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The Victorian Parish Church, 1840-1950 

 

In December 1840 the Rev. John Richard Rushton, B.D., was appointed to the Living 

of Hook Norton and stayed for forty years.  This proved an almost revolutionary 

change after the half-century of absenteeism by his predecessor as “Perpetual 

Curate”, George Turner of Spelsbury.  In the 1830s the Church authorities had 

turned against such shortcomings and looked to find vicars for every parish and 

encourage residence by building comfortable vicarages.  A new vicarage (later 

Rectory) was built in Hook Norton at the top of Down End in 1840, though it wasn’t 

finished quite in time to welcome Turner’s replacement. 

 

The new Rectory of 1840, looking up the garden from the stream.  

Photograph by Packer, 1920-1930 

© Oxfordshire County Council Photographic Archive (D243259a) 

John Rushton had the more vocational view associated with his patron, 

Samuel Wilberforce, who in 1845 became Bishop of Oxford.  As assistant to a 

largely absentee vicar in Banbury in the 1830s, Rushton had built up a large 

congregation and proved “much beloved and industrious”.1  When appointed to Hook 

                                                           
1 Alfred Beesley dedicated his 1841 History of Banbury to Rushton. 
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Norton at the age of thirty, he entered upon what had become a generous living.   

Within a few years he had three resident domestic servants in the vicarage (no-one 

in the parish had more) and his income was ten or twenty times greater than that of a 

farm labourer.  But though a member the local gentry, Rushton was greatly approved 

of by his parishioners.  During his long tenure, church affairs would be transformed 

and the religious life of the parish receive a new burst of energy in the Protestant 

tradition.  Only after his death would the Church in Hook Norton begin to adapt to the 

somewhat different demands of a new Anglicanism, as movements outside Hook 

Norton had their effect and helped to create the St Peter’s of the early twentieth 

century. 

 

The Rushton Reformation 

Under Rushton church business was put on a new footing.  Within three years the 

parish accounts moved from deficit to surplus and the Vestry faced up to the need 

for a major repair programme for the church.  In 1843 they took legal advice on their 

power to enforce collection of the church rate and then, to avoid imposing a high 

rate, they borrowed £600 and called for voluntary donations help finance repairs.  

The nave, aisles and north transept were duly repaired at great expense, not always 

sympathetically, and the debt was paid off by 1855.  (Unlike its eighteenth-century 

predecessor, the Victorian Vestry did not spend money providing workmen with 

beer!)  The 1851 Census showed that St Peter’s still attracted the largest 

congregation in the village, but the Nonconformist churches together outnumbered it.  

Aware of the persisting opposition to church rates among those who did not attend 

St Peter’s, the old church rate was dropped locally in 1859 and replaced first by 

subscriptions and then by a voluntary rate.   

This change put St. Peter’s on the same unprivileged financial footing as the 

Nonconformist churches in the village.  Similarly, the church courts lost their 

jurisdiction over matrimonial affairs and wills and probate when the Divorce Courts 

were created in 1857 and Probate Courts in 1858.  The ability of officers of the 

Church of England to dictate the private lives even of non-Anglicans was effectively 

reduced and the Church’s role in secular life began to diminish. 
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The National School, standing west of the church. 

Photograph by Percy Simms (Packer Collection). 

© Oxfordshire County Council Photographic Archive (D243268a). 

 

Significant alterations to the layout of St Peter’s also took place under 

Rushton, who partially funded them himself.  In 1849 the church was re-pewed to 

increase the accommodation, reflecting a growing popular involvement in religious 

life: the old private pews were removed and replaced by seats of all one size and 

pattern.  The partition which shut off the tower was dismantled, the music gallery 

taken away, and free raised seats ranged across the church at the west end. The old 

“three-decker”, incorporating the clerk’s desk, a reading desk and the pulpit, was 

removed from the south side of the nave to where the pulpit now stands; the clerk’s 

desk was quickly scrapped, and the reading desk replaced by a wooden lectern in 

1868.   

In 1855 the National School (now the Village Library and Church Hall) was 

erected next door to the church on land belonging to the Bishop’s manor.  Inside the 

church, the wall of the old school in the north transept, now used as a vestry, was set 

back level with the north wall of the nave, and over it was placed a gallery reached  
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This unusual photograph was probably taken in Rushton’s last years. 
  It is taken from the gallery built in the north transept which underwent various changes 

before being demolished in 1916. 
 

