RELIGIOUS HISTORY

There was reputedly a minster in the Taunton area from the 7th century. Taunton priory and the churches of St Mary and St James were established by the 12th century or earlier. The last two survived the reformation as parish churches but there were other chapels now lost. Some were connected with the castle but there was also St Leonard’s chapel probably at Pyrland in the rural part of St James’ parish although sometimes said to be elsewhere.
 It was not recorded among the priory’s chapels in 1400
 and was a plot of land in 1545 when it was sold. Chapel Mead and Chapel Land were recorded at Pyrland in 1630
 probably Chapel Meadow and Parsonage Plot on Cheddon Road south of Pyrland House Farm in 1839.
 St Margaret’s chapel at the West Monkton hospital was said to be in St James’ parish when it was sold in 1549 with its walls, lead, bells, iron, glass, timber and stones.
 However, that may be an error as elsewhere the chapel was said to be south of the hospital putting it in West Monkton or Taunton St Mary.
 A few wealthy individuals had oratories portable altars but would have attended Sunday mass in church.
 Moor Farm in St Mary’s parish had a chapel chamber in 1584 presumably a former oratory.

The number of chantries and fraternities indicates considerable devotion to the church in the later middle ages, which seems to have continued until the mid 16th century. Unrest in 1536 when some men were hanged was probably caused in part by the threat to the priory and therefore to means of devotion and almsgiving.
 Eventually most parishioners seem to have accepted the Reformation.
 In 1544 wealthy Robert Hill had a daughter who had been a nun at Buckland but he made no provision for her as he did for his other children.
 However, in 1570 William Chaplin of Canon Street had kept two heirloom rosaries one of silver and one of amber for his daughter.
 A few Roman Catholics were recorded later and a congregation was established by the 1780s.


Until the 19th century there were only two parish churches, which is a surprisingly low number compared with other medieval towns and could never have accommodated the total population. The growth of dissent and the erection of several nonconformist places of worship from the late 17th century may have reduced pressure but by the late 18th century both churches struggled to find space for their congregations. Eventually new churches were built, two in the 19th century and two in the 20th.
 


There was some loss of faith at least in the established church not helped by both churches being neglected in the late 16th and early 17th century. Large numbers of people stopped attending church and those who did from the 1630s fell under the influence of radical preachers like George Newton.  Influential local men turned against the king’s government at least in part because of religious divisions, which were a major driver in local politics for the rest of the 17th century.
 Taunton’s reputation for dissent is traditionally attributed to the cloth industry, but even in the 15th century a Taunton brewer was accused of having a ‘perilous book of heresy’ and carrying books written in the vernacular.
 The Reformation probably led to a greater questioning of religious faith and practice as centuries old institutions, liturgies, devotions and beliefs were destroyed. Also the new Church of England was inevitably associated with the state and even seen as subservient to it. However, although most forms of dissent flourished from the late 17th century often linked to political aspiration, most  early ‘dissenters’ were not separatists and even those who went to meeting houses for preaching still regarded themselves as members of the established church where they worshipped and received the sacraments. Even during the 18th century as congregations developed into distinct denominations many people moved between them.
 Strict adherence to a particular denomination seems to have developed from the early 19th century.

In 1851 15 out of 16 churches and chapels made a return although some were incomplete. There was accommodation for c. 9,000 and over 13,000 attendances at 13 places of worship although some people went twice.
 In 1893 the Revd Levi Palmer estimated that 25 places of worship had accommodation for 12,000, and there were up to 80 clergy and lay preachers, 300 district visitors working among the poor and at least 400 Sunday school teachers.


Involvement of lay people has always been important especially in Methodism with its many lay preachers. The role of the laity increased throughout the 20th century in most denominations with church councils, lay readers and ministers, town missionaries and street pastors and by the 21st century lay chaplains such as those who minister to Taunton’s business community through the Taunton Town Chaplaincy. The hospital has had chaplains since it opened in East Reach and in the early 21st century clerical and lay chaplains ministered to staff and patients at Musgrove Park Hospital.
 In the later 20th-century Taunton established a Council of Churches, by the 21st century known as Taunton Churches Together, to which most major Christian denominations belonged. Churches also co-operated in charitable ventures dealing with debt, homelessness and refugees.

BISHOPS

In 1425 the suffragan bishop  of Innis Scattery ordained in Taunton but was probably not based there.
 The later bishops of Taunton were suffragans in the diocese of Bath and Wells, which was permitted to appoint one in 1538. William Finch was appointed and remained in office until his death in 1559 but had no successor until 1911.
 The first modern suffragan bishop of Taunton was Charles de Salis, whose successors included Harry Thomas, archdeacon of Brisbane in 1944,  Peter Nott who became bishop of Norwich in 1985 and Nigel McCulloch, bishop of Wakefield from 1992.
 In 1965 the bishop of Taunton was given power of attorney for the bishop of Bath and Wells in the latter’s absence overseas.
 In 2015 the Revd Ruth Worsley became the first woman to hold the office. Bishop de Salis resided at Bishop Mead, Kingston Road but the bishop’s house was later moved to Sherford in Wilton and then to West Monkton.

ARCHDEACONRY

Archdeacons of Taunton were recorded from 1106 and there were also deputy archdeacons. The archdeaconry, first known as ‘beyond the Parrett’, and covered the whole of west Somerset and was divided into four deaneries. Among the early archdeacons was the justice William of Wrotham (d. 1217).
 An archdeacon’s court was held in St Mary’s church in 1244 where the first recorded archdeacon’s visitation was held in 1249.
 In 1300 archdeacon William de Molendino was permitted to stay five years in Gascony but was replaced in 1302.

It was a wealthy office although not as rich as the Wells archdeaconry; in 1395 the archdeacon was required to pay 20 gold florins to Henry Cardinal of St Anastacious
 and in 1549 the archdeaconry was valued at over £83.
  The prebend of Milverton Prima was attached to the office and the archdeacons had a fine residence there, which survives with decoration from the 16th century. Perhaps the best known holders of the office were Stephen Gardiner and Thomas Cranmer who held the office till granted the sees of Winchester and Canterbury respectively.
 An early 16th century seal shows the archdeacon kneeling beneath an image of God supporting the crucifix.
 

In 1623—4 the archdeacon kept his courts in St Mary’s church early in the morning and in 1636 a church book was stolen during the court but a private house, probably the surrogate’s, was used for regular business.
 After the Restoration courts were held at the Lamb inn.
 However, courts seem to have returned to the church where an area near the north door was known as the Consistory Court in 1761.
 In the early 19th century the room over the south porch was called the consistory and used to hold the court during the archdeacon’s visitation.
 In 1910 the archdeacon rented a 45-ft hall behind 2 Paul Street, presumably as temporary court room.

At the end of the 19th century two notable vicars of St Mary’s became archdeacons George Denison 1851—d. 1896 and William Askwith in 1903.

PREBEND

The prebend of Taunton was recorded from 1291 but names of prebendaries are unknown until 1330. It was one of the poorer prebends in the diocese assessed at £4.
 In 1673 the bishop gave the prebend to the vicar of St Mary’s, Emmanuel Sharpe for his support.
 Usually the prebendaries had little or no connection with Taunton. Holders of the post included Richard Fitzjames, bishop of Rochester from 1497.
 

DEANERY

The rural deanery was established before 1291
 and in 1357 the dean’s seal bore images of the west ends of two aisled churches possibly representing St Mary’s and St James’.
 Later the deanery functioned mainly as a division of the archdeaconry for administrative purposes. It was revived as a grouping of parishes in the 19th century and from 1872 the Taunton deanery was reduced in area with the creation of Ilminster, Wellington and Wiveliscombe deaneries. In 1963 Taunton rural deanery was divided into two, north and south.
 

