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The Parish Church of 
St John the Baptist 

Weston-super-Mare 

John Crockford-Hawley 
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A Grade 2 Listed Building within the Great Weston Conservation Area 
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THE ANCIENT PARISH 

he story of St John’s Parish Church stretches back further than today’s building, 
much further than the current sea-side town and even further than recorded 

history itself. In 1226 Bishop Jocelin ordered ‘of the Rector of Weston 100 lb of wax’ 
to be sent annually to Wells Cathedral and in 1292 the church was valued at ten 
marks. These are the earliest known references to Weston and so it follows there 
must have been a church here before the 13th century. Though Weston is not 
specifically recorded in Domesday Book it was more than likely a tiny settlement at 
the coastal end of Ashcombe Manor (which was in the great book). Being coastal 
afforded opportunities for villagers to take produce from the sea but in 1353 Bishop 
Ralph threw a tantrum accusing Weston’s ‘sons of iniquity’ of stealing ‘wreckage of 
the sea’ which belonged to himself. History does not record whether his over-the-top 
threat of excommunication worked. 
 

The first rector recorded by name was Guido de Schevyngdon in 1277 and thereafter 
we have a rather hit-and-miss recorded list. John Power lasted one year - but that 
was 1348 when Black Death made its appearance in Somerset. The bishop ordered 
processions and Stations of the Cross to encourage repentance and delivery from the 
scourge, little realising pestilence has no Almighty deliverer. Terrified Weston 
villagers would have wandered to the churchyard for burial after burial as half the 
population succumbed. With so many clergy dying even women were allowed to 
hear confession in extremis.  
 

The Reformation, Civil War and rise of Puritanism all had local consequences. 

 
Christopher Sadbury, Royalist 
rector during the Civil War, took 
it upon himself to imprison a few 
Parliamentarian men in his 
parsonage house (today’s Glebe 
House) but, having backed the 
wrong side, they regained 
freedom and he lost the living. 
 

Come the early 19th century entrepreneurial landowners 
were getting a little uppity about Tithe payments to the 
rector. With no tax officers or police it was left to the squire and churchwardens to 
enforce payment and punish other misdeeds.  In 1824 churchwardens erected ‘a 
roundhouse, stocks, whipping post and pound’ for the maintenance of good order, in 
a field called ‘The Worthy’ (roughly where today’s YMCA is situated). 

T 
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REGISTERS and CHURCHWARDENS’ ACCOUNTS 
 

Unfortunately there are few parish registers before 1668 and, though those between 
1679 and 1800 are fairly regular, they are devoid of interesting marginal commentary. 
 

The Churchwardens’ Accounts between 1694 and 1819 are more detailed and offer 
insight to a different world. There’s room here for just a few sample stories of the 
dependence which people had on the church to provide care: 
 
 
 
 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
The parish rate was used with ingenuity, as in 1699 when 5 shillings was awarded for 
a bushel of malt and the brewing of beer for the annual ‘church ale’, that jolly day of 
parochial imbibing where everyone let their hair down and in a good cause: raising 
funds to help the poor and destitute and accumulating cash to keep the church in 
good repair (the Sunday collection plate had yet to be invented). 
 

The medieval church, a mere 84 feet x 20 feet, was described in ‘The Gentleman’s 
Magazine’ of 1805 thus:   
                                                 

 

 

 

 

 

‘The vestry-room is entered by a small door from the chancel, and is furnished with 
benches on three sides thereof, with a large chest for the parish records, &c., placed in the 
midst which answers the purpose of a table….. roof and windows of this room in so bad a 
state of repair; the tiling being gone from some parts, exposed this venerable little 
consistory to the inclemency of the weather. The roof and windows of the church and 
chancel are also in a sad state of repair - one window in particular, on the north side of 
the chancel, I observed to be much broken, and where the glass was wanting its place 
supplied by bundles of hay.’  

