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The High Street Chapel prior to destruction in 1869 
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THE EARLIER CHURCHES 

In order to appreciate the history of the present building, it is necessary to look briefly at its two 

predecessors. 

THE CHAPEL OF 1221 

In 1184 the monks of the priory of St. Osyth were given leave to clear forty acres of woodland in 

the Manor of Costed for agricultural purposes. Granted by William of Wokendone, during the 

reign of Henry II. Within the bounds of the manor was the hamlet of Brentwood, in the parish of 

South Weald. (fn. 1) 

In the year 1221 St Osyth’s priory, the owner of Costed manor was licenced to plant a church in 

Brentwood, dedicated to St. Thomas Becket, for the use of its tenants there. The foundation was 

on the understanding the Vicar of South Weald retained his rights over the whole parish. The 

chapel was supposed to be self financing from gifts and offerings from travellers and pilgrims on 

route to Canterbury and the tomb 

of St. Thomas Becket.  The priest 

was required to take an oath that 

he would not knowingly injure the 

mother church of South Weald by 

receiving parishioners to the 

divine offices, communions, 

confessions or purifications, nor 

baptisms or burial of the dead. 

(fn. 2) 

In 1440 the inhabitants of 

Brentwood complained to the 

Pope that South Weald church 

was so far away that in bad 

weather they were deprived of 

divine services. The Pope ordered the abbot of St. Osyth to inquire into the matter, and to allow 

the Brentwood chaplain to administer the sacraments in emergencies. 

 The advowson, (in ecclesiastical law the right to recommend a member of the Anglican clergy for 

a vacant benefice), remained with the manor of Costed until the Crown granted it to William 

Sackville in 1544. (fn.3) Undoubtedly an effect of the Protestant Reformation and dissolution of 

monasteries which began in 1536. 

Under the agreement of 1373 the abbot of St. Osyth undertook to pay the chaplain of Brentwood 

an annual stipend of 50s, (£2.50). At the Dissolution the chaplain's stipend was £5. Later the 

manor was acquired by Sir Antony Browne, (1553), whose revised right stipulated he should pay 

the chaplain’s salary.  Great nephew Wistan Browne, succeeded to the manor in 1575, closed the 

chapel and planned to pull it down. That action caused a riot at Brentwood in 1577 when about  
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The Hamlet of Brentwood, 1717 

30 women, armed with hot spits and other weapons, assaulted the schoolmaster and locked 

themselves in the chapel. Other local inhabitants petitioned in Chancery against 

Browne. Browne, then sheriff of Essex, was summoned before the Privy Council, which 

considered him mainly to blame for the trouble, ordered the Essex magistrates to deal gently 

with the rioters, and referred the case to the High Commission.  (fn.4) The chapel was saved, but 

there was further trouble in 1616 and 1617, when the townsmen sued another lord of the 

manor, Sir Anthony Browne (d. 1623), in the Exchequer for failing to provide a chaplain, and for  

misappropriating the chaplain's house. Browne was ordered to appoint a new chaplain within the 

year, but the court ordered the townsmen to pay half the cost of repairing the chaplain's house. 

In 1650 it was proposed that Brentwood chapel should be made a parish church. (fn.5) The 

Restoration of the monarchy ended such plans, but from the later 17th century the chapel 

gradually became more independent. Its first surviving records date from 1694, but in 1708, after 

a complaint by the vicar of South Weald, the chaplain of Brentwood admitted that he had no 

right to baptize children, but seven years later the inhabitants of Brentwood successfully 

petitioned the bishop for leave to set up a font in the chapel. (fn.6) 

Undoubtedly  a few burials took place there, it is known there are graves under the paving on the 

north side of the chapel, towards the High-street. There are records of at least seven burials at St. 

Thomas of Canterbury churchyard during the 1500’s (fn.7) and mention of burials in the early 

1800’s.  

In the 1830’s, moves were made to replace the thirteenth century chapel; it was in need of repair 

and in any event the growth of population made a larger building necessary. When the second 

chapel was opened, the original became a boys National School until 1869 when new schools 

were opened on Coptfold road and it was largely dismantled.  

The remains of the chapel tower can be seen in the High Street opposite what was the Lion and 

Lamb Inn, then W H Smiths and in 2018, a branch of Dorothy Perkins.  
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Description of the 1221 chapel, published in the Transactions of the Essex Archaeological 

Society. Extracted from Volume VIII Part 3 of the New Series. Quarterly Meeting and excursion 

to Brentwood, 5th October 1901. Originally from an account written in the 1830’s(fn.12) 

The chapel stands upon the south side of the street, and consists of a chancel, a nave with tower 

built within the walls at the north west corner, and a north porch. The style of its architecture 

accords with that of the time of Edward the first and the original plan of the structure remains 

complete and unaltered, although some insertions and repairs were effected during the 

Perpendicular period, in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. The walls are built of rubble and 

faced with pebbles interspersed with blocks of stone and occasionally a layer of tiles. "Recently, 

owing to a large increase of population, an ugly brick chapel has been erected, and this ancient 

edifice converted into a parochial school, a use which, in my opinion, is but a modified species of 

desecration.  

The Chancel is somewhat spacious in proportion to the size of the nave, but considerably 

narrower, measuring 27 feet in length by 17 feet 6 inches in width. It is lighted by an east and 

four side windows. Two upon the north and one upon the south are Perpendicular insertions in 

the original Edwardian openings, each consisting of two lights with super-mullions, all trefoil-

cusped and uniform in design. The westernmost window upon the north side is square-headed 

and of loftier proportions than the rest. It consists of two ogee lights with quatre-foil tracery in 

the spandrels and is of the date of the fifteenth century. The east wall of the chancel was either 

rebuilt or cased with red brick in the early part of the sixteenth century, ornamented externally 

with black bricks disposed in a lozenge or reticulated pattern. At this time, a noble east window, 

of unusually large proportions and built of the same material, was inserted. It comprises four 

lights with intersecting mullions in the head finely moulded. It has a moulded brick transom of 

the same section as the mullions. Both arch and label retain the ancient thirteenth century form, 

and the jambs are elaborately moulded.  

