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KEYNOTE ADDRESS BY LUCINDA LAMBTON

It has long seemed to me quite extraordinary that while the stately piles and picturesque cottages of England have become so beloved a part of our national heritage, our rectories, vicarages and parsonages —  the social and architectural history of which, are, more often than not, of spectacular interest — enjoy no such cherished status in the public mind.  To rectify this lamentable anomaly is what this association sets out to do; and our rewards will be rich. Many an architect of note has lent his hand to designing rectories; with giants such as Humphrey Repton, Pugin, William Butterfield, George Edmund Street, George Gilbert Scott and Sir Edwin Lutyens, building throughout London, as well as in the country.

Historically, the manor house — home to the village squire — and the rectory and vicarage — home to the parish priest — were the two focal points of village life, one ministering to the material concerns, the other to the spiritual.  


 It was a peculiarly English arrangement, since very often squire and vicar came from the same family — often brothers — thus humanising relationships between church and state in a uniquely Anglican way impossible in Catholic countries.

It was woven into the very fabric of the nation, yet today the rectories, vicarages and parsonages have been curiously cast out of  the picture, with precious few organisations set up for their preservation, as against the flourishing bodies for our stateleys and churches.

Droves of hundreds of thousands visit those country churches and country houses, but few think of beating a path of a few steps to gaze in wonder at the rectory. Even the local pub gets more attention.  

Once the cultural and spiritual kernels of the town and village, the role of rectories is fast being written out of our island story.

This is a sad and sorry state of affairs. For to study them is to study the history of England, particularly of course the church of England, told through the lives of the extraordinary clerical characters and their dependants who lived in them. 

Parsons, pastors and prelates of eminence and character: writers, naturalists and inventors, reformers, poets and composers. Cultivated men who were frequently isolated in the country, they were the benevolent autocrats of the parish, in the happy position of being able to pursue their passions unhindered. Other Christian churches may well have produced more profound theologians, as well as holier saints, but none can hold a candle to the Church of England for its assembly of colourful and curious clerics.

From the Rev Laurence Sterne, author of Tristram Shandy to the Rev Wilbur Audrey, author of Thomas the Tank Engine, England has produced battalions of pastors and prelates of character and colour. Poets Robert Herrick and John Skelton, the political economist Robert Malthus, not forgetting Marcus Morris who founded the comics Girl and Eagle!  

What too about inventors such as The Rev George Garret, who produced the first mechanically powered submarine — which sadly sank off Birkenhead — who was contemporary with the Rev Henry Moule, who invented the Earth Closet. As for the excellence of the clerical hymn writers — The Rev Augustus Toplady wrote Rock of Ages’ and The Rev Sabine Baring Gould Onward Christian Soldiers, while the Rev Henry Lyte was responsible for Abide With Me and  Praise My Soul the King of Heaven; to name but a few.

In 1829, a Prince Puckler-Muskau wrote his observations on the species of the hunting parson, describing a prelate who will be particularly close to the heart of our hero of the day Charles Moore!

The most remarkable thing to German eyes’ he wrote ‘is the sight of the black coated  parson, flying over hedge and ditch. I am told that they often go to the church ready booted and spurred, with the hunting whip in their hands, throw on the surplice, marry, christen or bury, with all conceivable velocity, jump on their horse at the church door, and off — tally ho! They told me of a famous clerical fox hunter, who always carried a tame fox in his pocket, that if they did not happen to find one they would be sure of a run. The animal was so well trained that he amused the hounds for a time; and then when he was tired of running, took refuge in his inviolable retreat — which was no other than the altar of the Parish Church. There is a hole broken for him in the church wall, and a comfortable bed under the steps. This is a right English religion’.

Another hunting parson well worth recalling, was the Rev Edward Stokes of the late 1700s who, although blind, would ‘hunt briskly’ accompanied by a hunt servant ringing a bell whenever there was a jump to be jumped!!!

