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1.
Foreword
Often on a winter Sunday evening as I walked towards the south door of this church, I wondered about the people who had worshipped and maintained this church over the last 950 years and many of whom, possibly as many as 4,000, were buried around me.  I thought that it would be interesting for you to meet a few of them and to hear their experience of church life over the years.  

These are the Westbury Witnesses.

1165
My name is Hamo.  Oh, you have heard of me.  Yes, I am the brother of Bishop Robert.  I was one of the select few in his household who signed the Charter granting the great tithes of Westbury to the Priory of the Blessed Mary at Bruton last year, in the tenth year of the reign of King Henry the second of that name.  You see, my brother is very keen to support the Augustinian Canons at Bruton.  It's a new foundation and needs regular income.  However, you asked me about Westbury.

I often come here to hunt in my brother's park when I am in Wells.  I am here now because my brother, who is rather infirm, has asked me to check on the rebuilding of the church.

Well, the old wooden church here could not last much longer.  Old Bishop Giso, when he made Westbury a separate manor from Wells, gave the villagers permission to build it but, in the last few years, it has been slowly rotting away.  My brother feels that if the Prior of Bruton is coming to view the village, it ought to have a stone built nave church with a tower, to encourage Bruton Priory to add a chancel which will be its responsibility.  Oh yes, it is my brother's intention that the Prior of Bruton will have to earn his tithes!  Of course. my brother allowed the villagers to get the stone from his local quarries and to use his own timber from the park.  He has even sent a load of Doulting stone for the tower and north door arches and his own mason is here now to oversee their placing.

You ask me why the church is where it is, when the cottages of the main villeins (feudal tenant) are situated going north from the track from Wells to Cheddar.  Well it was old Bishop Giso who re-planned the village and set out the villeins plots back in the Conqueror's time.  

2.

As you see, the church is built in an enclosure dating back to the ancient people before the Romans.  One of the more prosperous villeins (feudal tenant) lives in a cottage in the enclosure here now, where a Saxon church lived before the Conquest a hundred years ago, and he acts as my brother's steward in the manor.

Local tradition in the village would have it ,that a chieftain from back in the old times, was buried in a mound there and that the Yew tree was planted there before the conversion of England by St. Augustine; others maintain that an Irish Saint had a cell there.  We shall probably never know the truth!  

No, there is no resident Priest here – my brother sends one of his Chaplains here on Sundays to say Mass.  Well, I must hurry off now, the re-building seems to be going well and my huntsmen are waiting for me.

1332
My name is Henry Goldryng and I am churchwarden of St. Lawrence, Westbury with my friend John Bernard.  I see that you are admiring our new chancel.  It was built about 20 years ago by the Prior of Bruton and not before time!  We had petitioned for it to be built a number of times but once we managed to get our own vicar, Roger of March, 40 years ago – a Priest who actually lived in the parish, this helped to influence the Prior of Bruton to get the building work moving.  It is now a fine place for our vicar to celebrate Mass.  Yes the present vicar has his own Vicarage just up the hill before you get to the village green.  It was built in the grounds of Bernard de Wellington's house on the green.  He gets his income from the Easter offering and from the small tithes. 

What are they, you ask?  Well, on the first Sunday after Trinity, we have to pay him milk money and a tithe on new calves, colts, pigs, lambs and wool.  But he gets most of his income from the tithe on wheat from all our holdings on St. Martin's Day, November 11th.  This can amount to nearly 130 gallons in a good year.  We don't mind paying this small tithe because our village is prospering, for which we give thanks to God.  Over 300 people live here now and we have had to dig out extra strips on the hill above the east field to feed the growing number of parishioners.  What we do object to 
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however, is paying this sum to our present vicar, Geoffrey, who is a scandal. It started when he came here.  We loved our old vicar, Roger but by 1317 he was old and infirm and when Geoffrey came he threw Roger out of the Vicarage.  We appealed to Bishop Drokensford and he made Geoffrey either give Roger enough money to find a new lodging or look after him himself.  Geoffrey decided to give him the money.  Not long after, Julianna, the youngest daughter of Richard the Bishop Parker, was seduced by Geoffrey and she went to live with him in the Vicarage and bore him two children.  Richard was in despair because he could not now arrange a suitable marriage for her so he complained to the Bishop who actually came to Westbury in 1321 to sort the matter out.  Geoffrey tried to brazen it out and refused to pay for his misdeeds.  There was a huge argument and finally Geoffrey had to bow to the Bishop's will and pay Richard the Parker 6 marks (960 silver pennies) with the promise to pay more.  Julianna was finally married but Geoffrey is still up to his old tricks.  He gets friendly with wealthy widows and milks them of their money.  Unfortunately for him, he has now got mixed up with royal justices in a court case with a noblewoman on a charge of embezzlement.  I'm sure we all wish him well!!!