In the possession of the Village Archive. 

through the north door of the church.  The musicians and choir were for some time 

located on this gallery, much to Rushton’s convenience: he had enjoyed joining the 

small orchestra at the west end during the service whenever he could to play his 

clarinet, and now could do so more easily.  Then a major change, such as Thomas 

Hardy described in Under the Greenwood Tree: soon after 1855 the instruments 

were replaced by an organ, which at first was placed among the raised seats at the 

west end, with the choir sitting round it.  The organ was equipped with a barrel so 

that, if no organist was available, music could be produced by turning a handle.  This 

change in music encouraged popular participation through more hymn singing.2  

Mr Rushton’s title changed in 1866 when the Ecclesiastical Commissioners 

decreed that Hook Norton shall be deemed a “Rectory”, which meant that the former 

“perpetual curate” had now become an Incumbent with control over his living.  When 

he died in 1881, his friends and parishioners, as a “token of their deep respect and 

affectionate regard”, placed the colourful stained glass (by Ward and Hughes) in the 

                                                           
2 Anthony Russell, The Country Parson (London: SPCK, 1993), pages 111-112. 
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east window of the chancel.  Depicting “The Ascension”, it is now the focal point of 

the church.  His incumbency had fought off the Methodist challenge and transformed 

St Peter’s.  In some ways he had democratised it, excusing non-Anglicans from 

paying the church rate, creating room and seats 

for ordinary parishioners, installing heating in 

1867 – however inadequate – and making it 

easier for the congregation to participate in the 

services.  In the 1850s he had even overseen 

the removal of the fifteenth-century Rood Screen 

and Rood Loft, thus reintegrating the chancel 

and nave.   

Not everyone approved.  The decision to 

remove the Screen produced dissatisfaction and 

his successors soon showed that they wished to 

restore some old features of the church. In Miss 

Dickins’s phrase, that reaction was “in 

  accordance with the growing feeling of the 

continuity of our church with its age long past.”  

The contest between High and Low Church had 

begun. 

  

The Oxford Movement 

After 1850 the character of the Church of England began to change as a significant 

proportion of the church adopted some of the Anglo-Catholic ideas of the Oxford 

Movement.  They saw their Church as part of the historic Catholic Church, separate 

in its governance but rightfully still connected in its essential traditions.  This view 

entailed introducing a greater degree of formality and ritual into services, restoring 

the emphasis on the sacraments, and the distance between the altar and the 

congregation.  From his installation in 1881, the new rector, the Rev. A.V. Cox, 

began to introduce High Church practices, causing some hostility; the very next year 

Mr Etchells, who had been Head of the National School for sixteen years, resigned 

partly because he could not accept the new rector’s innovations. 

The Rood Screen and Loft, 1840. 

Watercolour painted by George Clarke, 
from Alfred Beesley's extra illustrated 
History of Banbury, vol. 6, page 126. 
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 Though never adopting full High Church ritual, Cox shifted the focus of the 

church toward the east end.  He replaced the westward-facing reading desk in the 

nave with two small ones in the chancel.  To enhance the “beauty of holiness”, 

coloured hangings were fixed both behind the new, larger altar and on its front, and 

flowers placed on it.  The Rector donated the altar cross and candlesticks that he 

 

St Peter’s about the turn of the century. 

Notice there are oil lamps but no rood screen. 

Photograph by Henry Taunt, c.1905 
© Oxfordshire County Council Photographic Archive (HT9584) 

 

had been given as a parting gift by his previous parish.  Even the stained glass 

inserted in the east window in memory of Rushton fitted with Cox’s preference.  

 In 1882 a new brass lectern and a stone and marble pulpit were placed in 

their present positions, though the lectern has now been replaced by a wooden one.  

The new Rector preached in a surplice rather than the traditional black gown of a 

Protestant minister. The small organ was moved from the west end to its present 

position at the north transept.  At first the choir sat near it in the nave in seats facing 

north and south, but in 1886 it donned surplices and moved into the chancel.  Under 

Cox’s successor, the Rev. A.W. Russell (1894-1907), the custom of standing during 

the entrance of the choir and clergy commenced.  These practices were maintained 
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by Russell’s successor, the Rev. E.A. Freeman (1907-1924), and he was probably 

responsible for the erection of a new Rood Screen, in line with the Oxford 

Movement’s emphasis on distancing the congregation from the miracle of the 

Eucharist (or Mass) performed by the consecrated clergy in the chancel. 

 

Photograph of St Peter’s interior taken before 1912. 

Notice the rood screen, the oil lamps, and the doorway on the right up to the earlier rood loft. 
 

Photograph in possession of the Village Archive. 

 With the introduction of oil lamps, the pattern of services changed.  The 

afternoon Sunday service was moved to the evening and the afternoons given over 

to the Sunday School.  At the evening service the psalms were chanted rather than 

read.  Mr Cox also introduced daily services and weekly celebrations of the 

communion service.  The call to service was also enhanced in 1896-1898 by the 

rehanging of the church bells and the purchase of three more bells to complete the 

full peal. 