THE MINSTER
A minster, said to have been founded in the 7th century, was probably near the site of the later castle where burials of that period have been found and therefore was possibly destroyed when Queen Aethelburg re-took Taunton from Ealdbright in 722.
 It may have been re-founded in the early 8th century by Queen Frithogyth wife of Aethelheard, possibly at the instigation of Forthere, bishop of Sherborne in whose diocese Somerset then lay to serve as an ecclesiastical centre for an area remote from his church. She is also credited with giving the minster to the bishops of Winchester.
 In 904 bishop Denewulf gave the king an estate in Wiltshire to have Taunton minster freed from most secular dues. In that year King Edgar released the minster from services such as entertaining the king and his followers, keeping dogs for the king and carting for the king to Williton except during vacancies. That would imply a substantial domestic site at the minster.
 It has been suggested that the minster was intended to become the seat of a Somerset bishop.
 

An endowed community of clergy was in existence in the 10th century presumably on the same site. It was presumably to the minster that the bodies of all lords within the bishop’s barony had to come to be buried in the 11th century.
 A brother of Taunton was recorded in 1077
 and in 1084 the priests of Taunton held land, possibly the original gift of Queen Frithogyth.
 Church scot was payable from the free hearths at Taunton.

THE PRIORY AND ITS CHAPELS

In 1115 William Giffard, bishop of Winchester, founded a house of Augustinian canons by taking over the minster. Although he was later said to have given the land north-east of the town near the river Tone which formed the priory site for nearly 400 years that appears to have been the gift of Henry of Blois also claimed as a priory founder for his generous endowment of the land outside the ditch between the east and north gates and bordering the river in 1158.
 The discovery of earlier burials on the site suggests that important burials at the old site were removed to the new. A 12th-century bowl found on the site may have been a gift to the prior.
 Probably the first prior was an Italian scholar named Guido or Guy of Merton, as he had formerly belonged to Merton priory.
 Stephen was prior in 1159 but there are few records of the priory and only a handful of names of priors or canons before the 14th century.
 The priory took in two canons from Buckland at Durston c. 1180.
 The priory had all the churches and chapels of Taunton by 1161, presumably under the 1115 endowment. In 1174 some such as Taunton St James and St Peter in the Castle were exempt from episcopal jurisdiction but most were subject to the diocesan bishop.
 When a cleric committed suicide in the priory in the 1280s the diocesan bishop and not the bishop of Winchester was entitled to his chattels.
 The seal appears to have changed from the 13th-century pair of saints in to one of 1302 showing a combined figure with Peter facing right and Paul facing left.
 However, the 16th-century seal was based on the older design.
 The site was bounded with a ditch, possibly linked to the town ditch, but it had been filled in by the 1430s when at least five gardens and a house had been built on it.


The priory church of St Peter and Paul was recorded before 1161.
 An early 13th-century grave slab is the only surviving evidence of the older church.
 In 1277—8 the canons were authorised to collect money to rebuild it. They may have completed a smaller building than planned as they embarked on further work and fund raising in 1327 but the new works that were still incomplete in 1337.
 The original endowments were increased by substantial gifts of land in west Somerset in the 13th and 14th centuries including manors at Dulverton and Nynehead but the priory was never very wealthy, depending on fundraising for building work although it also dispensed considerable alms to the poor.
 Bloodshed polluted the church in 1332 and there was some evil conduct in the middle of the century. In the 1450s the canons had complained that their food was inadequate possibly because of the number of doles for example to the clergy and the poor as well as the priory’s servants.
  A legacy in 1417 provided £2 10s. towards the meals in the refectory.
 


The priory provided clergy to serve its churches although from 1314 St Mary’s had a regular vicar who was responsible for some of them. There were 26 canons in 1339, of whom at least three were illiterate.
 In 1377 and later there were only 15, 12 at the Dissolution, but there were also lay brothers and servants and guests although the Knight Templar in 1316 was probably not a voluntary one.
 Priory officers were supported from rents of town property including cellarer, sacrist, infirmarer chamberlain, pittancer and keeper of St Mary’s chapel in 1438.
 Among the officers in the 16th century the infirmarer received most Canon Street rents, the pittancer had a cottage and the sacrist  had a garden.

Canons who served churches appear to have been allowed to live out by the 15th century and by the 16th century most canons were priests so several may have had charge of churches.
 It is not clear what services were open to the public but local people were familiar with the church. Pilgrims were welcomed in 1391 with spiritual rewards for those who gave alms for the fabric on the feast of St Botolph, which was Taunton’s fair day and the dedication of one of the priory aisles or chapels.
 The people were present when new priors were installed and in 1514 the election was announced to them ‘in the vulgar tongue’.


In 1499 the prior, while on a visit to Rome, was given the privilege of using pontifical ornaments except the mitre, pronouncing solemn benediction and admitting canons and choristers of the priory to minor orders.
 While he was away it was said that the Wadham family and others had taken plate and deeds belonging to the priory.
 In 1533 Taunton priory became responsible for the small priory at Stavordale in Wincanton.
 In the early 16th century the canons included prior, sub prior, precentor, succentor, kitchener, refectorer, cellarer, chamberlain and sacristan. All were priests except one who had deacon’s orders.
 A visitation of 1526 found all well, 13 canons, the vicar of St Mary’s, two newly professed canons and two novices.
 In 1534 15 members of the community accepted the Royal Supremacy.

The cemetery must have been a large one, burials have been found in a number of places in the area and during the early middle ages it was the only approved burial site in Taunton. A tribunal sat in the cemetery in 1349, possibly because the case concerned a church polluted by bloodshed.
 The surname Bellringer was recorded on the priory estate in 1312—13.
 A 14th-century bell founding pit in what became the lay cemetery was presumably used to cast a bell for the priory.
 Bells were recorded as ringing for the election of the prior in 1514.

There were many chapels on the site. In 1359 a prior was elected in chapel of the infirmary rather than the more usual chapter house.
 In 1440 the keeper of the chapel of St Mary received part of the rents from the priory’s Extra Portam estate and 1460 four canons were ordained in the Lady chapel by the cloister, possibly the same.
 Agnes Burton in 1503 provided for the cloister windows to be glazed.
 Henry Bishop merchant requested burial in what ‘shalbe’ St Anthony’s chapel in the priory in 1493 and asked his executors to ‘make’ the chapel ‘substantially’ and another wished to be buried between pillars on the side of the Trinity door.
 William Netheway in 1511 requested to be buried in the chapel of Our Lady and St Theoderic in the churchyard of the priory, referring to it as his chapel where he wanted obits kept. He founded St Etheldreda’s chantry in St Mary’s, which was regarded as owning the priory cemetery chapel after the Dissolution.

In the late 15th and early 16th century men left money and woad to be enrolled as brethren of the priory after their deaths.
 Even after St Mary had its own burial ground many requested burial in the priory, presumably with family members.
 Some families had large tombs in the priory church.
 Merchants left gifts in cash and kind to be prayed for including a house in 1502 and four measures of woad in 1516.
 One man gave the prior a crossbow that he had apparently wished to have.
 A corrody granted in 1535 included the tower chamber ‘in the chapel’, with inner chamber and west stable.
 

In 1537 Robert Horsey confidently requested to be buried in the priory church before the image of Our Lady of Pity and left money to be made a brother and to the canons and novices.
 In 1538 provision was made for a teacher of novices and an organist who was to teach the boys of the chapel.
 However, on 12 February 1539 the priory was surrendered in return for pensions from £5 up to £60 for the prior.
 The More family acquired and demolished the priory including the church, chapels and the tombs of the dead. The Crown gave some alms to the poor in the 1600s but far less than the priory was accustomed to dispense.
 