1442
My name is Thomas Attwoode and with my friend, Thomas Bernard, we are the churchwardens of Westbury as our fathers were.  I see that you are admiring the changes we have recently made to the church; the new wide chancel arch, new south aisle with its chapel and the south doorway.  We use the new south doorway for the first part of the wedding service where the couple make their marriage vows.  Afterwards, comes the nuptial Mass before the chancel steps.  You've noticed the singing gallery in the new porch I see.

Well, that's for weddings as well when the choir sing to the betrothed couple as they come into the church.  The holy water stoop is also new.  

We have also raised the nave roof as you see.  Yes, we blocked up the north door – it let far too much cold air in winter.  I see you like the pulpit.  Well, preaching has become more popular but, because of the width of the new rebuilt chancel arch to fit the pulpit in, we 
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had to reduce the thickness of the north wall.  I think the wall will be strong enough to take it.  There is now a wooden rood screen dividing the chancel from the nave adorned with figures of Christ on the cross, the Virgin and St. John.  There's also a fine arcade that we have built instead of the old southern wall of the nave and chancel.  Where did we get the money from?  Well life has been gradually improving here during our lifetimes.  Not so many mouths to feed as in my grandfather's time.  As a child, he survived the great plague but nearly half the village died and had to be buried in a great pit just inside the churchyard gate.  

The price of wool has risen steadily during the past years and some of us are now making more silver than before from the sale of wool from the sheep on the hill.  Some of us have also acquired the holdings in the open fields of those families who have died out, because of the recurrence of the plague, and so have become more prosperous, that we can afford to extend our church.  Yes, we have paid for it ourselves, raising extra money through church ales (party) in the new church house we have built on the edge of the churchyard – the nave has always been our responsibility.

You heard the bells when you were approaching the church.  This is something new.  You see we have added another storey to the tower for the four bells.  Some people said that the old tower would not support it but it seems to be doing so.  You will also notice that we have put a west door in so that the bell ringers can come in and out without disturbing the congregation.  Unfortunately, on some occasions, they creep out of the church before Mass starts much to the annoyance of the vicar.  

We were able to extend the church quite easily.  Bishop Stafford supported us and gave us some stone from his quarry at Doulting for the new nave arches and the south doorway.  His masons carved the stone in the churchyard while we demolished the south wall.  Our two previous vicars, Walter Borde, a local man and Robert Colby, who has just died, supported us.  They of course knew that our fathers had quarrelled with their predecessor Robert Forster over the right to use fallen trees in the churchyard.  The 
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then bishop, Bishop Bubwith, had rules that the trees were the vicar's but the vicar knew what was good for him and gave us the wood anyway – good Ash wood it was which we used in the village forge.

You ask why we wanted a south aisle chapel with an Altar and piscina for washing the holy vessels at Mass.  Well, six deceased people in the village have left money for annual Masses to be said for their souls and we needed a special chapel for that.  We know that we are all sinners and we believe that our souls may languish in purgatory to expiate our sins before we can enter heaven. We have heard from pilgrims coming through the village on their way to Glastonbury, with their St. Bridget pilgrim badges, (one was found at Hollybrook Farm fairly recently) of St. Bridget's vision of

Christ saying of the individual soul “for my passion it shall be saved and come to bliss after that it is purged in Purgatory.”  We have confidence in Christ that this is true!

1566
Yes, I'm George Rodney, I'm 58 years old and have decided to end my days in Westbury.  I had to leave Rodney Stoke because my great nephew, Maurice, has come of age and wanted to live in the manor house there.  Fortunately, I have been able to lease some crown land here which used to belong to Bruton Priory which as you know, was dissolved by old King Harry VIII in 1539, and have moved into the vicarage house to the north of the Wells to Cheddar road.  You ask me how I was able to take over the vicarage.  Well, as you probably may know, back in 1535 an Act of Parliament levied an annual tax of 10% on the income from every parish in the country.  Needless to say, this tax had not been paid for Westbury for a long time.  I paid off the arrears to the government and paid the vicar, John Cantlowe, 20 marks to stay out of the vicarage.  I could then move into the vicarage when I had rebuilt it.  This year, I persuaded Cantlowe to resign and installed my own choice, Leonard Stevens.  The Bishop could do little about it and had to agree.  I then found Stevens a cottage to live in.

6.