The roof is ceiled in waggon-headed form, but the finely moulded and overhanging wall-plates 

remain. There is a double piscina in the south wall with plain circular basins; the arches are 

pointed but their mouldings are utterly defaced. 

The arch opening from the nave is of remarkably fine proportions somewhat less than half the 

width of the nave; it has two reveals with chamfered edges; the under soffit is a continuation of 

the jambs. 

The Nave has two triple-light windows of the fifteenth century, one on the north and the other 

on the south; their heads are filled with mullioned tracery. In the south wall is a good 

perpendicular piscina with cinquefoil head and scalloped basin. Here, no doubt, was the altar 

belonging to the chantry founded in this chapel for the soul of Isabel, Countess of Bedford, 

already mentioned.  
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Three ancient principals of the roof remain with moulded tie-beams, kingposts, and braces. The 

roof is concealed by a plaster ceiling. The tie-beam next the chancel was renewed temp. James I.  

It is chamfered and stopped and has carved upon it, in ornamental letters, I. S. 1619. Upon one of 

the kingposts is an iron bracket, probably intended to support a banner.  

There is a west gallery of Jacobean design, probably erected about the time when the beam is 

dated, which in modern times has been returned along the north and south walls as far as the 

chancel arch. The front of the western portion is composed of three arches with pilasters, highly 

enriched with ornament and carved balusters. The principal entrance to this chapel was on the 

north from the street. The doorway is pointed with deeply undercut mouldings. The south 

doorway opens into the vicarage garden; the mouldings are rounded, over it is a label. There was 

a third entrance at the west end, built of soft and decaying stone, repaired with brick in the 

sixteenth century and subsequently blocked, but the ancient oak door remains on its original 

hinges. Over this doorway is a thirteenth century window also barbarously blocked and, to 

compensate the light, two dormers, have been inserted in the roof.  

The Tower is an exceedingly interesting and unusual example of construction, being built, as 

already mentioned, at the north-west corner within the nave, the two internal walls being carried 

upon very elegant arches. The angle of the pier supporting them is relieved by a lofty octagonal 

column with base and capital now greatly mutilated. The newel staircase, extremely narrow, is 

carried up in the wall thickness as high as the first floor which is lighted by a small single-light 

window in the west wall. Thence, the ascent to the belfry is by a ladder. This storey has two 

double-light windows of the Perpendicular period, one on the east and west sides, and on the 

north and south single-light openings, each square-headed and cusped. "Here were formerly two 

Bells cast in 1764 which a few years since were removed into the new church. The top of the 

tower is finished with an overhanging moulded cornice of modern date. From the top rises a 

spire of pretty good proportions, probably erected during the last century and sheathed with 

copper. It is furnished with a ball and staff with the cardinal points and an arrow vane.  

The Porch on the north side, is of timber and does not possess a remnant of antiquity. "There is 

no Font remaining.  

Monumental Inscriptions As this chapel did not possess the rights of sepulture, (burial or 

interment) prior to the Reformation, there were probably no monuments before that period. 

Peter Muilman asserts that there were none when researching “A New and Complete History of 

Essex”, published in 1770. There is, however, a small brass, now removed into the new church, 

(the new church being the 1835 chapel and is in the north west corner of our church today), in 

memory of John Parker who died in 1673, which these historians had overlooked. whether any 

inscribed slabs remain I cannot tell as the pavement is now entirely covered with a wooden 

flooring. 
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Before the faculty for demolition could be acted upon Arthur H Brown, hymn-writer and organist, 

together with a few friends, removed coats of whitewash from the interior of the chapel and 

brought to light wall paintings ‘of elaborate and interesting characters’. The findings were 

published in the Transactions of the Essex Archaeological Society, Old series, volume 5 (1873) 

which can be consulted in the Essex Record Office, but also appeared in the Spire magazine of 

September 2010, thanks to Jenny Ward. 

The north and south walls of the chancel were covered with masonry lines of ‘chocolate red’ 

drawn on the plaster and a band of ribbon pattern above ‘somewhat coarsely executed’. The 

double piscina (a stone basin near the altar in Catholic and pre-Reformation churches for draining 

water used in the Mass) by the altar had a chocolate red cinquefoil painted in the spandrel 

between the arches. There was a black line painting on the west face of the chancel arch and part 

of an inscription, beginning ‘ The dutie of husbands to their…’. This dated from the time of 

Edward the VI (1547—53), the time when the prayer book in English was introduced. On the 

north side of the chancel arch was a head of a bearded man or monster with a female bust, 

painted in an ‘exceedingly coarse depraved style’. There was another, partly illegible inscription 

on the south wall, dating from Edward VI’s or Elizabeth I reign; this was the time when it became 

customary to have painted inscriptions. Underneath, a lattice pattern had been painted in 

chocolate red on a pale red ground, with, in the spaces, ‘ihs’ (Jesus’ monogram) alternating with 

roses and pomegranates; this probably dated from the early sixteenth century, the rose being the 

Tudor symbol and the pomegranate that of Katherine of Aragon. There was probably a painting of 

St Thomas of Canterbury in an adjacent window and the niche of the holy water stoup was found 

to the east of the north door. 