Little survives of the priory and its church apart from part of a domestic range rebuilt in the late 15th or early 16th century and abutting south on a gateway on the site of a probable 13th-century entrance to an inner court.
 It was converted into a barn for Priory farm and later absorbed into the county cricket ground and used as a museum. The rest of the priory site is completely built over although some masonry fragments survive in Canon Street. A few items in the county museum have been traditionally connected with the priory including carved doors from the priory ‘barn’.
 Excavations on the south side of Priory Avenue in the 2000s before the construction of a block of flats uncovered the north-west part of the priory church and part of the cloister, which lay north of the church. The priory site had been completely cleared of all saleable materials, probably by Thomas More who became extremely wealthy and built a mansion for himself on the site.
 Fabric of the 13th and 14th centuries was uncovered during the excavations, an early 13th-century gravestone and three stone-lined tombs together with 30,000 fragments of 13th-century glass and a few encaustic tiles. The plan of the priory was reconstructed as lying north of its church linked to it by a cloister with chapter house. That implies that Priory Avenue and its properties lie over the central area and that the east end of the church lies under Gyffard Street with its cemetery extending at least as far as St Augustine Street. 
 Part of the lay cemetery at the west end of the church was excavated revealing the constant re-use of the area over a long period and the regular disturbance of earlier graves. The remains from 193 burials were analysed including 16 from the church. They were mainly male as it has been suggested that the area near the church was for people associated with the priory such as lay servants but it is probable that fewer women survived to adulthood. There was evidence of families burying their dead together over a long period, possibly in family plots.
  

ST MARY MAGDALENE

The church of St Mary Magdalene, so dedicated by 1249 but often called simply St Mary,
 was presumably in existence before it formed part of the foundation estate of Taunton priory c. 1115.
 A vicarage was ordained in 1314 and remained a sole benefice until it was united with St John in 2014.
 
Origins and Endowment

In 1291 the church and its chapels were valued at £60 but the vicar had only £6.
 Those remained the respective taxed incomes in 1428.
  However. in 1536 tithes and offerings were valued at £33 12s. 11d. of which £20 was paid to the vicar.
 In c. 1550 it was said that following the Dissolution only £18 was allowed for the vicar and that the townspeople paid the additional costs of the vicar and a curate.
 The rectory, apparently comprising all the tithes, was retained by the Crown after the Dissolution. It was let to tenants who were responsible for paying the vicar £20. In 1562 when it was let in trust for the inhabitants a reversionary lease was granted to two Royal office holders free from the responsibility for paying the vicar.
 The tithes were assessed at £29 12s. 11d. in the late 16th century but that was the cost of the Crown rent and a lessee said the rectory was not worth having.
 In 1591 33s. 4d. was due to the dean and chapter.
 The More family of the priory leased half the rectory in the 1590s.
 In 1607 the townspeople offered £140 to buy the rectory from the then lessees.
 However, in 1608 the Crown granted it to Richard More and Thomas Mountfield on condition they pay £20 to the vicar.
 Following a dispute a Chancery decree of 1612 required £30 a year to be paid from the farm of the rectory to maintain the preacher.
 One third of the rectory was then held by Sir John Portman Bt (d. 1612) and his successors but they never received any profit.
 Two thirds was held by the Hill family and in 1646 Alexander Hill agreed to pay an additional stipend of £20 to the vicar to be discharged from his fine as a Royalist. However, in 1655 he had not paid either the £20 or the previous stipend of £33 6s. 8d. because two thirds of the tithes was insufficient to pay the stipend and the fee farm.
 Thereafter the Portmans held all the tithes.


In 1649 the vicar’s stipend was set at £50 and that was the reputed value of the vicarage c. 1663, despite a petition for an additional £50 in 1655.
 However, by 1707 the stipend had been settled at only £30 with a tithe allowance and offerings of £2 9s. 8 ½d.
 The living was augmented from Queen Anne’s Bounty with £800 between 1805 and 1810.
 The income was put at £74 in 1815 but the vicar had lost the tithe allowance.
  The Revd Henry Bower (1819—39) had Parsonage Plot, less than 2 a. at Holway but it was not recorded again.
 The average net income in the 1830s was £254
  but in 1851 the vicar received £55 in pew rents, £60 in fees and £55 in Easter offerings.
 Lord Ashburton paid two stipends and small fees totalling over £50 a year for the rest of the century.


The fee farm rent to the Crown had by 1725 been acquired by the Revd William Wickham of Garsington, Oxon., who by his will of 1766 left it to his daughters. His widow Ann, then wife of John Lawrence, and her daughter Mary, wife of the Revd John Drake, sold half the fee farm rent to Robert Bradley in 1784, presumably in trust.
 The Portmans and lord Ashburton paid £9 12s. 11d to the Drake family until 1847 when it was reduced to £7 14s. 11d. but payment had stopped before 1892.

In 1825 Edward Berkeley Portman sold the rectory with the advowson to Alexander Baring, later Baron Ashburton, and in 1839 the tithes were commuted for £380.
 In 1907 the Revd William Askwith bought the tithes from the executors of Mr  Helyar who had bought them from Lord Ashburton. They were vested in the trustees of Queen Anne’s Bounty to augment the benefice and provide for a curate. 
 The living was worth £914 by 1959, the wealthiest in Taunton.

The 1314 confirmation of the ordination of the vicarage mentions a house and glebe.
 In 1555 the burgesses paid for a house ‘in the churchyard’ for the priest.
 In 1605 the house had a garden and orchard but was said to be ruinous in 1606 but was undergoing repair in 1623.
 It was valued at £5 a year in 1707.
 A painting of the church in the 1750s shows the 17th-century vicarage already substantially extended to the south east but the main range still with triple gables.
 In 1815 the house was described as very old and expensive to repair.
 The north garden front was partly remodelled with sash windows by Richard Carver and the gables on the main range were removed in favour of a plain three-bay south front with central porch, probably in the 1840s after the vicar acquired the house from Lord Ashburton.
 However, by 1872 it was considered inadequate and Joseph Houghton Spencer drew up plans for an elaborately half-timbered house. That was modified but a new drawing room with bed and dressing rooms above was created at the west end.
 In 1909 the house had three reception rooms and six bedrooms with a coachhouse and stabling but was in poor repair.
 Part of the house was used as a girls’ school in the 1920s.
 The vicarage was given up after 2008 and let.
 

A curate’s house named Glebe House was built in the vicarage garden after 1949, finally paid for with a 1953 bequest, not without controversy. It was given up and let out in 1981 and a replacement house was bought in the south of the town in 1994.
 In the early 21st century Glebe House was replaced by a new vicarage house.

Advowson

By the 12th century Taunton priory held the advowson and in the 14th century presented vicars to serve the church.
 After the Dissolution the priory lessee John Portman presented in 1542.
 Thereafter patronage was held by the Crown although the Bishop presented in 1556.
 Sir John Portman Bt (d. 1612) acquired the advowson, which descended with the Portman baronetcy.
 In 1631 Sir William Portman presented jointly with Robert Hill and in 1644 and 1663 Alexander Hill was patron by grant from the Portmans.
 In 1825 Edward Berkeley Portman sold the advowson to Alexander Baring, later Baron Ashburton who in 1840 conveyed it with the vicarage and chancel to the newly-appointed vicar, James Cottle.
 To raise money to restore the church Cottle sold it in trust for his successor Henry Parr who sold it in 1857 to the Revd George Cotton. It passed through several hands until c.1860 when the Revd William Clark, vicar, sold it to the Church Patronage Society, later Trust, which retains it.
 
