The Church of Saint Laurence

Brafield on the Green

A Short History and Guide

BRAFIELD-ON-THE-GREEN lies on both sides of the Bedford/Northampton road and is situated 4.5 miles South-East of Northampton. At the end of the quiet Church Lane stands the lovely Church of St. Laurence with, on the right, an historic house, once used as the Parsonage.
The spelling of the name of the Patron Saint should be noted, as it differs from the modern version of “Lawrence”.

Before we go inside the Church, let us look over the porch on the South side, approached by the main path through the Churchyard. There we see a small statue of S. Laurence, with his instrument of torture, the Gridiron. Notice also that he is depicted wearing a garment known as a Dalmatic. This is the characteristic garment of the Deacon. Laurence was the chief Deacon of the Church in Rome. As such, he was responsible for the accounts and the finances of the Church. (Acts chapter 6, verses 1-6 tell us of the origin and duties of Deacons.) His position was one of considerable importance.

The Roman Prefect in the year 258 ordered Laurence to surrender the treasures of the Church. Laurence asked for three days in which time to make an inventory and collect things together. On 10th August, he asked the Prefect to accompany him to see the treasures. Laurence had assembled all the poor people that the Church cared for, over 1,500 we are told. The Prefect, who had been expecting gold and silver was furious. He ordered Laurence to be killed on the spot, but not a quick death; he was to be roasted alive on a gridiron.

It is recorded that as he died, he prayed for the conversion of Rome. A number of Senators who were present were so moved by his death that they arranged his burial in a cemetery just outside the city walls. Over the site now stands the magnificent Basilica of St. Laurence, one of the five greatest Churches of Rome.

Take a step back from the porch, and look at the solid tower, battlements and pinnacles, and its solid buttresses. In the late 14th century the tower was given a new bell-chamber stage, which necessitated the erecting of buttresses. The introduction of change-ringing in the 18th century placed further strain on the tower, and during the 18th and 19th centuries further buttresses were added. Additional strengthening is given by the iron rods which cross the tower in both directions.

Around the tower can be seen gargoyles - these heads are a very popular feature of ancient Churches, and serve a vital purpose in preventing rainwater running down the side of the building, which would erode the stonework.

We return to the porch which was rebuilt in memory of a former vicar of the parish, Christopher Smyth. You will see a plaque on the left near the door. The elegant seats were dedicated on 1st March, St. David’s Day, 1986, in memory of another former vicar, Owen Owen. We will now go inside.

On entering the Church we see, on our left, the large Font, in the Norman style, but actually modern. It has a heavy base and typically Norman style carvings. This side of the Church is the oldest part, and some of the capitals on the columns are very interesting. The one nearest the Font has foliage in which is to be found a serpent and a catlike animal, whilst heads look out from the corners. This is said to represent the Garden of Eden. The remaining columns have various carvings and decorations.

Continuing along the South Aisle, we come to the Organ, which, although a small instrument, is of very fine quality. It dates from 1844.

Across from the Organ, we see the Pulpit, which is modern, but based on 18th century designs.

The Chancel was completely rebuilt in 1848, and the carved Choir stalls date from then.

The High Altar was given in memory of a former vicar, Nathaniel Gilbert Phillips, A plaque bears the inscription: “Beloved Priest and Vicar 1941 -1967, died 3 March 1967”. Although the main body of the Altar is made from oak, it follows the ancient tradition of having a stone fixed in the top. It was dedicated by Cyril Eastaugh, Bishop of Peterborough.

During the redecoration of the Church in 1992, the relief design on the east wall was enhanced by restoring the colours as they had been at the turn of the century, having been painted out in the 1920s.

The grisaille glass is worthy of note. The initials of our Patron, “SL” will be found repeated in the glass. If you look carefully, you will find one which has been put in upside down!

We continue round to the North aisle, which is completely Victorian, built in the 14th century style. At the East is the very beautiful Lady Chapel with its small Altar and the window above it depicting the Annunciation, with the words “Hail Mary, full of grace” - the salutation of the Archangel Gabriel.