Investigation of wall paintings in the present day would be carried out in a much more scientific 

way, but without the work of Arthur Brown and his friends we would have no idea of the 

colourful interior of the chapel. 
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THE CHAPEL OF 1835 

A new site was chosen for this church, nursery land lying between the High Street to the north 

and Queens Road to the South. There was only one way to the church, from the High Street, 

where St Thomas Road now is. Iron gates stood at the town end of the walk, wide enough for 

carriages to enter. The east side was bounded by shrubbery and small trees, so as to hide the 

Church Walk from the backs of cottages in Moores Place.  In 1837 the hamlet of Brentwood was 

constituted a district chapelry. (fn.8) 

The chapel was built of stock brick to the design of James Savage better known for his important 

Commissioner’s Gothic church of St Luke, Chelsea. The chapel was completed at a cost of £3500, 

raised by subscription and a grant of £300 

from the Church Building Society. The 

chapel had galleries on three sides and the 

tower contained two small bells. The big 

one and the “ting tang”, as it was called, 

Sanctus bell, used for funerals and calls to 

services. It is suggested the two bells had 

been  saved from the first chapel.  

A two-bay chancel with north and south 

aisles, able to accommodate another 200 

people in the congregation was designed 

by a local architect named William Gibbs Bartleet and added in 1855. It’s re-opening was 

reported in the Chelmsford Chronicle of 4th December 1856. The full account can be read in the 

Essex Record Office, catalogue No: D/DTw F11.  Jenny Ward provided an abridged account and 

comments in the Spring 2015 edition of the Spire. 

The reporter had a poor opinion of the 1835 building, ‘a structure, though costly, inferior to the 

average class of merit, even of the time when erected’; it was difficult, he said, to add anything 

‘in keeping with the spirit of the age to a church so devoid of all architectural character and 

propriety’. However he thought the architect had succeeded in developing ‘ the principles of the 

Middle Ages’ in which ’the old architects did not scruple to adopt the best type of their own 

period’. Ecclesiastical architecture, according to the reporter, had moved on since 1835 and 

people were now moving in a ’progressive age’.   

The new chancel measured 37 feet by 18 feet 6 inches (11.28 metres x 5.63 metres), and was 

raised above the level of the nave. From the altar, the vicar had a commanding view of the 

congregation and ample space for celebrating Holy Communion. Either side of the chancel was a 

double row of stalls and the floor was paved with red, black and buff tiles. The chancel roof was 

richly painted, with the four evangelists over the altar and the altar rails were coloured with the 

sacred monogram gilt. The stained glass in the east window was given by the vicar as a memorial 

to his father, Sir John English, (See the brass at the north west door). 
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 The stained glass in the east window was given by James Monkhouse, churchwarden, 

schoolmaster and insurance agent, as a memorial , and by the boys of the Grammar School. 

Some ladies planned to present a ‘richly-embroidered altar cloth’ at Christmas and the reredos 

was due to be completed in the spring. It was planned to have gas lighting; the gas pipes had 

been laid. A new pulpit and lectern had been provided. 

As the work constituted an extension, it 

was  opened rather than consecrated, 

the first service taking place at 

11:30am, with Samuel Wilberforce, the 

bishop of Oxford, preaching. There was 

a ‘respectable congregation’, but the 

church was not full. ‘Much of the 

service was chanted in the cathedral 

style by the choir of St George’s-in-the-

East who came for the occasion, and 

altogether the musical arrangements 

were very effective. The bishop took his 

text from Mathew, chapter 18, verse 20, ‘When two or three are gathered together in my name, 

there I am in the midst of them’.  He stressed the blessing of having a church in which people 

heard prayers in language they could understand, but he underlined the importance of joining in 

prayers in their hearts.  At the end, he pointed out that £500 was still needed to complete the 

work and urged the congregation to give liberally; the collection raised £115. At the end, the 

majority of the congregation left, but ‘many remained and partook of Holy Communion’.  

 

The tower, also built of the same stock bricks was apparently not strong enough for bells and a 

storm  brought down a piece of it. The building was not well constructed, the builder went 

bankrupt during construction leaving sub-contractors with heavy losses; cracks appeared and in 

spite of the 1855 modifications, it became clear it would have to be rebuilt. (fn.2). In under thirty 

years , the church was demolished and our present church built on the site. 

A clock face from the tower can still be seen in the north side churchyard mid-way along the 

nave, near the boundary hedge. 

During its short life it became a parish church; the Ecclesiastical Parish of Brentwood was created 

in 1873. The advowson continued to descend with the manor of South Weald until 1946, 

Christopher Tower, who then sold the estate to  London County Council, in 1948 sold the 

advowson to the Diocesan Board of Patronage. (fn.9) 

Showing the 1855 chancel  
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Brentwood Town, 1877 

THE NEW CHURCH 

The first reference to this in the registers is on Wednesday 25th September 1878 when, on the 

occasion of Harvest Thanksgiving, the collections of £20 4s. 0d. were set aside “For the New 

Church”. 

THE CONSTRUCTION 

The work of replacing the second church with a larger and worthy building occupied the early 

years of the ministry of the reverend Charles Grinstead, vicar from 1876 to 1899. 

The Foundation Stone (in the west wall) was laid on 14 February 1881 by Octavius Edward Coope, 

of Rochetts, South Weald, himself a generous benefactor to St Thomas’. On 18th April 1881 

(Easter Monday) the register of Services records: 
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“The church was closed for alterations after this service and on the following (Low) Sunday the 

services were carried on in the Temporary Church under the Bishop’s license. C.G.” The word 

‘alterations’ may seem odd in view of the fact the church was completely rebuilt. It was, however, 

originally the intention to add a new nave on to the 1855 chancel. Larkin recalls the opposition to 

Grinstead’s plan to pull down the church that had been built in living memory. The idea of 

retaining the 1855 chancel was a compromise and it has given rise to the narrowness of the 

present nave. In the course of building, a gift of £6000 from the Reverend Charles A Belli, vicar of 

South Weald, made it possible to do away with the old chancel and proceed with an entirely new 

church. 

