The Church in Pirbright

The site on which the present church stands has been a place of Christian worship for at least 800 years and possibly from Saxon times. The earliest record of a chapel in A.D.1210-1214, during the reign of King John, identifies the first known incumbent, Pastor Jordan, whose name can be seen at the head of the incumbents’ board.  Before the Reformation the church was dedicated to St Michael, and in the fifteenth century it is referred to as 'St Michael th' Archangel'.  Only in comparatively modern times has the designation become St Michael and All Angels.

Pirbright Church has not always been the quite, peaceful place you see today.  In 1368 the ‘Chapel of Pyrbright’ had to be purged after having been ‘polluted with blood’ in a brawl in which Simon Serle of Horsehull was killed.  The King, Edward III, granted a pardon to the perpetrator, the ‘Chaplain the Hermitage of Brokwode’, because the killing was in self-defence.  In 1617 the curate of Pirbright, Thomas Warren, was convicted of disobedience to the orders of the church. One Sunday, seeing that more than half of his parishioners were absent from the church, he ordered a long psalm to be sung.  Meanwhile he took a churchwarden to search the alehouses and ‘bring back such idle company as they found to the church, to which they returned before the psalm was ended’.  A long psalm indeed.  In 1642, during the Commonwealth, a new Minister, Samuel Wickham, was ‘intruded’ or imposed upon the Parish by Parliament, only to be ‘ejected’ in 1662 on the restoration of the monarchy.

By 1783 the ancient building had become very dilapidated.  The Parish registers note that Thomas Newman and Elizabeth Woods had to be married in Worplesdon, Pirbright church 'being out of repair'.  Pirbright was at that time a very poor village, and villagers could not meet the cost of rebuilding, so a meeting was held at the White Hart pub (currently known as the Moorhen) and the decision made to apply for permission to raise money by public subscription. A statement in the Overseers’ Accounts declares : ‘1785: Att a publik vestry call, this thirteenth Day of September at the Wyte hart to impower Thomas Woods and John Collins Churchwardens………. to Bori mony towards the Bilden of the Curch we under set our hands to agree to hit’.  Just at that time King George III was travelling through Pirbright when his coach was overturned. The villagers rescued him and gave him hospitality whilst his coach was repaired.  Such was his gratitude that he issued a petition for all the churches in England to contribute to the rebuilding of Pirbright Church.  A copy of that petition can be seen in the church today.  The funds were raised and in 1785 the church and tower were taken down and rebuilt, the church with brick and the Lady Chapel and tower with small squared stones dug from the neighbouring commons.
Inside the Church

The new building constructed in 1785 consisted of the nave, the chancel with a Lady Chapel to the South and the tower to the west.  To the north west a community room with modern facilities was built in 1992.  The porch was rebuilt in stone and wood in 1911, and opens into the wide nave where the original box pews were replaced in 1872.  A small tablet near the pulpit commemorates Rev. George Dawson who was curate of Pirbright for 50 years. The rather poignant Latin inscription translates as 'Contented with his lot, but relying on the hope of a better one.'  A simple Gothic arch carved from chalk separates the nave and chancel and the three-traceried stained window above the altar was installed in 1848, replacing an earlier single light. The chancel ceiling was completed for Christmas 1908 and is decorated with a design based on the sacred monogram I.H.S, the sword of St Michael and the star of the nativity. 

On the north wall is a brass memorial to Ross Mangles V.C., the first civilian to receive the Victoria Cross.  Mangles was sent to the relief of Arrah in 1857 when his party was ambushed and, although injured, he carried a wounded soldier to safety ‘through murderous fire’.  The oaks on the plaque represent England, his native land; the palms are for India, scene of his life’s work and, after his retirement, his passion for growing roses is also commemorated.  Henry Morton Stanley, who is buried in the churchyard (see over), is also commemorated inside the church with a plaque depicting Africa and the rivers with which he is associated.  The centenary of Stanley’s death was remembered in May 2004.  An incumbents’ board listing all the parsons of Pirbright since 1214 was made from a three hundred year old oak tree which was felled in the churchyard, and a second board begun in 2001.

On the west wall is the musicians’ gallery, which originally extended along the northern wall and now houses a fine new organ, installed in March 2000.  Beneath the gallery is a transcript of a charter dating from around 1210, during the reign of King John, the earliest known reference to the church in Pirbright (written Perefricth) and identifying the first known incumbent, Jordan.  A photograph of the parish church in Cagny, in Calvados, France, celebrates the twinning of our two villages.

On the south wall is a copy of the petition raised by George III to rebuild the church in 1785 (see opposite) and a memorial to the men of the village who fell in two World Wars.

Our church is not just a lovely and historic building, but also a place of worship.  We hope that, before you leave, you will be moved to spend a few moments in quiet contemplation.

 Outside the Church

The tower at the west end of the church is built of Pirbright stone, with a small spire.  The pointing between stone blocks is decorated with small chips of ironstone, a local tradition known as galleting.  The weather vane is, unusually, in the shape of a flying dragon, a reminder of the patron saint's immortal combat. The tower houses six bells (for information about the bells see separate leaflet).  The clock was installed to commemorate the jubilee of Queen Victoria in 1901 and refurbished to commemorate the jubilee of Queen Elizabeth II in 2002.  High in the brickwork of the south facing wall of the tower and nave, the initials and dates of past churchwardens can be seen.

In the graveyard two or three rare old wooden grave-boards, known as 'Two Posts and a Board' still remain, alongside unusual Victorian graves of arched brick, possibly reflecting a lack of local stone. To the west of the path from the Lych-gate is an early 19th century tomb surrounded by railings to deter body snatchers.  In the east of the churchyard a huge monolith of Dartmoor granite marks the grave of Sir Henry Morton Stanley, who famously found Dr Livingston and revealed the sources of the Nile and Congo.  The stone bears his African name 'BULA MATARI' meaning Breaker of Rocks, referring to his introduction of the sledgehammer to the Congo, enabling hundreds of miles of roads to be built, and his indomitable spirit when confronted with difficulties.  At the eastern end of the churchyard stands an oak Calvary, a further memorial to the men of Pirbright who died in both World Wars.

The churchyard shelters a wide variety of wildlife including threatened species of thrushes, bats and stag beetles.  It stands testament to the glory God, representing the special relationship between Man and God which has been celebrated on this site for almost a thousand years.  Magnificent specimen trees speak of the glory of God, spring carpets of snowdrops, crocus and bluebells tell of His bounty and tombs remind us of our mortality and of hope for a future in God. Family names on memorials inside and out link the building and the churchyard with the people of Pirbright through the ages.  As a garden to the glory of God the churchyard has a special place in the community, visited by churchgoers, children from the local primary school, families tending graves, walkers and people simply seeking a moment of quiet communion.  Twenty years ago the churchyard was an overgrown tangle of brambles, rhododendrons and weed trees.  A regular voluntary working party is gradually restoring and maintaining the grounds, clearing undergrowth and uncovering lost graves, sweeping mountains of leaves, planting spring bulbs and flowerbeds and installing seats for quiet meditation.  

Much of the information in this leaflet came from 'The Story of Pirbright Church' by J.H. Curtis, 1930.  


    Julia Douëtil, May 2004
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