Oh yes, I have seen many religious changes during my lifetime.  I remember the rood screen at Westbury with its statues of Christ, the Virgin Mary and St. John.  They were all destroyed about 20 years ago when Lord Protector Somerset was ruling England for young King Edward.  The destruction of the old religion's symbols was quite violent.  Some men hacked at the holy water stoop in the south porch here and mutilated it – you can see the result of their work as you enter.  All the old paintings that decorated the walls were destroyed as well as the old Latin missals for the Mass.  No more requiem Masses were said in the little south chapel and the money endowments were paid into the exchequer.

Many of our traditional practices were forbidden: no blessing of candles at Candlemass, no ashes on Ash Wednesday, no palms on Palm Sunday, no creeping to the cross on Good Friday.  We were also forbidden to have any more processions in and around the church and candles were only allowed on the main altar.  We now have the new Book of Common Prayer, originally written by 

Archbishop Cranmer who you may remember was burnt at the stake by the late catholic Queen Mary.  Our new Queen, Elizabeth, has restored the protestant religion but tries to keep some of the old traditional practices as well.  At least our vicar has to wear a surplice now!  

Our new protestant friends have also enlarged the old Norman windows on the north side of the nave and the lancet window on the south side of the chancel.  They claim that it is to let in the pure light of the gospel.  I regret many of these religious changes.  I like the old church lit by its glimmering candles and with its sense of mystery and devotion.  All the old religious activities kept the parish together, but I am hopeful that under Queen Elizabeth, some of the old customs may return.  Having said that, a few local protestant hotheads might not like it!  I am an old man now and I shall be buried here.  What better place than the south aisle chapel where the old Masses for the dead were said.  My tomb will be placed behind the plinth where the old stone altar, now destroyed, stood.  I hope that it will remind people of old cherished customs which I fear may never return.

7.
1652
My name is Purefoy Middleham and I am the minister here.  I have been vicar here for the past 29 years and have seen many changes.  When I came here in 1623, Westbury was in a state of moral decline.  No vicar had lived here for nine years and immorality and drunkenness were rife.  A godly reformation was needed.  Yes I am what my enemies call a Puritan.  I abhor drunkenness and vice and believe that the Bible is the sole word of God which must be preached with conviction.  I detest elaborate religious ceremonies, candles, images, church music – all those things that were encouraged during Bishop Pier's time in the 1630s.  He would not even allow me to preach in church so I had to preach and teach in my parishioners' homes.  After I came, I started to preach against drunkenness and vice, supported by my churchwardens.  

The Bendle family were the chief offenders.  Henry Bendle encouraged children and servants to frequent his illegal alehouse at night and even during divine service on Sundays and holy days.  They got so drunk on his small beer that fights broke out leading to bloodshed to the great annoyance of his godly neighbours.  One of the labourers here, George Spearing, got so drunk in Wells that he rode around the city waving a Scythe to the great terror and danger of the local inhabitants and swore at the constable when he was arrested.  Henry Bendle's son, John, actually got my churchwarden's daughter pregnant and refused to pay for the child's upkeep.  Henry Bendle's daughter, Katherine, was also lewd and unseemly.  She loved dancing and revels and kept company with Thomas Holder, a married man.  They were a scandal to their neighbours, going dancing in Wedmore and drinking and dancing at Wells market.  I was determined to stop this immorality and drunkenness.  I was helped by the local justices who were of a like mind.  Thank God that I was successful.

We live in 1652 now in better times.  The Bishop with all his ceremonies and his prying into our local affairs has gone.  He actually called my churchwardens “contumacious” when they were a little late submitting an account of church income called a terrier back in 1635.  There is also no Dean and no Archdeacon to snoop 
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into our affairs and no church property – all has been swept away by the Parliament's victory over the King and we have had a godly revolution.

I am a member of a group of Presbyterian ministers who, now that the diocese of Bath and Wells has been abolished, oversee the

Wells and Bruton area, appointing godly ministers and overseeing church discipline.  Parliament has abolished the Book of Common Prayer with its popish leanings and I have now a Directory of Worship that gets rid of all the old ruberies so that I can concentrate on preaching the word of God.  We have moved the altar from the east end of the church and got rid of the rail – Bishop Piers made us put it there!  It's now a simple table in the chancel, around which, we sit to celebrate the Lord's Supper in a simple and moving fashion.

In this year of 1652 I have been helped in my godly tasks by Thomas Collier, born in this village, who during the late civil war, became a preacher in the Army of Parliament.  He had the honour of preaching before General Cromwell at Putney a few years ago and is highly regarded.  He has recently returned to his home village and is preaching and baptising here.  Although he is called a Baptist, we work together to build God's kingdom on earth – the

Kingdom of the Saints.  These are stirring times – I earnestly pray that they may last and that God's promises will be fulfilled.