In just over two years, on 26 April 1883, the present church was 

consecrated by the Bishop of St Albans, Thomas Legh Claughton. 

(Essex was at that time in the recently formed, 1877, diocese of St 

Albans).  

An account of the Consecration and Dedication was written by George 
Knight, Registrar of the Bishop of At Albans, and has been deposited 
with other St Thomas’ documents  into the Essex Record Office. 

It is interesting to note the services on that day: Thursday April 26th: 

Consecrated New Church. 

5:00am  Holy Communion, 17 communicants. 
6:00am  Holy Communion, 30 communicants. 
7:00am  Holy Communion, 56 communicants. 
8:00am   Choral Communion, 48 communicants. 
11:00am  Consecration Matins & Holy Communion, 90 communicants. 
3:30pm  Children’s Service. 
7:30pm  Evensong. 
There were 241 communicants in the course of the day, the collections amounted to £160. 13s. 
6½d.  

 

An account of the Consecration and Dedication, written by George Knight, Registrar of the 

Bishop of At Albans, edited by Jenny Ward and as appeared in a Spire magazine in 2008. 

At the Consecration service bishop Thomas Legh Claughton was accompanied by his chaplain, by 

the bishop of Llandaff, Alfred Ollivant and by the suffragan bishop of Colchester, the Archdeacon 

of Essex, the vicar of St Thomas’, reverend Charles Grinstead and the vicar of South Weald, 

reverend  Duncan Fraser. The clergy were met at the church by the churchwardens, John 

Quennell and Charles Wallis, the Registrar and many inhabitants of the parish. The vicar 

presented the petition for consecration which asked the bishop by his authority to ‘Separate the 

building from all profane and common uses, to dedicate it to God and divine worship and 

consecrate it for the celebration of divine offices according to the doctrine of the Church of 

England by the name of the church of St Thomas the Martyr, so the building may be used as the 

church of the parish of Brentwood’.  

Thomas Legh 

Claughton  
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The registrar read the petition out aloud and the bishop indicated his willing to consecrate the 

building. 

The bishop, registrar and clergy then walked to the east end of the church, saying alternate 

verses of Psalm 24 (‘The earth is the lord’s and all that therein is’) The bishop, standing at the 

north side of the communion table and turning to the congregation , began the service of Matins. 

He proceeded to say the prayers of consecration; then he seated himself in the bishops chair and 

the registrar read out the statement of consecration, which was subsequently placed with the St 

Albans muniments, (title deeds or other documents proving title to land). 

Matins was resumed with the singing of the Venite (Psalm 95, O come, let us sing unto the Lord) 

which was almost always included in Matins, and the three Psalms appointed for the occasion 

(84, ’O how amiable are thy dwellings, thou Lord of hosts’; 122, ‘I was glad when they unto me: 

We will go into the house of the Lord’; and 132, ‘Lord, remember David, and all his trouble’). The 

Old Testament Lesson was taken from the First Book of Chronicles, chapter 29 verses 1-7, 

describing the gifts given to king David and his people for the building of the temple. The Te 

Deum and the Apostles’ Creed were chanted and prayers said, ending with the prayer of St John 

Chrysostom (‘When two or three are gathered together in thy name, thou wilt grant their 

requests’). 

The communion service begun with the collect for Queen Victoria. The Epistle was taken from St 

Pauls Epistle to the Ephesians and the Gospel from St John’s Gospel, describing the expulsion of 

the moneychangers from the temple. The Nicene Creed was said and the bishop then preached 

on Psalm 12, verse 9 (‘Yea, because of the house of the Lord our God, I will seek to do thee 

good’). The Offertory and the prayer for the Church Militant followed the sermon. Communion 

was administered to the clergy and several of the congregation. At the end, the congregation was 

dismissed with the bishop’s blessing, according to the liturgy of the Church of England. 

 

THE ARCHITECT 

Ernest Claude Lee, 1846—1890, was introduced to the building committee by Mr Octavius 

Edward Coope of Rochetts, South Weald. In his short career Lee built the churches of St Mary, 

Whitechapel (1874—1878, burnt in 1882 and rebuilt by Lee; damaged in the second World war 

and later destroyed), and St Paul, Bentley Common, consecrated in 1880. St Paul’s displays, on a 

smaller scale, much of the detail later used at St Thomas’. 

The architect’s name is faintly visible on the bottom rail of the wrought iron tympanum over the 

gates to the north porch. (fn.2) 
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THE BUILDING 

The church consists of a clerestoried nave and chancel, north and south aisles, a north chapel, 

vestry accommodation and organ chamber on the south, and a north-west tower. It is 

constructed of brick and faced with flint and stone dressings.  

The bellcote above the chancel arch was reconstructed in 1972—the first part of an extensive 

programme of restoration that in 1975 included the restoration of the west end masonry and 

carved stone. The west doorway is flanked by figures of the four evangelists and scenes from the 

martyrdom of St Thomas. Above are the wise and foolish virgins, (Matthew 25: 1-13) and Christ 

in glory. 

The spire, with its graceful louvred openings with wooden 

tracery and the four shingled spirelets, shows a French 

influence. The spire is shingled in oak and was restored in 

1987, a final touch being the restoration of the weather 

vane finial.  