Parish life: Middle Ages

It is likely that the priory maintained a church for the people of Taunton to replace the minster but there is no record of the building until a man died falling from a beam, presumably during building work in 1242—3. The same year two men sought sanctuary in the church and the archdeacon’s court was held there in the 1240s.
 An unnamed vicar was recorded in 1291,
 possibly Robert of Timberscombe recorded in 1288,
 although a vicarage was not officially ordained until 1308. The vicar, who was also required to serve or provide a priest for Trull, Wilton and the castle chapel, was to receive 21 convent loaves and 42 flagons of convent ale weekly, 35 better quality loaves and 7 flagons of ‘brisk’ ale yearly, 7 bushels of oats weekly for his horse, 6 loads of hay, 2 quarters of bread corn, £3 6s. 8d. and 2s. for shoeing yearly and any legacies bequeathed to him.
 The 1314 confirmation required him to make over his offerings to the prior.
 Before 1334 the priory had been give rents of 11s. and 1 ½ lb. of wax for the lamp of St Mary’s.
 In 1341 the bishop permitted the parishioners to have daily mass for a year if they paid the cost, presumably the priory did not provide weekday services.
 He held a meeting of clergy and religious tin the church in 1342.
 In 1351 the vicar was attracting parishioners from West Monkton to St Mary’s and the bishop ordered him to cast out non-parishioners before mass.
 

Several chaplains were recorded during the 14th century and by the early 15th century there were at least two.
 In 1425 a suffragan bishop ordained at least five acolytes, 12 subdeacons including a man from Guernsey, 11 deacons and 12 priests including local canons in the church.
 Further ordinations in 1444, 1446, 1448 and 1459 also included local men, canons from the priory and two men from Guernsey.
 The influence of wealthy burgesses may be reflected in the development of fraternities and chantries and the willingness of the parishioners to seek outside help in their disputes with the prior. In 1427 the fraternity of the Holy Cross in the church had been endowed with rents to provide a chaplain to celebrate for the members.
 A local brewer, Thomas Oke, was suspected of Lollardism in 1441 for carrying books in English and had to publicly condemn English translations of the scriptures.
 

By 1444 the church had a vicar, parish chaplain, three chantry and four anniversary chaplains but there were complaints that they did not vest properly or come together to sing the masses as anciently accustomed.
 The dead of the parish still had to be buried at the priory although the Warres had built a mortuary chapel in the church for themselves and their descendants, which was consecrated in 1437.
 In 1446 the parishioners successfully petitioned the pope for the right to have their own burial ground as flooding was making it difficult to get to the priory.
 The borough cemetery was recorded in 1461.
 In c. 1447 John Bishop and John Blower on behalf of the inhabitants petitioned bishop Bekynton to arbitrate in a dispute with Taunton priory concerning the maintenance of the church books, vestments and ornaments.
 In 1450 besides the vicar 12 priests served in the church and an anniversary priest was attacked and wounded in 1453.
 One of the chantry chaplains was a previous vicar who also received a pension from Combe Florey, possibly he had resigned for health reasons.
 In 1466 Bishop Waynfleete granted the guildhall for a rose rent to the vicar who built it, possibly to let out to benefit the church.
  It is not clear where the clergy lived although between 1435 and 1459 one of the anniversary chaplains lived next to the almshouses in Church, later Magdalene Lane and chantry priests later had houses, part of their chantry property including at least two in the churchyard.

In the later 15th century many parishioners gave generously to the new tower, the clergy and the fraternities. Walter Eston in his will of 1486 gave money or rings to the vicar, eight other priests, two holy water clerks, the fraternities of Holy Cross and Holy Sepulchre and a fund for the High Altar. He also paid £5 for an anniversary priest to celebrate for a year for himself and his relatives. Anniversary priests were usually employed for one year but sometimes up to seven. Other wealthy testators made similar bequests and John Beste, also in 1486, left a pipe of woad to the new work and tower. Walter Doling, merchant, left money for the new tower in 1492 and among the elaborate arrangements he made for his funeral asked for a hearse with lights burning until mass was over, as did his son in 1502. He also asked for a priest to sing for him in the Jesus chapel for a year and for a daily mass at the priory ‘while the world stand’, also repeated by his son. In the 1490s another merchant left five cloths worth £10 to the tower and the Cross and Sepulchre services, a woman left £2 to the tower in 1494 and a silver and gilt belt to the same fraternities and a tucker gave cloth worth 20s. each to the tower and the two fraternities and gave his house to the Sepulchre service if his nominated heir died under age. It appears to have taken nearly 20 years from the 1480s to rebuild the tower.
  

Parish life: The 16th century

The first graduate vicars were Hugh Thomas in 1503, a pluralist, and his successor in 1508 William Bury.
 Generous gifts to the church included a long furred violet gown and a set of white damask altar cloths in 1502 as well as further donations for the tower including the pinnacles, and the two fraternities. Merchant John Toose gave £26 13s. 4d. towards the building of an ambulatory before the Sepulchre altar, to which his father had previously left half that sum and two houses in the churchyard. John Netheway asked for a new cross to be made in the church near the ‘procession way’.
 In 1503 Dame Agnes Burton al. Batcombe gave pipes of woad to the tower and fraternities, a suit of black vestments with cope, the completion of the tower window, a silk and velvet pall for the hearse and the red damask mantle and mantle lined with silk in which she was professed to the Sepulchre service for the Mary Magdalene play, besides generous gifts of clothing to the poor.
 Merchants often gave commodities to the church. In 1505 merchant Simon Fisher gave a hogshead of iron to the tower, his best gowns to the two fraternities to be prayed for and over £26 for an anniversary priest for as long as the money lasted, the usual payment was £2 a year.
 Merchant John Togwell gave a pipe of wine to building work at the church in 1508, presumably the south porch to which money was given in 1502. His widow wanted a chapel of St George built, apparently under an existing image.
 In 1505 two men broke into the church and stole candlesticks, a chalice, censer and incense boat worth over £22, described as the goods of the parishioners.
 The tower was nearing completion in 1511 when William Netheway left money for two windows in it.
 The same year Henry Lawrence gave a meadow to the Sepulchre service after his wife’s death to provide for obits and the new guild of St Mary was recorded.
 A merchant in 1516 provided money, wine and wax worth £6 for the service of an anniversary priest for two years. 


 In the early 16th century there was a choir of clerks and children.
 In c. 1530 the clergy comprised the vicar, six chantry priests, five stipendiaries or anniversary priests and a teacher of the boys, presumably choristers.
 In 1536 the vicar’s stipend consisted of £18 from the prior and £2 for keeping the Easter or tithe book with 3s. 4d. in casual receipts.
 The parish seems to have had no church house until in 1537 Joan Tedbury left £2 to pay for building one in the churchyard, the money to be paid when work started.
 It was seldom recorded but in 1636 an ancient watercourse ran by its wall and in 1672 it was unused and suggested as a nonconformist meeting house for George Newton.
 It had been rented out in 1732 but in 1734 was converted into a parish workhouse and a room there, often called the Church House, was used for vestry meetings until it was demolished in the 19th century to extend the school.

 
In 1532 Nicholas Ley of Haydon provided for an obit and distribution to the clergy and the poor on 30 December out of his Cornish estates.
 In the 1540s parishioners continued to leave money to the two services and the high altar. Thomas Chard, bishop of Salisbury, left a damask cope to the church.
 In 1544 Roger Hill paid for an anniversary priest for 20 years and £100 to the poor at his burial and month mind.
 His widow Margery in 1548 gave money and clothing to the poor for seven years and money to the ’common coffers’ of both St Mary and St James.
 In 1547 John Adams desired burial in the Sepulchre aisle and left 6s. 8d. to maintain the church copes and in 1557 John Underhay gave 20s. to maintain the church and a smaller sum to St James but much larger amounts to the poor of many parishes totalling over £64. Money was no longer being channelled through church almsgiving and valuable items were kept in the family.
 In 1548 there were said to be 3,000 communicants, presumably of both parishes.

