ST JAMES

The church lay outside the borough and was therefore often known as St James by Taunton or before the Dissolution ‘by the canons gate’ before the Dissolution.
 It was first mentioned by name in 1174 and 12th-century fabric has been found.
 Much of the northern part of the parish was lost to the new St Andrew’s parish in 1879. Subsequent boundary changes in the 1930s giving St Andrew’s all land north of the railway including the remaining farmland in St James’ parish in return for the poor Whitehall area to the south was unpopular especially as there were plans to build a mission church in north-east Taunton and the vicar and officers felt they had been left with the poorer parts of the parish reducing their income.
 In 1952 part of Staplegrove was transferred to Taunton St James parish.
 The incumbency was a perpetual curacy, a vicarage from 1969, and remains a sole benefice.

Origins and endowment

The church was presumably one of those given to Taunton priory before 1161 and was confirmed as exempt from episcopal jurisdiction in 1174.
 It was assessed as part of St Mary’s in 1291
 and in 1536 it was valued with Staplegrove the tithes and offerings of both churches being worth over £14.
 The church was dependent on the priory and there was no endowment so that after the Dissolution the lay farmers paid the curate and were presumably responsible for the building. There was no priest’s house.
 The rectory of St James, grain and wool tithes and offerings only, was let by the Crown in leases in reversion for 21 years in 1540, 1555, 1568, 1581, 1584 and 1585 for up to £12 6s. 8d., including the tithe of wool and lambs to a clothier. The last reversionary leases had a higher rent as the Crown undertook to pay a £5 6s. 8d. stipend but never took effect.
 Wealthy lessee Robert Hill left the church to his wife Eleanor in 1581 for the remainder of his term.
 In 1600 the church, except the advowson, was sold with a great deal of other monastic property to Peter Page and Henry Best, to be held of the manor of East Greenwich reserving to the leaseholders their terms but paying only £2 13s. 4d. to the minister. The purchasers presumably then sold to the tenants.
 

Jane, daughter and heir to Robert Hill and a Catholic married Thomas Brereton (d. 1602) and c. 1602—3 Sir William Courtney. Her son Thomas Brereton, M.P. for Taunton, settled his estate on his wife Elizabeth Anketil for life. They had no children and Thomas (d. 1632) made his nephew Sir Francis Anketil his heir.
  Francis (d. 1635) predeceased Elizabeth Brereton.
 His son Brereton (o.s.p. 1661) left his estates including the St James’ parsonage to his kinsman Francis Anketil charged with his legacies and debts.
 By 1767 the rectory belonged to John Periam (d. 1775).
 It passed to his great-nephew John Lethbridge (d. 1815) who was succeeded by his son Sir Thomas Lethbridge.
 The tithes were commuted in 1839 for £420 payable to the Lethbridge family, which retained them until Sir Wroth Periam Lethbridge sold the rent charge, then reduced to £368, to the Revd William Buttle of Downing College, Cambridge from whom they passed to the trustees of Queen Anne Bounty.


Church lands at Grasscroft, across the river, Ladymead by the road to Cheddon and in Staplegrove and Kingston belonged to the parish and were used to pay the parish clerk and maintain the church or the poor.
 By the 1890s the rents were given to the women visitors for distribution to the poor.
 Some land was sold in the 1930s but one field was retained. The charity was wound up in 2000 although land in Kingston was only sold in 2009.
  


During the Interregnum allowances were made to the minister but they were not always paid. A petition for an additional £50 in 1655 does not seem to have been successful.
 However, in 1721 the perpetual curacy was endowed with £400 from Queen Anne’s Bounty and Lady Moger.
 Further grants totalling £800 were made through Queen Anne’s Bounty in the early 19th century followed by Parliamentary grants totalling £1,700 between 1812 and 1825.
 The average net income of the living was £220 by the 1830s.
 It was worth £775 by 1959.


For much of the 18th century the church house adjoining the church was used as a clergy house and £17 was spent on it in 1719—20, however by 1791 it was let out and the rent used to maintain the minister, who found his own house in 1815.
 By 1827 the incumbent had been given a house by Sir Thomas Lethbridge.
 That house was opposite the church, later a collar factory, with a garden reaching back to Middle Street with a coachhouse built in 1881.
 It was replaced a few years later by St James’ house to the west, a tall four-bay, two-storey house with lower side additions, since demolished.
 A new nine-bedroomed vicarage in a large garden on the corner of Elm Grove and Staplegrove Road was designed by Charles Sansom of Taunton for the Revd Godfrey Kingdon and completed in 1893.
 By the early 20th century it was too large and was sold and a block of flats built on the garden. In 1936 the Governors of Queen Anne’s Bounty bought Priory Villa, later Lodge, Priory Avenue, which was the vicarage until sold in 1982 when the vicar moved to Richmond Road.