The main roofs are tiled, but the slopes of the aisle roofs 

invisible from ground level are of slate.   Beginning in 2001 

an extensive programme to repair and renew all the roof 

elevations commenced, with restoration of the final 

elevation being completed in 2013. 

Lee used the Early English style, employing simple lancets 

for the clerestory windows of the aisles.  High on the east 

wall is another representation of Christ the King and over 

the north porch our Lord is depicted as the good shepherd. 

The West Door 

East end Christ the King 

North porch, the good Shepherd 
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THE INTERIOR 

There has been almost no structural alteration since the church was built. For reasons already 

explained, the nave of seven bays is tall and narrow; a very impressive composition. With the 

exception of the west gallery, the church never had pews. One or two details of the furnishings 

might be mentioned: the font cover, the gift of Mr C. Tower, was fixed in October 1886. The date 

and various other initials and symbols are incorporated in the wrought iron work. The reredos 

was erected in 1896 at a cost of £1,100 bequeathed  by the will of George Thomas Larkin.  

(See page 24 for more about the Larkin family; notable observers of local history and 

philanthropists.) 

The reredos was originally uncoloured; the present colouring was part of a redecoration of the 

chancel by Laurence King (See page 25) as the Parish’s memorial to the Reverend Viner George 

Ballance (Vicar, 1935—1947) and to those who died in the second World War. At the same time, 

the original wooden High Altar was replaced by the present Forest of Dean stone altar and the 

top step removed in an attempt to give more space to the very small sanctuary. The wooden altar 

was positioned in front of the organ pipes in the south aisle. A faculty was granted in 1957 the 

works being carried out in 1958.   

A small Dais was constructed in 1978 for a nave altar to stand on. In 1990 the current large Dais 

was constructed.  

The figure of an angel over the chancel is a plaster cast of one that originally surmounted the 

reredos. 

The statues of Christ the King (in the south aisle) and the Archangels Michael and Gabriel (at the 

west end of the church) were once incorporated into a reredos in the Lady Chapel. One of the 

Archangels was stolen , so which do we still have? 

The statue of St Thomas was given by children of the parish as a thanksgiving at the end of the 

Second World War and that of our Lady was given in 1958 in memory of two departed 

parishioners by their son and daughter.  The west window depicts the martyrdom of St. Thomas. 

It was given “in pious memory” of the Revd Charles Almeric Belli, sometime vicar of South Weald 

and a munificent benefactor of this church in October 10th 1886. It was given by his niece Miss 

Palmer. The inscription in the east window is hidden by the reredos. The window is a memorial to 

the Revd. William Pomeroy Ogle, a young curate who died suddenly in 1884 at the age of only 24 

years. 

Initially the church was heated by warm air rising from the floor grates, the air being warmed by 

a coal fired boiler in the basement, perhaps not very efficient, but this space heating 

arrangement would have been kinder to the structure than the radiators we have installed that 

for the most part provide localised heat. In 1961 the heating moved over to oil fired, saving the 

verger from having to shovel coal all winter. Conversion to gas fired boilers taking place in 1979 

and the current gas fired heating arrangement installed in  2014. 
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In 1925 electricity arrived in St Thomas’ , the original gas lights being removed. If one looks at the 

aisle ceilings, wooden diamond shapes indicate where the gas lights hung. One of the original 

fittings is hidden in a dark corner of the building to this day. 

 

THE BELLS 

The original ring of 8 bells was donated as a gift by people of the parish to the memory of Rev. 
Charles Almeric Belli.  The fund also benefitted by the scrap value of two bells from the previous 
church. The Bishop of St Albans dedicated the installation on 18 October 1887. 

The bells were made by Mears & Stainbank of London, (now known as Whitechapel Bell Foundry 
Ltd.). A copy of their Works’ Daybook shows the cost to have been £566 9s 6p plus a further £100 
for the frame. The tenor bell weighed 19cwt. 3qtrs. and at that time the whole installation was 
the heaviest in south Essex and the sixth heaviest in the Country. 

Each bell is inscribed in Latin in two bands around its waist. The upper inscription records the bell 
founder and year of manufacture. Mears & Stainbank of London in 1887. The lower inscriptions 
on the treble, record the details of the then Incumbent and Church Wardens. Vicar (Carolus 
Grinstead) and Church Wardens J. G. Quennell, M. D. and C. J. Wallis. 

The Tenor bell 
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The lower inscriptions on the 2nd to 7th bells are the verses of Ps. 150, but in reverse order, 
beginning on the 7th.  

 Praise ye the Lord. Praise God in his highest sanctuary: praise in the firmament of his power 
 Praise him for his mighty acts: praise him according to his excellent greatness. 
 Praise him with the sound of the trumpet: praise him with the psaltery harp. 
 Praise him with the timbrel and dance: praise him with stringed instruments and organs. 
 Praise him upon the loud cymbals: praise him upon the high cymbals. 
 Let every thing that hath breath praise the Lord. Praise ye the Lord. 
  
Finally, the tenor is inscribed with a dedication to those who generously paid for the tower and 
the bells. 

Caroli Almeric Belli, (in memoriam), Edward Howley Palmer, (nephew of Revd. Charles A Belli, 
vicar of South Weald and Governor of the Bank of England in the 1880’s) and Ellen Louisa 
Boreham, (whose husband George Thomas, a confectioner in Crown Street, had died in 1886, 
both are buried in the churchyard). 

The first peal, (Kent Treble Bob Major), on the bells was rung on 3 November 1888 in 3 hours 14 
minutes by members of the Essex Association. A further 163 were rung on the original bells 
before their restoration. 

