FEATURED CHURCH: ST PETER, GREAT TOTHAM CM9 8NP
In 2012, St Peter’s underwent a major programme of repairs as the roofs were retiled, the
spire reshingled, and the
weathervane regilded. The
Friends were able to
contribute £10,000 towards
the total cost of £236,000,
with the bulk of the money
(£129,000) coming from
English Heritage.

The two questions most
frequently asked about the
church are: how old is it?
and why is it so far from the village? The second question is easier to answer than the
first. Like most English parish churches, St Peter’s would have been built by the Lord of
the Manor as his private chapel, and after a few years would have been given to a
monastery as a form of charitable donation. So the church is next to the Hall, with the
vicarage, which perhaps stands on the site of the original priest’s house, forming a third
in the group. No doubt there were a number of cottages round about, but these have left
no trace. Over the years the centre of the village has shifted to busier parts of the parish,
notably the crossroads where the village shop now is; but the church still stands at the
geographical centre of the parish, linked to all corners of it by footpaths. This would
have been a gradual development; there is no reason to suppose that it was the result of a
sudden single event like the Black Death.
The church’s early origins help us to understand how long it is has been here, because we
know that between 1181 and 1186 it was granted to the Nunnery of St Mary Clerkenwell
by Maurice de Totham; so there has been a church here since at least 1186. The earliest
recorded vicar was called Thomas who, in 1285, was charged with killing Simon Godyng
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St Peter’s in about 1831

at Havering. He and his accomplice, the vicar of Goldhanger, were imprisoned in
Newgate. The actual building, however, is less easy to date. Most churches were rebuilt
at least once in the Middle Ages, or extended so much at different times that little of the
original structure was left. Frederic Chancellor, writing about the church in the 19th
century, thought that some of the stones at the south-east corner of the chancel were
Norman, but other authorities say they are 13th century. The south wall of the nave and
the base of the tower are 14th century; that is the date of the middle window in the south
wall (which was originally in the chancel), and the tower window, as well as of the
church’s two piscinas (one in the chancel, one in the south wall of the nave). Much of the
timberwork of the nave and chancel roofs belongs to the 15th century, and the large south
window to the early 16th, although its stained glass, by Powell & Son, dates from 1913.
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The present appearance of the church, as with so many, is largely the result of work that
was carried out in the 19th century. First, in 1878-9, the north aisle was added, to
provide additional seating; this was to replace the galleries that had earlier been built in
the church (probably in 1826). At the same time the architect, Joseph Clarke, rebuilt the
tower and the south porch, provided new furnishings and fittings (including the seating,
pulpit and font) and generally overhauled the structure. A new ring of six bells, cast by
John Warner & Sons and reusing the church’s two remaining pre-Reformation bells, was
hung at the same time. Further additions were made in 1881-5: the organ chamber and
vestry on the north side of the chancel, and the private pew of the De Crespigny family
on the south side. The architect for this work was the Revd Ernest Geldart, rector of Little
Braxted, who also designed the unusual clock inside the church, as well as the east
window, which was made by Cox, Sons, Buckley & Co. The private pew, which has its
own outside door, contains a large number of monuments to members of the De
Crespigny family, who lived at Champion Lodge (now Totham Lodge care home). The
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large extension on the north side of the church was added in 1990, designed by Carden &
Godfrey. The stained glass window at the entrance to the extension was installed in
1995, and was made by Rowland and Surinder Warboys.

As well as the features already mentioned, there are a number of
other items of interest to look out for when visiting the church. On
the south side of the nave, at the east end, is a fragment of the rood
screen that would have crossed the nave at this point and marked the
division between the nave and chancel. There is no record of it, and
it was probably taken down at the Reformation. Evidence of stairs
that led up to the rood loft on top of the screen survived until the
north aisle was built in 1878. Above the pulpit on the north side are
three fragments of plaster that carry traces of 15th-century painting.
Now very indistinct, it is said to have depicted adoring angels and
archangels. In the north aisle is a rubbing of a memorial brass to
Elizabeth Coke (died 1606) and her daughter, also Elizabeth; they
both came to live in Great Totham in 1599. The brass itself is at the
foot of the sanctuary step, but is mostly hidden by the choir stalls
and carpet. By the font is a painting of the Adoration of the Magi,
which hung behind the altar until the present reredos was installed in
1949. Little is known about it except that it was given by Mrs
Frances Lee of Maldon and is said to have come from the chapel at Messing House.
Finally, notice two depictions of St Peter, the church’s patron saint. The first is in the
stained glass window on the south side of the chancel, dated 1878, and shows him
holding the keys of Heaven. The second is the statue on the outside wall of the vestry.
The keys can be seen here also, on the cover of the book he has in his right hand, but in
his left hand he is holding a fish – a reminder that he was a fisherman before becoming a
‘fisher of men’.

The church is normally open every day during daylight hours, and is a popular starting
point for walks across the surrounding fields.
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