Parish life: The Chantries
The earliest recorded chantry was that of St Andrew, which had a house in the churchyard for its priest by 1388, probably on the north-east corner of the present Magdalene Lane.
 Some of the early chantries took the form of fraternities who appear to have relied on members giving funds to pay for a chantry priest. In 1397 Robert Bathe and his wife Tiffany provided that rents of 26s. 8d. a year be paid after their deaths to the Holy Cross fraternity to provide a priest. The gift took effect before 1427.
 In 1437 John Warre had a mortuary chapel which may have been the origin of St Mary’s chantry.
 By 1444 the church had chantries of the High Cross, St Mary and St Andrew. The priest of St Mary was to sing mass every weekday in the Lady chapel after a bell had been rung over a quarter of a mile around.
 The High Cross chantry was not recorded in 1450 but was later recorded as a fraternity or service. A former vicar held a St Anne’s chantry in 1450 but it was not recorded again until its lands were sold in 1575. Possibly it was the dedication of Swynge’s chantry, which may have been founded by William Swinge, mercer of Taunton (fl. 1427).
 In the 1470s John Bishop provided for a chantry of Jesus, Saints Mary, Peter, Paul, James, Andrew, Thomas, Giles, Botolph, Mary Magdalene, Katherine and Margaret at the altar of St Nicholas in memory of Bishop Waynflete and many others, usually known as the St Nicholas Chantry. He endowed it with property in Taunton and elsewhere and gave it the care of his almshouses. The chantry came into being on his death in 1499.
 Later Robert Stokes gave money to a chantry of St Mary Magdalene but his trustees appear to have withheld the money from the priest.
 John Toose in 1502 gave two houses in the churchyard to the Sepulchre service to keep obits for his family and to give alms to the poor.
 Dame Agnes Burton al. Bascombe in 1503 referred to her chantry, apparently that of St Andrew, presumably founded by her family before 1444, for which she endowed a priest with the rent of ten burgages, provided a mass book, plate, vestments, linen, bells, a coffer to contain them, a censer, paxbread and cloth of tissue, but only old vestments were recorded in 1548.
  Most chantries held burgage property in Taunton but St Andrew’s chantry had a cottage and 45 a in Durston sold in 1549 and eventually absorbed into Buckland manor.
 The chantrist of St Mary’s chantry had a stone built house, which had cost over £15 but had died without paying for it and the builder’s widow sued the priest’s brother in Mary’s reign.


By 1536 there were six chantries dedicated to St Mary, St Nicholas, Jesus, St Andrew, Holy Trinity, St Etheldreda and a seventh unnamed, possibly Swynge’s,  each with its priest and an income from £3 to over £6. Holy Trinity was founded by John Bough (d. by 1476) and St Etheldreda by William Netheway (d. c. 1517).
 It had a chapel in the priory churchyard called Netheway’s and property in Stogursey given by Netheway to support the chapel, hold two obits and provide a salary of £5 13s. 4d.for the priest.
 In 1549 the chapel’s lead was allowed to Lawrence Hyde who bought its property.
 In 1548 the vestments and other items belonging to the chantries were mainly old but most had ornaments and a chalice and a total gross income of £61 12s. 6d.
 The clergy, many quite elderly and one wounded in royal service, were pensioned.
 The trustees of Bishop’s chantry remained in being until Elizabeth’s reign but failed to obtain funds for the almshouses.
 As late as 1586 land in Paul’s, later Crescent, Field was known as Our Lady Acre because it had belonged to St Mary’s chantry.
 Despite appeals for their property to be used to support the clergy, almshouses, and grammar school all the chantry lands were sold or let by the Crown for its own profit.
  


The fraternities of High Cross and Holy Sepulchre had their own incumbents and plate, Holy Sepulchre had two chalices, but unlike the chantries had obligations towards the poor distributing more than £3 a year, although the charity was denied by the new owners of the property in 1607.
 Testators still left money to the High Cross in the mid 16th century.

Parish life: 1550—1700

William Dovell, a graduate and unmarried, survived the change from Mary to Elizabeth and was resident
 but his successor Thomas Jones (1575—80), another graduate, was a pluralist and the parish was not perambulated. During the incumbency of Thomas Woodland, vicar 1580—1605, church life seems to have declined with people not sending their children to be catechised or taking Easter communion for which 258 people were presented in 1591 and 1594.
 In 1602 Thomas Pope, founder of the almshouses named after him, left only a small sum towards the repair of the chancel and then on condition he could be buried there under his stone with his first wife.
 By 1606 although the vicar preached twice on Sunday the parish was neglected, the curate, who also served St James’ failed to catechise, the vicarage was ruinous, many failed to go to church or keep the Sabbath and there were several unlicensed school teachers.
 In 1609 there were pigs in the churchyard and the vicarage was not repaired until 1612..
 By 1617 the vicar had left the church to his curate who still served St James’ and the churchwardens used ‘strange preachers’. The chancel needed repair but ownership was disputed between the farmers of the rectory and the vicar who claimed fees for burials and seats there.
 

In 1620 three graves in the church had not been covered, several people drank and brawled in the church, many refused to pay church rates and in 1623 the churchwardens wanted to remove damaged, and presumably unused, seats in the section by the pulpit. The church had undergone window repair but the tower pinnacles were decayed.
 A painter was employed c. 1628 to paint out the genitalia of the supporters to the royal arms in return for a painted church cloth.
 By the 1630s the church had a peal of six bells but the organs needed repair.
 In 1630 30 people were said to meet at Huish’s almshouse on Sundays to hear one of the almsmen expound scripture and the same year John Trowbridge the younger left £10 to procure a good preacher after the present vicar’s death, which may indicate some dissatisfaction with Edward Clark, 1628—31, who was accused of not wearing surplice or hood, although he was a graduate.
 

George Newton, vicar 1631—62 except briefly in the 1640s, also claimed the soil of the chancel and added his claim to an earlier glebe terrier saying the vicar had enjoyed the right ‘time out of mind’.
 Newton was one of the most outstanding vicars of St Mary’s and although better known as a nonconformist preacher in his later years.
 He altered the communion table to give more room to the numbers coming to receive communion and in 1639 two chalices and two patens were given by Robert Hill and a flagon by Grace Portman, lay rectors and patrons, and two flagons by William Smith, Warden of Wadham College, Oxford who was born and educated in Taunton.
 Newton  spent much of the civil war in St Albans, the vicarage having suffered in the siege, and was replaced in 1644 by Richard Reekes, rector of Fiddington, later condemned as a ‘delinquent’ or Royalist, but it is not clear that Reekes ever came to St Mary’s where Newton continued to be recorded as vicar.
 A Revd Mr Banton (d. 1644) may have looked after the parish and Newton returned to St Mary’s in 1645. He preached a sermon when the siege of Taunton ended, which was later published and which he repeated every 11 May.
 The church was probably damaged as it or the churchyard formed a defensive position in the war but the parish was able to have a bell cast in 1647.
 In 1655 Joseph Alleine came to assist Newton and left with him when he was ejected in 1662.
 