1694 ‘Paid ye first payment of ye hospital 3s 
10d’ (There was a military hospital in the 
Infirmarium at Woodspring Priory) 

Burial ‘1796, August 1st. 
A sailor unknown, 
washed up by the sea’ 

1694 ‘Sent Joan Backwell by Will Lucky, Nov ye 6th, when her arm was broke 
5s; Presented Mr Leman a peck of samphire for setting Joan Backwell’s arm 
1s 6d’ 
 

‘Gave to poore women which was undone by fire 1s’ 
 

‘Gave to a pore woman that was taken by the french 6d’ 
 

‘Gave a poore man which Beged for his father in Turkey 2s’ 
 

‘Gave severall poore seamen 6d’ 
 

‘Gave a poore man which was wounded 6d’ 
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Parishioners 

petitioned to 

have the church 

enlarged, not 

simply for their 

own convenience 

but for the 

comfort of well-

heeled Georgian 

visitors who were arriving by stage-coach in pursuit of fashionable fresh air and for 

whom rustic dilapidation held little romantic charm. Robert Bowen’s plans for an 

enlarged edifice were exhibited at a public meeting in Fry’s Hotel (built 1810 and now 

the Royal Hotel) but nothing much happened until a faculty was granted in 1824 for 

wholesale change and so began ‘out with the old and in with the new’.   

 

The Rev Wadham Pigott, curate and Lord of the Manor had donated £1000 to the 
building fund in 1823, a year before he died, and this princely sum along with income 
from the sale of ‘pew rents’ enabled work to start in earnest. The old nave was razed. 
Gargoyles and mouldings; capitals and corbels; glass and pinnacles - all was torn 
down and much ended in ignominy as foundation rubble for Stuckey’s Bank (now 
Sass Bar) on a site formerly occupied by Myrtle Cottage.  
 

Eliza Fry 1817 

c.1815 

1817 



6 
 

All that’s left of our deep 
past are the Norman font 
(p12), part of a 15th century 
relief (left), the shaft of a 
Calvary (p16), a hint of old 
glass (p8), a re-located 
window at 7 Park Villas, and 
several carvings (right) now 
on display in the Museum. 

 

An Elizabethan silver chalice dated 1573 was ‘lost’ from the church chest in 1872.  

 
George Cumberland (right) (1754-1848), 
Bristol artist, writer, poet and Radical, lived 
for a time in Weston and was a close friend 
of both Wadham Pigott (left) and William 
Blake.  We don’t know what George 
thought of Weston’s old church though 
perhaps this little ditty, which he penned to 
Wadham, gives a clue 

 

‘A Weston Tale’ 
 

 

 

 

 

 

When Archdeacon Henry Law became rector in 1834 he inherited a 

decidely odd building with farmer-cum-developer-cum 

churchwarden Richard Parsley’s new nave and tower tacked onto 

the ancient chancel. In 1837 Law gave £1,300 to replace the chancel 

and his father, Bishop Law,  gave £500 worth of glass to create the 

splendid east window. Three years later a fourth stage was added 

to the new tower and the clock was moved from the second to the third stage. Look 

carefully - you’ll spot it.  The congregation flourished so in 1844 Thomas Hannaford 

added a north aisle. Even this wasn’t  enough so a south aisle by Hans Price & W.H. 

Wooler completed the balance in 1889 and this is largely the church we see today. 

Where the Channel of Wales   This crazy old Church 
Bestudded with sails    In length a few perch 
Rolls against the coast of Glamorgan half buried in sedge long and hairy 
Near Nitestone forlorn    Peers over the sea 
Rude and tempest torn    And one, two, three 
Stands a Church without an organ.  Jangles weekly at Super-Mare 
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The new church didn’t exactly meet with universal approval. Bristol journalist Joseph 
Leech, following a visit in 1850, wrote: ‘It is one of the most raw, wretched, 
discreditable specimens of Christian architecture I ever beheld.’ That’s telling ‘ee! 
 

The nave is of preaching-house proportions: wide rather than long. Law’s later 
chancel is of considerably finer arrangement. It leads the eye naturally eastward, 
though unfortunatelly not so from flank pews where views are limited. The pillars of 
broad Tudoresque arcades enclose Gothic-style galleries on three sides - all now 
handsomly decorated white with subtle gilding. A west gallery was probabaly erected 
soon after the nave’s completion. Unfortunately the later side galleries compromise 
internal  appreciation of the large neo-Perpendicular south aisle windows  

 

GLASS 
 

There’s a touch of the medieval to be found in 
the north aisle - a 15th century figure of a saint 
(Bartholomew?), but it’s Bishop Law’s 
magnificent great east window which takes 
attention and deserves wider appreciation. 
Once thought to be a jumble of medieval glass 
from Rouen it is now recognised as the work of 
Thomas Willement (1786-1871), sometime 
Heraldic Artist to King George lV and Artist in 
Stained Glass to Queen Victoria.  
 