By the late 1990’s it was acknowledged that the installation required major refurbishment. 
Following lengthy discussions with English Heritage and the Chelmsford Diocese Advisory 
Committee Bell Adviser, work started in July 2008. The bells initially went to the Whitechapel for 
cleaning and re-tuning before transporting to 
Nicholson Engineering Ltd. for modification. They 
were re-installed in the original but strengthened 
two-tier cast-iron frame. The project was 
completed by Christmas 2008 and rededicated in 
March 2009. 

The total project cost was approximately £85000. 
The generous support given by so many people 
made the whole project possible. The principal 
donors were the estate of Mrs. Gladys Osborne 
(deceased), Mr. James Baker, The Essex 
Association of Change Ringers, The Central 
Council of Church Bell Ringers and SongCycle. 

The first peal on the refurbished bells (Yorkshire 
Surprise Major) was rung on 31st October 2009 in 
3 hours 3 minutes by members of the Essex 
Association.  

 

 
Carved stone commemorative boss  

at the head of the spiral staircase 
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THE ORGAN 

The organ erected in the church in 1883 was that transferred from the earlier building and was to 

a specification planned by Dr. Arthur Hill and the church organist Arthur Henry Brown, the 

composer of many hymn tunes. This instrument was of three manuals with Great 7 stops, Swell 4 

stops, Choir 0 stops and pedal 2. The arrangement was clearly incomplete, but the additional 

stops were apparently never added. The builder was William Hill & Sons. 

In 1897 Norman Beard built the present organ which was eventually completed in 1908, by which 

time stops had been added and a gas engine driven blower. Prior to the installation of the blower, 

it is recorded the organist was paid £60 and the person who pumped by hand, £20. 

Apart from minor repairs, no tonal alterations were made until 1970 when the instrument was re

-built and modernised by Brian Bunting of Epping. At this time a new console was provided, the 

tubular pneumatic action was replaced by electro-pneumatic except in the unit chest where 

direct electric action is used. All the sound boards were stripped down with all leather work 

replaced. The Choir box was removed and a number of tonal alterations made to improve the 

choruses by rescaling and additions.  

The organ had a new blower with humidifier. Many playing aids were fitted and a selector panel 

was placed behind the music desk on which all piston combinations can be pre-set. 

In 1991 works were carried out to investigate and remedy a shortage of wind on heavy demand, 

this included cleaning and overhaul of the 

positive organ pipework and provide a new 

slider soundboard to the positive organ. 

A project to clean and repair the organ was 

undertaken in 1994 by Peter Wood. 

In 2009 a faculty was granted for a major 

overhaul of the organ, being completed by 

Nicholson’s of Worcester at an  approximate 

cost of £130k. The instrument was re-

dedicated by the Archdeacon of Southend on 

18th September 2011. 
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OTHER MEMORIALS 

A few memorials in St. Thomas’ are from the two earlier churches;  

1673: the John Parker brass, on the west wall of the north aisle. Post pvgnam tvtamq• fidem 

cvrsvmq• peractvm qviete, victor in Deo, frvor, meo. (Having fought the fight, and kept the faith, 

and finished the course, a conqueror through God, I enter into the enjoyment of my rest.) (fn.15) 

1856: On the north wall, near the north east corner. A brass dedicated to the memory of Sir John 

Hawker English KCB and Dame Eliza English  of Great Warley. The east window of the 1835 chapel 

was erected by their eldest son John Francis Hawker English LLD Incumbent.  

1916: 2nd Lieutenant Basil Linden Kimber brass on north wall. 

Bishops Chair—In memory of V.G.B. Priest  1923—1936 (Viner George Ballance). 

1937: Bench at west end. The bench ends are those from the 1221 chapel pews. 

1945: South east nave pillar, the statue of St Thomas was given by children of the parish as a 

thanksgiving at the end of the Second World War 

1958: North east nave pillar, statue of Our Lady & Holy Child, in memory of Ernest and Flora King. 

1984: Black wrought iron Votive Candle Stand. The top is circular to hold 12 candles. In memory 

of Paul Steven Francis who died in 1971 and his sister Ruth Mary Pye, 2018. 

South east Welcome Desk—Presented in Loving memory of John M Smith 1926—1997. 

North west Welcome Desk—Donated in memory of Philip and Lilian Goddard. 

2014: a faculty was granted for a new Nave Altar, Credence Table and lectern in light oak. The 

previous altar from 1982 although portable was not stable when kneeling clergy leant on it to 

stand, risking collapse of the altar and spillage of the sacraments.  The commission went to 

Ronald Emett Furniture and was paid using a legacy from the estate of Betty and Don Latham.  A 

small brass plaque commemorates their donation. The clergy chair and stools were purchased 

soon after using a legacy from the estate of Vera Staplehurst. 

2015: it was agreed to replace the clerestory lights that were sitting in the window bays. Many of 

the old fluorescent tubes did not work, but it was not easy to replace them. LED strip lights were 

installed under faculty, providing a reliable cheap to run solution, with the added bonus of being 

able to change the colours to match the liturgical season. A plaque on the end of the north  west 

welcome desk is in thanksgiving of the donations made towards the project. 
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CHURCHYARD & BURIAL GROUND 

All the land that St Thomas’ occupies, was once part of a nursery garden and until the 1835 

chapel was built, had no burial ground of its own. At first, land on the north side was used for 

burials. Further land was purchased by the parish on the west side and the path from the Eagle 

Pub to High-street end of St. Thomas’ Road and before St Thomas Road was constructed to 

Queens Road. The churchyard was closed for burials after the Burials Act of 1900 was acted on, in 

the interest of public health.  