Under their successor Emmanuel Sharpe the church suffered. The churchyard was used as a shortcut with packhorses, possibly the later Magdalene Street, and pigs were kept there c. 1665.
 In 1671 the bishop was advised not to stay in Taunton
 and a parishioner spoke against the bishop in 1676.
 Sharpe was also chaplain to the duke of Ormond from 1668 and probably spent some time away from Taunton.
 The bishop granted him a prebend in 1673 ‘the inhabitants there being of old leaven, and not likely to be overkind to an able, orthodox, conforming clerk’.
 William Cross, former fellow of Sidney Sussex, Cambridge and Canon of Wells, and his successor William Hart had to cope with the turbulence of the years before and after the Monmouth rebellion when many of their parishioners preferred Presbyterian and Baptist preaching but apparently still also worshipped at St Mary’s. A clothier William Turner left him an annuity of £1 a year in 1680.
 Purchases of wine indicate monthly communions in the 1680s and the bells were rung frequently including royal occasions, episcopal visitations, during the assizes, for the mayor, for perambulations, and in 1685 for Colonel Kirke’s arrival and for the issuing of the royal pardon. A 4 o’clock bell was rung and the church earned an income for tolling for the dead. There were separate chimes for the clock. A single large candlestick was bought in 1685, presumably to light the chancel. There were seats for the magistrates.
 The church plate was buried in 1689
 and Hart is said to have lost the living in 1690 for refusing to swear allegiance to King William III. His successor Richard Doble was suspended in 1695 for adhering to King James and it was said many left the church. The eminent preacher and biblical writer Nathaniel Markwick of St John’s, Oxford succeeded and drew back many dissenters.
  In 1694  Hugh Prockter or Parker, gave £5 a year out of a public house at 32 Paternoster Row in London for a sermon at St Mary’s on 1 May with £1 shared by the preacher, sexton and clerk and £4 spent on bread given to the poor.
 It apparently lapsed by the 19th century.
 Funds appear to have been raised for a silver almsdish given at Easter 1699.
 Large numbers of adults and older children were baptised in 1700 and the births of children of dissenters were registered during Markwick’s incumbency. He repaired the church in repair and enclosed the churchyard.
  

Parish life: 18th century

Late 17th-century vicars seldom stayed more than a few years whereas there were only three incumbents between 1703 and 1803.
 A new organ is said to have been installed at the west end in 1709 and a new clock with chimes in 1711, which rang every three hours.
 The organist was paid £20 a year increased to £30 in 1756. The clock and chimes were maintained at cost of £5 a year. 
 The organ loft was repaired in 1732 and 1754 and the organ in 1756 when an echo, a swell and four stops were added, in 1769 and in 1782 by Paul Mischau of Exeter for £50 with £25 for gilding.
 The bells were an important feature of church and town life and from the late 17th century had been rung on many occasions in the year at great expense to the parish but in 1739 it was agreed they would be rung on a limited number of national occasions like the 29 May and 5 November and significantly not the 11 May, anniversary of lifting the siege in 1645.
 However, in 1745 two guineas were spent ringing for victory at Culloden, nearly three times the usual rate.
 Heavy use may have led to the need to rehang the bells, rebuild the cage and have one recast, probably by Thomas Bilbie, in 1746—9.
  The vestry wanted the peal increased from six to eight at a future date.
 

Communion was celebrated at least once a month and candles and greenery were bought to decorate the church for Christmas and silk curtains, presumably to go around the altar, were bought in 1745. Parishioners gave generously to collections on briefs, 19 in 1732.
 In 1766 the vestry ordered that the parish records be kept in a chest fitted with three new locks.
 The parish was still perambulated in the mid 18th century and large sums were spent on dinner.
 There were only 110 communicants in 1776, although two new salvers were given in 1774, and the vicar complained that all the charities were in the hands of dissenters.
 When the 33rd regiment of foot settled in Taunton in 1783 they laid their old colours in the church, a custom continued by the Somerset Light Infantry.

Burials in the church were said in 1732 to be badly done and damaging the paving, the fault of the sexton who was threatened with deductions from his wages for not keeping the church clean and in order.
 The tower pinnacles needed major repairs from 1735 and in 1744 the vestry ordered the south-east pinnacle to be rebuilt and in 1746 the south-west at a cost of over £420 including nearly £60 on 2,382 lb iron. However, in 1750 clamps were needed and in 1751 the south-west pinnacle needed inspection.
 In 1755 William Parsons of Montacute, stonecutter, contracted to rebuild the north-east pinnacle in ham stone to match the others.
 The following year lead was stolen off the roof, and in 1762 a plumber was employed to keep the roof and tower in repair for three guineas a year.
 Despite expensive rebuilding the pinnacles required repair again in 1777 and by the early 19th century were supported by ironwork.
 Other repairs included new gallery stairs and some reseating costing over £66 in 1751—2. The Merchants aisle, Masters row, Christening pew and judges seat, with expensive cushions, were referred to and seats were to be numbered and provided with mats. There was a shortage of seats and only parishioners might buy them and then only one for each member of their household.
 More work was done on the tower and the sexton’s house, north of the church, in 1793 and in 1794 the organ gallery was extended to accommodate more singers. Other seats were added in the aisles. There were galleries known as Crown and Hammet’s but they were inadequate. A plan to move the Crown gallery over the south door and extend the Long gallery into the chancel to provide 54 more seats was put forward in 1795 but nothing was done. The vestry also wanted the pulpit moved to give a better view of the preacher.
 The corporation pew stood at the front of the nave between the north and middle aisles and after a dispute was reserved for the exclusive use of members in 1781.
 However, following the loss of the corporation in 1792 the Mayor’s seat was locked and the corporation seats were sold. Pews were rationed to six 5s. seats per person, sub-letting was forbidden and although pews were held for life all seats were to be surveyed every seven years.

Parish life: 19th century

In 1815 the resident incumbent preached twice on Sundays, celebrated communion monthly and on feastdays and held prayer services at least three days a week without the help of a curate. The parish population was over 5,100 and the church was said to accommodate nearly 4,000.
 That is contradicted by a note that there were 267 seats each with three to nine sittings. Some schools held pews in the early 19th century including the charity boys.
 Nearly £30 was spent on communion wine in 1818.
 By 1827 the church was served by a curate in the absence of the pluralist vicar but the number of services was maintained.
 The clerk received £20 a year and was paid extra for communion bread, cleaning the linen and publishing the notices. The sexton had £10 a year and his house by the churchyard. Both offices were sometimes held by women.

 In 1811 improvements to the surroundings of the church included demolition of the old sexton’s house north of the tower reserving part of the site for a fire engine house.
 A replacement house was used by the sexton until c. 1860 when it was sold to help pay the parish’s share of the cost of the new workhouse.
 A bell cast in 1816 by the Whitechapel bell foundry had not been paid for in 1820 when the churchwardens refused to pay a bill incurred by their predecessors.
 In 1823 the yellow colourwash inside the church was removed and the church and its chandeliers were cleaned. A bell was rung morning and evening and the clock and chimes were maintained for seven guineas a year in 1825, increased to ten by 1858.
 In the 1820s the tower and pinnacles were repaired with ironwork from the Tangier foundry. In 1825—6 the old Crown and Hammet galleries were taken down as were the various school seats and the vestry in the south porch. In 1828 the old Crown gallery front was used to build a new gallery to the organ loft over the west door openings on the tower stair and the organ was repaired and gilded for over £300.
 An undated illustration before the changes of the 1820s shows the nave full of box pews dominated by the pulpit, large galleries except to the south and a barely visible chancel behind a gallery with the royal arms and topped by commandment boards.
 A drawing of 1829 shows the nave still with box pews but without side galleries and the west end dominated by the organ.
 In the early 1830s there were 768 seats, presumably before the new galleries were completed.
 However, on 11 September 1836 996 people attended one Sunday service.