The Victoria & Albert Museum states ‘he 
pioneered a return to the true principles of 
medieval craftsmanship, using lead to 
emphasise the main outlines of the design and 
to join the pieces of glass together. He 
introduced colour into his works by using pot 
metal glass, that is, glass coloured by metallic 
oxides. This reduced the need for enamel 
paints.’ This window’s quality is said to surpass 
that of the 13th century: the copy better than 
an original. 

 

Other important works by Willement are to be found in Temple Church London, St 
Luke’s Chelsea, Holy Sepulchre Cambridge, St George’s Chapel & Castle Windsor, York 
Minster and Wells Cathedral.  
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There are seventeen square and circular panels, ten  showing the life of David and 
scenes from the Passion, many in wonderful hues of yellow and blue. If sunlight isn’t 
too strong just stand and stare a while and look for the following: 

                                            

The entry into Jerusalem; David 
taking a lamb from the lion’s 
mouth; the Last Supper; David 
playing the harp before Saul; 
the Presentation in the Temple; 
David decapitating Goliath; the 
nativity of Our Lord; the 
Crucifixion; the flight into 
Egypt; David slinging a stone at 
Goliath.  
 

Since this window was a gift from               
Bishop Law (brother of the first 
Lord Ellenborough), whose rector 
son had financed building the 
new chancel, it was only to be 
expected that family and 
episcopal heraldic devices would 
also enter the glazed ensemblage.  

 

This stupendous work was almost lost when a bomb blast in January 1941 scattered 
fragments of glass far and wide. It was all retrieved and painstakingly restored in 
1949 by Joseph Bell & Son, the Bristol based firm of glass artists. 
 

MONUMENTS 
 

Some churches heave with self-congratulatory 
memorials to the great and supposedly good 
but St John’s has no more than a handful.  
 

Immortalised in marble are two members of 
the manorial family: Elizabeth Smyth by Sir 
Francis Chantrey RA 1841 and Emily Pigott by 
Henry Weekes RA 1844. Nearby in the chancel 
are four Grecian tablets by Thomas Tyley 
1843-55. The Boer War memorial with an 

alabaster relief of a soldier is by Harry Hems 1902 (see Emmanuel Church pulpit and 
former Boulevard Library muse). All these are works by significant sculptors. 

15th century glass (left) and 
Willement’s 19th century glass 
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CHANCEL 
 

In 1904 a wrought iron screen, manufactured by local ironmonger Leaver & Fox, was 
erected in memory of three former rectors. It was removed in 1961 to facilitate a 

complete reordering of the 
chancel and sanctuary. 
 

A new ‘English’ altar, 
complete with riddel curtains 
(no longer in place), and 
delightfully light chestnut 
choir stalls with ‘jazzy’ black 
and gold chequered inlay by 
Stephen Dykes Bower were  
installed adding manifest 
artistic dignity to this end of 

the building. Dykes Bower was an architect who championed Gothic Revival 
craftmaship and who, as Westminster Abbey’s Surveyor of the Fabric, exercised 
considerable influence in the world of church restoration. The ‘sombre’ iron screen 
disappeared never to again see the light of day - and seemingly without the merest 
flick of a Faculty. 
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WALL PAINTINGS 
 

Ecclesiatical fashions change and, as wall covered stencilling became passé, sixty 
years ago a brighter whiter look was seen to be more welcoming. Fortunately four 
paintings by Alfred Hemming 1901 were saved and fully restored. They show events 
in the life of St John the Baptist: Zachaeus and the Angel in the Temple, Zachaeus 
writing John’s name, the meeting of John and Jesus, the baptism of Jesus by John in 
the Jordan.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

SOUTH CHAPEL 
 

 
 
 

The south chapel, a memorial to Richard Dart, sometime Master of St Kew Masonic 
Lodge was financed by his sister in 1926. The screens and reredos are fine examples 
of the neo-Perpendicular with a mixture of ecclesiological and masonic imagery. 
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ORGAN 
 

There was a choir, of sorts, at St John’s back in 1718 when church records tell us that 
John Taylor had been paid seven pence for ‘mending ye singer seate’. Musical talent 
was clearly limited for in 1823 the accompanying fiddle, flute and bassoon caused 
one villager to comment ‘No one could sleep during the din’! The old church had no 
organ but the new church boasted one, said by antiquarian John Rutter in 1829 to be 
‘small but handsome’ and to have been formerly in George lll’s possession at 
Windsor Castle.  