 

AT THE COURT AT WINDSOR 

The 19th day of November 1902 

PRESENT 

THE KINGS MOST EXCELLENT MAJESTY 

IN COUNCIL 

Brentwood—Forthwith and entirely in the Parish Church of Saint Thomas, Brentwood, in the 

County of Essex; and in the burial grounds thereto adjoining and situate between the streets 

known as St. Thomas Road, Queen’s Road and Alfred Road, except as follows:- 

(a.) In any vault or walled grave now existing in the said burial grounds burial may be allowed 

subject to the condition that every coffin buried in such vault or grave be separately enclosed by 

stonework or brickwork properly cemented: 

(b.) In any earthen grave now existing in the said burial grounds, the burial may be allowed, at a 

depth of 5 feet from the surface of the ground, of the body of any member of the family of the 

person or persons heretofore buried in such grave. 

 

In the 1960’s a survey of surviving memorial inscriptions was undertaken by the then Brentwood 

Historical Society. The original is held in the Essex Record Office and a copy at Brentwood Library. 

At that time many gravestones were still unbroken and legible and threw some light on the 

congregation of St Thomas’ in Victorian and later times. Since then, works were carried out in the 

early 1990’s to redirect the path away from the west end of the church. This involved the 

relocating of some memorials which were mapped. An enclosed area adjacent to the south west 

corner of the church has also been mapped. A complete map of St Thomas’ burial ground has not 

been undertaken to date. 

In the Autumn Spire magazine of 2008 the Larkin family were featured and the article can be read 

on page 23. 
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THE 1221 CHAPEL (Burntwood Chappel) 

 

Among early chaplains of Brentwood were:  

1454 — Sir William Mervyn, priest, mentioned in the will of S. Grene (1454 : C.C.L).   

1471 — Sir William Greye, chapel priest of Brentwood November 9, 1471  - mentioned in the 

will of John Wolverston (P.C.C.). 

1544 — John Ryley 1544–53. (fn.3) 

1583 — Wiersdale 

1598 — Nicholas Grenewood 

1628 — William Richardson 

Bef. 1654 — William Powell, a former minister of Brentwood chapel.  In 1662 he, then vicar of 

Great Warley and the vicar of South Weald, William Rathband, were ejected for nonconformity. 

1654 — Isaac Bringhurst, instituted, March 16, 1654-5: Patrons: the inhabitants and 

Neighbourhood of Brentwood. (Lambeth Palace Library MS 997; iii. 210) 

1658 — Timothy Woodroffe B.D. admitted to South Weald with the Chapel of Burntwood. 

March 2, 1658-59. Patron Richard lord protector. (Lambeth Palace Library MS. 997, (fn.11) 

1662—1664 Theophilus (Thomas) Alford Filled vacancy due to non-conformity of Revd William 

Rathband. Vicar Southweale with Burntwood Chapel. (fn.16) 

1664 — 1673 Johannes (John) Parker  (fn.16) and brass wall plaque in St Thomas’ 

1685 — 1696 John Wyllys 

1696 — Thomas Warren 

1714 — 1767 Rice Williams, chaplain held livings elsewhere in Essex, and employed an assistant 

at Brentwood. (Guildhall MSS. 9550, 9556.)  and (fn.16) 

1753 — Nathaniel Cotton 

1767 — 1776 Thomas Higgon (fn.16) 

1776 — 1802 John Newman (fn.16) 

1802 — 1806 Thomas Walsingham Western, LL.B, who in 1802 was appointed chaplain of 

Brentwood and master of the grammar school, held both positions in trust to resign in favour of 

the patron's son.  

1806 — 1826 Charles Tower, who duly succeeded Thomas Western in 1806—1825 (fn.10) 

1826 —  1829 John Faithful Grosvenor Fortescue, MA (fn.16) 

1829 — 1834 William Robert Newbolt, MA (fn.16) 

http://www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/essex/vol8/pp90-109#fnn302
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VICARS OF BRENTWOOD 

The 1835 Church 

1834—1843 Francis William Rhodes, M.A, chaplain; 1837 vicar 
1843–-   
1848—In Whites directory of inhabitants, Revd. Frederick Boyd 
            -1851   Robert Beauchamp Tower 
1852—1875 John Francis Hawker English, D.D 
 
The 1883 Church 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

1923-1927 Edward 
Lees, M.A 

1906-1923 Charles 
Farley Newton, 

M.A 

1935-1947  
Viner George 

Ballance 

1947-1960 
Leonard Stokes 

2009-2017  
Colin Hewitt 

1989-2008  
Robert Bruce ’Bob’ 

White 

1927-1935  
Sidney Lawrence 
Brown, M.A, D.D 

1971-1988 
Francis Edward 

Tester 

1899-1906 
Bernard 

Steinmetz M.A 

1876-1899 
Charles 

Grinstead, M.A 

1961—1971  
James Stanley 

2018— 

Mark North 
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THE DIOCESE 

When the parish of Brentwood was  formed, it was part of the diocese of St Albans. 

The diocese of St Albans was established from parts of the large Diocese of Rochester, extending 
the new bishop’s jurisdiction over more than 600 parishes in the two counties of Essex and 
Hertfordshire. 

The Diocese of St Albans, part of the Province of Canterbury in England and is part of the wider 
Church of England, in turn part of the worldwide Anglican Communion. 
The new diocese was founded relatively recently by an Order in Council on 4 May 1877, 
implementing the Bishopric of St Albans Act 1875. The first Bishop of St Albans was Thomas Legh 
Claughton, who served from 1877 to 1890. On 23 January 1914, the new Diocese of Chelmsford 
was formed, removing Essex from the St Albans diocese.  