Parson Jack Russell — a sporting prelate of national and international importance — he who first bred the terrier in his name, had a particularly beguiling dining room in his rectory at Tordown in Somerset:

Still in the saddle as well as the pulpit, well into old age, ‘exuberantly’ riding distances of up to 70 miles a day when he was in his eighties, he was on his horses until the very end. Quite literally so in that, when his favourite mounts — Billy, Cottager and Monkey —  died, Russell had their ‘glossy hides’ made into armchairs, supported by their legs — which had been mounted — and with their hooves ‘beautifully polished and fitted with invisible castors’. His evenings would therefore be spent on their ‘backs’ , by his marble crested rectory fireplace;  ‘Sitting there on his faithful brutes’, wrote his biographer, ‘well might Russell, reclining in the once familiar seat… be led by fancy’s dream to believe that Billy was once again under him, sharing the sport together as of yore, and bearing him on eagle-wings to the front of the chase’. 

Russell, incidentally, would follow the trail of a fox by  sniffing plants for its pee!

The country vicar was often a naturalist of note: Some of you may remember the Rev Keeble Martin who hit the headlines in 1964 when he was 87 years old, with his exquisite Concise British Flora.  Then there was the Rev Francis Rosslyn Courtney Bruce, who succeeded in breeding green mice; what too about the Rev Pickard-Cambridge ‘The Father of British Spiders’ who discovered and preserved 115 different specimens? Nor were entomological parsons a rarity; with such as The Rev Charles Butler, of Wooton St Lawrence in Hampshire whose  book  The Feminine Monarchie  of 1609 revealed for the first time that worker bees were female and drones were male. He even arranged the notes of the bee’s song in triple stave, so as to enable humans to hum as the bees hum when swarming! His daughter  — his ‘sweet honey girl’ was the great grandmother of the c.18th naturalist the  Rev Gilbert White of Selborne, whose diaries, along with those of Parson Woodforde of Weston Longueville and Francis Kilvert of Langley Burrell to name but one of the rectories with which he was associated — rank among the most endearing accounts of life of their times…..


In other words, rectories were hives of worthy and important industry, lived in by often high spirited and educated men striving for excellence to elevate both their own and their parishioner’s lives;  good men doing good things, who have undoubtedly left their historic shadows to flit forever within the walls of our rectories.

Rupert Brooke famously pined for those particular shadows as he sat in a Berlin café in 1912 


And in that garden black and white,


Creep whispers through the grass all night;


And spectral dance, before the dawn,


A hundred Vicars down the lawn;


Curates, long dust, will come and go


On lissome, clerical, printless toe;


And oft between the boughs is seen


The sly shade o the Rural Dean…


Till, at a shiver in the skies,


Vanishing with Satanic cries,


The prim ecclesiastic rout


Leaves but a startled sleeper out,


Grey heavens, the first bird’s drowsy calls,


The falling house that never falls………. 


God! I will pack, and take a train,


And get me to England once again!

As Charles Moore has written ‘It is an historical fact that that parsonages have been the cradle of intellectual and artistic genius. ‘The Brontes, Tennyson, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Mathew Arnold, Charles Kingsley, John Dryden, Thomas Hobbes and MR James were all the children of clergy….So was Horatio Nelson.’-  ‘Perhaps’ he wrote, ‘the most famous of all rectory children was Jane Austin. She embodied the Anglican world at its most characteristic: moral, but not very churchy, educated rather than learned. Ninety clergymen are mentioned in her correspondence, and twelve are characters in her novels. It is impossible to understand her creative imagination without reference to this gentlemanly clerical world and to the houses that its people inhabited’.                             