This is a very special part of the Church. The curtain and the lighted candle indicate the presence of Jesus himself, in the form of the Blessed Sacrament. Some of the bread consecrated at the Altar for Holy Communion is placed here. This is known as the Aumbry or Tabernacle. From here, Holy Communion may be brought to the sick or the dying at any time. Here too, those who love Jesus can come to pray, knowing that he is here. It is an ancient tradition for Christians to kneel on one knee as they pass by.

Above will be seen a window depicting the visit of the wise men, with their gifts of Gold, Incense and Myrrh. In the tracery is the star which now, as then, shines over the place where Jesus is.
This chapel was given in memory of Thomas Marriot Sargeant and Elizabeth Ann Sargeant. In the panelling are depicted scenes from the life of Our Lady, starting at the left; 1: the Childhood of Our Lady; 2: the Annunciation; 3: the Visitation; 4: the Birth of Our Lord; 5: the Presentation of Our Lord in the Temple; 6: the Holy Family at Nazareth; and 7: the Taking down of the body of Jesus after He was crucified. Please examine these carvings carefully, in order that the fine detail and the painstaking workmanship are not overlooked, and notice also the Crucifixion scene behind the Altar. The carvings are the work of Faith Craft in 1946.

We are now completing our tour of the inside of the Church. You cannot fail to have noticed the fine oak pews, which are remarkable both for their beauty and their comfort. Installed in 1963, these are partly a gift from the Sargeant family, and partly paid for by public subscription. The timber is as perfect as was possible to find, and the depth of colour and polish should be admired.

We are now back to the base of the tower, and this forms the vestry above which is the ringing chamber. The ladder appears very precarious, and is clearly marked “Best Scrap”! However, every week the bell-fingers climb it to carry on a long tradition at Brafield on the Green. At one time this tower had the youngest ringers in the country.

There are now six bells, some of which date back to the 17th century. The newest was cast to commemorate the end of hostilities in Europe in 1945, and is known as the Peace Bell. It was dedicated by the Bishop of Peterborough in 1952. These are the inscriptions:

Treble:

J. Taylor & Co., Loughborough.



Her ways are ways of pleasantness, and all her paths are peace.



8 May 1945.


2:
Henry Bagley Made Mee 1699.


Cantate Domino Canticum Novum


3:
Thomas Russell in the County of Bedford made mee.


lames Hollowell, Churchwarden 1732


4:
Henricus Bagley me fecit 1699




5:
John Manning and Edward Honghdon, Churchwardens 1676.



Recast in memory of Margaret Mary Sargeant 1938


Tenor:

When I do ring or toll my voyce is spent



That men may heare God’s word adn so repent. 1616

The frame bears the inscription: John Eaton Titchmarsh Fecit 1844.

There is also a fine set of hand-bells, though these are not kept in the Church for reasons of security.

Near the entrance to the vestry is a plaque which states: “The bells of this Church were rehung and the fourth bell recast 1938 in memory of Margaret May Sargeant of Brafield-on-the-Green, who died April 22 1937. May she rest in peace.”

It is believed that originally the Church was attached to the Cluniac Priory of St. Andrew in Northampton, and that a priest came out to say Mass from there, in the same way as now village churches have to share a priest with other villages.

On the wall hangs a list of Parish Priests from 1281 to the present day. The first recorded incumbent was Williemus de Grendon (1281). Also among the past Parish Priests can be seen the name of one Robertus de Billing de Cogenho. Clearly the area produced its own clergy in days gone by.

By the end of the 17th century the two parishes of Brafield-on-the-Green and Little Houghton were amalgamated. At that time the parish priest was Samuel Gifford, who remained from 1685 to 1721. In 1988 they were further united with Great Houghton to form a single united benefice. In 1997 the parish of Cogenhoe was linked, to become “The United Benefice of Cogenhoe and Great Houghton and Little Houghton with Brafleld on the Green”.
For a Church of this age there is a surprising lack of old plate. There is a silver Chalice and Paten made in 1852 in Birmingham, and a plated Chalice, Flagon and Alms Dish, given in 1838. There is also a pewter Flagon. None of these is in regular use as their shape makes them impractical. However, a silver Chalice and Paten, the Chalice being set with amethysts, was given to the Church in 1963.