The Diocese of Chelmsford is overseen by the Bishop of Chelmsford. Since the area scheme was 
created in 1983 and inaugurated in January 1984, the diocese has been divided into 
three episcopal areas which are overseen by an area bishop. The diocese is divided further 
into archdeaconries, each divided into a number of deaneries. 

The suffragan bishop, See of Colchester was created in 1882 (for the Diocese of St Albans until 
1914), Barking in 1901 (also for St Albans), and Bradwell in 1968. 

 

VICARAGES 

In the 18th century the chaplain's house was south-east of the chapel near where WH Smiths 
now stands. It was sold c. 1860, and John English, vicar 1855–75, lived at Warley House, Great 
Warley.  

In 1878 a large new Vicarage was built in Ingrave Road on land that was part of the Artichoke’s 
back garden. That building remained the Vicarage until 1927, when it became known as Otway 
House, a boarding house and part of Brentwood school. It was just about opposite the junction 
with Queens Road and is now part of the sixth form centre (fn.13).  

The vicarage moved to St Thomas Road, then 11 years later in early 1938, to 95 Queens Road.  

In early 1949 the vicarage moved once again, this time out of the parish to “Clooneavon”, 88 
Priests Lane. Not for the first time the Brentwood parish vicarage was in the parish of Shenfield, 
because at the time, the Ingrave Road vicarage was in Shenfield parish. 

1963 saw the building of a new vicarage completed at its current, 91 Queen's Road location. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bishop_of_Chelmsford
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Area_scheme
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Episcopal_polity
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Archdeacon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rural_Dean
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Spire article of autumn 2008, Larkin Family 

Two inscriptions commemorated the Larkin family. Thomas and Elizabeth Larkin had at least 

three children, George Thomas, born in 1841, Eliza, born in 1845 (who died at the age of four) 

and John William, born in 1850. 

Thomas Larkin had established his clothing business in Crown Street by 1851; it was badly 

damaged by fire in the 1850’s and temporarily moved to the High Street. In 1859, George had 

taken over the business and Thomas was living in Queens Road; he died in 1883. According to the 

1971 census, John was living with George and working in the business and at that time 12 men 

and 17 boys were employed. John probably continued working with George until the latter’s 

death in 1894. 

Walter Larkin took over in the early twentieth century and the business still traded under the 

Larkin name in 1989. 

Both George and John were benefactors to the present St Thomas’ church. George was on the 

committee formed to raise money for the new building and the reredos—erected in 1896—was 

paid out of money he bequeathed to the church. Stained glass windows were given in memory of 

Thomas. George and Thomas gave more than £600 towards the plan of Revd Charles Grinstead to 

build Church House on the corner of New Road and Coptfold Road. John gave the tower clock in 

1923, three years before his death. 

George and John also gave money and amenities to the town; look at the inscription on the horse 

trough at Wilson’s Corner. John had no children so in his will left money for the building of St 

George’s church and for the provision of playing fields; the council bought land in Pilgrims Hatch, 

now aptly named Larkin’s Field. His memory lives on there and in the books ‘Fireside Talks about 

Brentwood’ (1906) and ‘More Fireside Talks’ (1920) which tell us so much about the Brentwood 

the Larkin family knew. (fn.14) 
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LAURENCE EDWARD KING (From an article for the Spire 2009, written by Jenny Ward with 

additional material from his obituary from the January 1982 edition of the Spire, written by 

anon). Additional Reference: https://www.telegraph.co.uk/comment/12175433/The-Essex-man-

who-knew-what-a-church-was-for.html 

 

Have you had a close look at the north-west window of St Thomas’, behind the desk where you 

pick up your service books? It commemorates the centenary of the building of our church 

(1883—1983), and depicts St Thomas of Canterbury holding the church. The inscription reads: 

‘Pray for the soul of Laurence King O.B.E, F.R.I.B.A., for many years consultant-architect of this 

church, 9 December 1981’. 

Laurence King was born in Brentwood in 28th July 1907, was educated at Brentwood School, 

then studied at London University graduating as an architect to become a Fellow of the Royal 

Institute of British Architects, specialising in church architecture. One of his early designs was for 

St George’s church in Ongar Road, built in an Art Deco style.  

During the Second World War he served locally as a Special Constable, then in the army rising to 

the rank of Major mostly in Palestine and North Africa. 

After the war, he became well known as a church architect and designer of church interiors and 

furnishings. He was responsible for rebuilding some of the City of London churches which had 

been bombed, notably St Magnus, London Bridge, and the church of St Mary-le-Bow in 

Cheapside. Further afield, he rebuilt Little Walsingham parish church after the fire there in 1961. 

Probably his most important project was the building of Blackburn Cathedral which was 

consecrated in 1978. Although his commissions took him all over England, his work can be seen 

in several Essex churches including St Thomas’. He built the church of St James in Marden Ash in 

1957-58 after the Victorian church had been destroyed by a V2 flying bomb in 1945; you pass 

through Marden Ash as you enter into Ongar on the A128 from Brentwood. He was also 

responsible for the church of the Ascension at Chelmsford, and St James’ church at Leigh-on-Sea. 

He received an O.B.E for his work in this sphere. 

At St Thomas’, he was responsible in 1958 for the redecoration of the chancel and the painting of 

the reredos, in the same year he and his sister, Refna, gave the statue of the Virgin and Child in 

memory of their parents.  

He was a member of the General Synod, Diocesan Conference / Synod and Boards and 

committees both nationally and locally.  

A member of the Worshipful Company of Parish Clerks and Vice President of the Church Union 

and on the council of the Guild of All Souls and the Society of the Maintenance of the Faith.  

Additionally, he was a member of the council of Chelmsford Cathedral.  He was churchwarden at 

St Thomas’ from 1971—1976.  
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