What vicarage, may I ask, could be more delightful than that which was built in 1837, at Morwenstow in Cornwall, by the Reverend Stephen Hawker? A considerable poet, who Tennyson admitted had ‘beaten me on my own ground’. He was a singularly romantic figure, who always wore  a long claret coloured tail coat and a pink fez hat, with a fisherman’s jersey — to show that he was a ‘fisher of men’ — that was knitted with a red cross marking the point of Christ’s wound by the Centaurian’s spear. Clerical attire was out of the question: I don’t’ he said ‘want to make myself look like a waiter out-of-place or an unemployed undertaker’. He built his  vicarage — in a bleakly beautiful spot, from which he could only see his church and the sea —  from designs in a parsonage manual, to which he added six towering chimneys — five of them models of the churches in which he had served. ‘The sixth’ he wrote ‘perplexed me very much, until I bethought me of my mother’s tomb; and there it is, in its exact shape and dimensions.’     

I was from here that he would stride down the cliffs whenever there was shipwreck, standing helplessly as bodies, both alive and dead, were hurled onto the rocks all around him; but he was always there, either to save lives, or otherwise to bear the corpse in mournful procession up the cliffs to conduct a proper Christian burial.

His stern stone vicarage is now a bed and breakfast.   


Some prelates had country rectories forced upon them; such as Sydney Smith who was dispatched from the drawing rooms of London to Foston in Yorkshire, and thence to Combe Florey in Somerset, where he would keep his spirits up with the sport of teasing local squires. When dining at the parsonage of a local church where he was to deliver the sermon, he sent Squire Kershaw into fits of laughter ‘I trust that you will not laugh at my sermon tomorrow’ said Smith, to which the shocked Squire replied that he certainly hoped that he knew the difference between ‘here and the church’ .


Smith bet Kershaw a guinea that would succeed in making him laugh and the next day interrupted his sermon with umpteen ‘sneezes’ exploding the word KERSHAW! , KERSHAW! over and over again from the pulpit . A loud guffaw burst forth from the squire, the congregation was scandalized and Smith won his bet.


I myself have lived in a rectory for twenty seven years — 15 of them with my sweetheart husband Perry —  and never a day goes by without blessing my good fortune to be embraced by this particular aspect of our country’s history . The house is imbued with the lore of the land; I feel that England has been crammed into its walls.

A list of the incumbents since 1236, is framed and hanging at eye level for constant reminders; of such notable figures as The Rev Theophilus Hill, who lived in an earlier rectory on the site in the 1740s . John Hill, his son, was the first to have a signed newspaper column from the house — in which he was the first to write of the link between cancer and smoking; he was considered though to be a man though, of ‘unlimited impudence’ whose name, according to Disraeli was proverbial for its disgrace. 

‘Such a villain’, said the playwright  Garrick ‘sure never existed’ and, considering him a scurrilous QUACK,  penned the immortal lines:



‘For physic and farces, his equal there scarce is,

                  His farces are physic, his physic a farce is’

Our rectory at Hedgerley in Buckinghamshire, was built by Benjamin Ferry — architect of the Pit Rivers Museum in Oxford —  who was a contemporary and friend of Pugin’s, and who had trained under the great man’s father. Among his many churches, he built St Mary’s at Hedgerley to one side of our house and he also designed the great Tudor gothic pile of Bulstrode, but half a mile away to the other —which, incidentally is on the site of the villainous Judge Jeffreys ancient house , where he lived during his Bloody Assizes. Ferrey got his Tudor Gothic hands on Bulstrode in 1865 and I have therefore always claimed that this house was a luscious Ferry filling, sandwiched between Bulstrode and his church, although it was liberally spiced through by the stylish Rev Edward Baylis who commissioned both church and rectory. His initials E B are writ large  — as well as the date 1846 — in burnt brick above the diaper work with which the whole house is embellished. 
He had bought the ‘advowson’ here in 1843, giving him the right to appoint the vicar, which he straightway did, appointing himself, then set about building his rectory, having to borrow £500 of the total cost of £1000 from ‘The Queen Anne Bounty Fund’ set up for indigent vicars. These are men, I fear, who have sadly crept back with the modern world; living on the most modest of incomes, in a plastic box hard by the old rectory. For me, this is nowhere more shamelessly shown off architecturally, than at St Lawrence in Little Stanmore, in North London, the great church built for The Duke of Chandos in 1715, with its wealth of carved decoration by Grinling Gibbons, its c.18th organ played by Handel, and its murals by Laguerre. Built on to the body of the church is a mausoleum of quite sensational beauty, designed by James Gibbs and splendidly painted with a pantheon-like trompe d'loeil it is filled with superb marble statues of the Duke and his wives. Here surely are buildings that deserve a rectory of distinction.