 

In 1850 Anne Smyth-Pigott donated the organ from 
Brockley Hall and George’s old organ went to Emmanuel 
Church and thence to Badgworth, where it remains to this 
day. 
 

This much larger instrument 
was initially placed in the 
west gallery, but after a 
major rebuild by J.W. Walker 
in 1883 went to the south 
chancel. Percy Daniell of 
Clevedon enlarged it in 1939 
and then, in 1961, placed the 
pipework back in the west 
gallery with a detcahed console in the south chancel, thereby allowing the organist to 
remain with the choir. The instrument was completely rebuilt in 1998 by E.A. (Tony)  
Cawston of Dursley.  
 

Specification: there is a specific leaflet available for those with a particular interest in 
pipe organs. Suffice to say for this guide the organ has 1,803 pipes with a speaking 
length ranging from ⅜ inch (10mm) to 16 feet (5 metres) producing frequencies 
ranging from 32 Hz to 12,500 Hz. There are approximately 32 miles of cable in the 
organ. Metal pipes are made from a tin/lead alloy similar to pewter and wooden 
pipes are made from spruce, poplar, pine, mahogany and oak. 
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PULPIT 
 

The original pulipt was a three-decker, much 
favoured by churches where ‘the Word’ was 
paramount. The present pulpit was installed in 
1905 as a memorial to church member 
George Huntley, his wife, two children and 
two employees, who died in a fire at the 
family restaurant, 72 High Steet. It’s an ornate 
structure made of Caen stone and green 
marble with pierced Gothic panels of 
alabaster. 

   
 

 

                   LECTERN 

 

The brass eagle lectern and a memorial 
brass tablet commemorate the 
indefatigable work done amongst the 
poor by a young curate - The Rev John 
Hamilton Forsyth who died in 1848 at the 
tender age of 32. He lived with two sisters 
at Myrtle Cottage (site now occupied by 
Sass Bar) until his marriage in 1842, after 
which he occupied Combe Bank in the 
Shrubbery.  

 

                    FONT 

 

The font is Norman - another piece of dating evidence for the 
church and Weston’s antiquity. It’s of basic square design with 
three scallops on each side below the bowl and set on a later 
circular base. It lay for decades in a neighbouring field until about 1827 when The 
Rev Francis Blackburne had it restored to its rightful place. In 1853 the font was 
surmounted by a wooden pyramidal cover but the current cover dates from 1911. 
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HERALDRY 
 

A pair of fine heraldic hatchments can be seen in the gallery showing the arms of 
Queen Victoria 1847 and Wadham Pigott 1823, both restored in 1971 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
                                                                      
                                                                
 
 
 
 
The episcopal and Law family arms are displayed in the east window and those of The 
Rev John Hamilton Forsyth on a brass plaque.                   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Not to be outdone by 19th century grandeur there’s a much older memorial, hidden 
beneath the floor, to Peter Day, yeoman who died 28 July 1695. An inscription reads: 

 
 

‘ 
 
 
 
 

 

         

        

‘His life was holy 
He dy’d in love 

Here rests his body 
His soul’s above’ 
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TOWER 
 

Somerset is a county of church towers rather than spires and here in Weston three 
bells rang forth from the short, two-stage medieval tower 639 years ago. They were 
cast in the Bristol foundry between 1350 and 1380. One, inscribed ‘MARIA’ is still in 
place. In 1842 Jefferies & Price of Bristol completed the ring of 
six and in 1914 two Trebles were added and the existing six 
retuned.  In 2006 the bells were again removed for re-casting and 

tuning whilst improvements were made to the 
bell chamber. 
   

The new church’s three-stage tower of 1824 
lasted a mere   sixteen years. Fashion 
dictated a need for something more imposing 
and so a fourth stage, with pinnacles, was 
added in 1840. 
 

John Pigott, lord of the manor, had given a 
clock for the old tower in 1815 (left), which 
was built into the new 1824 tower and when 
this second tower went up a stage so the clock 
rose higher (right). It lasted a century until 
replaced in 1916. The current timepiece, with 

master and four slaves, was installed in 1931. 
 

