four 

lights.

The nave and aisles are entirely modern, with arcades of three bays with two-

centred moulded arches and round piers with moulded caps and bases. There are 

two modern single-light windows in the west wall of the nave of similar detail to 

those in the east wall of the chancel. Fisher, in his Collections for Bedfordshire, 

1817, gives a drawing of a twelfth-century doorway in the nave. There is no 

clearstory.

The font, at the west end of the aisle, is of fifteenth century date, and only unusual 

in being twelve-sided in form.

The tower contains six bells: the treble, cast by the Whitechapel Foundry in 1986, 
the second by John Dier, 1591; the third by Taylor of Loughborough, 1882; the 
fourth by J. Briant of Hertford, 1816, the fifth by Joseph Eayre of St. Neots, 1766; 
and the tenor by William Emerton of Wootton, 1774.




The church plate consists of two cups and a standing paten of 1673, the latter 
given by Mrs. Elizabeth Salmon, and a modern plated paten.


The first book of the registers has all entries from 1713 to 1771, the second 
baptisms and burials from 1772 to 1812, while the third book is the printed 
marriage register, 1754–1812. There is also preserved with the registers of the 
church a set of rules for a school founded here in 1696.


On the south wall of the chancel is the crude coloured monument of Timothy 

Archer, who died 1672, and two brass plates commemorating former rectors, 

Thomas Rawlins, 1506, and Thomas Salmon, 1706. On the east wall of the south 

transept is a portion of the brass of John Meptyshall, 1440, and Katherine his wife, 

and in the west wall another brass to John Butler, esq., 1441, and Katherine his 

wife.

"Bedfordshire churches in the XIX Century” Pickford quotes the Blomfield 

restoration of 1875-7 and there is a photo showing the box pews before that 

restoration. Note 20 refers to the faculty papers for the 1875 restoration held in the 

diocesan archives at HALS - DSA 2/1/184. 

The churchyard:

The churchyard is extensive and contains a number of mature trees including some 

large yews and mature limes. Of significance is an early tombstone dated 1698. It is 

understood that gravestones did not come into popular use until the 1700’s. A 

survey of the flora in the churchyard has been carried out by the Bedfordshire, 

Cambridgeshire and Northamptonshire Wildlife Trust and its findings indicate a 

wide range of wildflowers and lichens. 

The Setting: 

St Mary the Virgin Church lies in an attractive setting within the Meppershall 

Conservation Area and at the western edge of the developed area of Meppershall 

village. It has number of mature trees in proximity and also lies adjacent to meadow 

land, over which important views of the church can be seen. 

Access to the church is principally via Church Road which is a cul-de-sac, also 

serving a small number of dwellings, including the early 17th century, Grade II 

listed, timber framed Manor House, which lies adjacent to the western boundary of 

the church yard. Further west and now forming part of the grounds to the Manor 

House lies the remains of an 11th century motte and bailey castle “The Hills” a 

scheduled ancient monument/archaeological area. The castle is considered to date 



to the reign of Stephen and to have been besieged by him in 1138, during the siege 

of Bedford. 

Pedestrian access to the church can also be gained via a network of public 

footpaths, one of which links into the churchyard and others, including the Bunyan 

Trail that run close by. 

Section 2: The significance of the church in terms of: 

• i)  Its special architectural and historic interest  

• ii)  Any significant features of artistic or archaeological interest  

• i)  The significance of the church building in terms of its special architectural 

and historic interest is set out in the Listing Text (see section 1 above). It is 

considered that it is of “moderate” significance given its unusual central tower 

with the bells rung at ground level in the tower crossing. The church building 

clearly has a very positive visual impact on the immediate area and plays a 

significant role in defining the character of the immediate locality. The church 

building also has very positive impact on medium to long distance views both 

from the Campton and Shillington Roads and also from the local public 

footpath network. These medium to long distance views become more 

significant in late autumn to early spring time when trees are devoid of 

leaves.  

• ii)  There are no significant features of artistic or archaeological interest.

Section 3: Assessment of the impact of the proposal on the significance 

defined in Section 2. 

The proposed removal of the relocated organ will return the north aisle back to its 

original layout, the organ having been relocated in circa 1999 from the north 

transept when that was transformed into a vestry. Clearly the current position of the 

organ is a tight fit and unfortunately its relocation required the cutting of roof timbers 

to enable it to be housed under the roof of the north aisle, moreover the limited 



space that the organ is now in has meant that a number of the organ pipes had to 

be removed and are stored in the chancel. Additionally the depth of the organ 

means that it is also a tight fit in relation to the movement of people along the north 

aisle and if it were to be played the wooden pedal board and the seating for the 

organist would entirely prevent any thoroughfare along the aisle. In order to allow 

such movement the wooden pedal board is stored in the tower and there is no seat 

for an organist. The organ has not been used during a service for many years. We 

currently have an electric organ that is housed in the south transept and a piano 

which located in the south aisle. Additionally we use music via wifi to accompany 

worship.

It is considered that the proposed removal of the recently relocated organ will not 

have any adverse impact on the significance defined in section 2 above, however 

what it will do is have a positive impact by returning the north aisle to its original 

layout.

Additionally the proposal involves the removal of two pews on either side of the 

nave at the rear of the church. This follows the removal of one pew on the southern 

side of the nave some years ago to improve access and egress to and from the 

porch. It is also proposed to remove four short pews in the north aisle which are 

currently used for storage. The removal of the pews will allow for a more flexible 

use of the rear area of the church, the seating capacity of the church will be 

unaffected due to the provision of stackable wooden chairs. The removal of the 

pews in the north aisles will allow for a rationalisation of this area for storage. Whilst 

the appearance will be altered following the removal of the pews it is not considered 

that this will have an adverse impact on the significance as set out in section 2 

above.