Staggering  from such a surfeit of  such grandiose beauty you leave the church — past the grave of Handel’s organist buried in the churchyard — and you come to it, at the end of a toy town cul de sac, built of oddly bright bricks, with two UPVC doors, as well as a quantity of long and narrow ill positioned UPVC windows seemingly flung onto the façade. 

Of course we all know the reason for this wretched state of affairs: When the Church Of England got into financial trouble, rectories and vicarages were simply put on the market for the likes of us to buy up and live in with absolutely no regard for their social and historical  significance. Apart from being re christened The Old Rectory or The Old Vicarage, all traces of their religious past are usually removed and forgotten – occasionally with shameful results.  I am thinking of a particular Old Vicarage in Wiltshire, for example, whose swank inhabitant led a campaign, from the vicarage address — rightly written up as a scandal in the public prints — to stop the local school hall being used as holiday home for deprived inner city children!

They would, you see, have been most undesirably within sight of the vicarage garden!  In other words, increasingly these buildings are becoming disassociated from all their religious origins and functions — rather in the same way, that  churches  have been turned into  wine bars and night clubs. Incidentally, a gothic furniture dealer in Bristol has recently made a fortune selling English church pulpits to be used by the disk jockeys in German night clubs.   

There are those who live lives approximating to those of the old clerical guard;  writers such as Robert Harris and Christopher Booker, both relishing the fact that they are following the pursuits of their predecessors within their rectory walls.  Warren Davies too, who was for years a distinguished representative of the National Trust — devoting his life to the conservation of buildings — he is now the guardian of the beautiful thatched and gothic Old Came Rectory, once the home of William Barnes the c.19th Dorset poet.

Cleo Lane and Johnnie Dankworth are dashing MUSICAL incumbents in Bedfordshire.

Since Charles Moore suggested that owners of old rectories join forces to ‘increase knowledge  and interest’ in their houses the response has been phenomenal, with scores of letters and e mails — that have all now most commendably put in order by Charles Crosthwaite. 

Ambassadors and professors, publishers, consultants and umpteen other sympathetic voices have been keen to honour and nurture the heritage of their houses. ‘I am so interested and keen to keep its soul’ wrote one, ‘this is local history in our care’ wrote another. ‘We feel’ wrote a Cornish couple ‘that the place speaks to us with the accumulated wisdom of the centuries and are so privileged to be its current incumbents’.   Another told of their rectory of 1820, created for the rector’s family of 13 children, as well as 10 living in servants! Built for £5000 c.19th, it was sold for £5000 in the 20th. The rector now lives in a modern bungalow. 

Others were keen to advise; ‘If you could somehow convey to Old Rectory dwellers that certain ‘jobs’ with the church (atheism is no excuse) is a non negotiable duty that goes with such a house, that would be valuable’.   

Clearly current residents do have a responsibility.  How many of us are in touch with the current vicar, banished to his bungalow, to ask how we can help?  Very few, I fear.  How many of us, I wonder, have researched the history of our clerical predecessors?  As I hope I have shown, in so many cases theirs is often a richly strange history.  Well done, Charles Moore, for calling us to order. For this is a important  tale of our times; architecturally, socially and spiritually. I only  hope that the Church of England,  which has been in recent years so anxious to play down its squirearchical connections, will embrace us with open arms. 

The privilege of living in an Old Rectory should also involve duties, charitable duties, as that Wiltshire resident so woefully failed to understand. Let us dedicate this day to what I believe is our bounden duty, indeed a God given duty, to think again, to honour this heritage which we have been lucky enough to become part of; to repay our good fortune by doing all that we can to nurture and preserve our rectories.