 The changed pattern of worship reflected the fact that the Church was 

becoming a less broad-based institution as its civil responsibilities diminished.  In 

1888 the role of parish churches in local government was diminished with the 

creation of county councils, which in 1902 also took over responsibility for education. 
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In 1894 the vestry and church officers lost their remaining civil powers when parish 

councils were introduced.  Symbolically perhaps, in 1899 the churchyard, which had 

served as a burial ground since Saxon times, was closed and a new cemetery, 

managed by the civil parish council, opened at the bottom of Down End.  This 

separation of church and state, though incomplete, marked the growing 

secularisation of English life, reflecting the rise of modern science, of public 

education systems, and the growing competition of ideas in a more liberal society. 

 

The Age of Total War 

As the twentieth century dawned, St Peter’s remained highly important for its 

adherents.  Under the Rev. Freeman some small improvements continued: some of 

the old graves around the church were levelled and the churchyard planted and 

beautified.  In 1913 much work was done on the tower and a new clock, with three 

faces and chimes, was inserted.  In 1916 the galleries behind the organ in the north 

transept were removed in order to provide a vestry.  But disagreements still 

surrounded some features of the church: at some point the new rood screen was  

 

The Church about 1930 

The rood screen has disappeared again and electric lights were installed in 1928. 

Photograph by Frank Packer, 1920-1930. 
 © Oxfordshire County Council Photographic Archive (D243194a) 
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removed – probably during the rectorship of Maurice Beardshaw (1924-1932) - in a 

swing back to a more Protestant view of Anglicanism.  Policy reversed once more 

under the Rev. Ernest Nind (1932-1955), who in 1936 moved the font to under the 

west window, and supervised the uncovering the medieval wall paintings in the nave 

in 1939 and the erection of an oak rood screen (which had been removed from Long 

Eaton Parish Church, Derby) once more in 1952.  So the debate begun by the 

Oxford Movement continued to preoccupy church life. 

 Towards the end of the last century the Church had increasingly sponsored 

social organisations and leisure activities, in tune with the rise of Christian social 

liberalism more broadly.  The Mothers’ Union appeared in the village toward the end 

of the century and lasted until the 1970s.  The Women’s Institute was organised in 

1922 and still survives.  In 1891, for the first time, a Parochial Tea was held at the 

Rectory, and the St Peter’s Day Tea became a staple of the social calendar well into 

the twentieth century.  Club Day became an important annual festivity and usually 

took place outside the church and at the Rectory, until it ceased in the late 1930s.  

Music was important and the choir flourished under Margaret Dickins’s direction; the 

new brass band became a key part in all festivities.  Young people were encouraged 

to participate in all these activities, and even collect money and circulate petitions.  

Regular church-goers retained strong affection for St Peter’s, as did the young 

William Bloxham, who chose to take photographs of the church and choir with him 

when he emigrated to Australia in 1912 (reproduced above, dated “before 1912”).  

The Church’s contribution to social life continued between the wars, but lessened in 

the 1950s as the widespread availability of cars and television changed the character 

of social and cultural life. 

The church’s role in reinforcing the sense of community during the horrors of 

two world wars cannot be exaggerated.  After 1919 the parish decided to 

commemorate its fallen sons not only by building the Memorial Hall on Chapel Street 

but by inserting memorial stained glass in the east window of the south aisle in 

memory of the Hook Norton men who fell in the Great War.  In a distinctly Pre-

Raphaelite style, the window was designed by C. Wonter Smith, following designs by 

John Henry Dearle (1860-1932), who had been trained by William Morris and 

became chief designer of textiles and papers for Morris & Co. after Morris’s death,   
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The Memorial Window 

© David McGill 

 

and of stained glass after the death of Burne Jones.  By far the best glass in the 

church, it shines as one of the glories of the church.  After the Second World War an 

unusual memorial for the war dead was created by having the whole ring of eight 

bells recast at the Loughborough foundry, a striking memorial that still rings out 

across Hook Norton. 
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Through this period there were some extraordinary examples of service to the 

church.  Margaret Dickins, the historian of Hook Norton, ran the choir and played the 

 

Miss Margaret Dickins 

organ; her sister and she “devoted their lives … to the service of the church” from 

1896 to 1943 and 1947, respectively.  They were commemorated not only with a wall 

plaque but by having their names inscribed on two of the recast bells.   

 

Dalby Phipps and the Rev. E.A. Freeman 

Photo by Percy Simms (Packer Collection) 
© Oxfordshire County Council Photographic Archive (D243270a) 
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Equally faithful, Dalby Phipps followed his father as verger, in a family tradition going 

back to 1736, and together they served for nearly 80 years.  Dalby was followed in 

1924 by Frank Wyton, who served a mere 68 years until his death in 1992.  Dalby 

Phipps had been notorious; it was said that the clock chimes sang on the hour,  

Poor old Dalby 
He’s ill in bed 
Just one half pint 
Would put him right. 
 

Reputedly, Dalby used to leave the church during the sermon and go to across the 

road to the Red Lion - always returning just as the sermon ended! 

 

© Donald Ratcliffe 
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