Richard Carver found that repairs costing £887 were urgently needed in 1837 and further money was needed to repair the ornament of the nave roof, where a spandrel is dated 1839. The chancel roof was provided with parapets and pinnacles to match the nave.
 Three new bells and nave windows had been installed by 1840 but the chancel was in a poor state and there was no heating.
 However, 1,112 new seats were provided in open pews half of them free and in 1842 a further 450 sittings were added, all free.
 Work was still under way in 1843 and further bells were recast.


The Revd James Cottle, vicar 1840—9, inspired much of the work on the church and wanted to increase charitable and spiritual work in the parish deploring the lack of answering  by the congregation, low numbers at Sunday school and the ‘owning’ of seats. Although he favoured a Gothic-style church and encouraged an interest in the history of the building he was against the Oxford movement and admired George Newton and wanted to revive lectures. He also wanted outreach amongst the poor including cottage lectures for those in the back courts.
  He employed Benjamin Ferrey who introduced stained glass as only fragments of ancient glass remained, restored old seats and removed the ‘irregular pewing and incongruous west gallery’. The richly carved mid 18th-century pulpit and the font were replaced in 1843, the medieval font being given to Bishops Hull church and the pulpit to Bradford on Tone.
 The restoration was criticised later but a marble tablet was set up in 1851 to commemorate it and Cottle produced a lavishly illustrated book.
 Cottle survived a scandal involving a prostitute in 1846 when a commission of enquiry found no case.
 His successor had a curate and they held three Sunday services and monthly communion. The Easter communion was attended by the assize judges. In 1850 baptisms were held on Thursday afternoons.
 In 1851 there were 848 proprietary seats and 623 free ones. Attendance in the morning was 1,000 and 205 Sunday scholars, in the afternoon 500 and 217 Sunday scholars and in the evening 1,450.
 By 1852 the church had 12 surplices indicating a choir and in 1853 the organ gallery was finally paid for.
 The vicar Henry Parr bought several seats to free them but the church continued to draw revenue from selling sittings including over £23 from boarding schools. As late as 1894 the vestry was arguing as to whether or not all seats should be free.

Plans to repair or rebuild the tower were made by architects including Gilbert Scot, Benjamin Ferrey, Charles Giles, and Richard Carver.
 In 1858 it was decided to take it down and build a facsimile by Henry Davis under the direction of Ferrey and Scott and a temporary belfry was erected over the south porch.
 The work took several years, cost over £6,000 including the recasting of at least two bells, and was completed with an inauguration ceremony in September 1862.

From 1859 the parish received a grant for a second curate and by 1864 there three Sunday services, one with communion, and a service every weekday. 
 By 1885 the choir was fully surpliced and the boys were paid but successive choirmasters often found themselves paying choir expenses including music themselves. Funds were found to pay for six choirboys to attend Huish’s school in 1889 and it was agreed that up to 12 choirboys would be educated annually.
 In 1870 there were at least three sermons on Sundays, weekly communion and baptisms and both vicar and curate were resident. There were three elected churchwardens, two for the people and one for the vicar, a practice continued to the 21st century, and no rate. 
 By 1872 the vicar had set up a parochial church council with 15 members but it does not appear to have been a success. There were four Sunday services comprising, two communion celebrations each Sunday, choral twice a month, two other services, and at least one daily service. Easter communicants had risen from 301 in 1870 to 390 in 1872 when two jewelled chalices and patens were given to the church by John Marshall of Belmont, Trull.
 Offertory income was c. £600 of which £125 was spent on curates, c. £80 on organist, blower and choir, and c. £57 on the clerk and two sextons.


In 1862 the parish built a new vestry hall in Paul Street adapting an existing building behind a new heavily quoined and keystoned façade with double doors and central window all under a triangular pediment.
 The church bought 30 gas burners for the church the same year
 and in 1867 installed a new pulpit, replacing Ferrey’s 1843 pulpit, now at the Temple Methodist church.
 From 1869—71 the chancel was virtually rebuilt with a raised floor and furnished with a new altar, reredos, chancel screen with gates, and windows. A new vestry was built on its north side, rebuilt c. 1909. The old screen with other woodwork was sold.
 Roof repairs and bell-hanging was needed by 1872 and a new heating system was installed in 1873.
 The chancel redecoration by Clayton and Bell cost £747 in 1877—8.
 In 1882 a new Henry Willis organ with 1800 pipes was installed at a cost of £1,290 including installation.
 Further work in the 1880s included an oak screen at the west entrance and more stained glass. The old tower screen was used in the National school to divide the girl’s schoolroom in 1891.
 Although the church raised subscriptions for special expenses it appears that the churchwardens were taking money from special collections to meet debts despite the vicar’s objections in 1883.
 

In 1875 the church clock played four tunes on different days, surprisingly not hymns but including Handel’s Hanover on Sundays.
 In 1885 six new bells were made by Taylor’s increasing the peal from eight to 14, raised to 15 by 1969. Only 12 can be swung the others are fixed for chiming only, by 1999 with a computer controlled carillon. The church also had a large set of handbells.
 In 1891 the borough agreed to pay £10 a year towards maintaining the clock and chimes, then recently replaced.
 They were not appreciated by everyone and in 1895 the Castle Hotel wanted the clock to stop ringing between 11 pm and 6 am so as not to disturb distinguished guests!
 

Debts continued to accumulate as expenditure exceeded income in the 1890s, despite there being four Sunday services, 756 confirmed members of the communicants union and over 1,000 enrolled in the Band of Hope.
 The parish maintained almsgiving, cottage lectures and its district visiting society with at least 26 women vis[tors. Subscribers added to c. £80 paid to the vicar for the poor by the churchwardens annually.
 The society dwindled and by 1927 could raise few funds.

Parish life: 20th century

In the 1900s there were five Sunday services, a monthly children’s service and two services each weekday at the church and even without the galleries the church held 1,200. 
 In the 19th and early 20th centuries the resident vicar was assisted by two curates.
 Claud Corfield, vicar 1911—26, lived at Wilton and employed three curates but thereafter there were only two.
 The three warden’s staves and prayerbooks were no longer in use by 1911 when they were given to the archaeological society. The church continued to employ an organist, with organ blower until 1930, and a verger to replace the sextons, the last of whom died in 1900.
 Before the First World War the church was very active with Sunday schools, bible classes, band of hope, scouts, mothers union and meeting and girls’ club and a church hall in the former post office. There were 688 Easter communicants in 1912 rising to 860 in 1914.
 The St Andrew’s chapel with its memorials to George Newton, Joseph Alleine and Emmanuel Sharpe, was restored in Perpendicular style by F.W. Roberts in 1913 in memory of Archdeacon Askwith.
 Also in 1913 the parochial church council was revived mainly to deal with finances.
 

At the outbreak of war 270 parishioners joined the services including 56 boys from the Sunday school and c. 1000 soldiers arrived in the town of whom c. 400 attended St Mary’s.
 Daily services increased to three, besides five on Sundays, and a lay reader assisted the clergy.
 The losses in the First World War and the connection with the Somerset Light Infantry, whose colours were laid up in the church, resulted in many memorials being installed in the church including several glass windows  and the war memorial in the churchyard designed by Bligh Bond and dedicated 12 September 1920.
 The connection with the military continued and in 1923 of 119 young people confirmed, 21 were soldiers from the barracks.
 There were then 1,378 on the church roll. In the 1920s the church operated its mission off the Crescent and another in the former temperance hall as well as maintaining the church room in Church Square and the vestry hall in Paul Street.
 Easter and Christmas communions averaged over 400 throughout the middle of the century but with four Sunday services regular Sunday communion became important with total annual communions rising to nearly 5,000 by the 1950s.
 