1795
My name is Joseph Carver and my friend, George Tucker and we are the churchwardens here at Westbury.  You see for years now we have had no vicar living in Westbury.  Our vicar, the Rev. James Tuson, is rector of Binegar and he lives there.  He rarely comes here, he just sends the occasional letter, although he collects his share of the tithes in cash we notice!  The services here are taken by Curates whom he sends, consequently, for the maintenance of the church fabric.  We meet in the south aisle chapel and as you see, we have turned it into a separate room by blocking up the chancel side with wainscotting and putting in a ceiling and filling in the screen.

9.

I'm sorry the church is in such a mess but we have just finished building the west gallery.  You can see the workmen are taking down the scaffolding we used.  Yes, you can still reach the gallery using the steps under the tower.  Mr. Parfitt of Wells measured and surveyed the west end of the church for us and on his recommendation, we employed William Shepherd, the Wells builder, to construct it and had to pay him £15 16s for his labour.  We also had to purchase the materials i.e. timber and nails and, as the church rate did not bring in enough money, we had to borrow 

30 guineas from Mr. Lax of Wells.  Oh look, this man who has just come in, is going to clean all the rubbish out of the church – we only have to pay him 5s – about two to three days work.

Why did we build a western gallery you ask.  Well ten years ago a Quaker gentleman from Bath called Edmund Rack, came to the village making notes about it for a book “History of Somerset” to be written by the Rev. Collinson, which has recently been published.  Mr. Rack was rather critical of our church.  He didn't think much of our communion rail calling it “old and clumsy”.  He criticised the chancel and south chapel screens as being very ordinary with folding doors, as he put it, “fitter for a stable than a church”.  He commented on our lack of pews and said that he thought the seats were very old and could do with replacing.  But what annoyed us most of all was when he commented that, as we had no singers' gallery, the choir had to sit in the chancel on a bench “like school boys at a writing desk”.  He also said that the paving in the church was tolerable, except for the chancel, but all of it was kept in a dirty condition.  So you can see why we felt we had to build a gallery for the singers and the village band and why we are making sure that the church is clean after the building work.  You never know, there may be another critical visitor!  Mr. Rack died soon after he came here and thank goodness none of his criticisms were printed in 

Rev. Collinson's new history book!

However,  these are not our only worries.  The north wall has had to be propped up with a buttress because it is leaning outwards and the south aisle seems to be leaning away from the nave arcade.  The chancel arch is taking too much strain.  It is all very worrying but we just do not have the money to do anything about it at present.  Perhaps in the future, a resident energetic vicar may find a wealthy man who may help us to put all this right.  We can only hope and pray.                         10.
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CONCLUSION
It took nearly another hundred years for a major restoration of the church fabric to happen.  In 1886, after the death of the elderly vicar, Bellamy Brewitt, the wealthy and energetic Clement Alford became vicar and, supported by Forest Glanvile, James Hardwick and Algernon Crosse, decided that the church should be restored.

£2,369 11s was raised by subscription and gifts and the restoration that took place created the church much as we see it now.

The legacy of the past was not benign.  Previous extensions of the church had raised many structural problems.  The 12th century base of the tower weakened by having a west door punched through it, and suffering from the vibration of the bells was not strong enough to support the 15th century upper storey.  The 14th century chancel arch, rebuilt in the 15th century, could not stop the 15th century south aisle from moving from the perpendicular.  The north nave wall had been fatally weakened by the insertion of the pulpit.  The arch, tower and wall all had to be rebuilt.

However, the past is still with us here today.  Hamo in 1165 would have seen the late Norman tower arch at the west end of the church.  Henry Goldryng and John Bernard of 1332 would have recognised the east window with different stained glass and the lancet window in the chancel.  Thomas Attwood and Thomas Bernard would have been delighted to see that their aisle, porch and chapel still stand.  George Rodney would no doubt be pleased to know that he is still remembered here.  I am sure that Purefoy Middleham would be pleased to know the church still survives, even if he would disapprove of the altar at the east end and the communion rail.  Our 18th century friends, Joseph Carver and 
11.
George Tucker, would also no doubt be delighted to know that the church was restored, even if they thought that the installation of an organ was a poor substitute for the village band!  At least now, the choir have got decent seats to sit on.

Over the last 850 years this church has been built, extended, tended and restored by people who have loved it and revered it as the centre of faith in the community.  

If you are reading this, I hope your work, here and now, will be the means to carry on, conserve and build on the tradition your forebears started.

Tony Nott.
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