  The tower porch was built in 1853 and heightened in 1888 
(below left) by Edmund Buckle, an 
active west-country architect. Above 
the doorway stands an episcopally and 
beardly clad statue (right), claimed by 
some to be St John the Baptist, though 
he does look remarkably like the left of 
the two corbels on the door arch just 
below! 
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EXTERIOR 

 

    
 

St John’s Church before the removal of rough cast and whitewash in 1872 (above). 
The improvements of 1872, including parapets and finials, along with the addition of 
a south chancel organ chamber in 1883 can be seen in the lower photograph (taken 
between 1883 and 1889) before the addition of Price & Wooler’s 1889 south aisle. 
 

 



16 
 

 
 
The neo-Perpendicular south aisle with pinnacles and pierced parapet was added by 
Messrs Price & Wooler in 1889/90. Wrap-around galleries make it difficult to fully 
appreciate the majesty and lightness of these huge windows.  

 

CHURCHYARD 

 

The only remnant of pre-Reformation days to 
survive in the churchyard is the 2’ 7” square 
socket and 5’ high shaft of a large stone cross. It 
dates from the late 13th century and may have 
been a calvary with steps:  a gathering place for 
villagers to hear prayer and pronouncement. 
Though many survived the Reformation they fared 
less well during the Puritan purges of the 1600s 
when rampant iconoclasm destroyed much 
architectural and ecclesiastical history. 
 

The nearby modern cross is a war memorial. 
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The churchyard closed for burials in 1856, after which interment took place in the 
new municipal cemetery (currently maintained by Weston Town Council and well 
worth wandering around).  

 

The Smyth-Pigotts had a vault inside the church. Their wall 
mounted memorial tablets have already been discussed 
but there’s nothing else to remind us of the squires. The 
family’s manorial pew was destroyed by a member of the 
congregation who took exception to John Hugh Wadham 
Smyth-Pigott (left) embracing Catholicism (he had 
endowed St Joseph’s, Weston’s first post-Reformation 
Catholic Church building in 1858). 
 

Of the 116 surviving 
gravestones most come 

from the period between 1824 and 1856 and the 
oldest are to be found on the south side of the 
church and at the east end of the north side. Many 
are suffering from the ravages of time, salt laden 
wind and risk-assessed zealous toppling. There are 
a few interesting chest tombs (below) though only 
one retains its original guard railings. Richard 
Parsley, who did so much to create early ‘modern’ 
Weston and was responsible for building the 1824 
church nave, lies with members of his large family 
in a prominent position (right). Many came here to 
retire, died and were put to rest in the churchyard.  
 

Victorian gravestone 
wording often gives a clue 
to social attitude, 
especially towards 
women, where the 
father’s or husband’s 
status tended to play a 
more prominent role than 
the deceased herself.  
 

In 2007 several 15th 
century unmarked graves 
and one from the Iron Age 
were unearthed. 
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TODAY 
 

Throughout history church buildings have adapted to changes in political, theological, 
architectural, artistic and social demands; sometimes positively and sometimes 
destructively.  Nowadays few churches need cathedral-proportion naves and so re-
ordering has become commonplace. 
 

Back in 1871, whilst render and whitewash were being removed from outside walls, 
enthusiasm grew for a more dignified interior. West facing seats in the chancel were 
thrown out and seven years later the nave’s high box pews took a similar journey to 
local fire hearths. Open pews had become fashionable (except amongst those with a 
tendency to doze off or sip a snifter during interminably long sermons!). These pews 
are themselves now ‘old hat’ in many churches and have been replaced by chairs 
which can be easily re-arranged as needs demand. At St John’s four rows of rear 
pews have been removed to create a social area. A purpose-built ‘Church Centre’ 
(above), designed by architects Alan & Ann Thomas, was opened in 2008 by the 

Duke of Kent.  
 
This compromise 
arrangement 
allows for extra 
seating to be 
provided when 
large numbers of 
people need to be 
accommodated at 
events such as 
University Centre 
Weston’s (UCW) 
annual graduation 
ceremonies. 
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                      John Crockford-Hawley 
writes and lectures about Weston history 
He is Chairman of Weston Town Council’s Museum & Culture 
Committee and North Somerset Council’s Heritage & Regeneration 
Champion 
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