In 1931 the vestry hall in Paul Street was sold and a new hall named after Revd Charles Corfield was built in 1934—5 to the designs of H.W.S. Stonor, with stage, dressing rooms and balcony.
 In 1940 it became a social centre for the forces and was later used as a Sunday school and for lectures, concerts and plays. By the late 20th century maintenance was a liability and it was sold c. 1986 for retail use but the church hall opposite was retained.


At the start of the Second World War a military service was held every Sunday and open air services on summer evenings. In 1942 a united service was held and at Easter 1945 there were six communion services. As well as three wardens there were 28 sidesmen.
 On 8 May 1945 a thanksgiving service was held from 6.30 until after midnight and the tower was floodlit. The later service was so popular it was repeated the following night and on the Sunday after. The traditional assize service continued to be held.


In 1954 a dispute between the parish and the vicar over finances came to a head with a special meeting with the archdeacon. The vicar had taken over control of all the finances at the beginning of the war and would not relinquish control to the new finance committee and regarded the church charities, the Corfield Hall and the rent of the former school buildings as his business. It was decided that in future all funds should be accounted for to the parochial church council and by the 1960s the council was meeting five times a year.
 By 1954 the pattern of services was three or four on Sunday two with communion and a service of either communion or evensong every weekday. That remained the pattern for the rest of the century except for the reduction in evensong services, which were held fortnightly from the 1980s, when services were also held at Higher Holway Community Centre. The mixed gowned choir gave Good Friday sacred concerts in the late 20th century.
 The fund to educate boys from the choir was replaced by a general charity for the choir’s educational activities in 1996. The choir consisted of adults and 24 choristers of both sexes in the 2010s.

In the 1980s there were concerns that 294 of the 416 people on the electoral roll were from outside the parish. The use of a nave altar was controversial as were the many other changes to the church in the late 1980s and early 1990s to provide toilets, glass doors engraved with trumpeting angels at the west entrance, lower the bells to avoid damage to the tower and install a shop. National controversy was stirred over the building of a servery in the church and the addition of the Magdalene Centre north of the chancel.
 By the 1990s Christmas communicants at c. 400 exceeded the c. 300 Easter communicants.
 
In 2008 the vicar was assisted by a curate and a reader.
 The bells and carillon were recast in 2016 as part of a major church restoration
 and the church tower has been home to peregrine falcons since 2017.
 In 2019 the church had 370 people on the electoral roll, accommodated 800 and was a regular concert venue as well as holding three or four Sunday and two weekday services, most with communion, mother and toddler groups and social events for the elderly. It continued to be the civic church on occasions such as Remembrance Sunday.

Parish life: Victoria Mission Room

Cottage lectures were held in poor areas and the need for a poor mission was felt by 1871 but a scheme to use the former Catholic church in the Crescent as a chapel of ease with rooms behind for bible classes over a carpentry workshop for orphaned boys failed.
  In 1886 the Victoria Mission Room, an iron building, was erected in St Georges Place off  the Crescent. A regular evening service was held and in 1888 brief open-air services were held in the High Street back courts beforehand.

In 1902 there was an afternoon Sunday school and evening services every Sunday and Thursday.
 In 1912 87 children and teachers from the Sunday school went to the seaside and the hall was full for services including harvest festival.
 By the 1920s it was in debt but in 1928 a curate assisted by lay people served the hall. In 1930 only bible classes were held there and it was last recorded in 1931. It was cleared with the surrounding houses and courts.

Church and churchyard
The church of St Mary Magdalene is reputedly one of only five double-aisled churches in Britain and comprises a four-bay chancel with side chapels and north vestries and offices, a nave with double aisles, north door and south porch, and a 163-ft (50m.) west tower. Although the double aisles each have six-bay arcades, five-light end windows and five three-light side windows they are of different dates and those on the south are slightly longer at the west end. The oldest is the inner north arcade, dating from the late 13th-century and the oldest visible fabric in the church, which is otherwise Perpendicular, either original or Victorian. The two-storey south porch is dated 1508 although its figures like most of those inside and outside the church are Victorian including St Mary Magdalene in the nave (1871) in a medieval niche. In 1869—70 the chancel was altered by G. E. Street who designed a new reredos and provided with new windows filled with glass by Clayton and Bell in 1887. The north-east chapel, occupied by the organ was extended north in 1912 and the 1992 Magdalene Centre replaced the Victorian vestries and linking cloister north of the chancel.

The tower is an exact replica of the late-medieval original of red sandstone with Ham stone dressings. The west entrance is sited under a very large five-light window and above that are three tiers of paired three-light windows on each face separated by friezes and with crocketed gables and pinnacles. The top level, the original belfry, is the tallest and above it are high battlements with very tall corner pinnacles. The tower’s double corner buttresses also end in pinnacles. There are several statue niches at lower levels and the damaged carving of Mary Magdalene in the west door spandrel is presumably original, preserved at rebuilding but the other spandrel formerly had a carving of St Gregory’s mass.

Apart from the tower rebuild in 1858—82, the church was heavily restored in the 1840s and 1860s—80s.
 Further restoration was carried out in the 1950s, 1960s, 1990s, 2000s and 2010s especially to the Ham and Doulting stone, which had suffered environmental damage.
 Few early fixtures survive although there are fragments of medieval glass, a Royal Arms of 1637 and several monuments notably the figure of Robert Gray (d. 1638) and the memorial to Richard Huish (d. 1576) both almshouse founders, the remains of Thomas More’s tomb (d. 1576) and the memorial to Lieut John Bliss (d. 1828) with his sinking ship. Some of the roof timbering, especially in the south aisle, is original but most of the exuberant tie-beam nave roof with its supporting angels has been restored. The font, with its elaborate cover in the form of a tall spite, the tower screen (1843) and the pulpit (1867) are by Benjamin Ferrey. Most of the stained glass dates from the 1840s (Wailes), 1860s (Gibbs), 1880s (Clayton and Bell) and 1912 (Moore).


The churchyard originally covered a much larger area including the present Church Square and Magdalene Street and extended eastward to the town ditch before being gradually encroached upon.
 Possibly before burials took place at St Mary’s the land was part of the glebe, which may explain the vicar’s gate in 1555 near the East gate.
 In the medieval and early modern periods there were many houses in the churchyard, often chantry property but also two sets of almshouses Almost certainly they were on the lanes, which had encroached on the space around the church.
 The churchyard was only enclosed c. 1700 and in the early 18th century the burgages on the north of East Street were said to be bounded on the north by the churchyard.
 A new gate was provided in 1738 and the gravel and pitching, presumably of the paths, was carried out in 1748.
 A large architectural painting of the church from the south-east in the mid 18th century shows the church with two-light clerestory windows in the chancel, later replaced by the present three-light windows and without chancel parapets, added in the 19th century. It depicts many fine chest tombs in the churchyard one of which supports the artist’s paper.
  


Until the early 19th century the church opened straight from the street the boundary walls abutting on the tower but as part of churchyard improvements between 1804 and 1811 the west boundary was pushed forward to create a forecourt.
 In the 1820s and 1830s it was said that old burials were removed to make way for new and the human remains scattered on the new coffin.
 Under pressure from the Local Board of Health the churchyard closed and a new cemetery shared with Bishops Hull opened on Wellington Road in 1854.
 In 1863 part of the southern churchyard was lost when Black Boy Lane was widened to create Magdalene Street.
 By that date the churchyard was crowded with headstones and chest tombs, several of them substantially railed. They cleared shortly afterwards and to lower the churchyard cartloads of human remains were said to have been spread on field around the town.
 Since 1974 the churchyard has been maintained by the local council.
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