In the same year, Mrs. Beatrice Boyes gave a Chalice and Paten in memory of her late husband, Arthur, for many years a chorister and server. In 1989 a Ciborium was given in memory of the late Lionel Taylor.

The heating system is unusual, consisting of low radiators under the pews. They are fed from two small boilers, installed in such a way as to be as inconspicuous as possible. Outside the Church, at the base of the Tower on the west side, can be seen two balanced flues. Although small the system is extremely efficient.

From the centre of the Church you will be able to appreciate the fine proportions of the nave. You will see a crucifix hanging beside the pulpit. This is an ancient custom to remind the preacher that he is there to preach Jesus Christ, and not any other doctrine. You may also notice a small statue of our patron, St. Laurence as well as a hand-painted icon depicting the saint.

Behind you is the vestry screen which dates from 1892, a memorial to Francis William Lamb. The wrought iron gates in the screen represent the gridiron of St. Laurence, and were designed and made at Culworth Forge in 1993, The wrought iron-work above the screen incorporates the Cross and was executed by Derek Banyard of Little Houghton in 1998.

In the north-west corner of the Church, a beautifully crafted oak door leads to the new kitchen and toilet facilities, built in 1999. The brass plate beside the door records the dedication of the extension by Michael Chapman, Archdeacon of Northampton.

Before leaving the Church, please spend a few moments in quiet prayer.

“O how amiable are thy dwellings:

Thou Lord of Hosts.

My soul hath a desire and longing to enter into the courts of the Lord:

my heart and my flesh rejoice in the living God.

Blessed are they that dwell in thy house:

they will be always praising thee.

Blessed is the man whose strength is in thee,

in whose hearts are thy ways.

O Lord God of hosts, hear my prayer:

hearken, O God of Jacob.

Behold, O God our defender:

and look upon the face of thine anointed.

For one day in your courts:

is better than a thousand

1 had rather be a door-keeper in the house of my God:

Than dwell in the tents of ungodliness.

O Lord, God of Hosts:

Blessed is the man that putteth his trust in thee.


(verses from psalm 84)

On leaving the Church, turn left up the path. You will see, on the first buttress on the wall, an ancient Mass Dial, if the sun is shining, find twig and place it in the centre hole and you will see a shadow cast on the wall. As the day passes, the shadow moves, and the small holes indicate the time for Mass or other services in the Church. There is a similar Mass Dial in the second buttress, though this is less clear.

The church clock was built and installed in 1847, by John Corby of Castle Ashby. It strikes the hour, and was set to run for forty-eight hours. There is a chiming mechanism (a wooden drum with metal pegs) which used to chime one of two tunes at four, nine and twelve o’clock, reputed to be the meal-time breaks for men working in the fields. The winding mechanism was electrified and a clock face fitted to the south side of the tower to mark the arrival of the year 2000.

At the east end of the Church you will find the graves of past priests and other benefactors of the Church. Amongst them you will find Fr. Phillips, in whose memory the High Altar was given, and Lionel Taylor, formerly Churchwarden and, for many years, headmaster of the village school (sadly, now closed).

Returning to the gateway, on the left you will see Cyril Longland, bell-ringer and organist, now buried within earshot of the organ. Many other tombstones are of note; you will see a number belonging to the Sargeant family, once such generous benefactors to the Church but now extinct in the village. Others bear names still to be found hereabouts.

The Churchyard gates are of wrought iron, beautifully made by the village blacksmith of Little Houghton in the early 20th. century. The lantern above is lit every evening at dusk.

In June each year there is a Flower Festival at Brafield on the Green. This is a village occasion and many make long journeys to enjoy the atmosphere and the beauty of the decorated Church.

The people of St. Laurence’s hope that you have shared in the peace of Christ in your visit to the Church. The words of the inscription on the Peace Bell are particularly evocative of the village:

“Her ways are ways of pleasantness;

and all her paths are peace”