Advowson

The priory appointed chaplains until the Dissolution when the advowson passed to the Crown, which retained it although the church was farmed out.
 However, in the 18th century the advowson was acquired by the lay rectors.
 In 1840 Sir Thomas Lethbridge sold it to John Fry Reeves, presumably in trust for the Revd James Cottle who sold one presentation that year for £2,000 to restore St Mary’s church and was succeeded by his widow.
 By 1883 the advowson had been acquired by Simeon’s Trustees who have held it ever since.

Parish life: The Middle Ages and 16th century      

In 1308 the prior was required to find a secular priest to serve St James and also Staplegrove but if the priest needed assistance a canon could be sent to help with the saying of mass in the church.
 William atte Halle the chaplain, who also looked after Staplegrove, complained in 1353 that he did not get the customary bread and beer from the priory which was his due.
 This provision for the priest at St James’ was made until the Dissolution and was said to comprise eight loaves a week delivered on Tuesdays and Fridays and seven gallons of convent ale in addition to his stipend of £2 13s. 4d. He might also eat in the priory whenever he wished. That was said to have led early 16th-century curates to sell their bread and beer.

The parishioners of St James with those of neighbouring churches complained that service of the church was neglected and in 1415 an arbitration required the priory to provide a secular chaplain to celebrate mass and the sacraments and if they could find none their canons should serve the churches.
 It was presumably the priory that gave the church its magnificent octagonal font carved with St Augustine, two canons of the Augustinian order and several saints.
 It was variously said to have been restored or destroyed by an unnamed Italian artist in the 19th century.
 It was given a new cover in 1978.

By 1363 the fraternity or chantry of St Mary had been established in the church with its own chaplain and by the 1450s it had been given property in North Town and later in Bathpool, West Monkton.
 In 1447 and 1450 there were three anniversary chaplains besides the parish chaplain.
 In 1466 Richard Warman left property in North Town to provide a distribution of 6s. 8d. to clergy and the poor on the occasion of his anniversary service in St James’ church and 3s. a year to its chaplain.
 Similar provision was made in the 1470s for anniversary services for John Waleys and Nicholas Maunce and his wife Agnes.
 In 1497 Richard Adam left the same fraternity £6 6s. 8d., his largest bequest. In 1499 William Dawstowe left a green gown to St Mary’s service and one of tawny to the high altar.
 In 1502 Richard Adams gave lockram and velvet to make another cloth for Our Lady’s service and John Netheway left money to be made a brother.
 Simon Fisher in 1505 provided for five tapers to burn before the image of St Katherine.

In 1530 the church was in the care of a curate and there were two stipendiary, probably anniversary priests, one of whom was better paid that the curate.
 In 1527 John Rayny endowed a mass for his family.
 In 1533 John Hill gave generous gifts to the services of St Mary and St Katherine including plate to provide for a 20-year anniversary for which the wardens of Our Lady’s service were to be responsible.
 William Badcock curate in 1536 was paid £6 13s. 4d. but after the Dissolution one of the canons Thomas Dale became curate with a stipend augmented by his pension to £8 8s.
 Church life for a while continued as before although people chose to be buried in St James’ church rather than at the priory.
 In 1538 Joan Taylor provided for an anniversary priest for a year for herself and her friends and also gave money to the services of St Mary and St Katherine and to the high cross as did two other testators that year one of whom gave 4d. to maintain a torch before the sacrament.
 Clergyman John Lane left 15s. to the two services in 1540.
 Among other bequests to the church in 1543 Richard Chaplin or Chapling gave unspecified land to St Katherine and desired to be buried in the aisle of St Nicholas, possibly the north aisle.
 In 1545 Henry Hill asked to be buried in the churchyard, Robert Hill wanted to be buried in the Lady chapel and Roger Hill left money to the services of St Mary and St Katherine in St James and to lights.
 In 1547 the church had a procession at Candlemas [2 Feb.].

At the suppression of St Katherine’s chantry it had a tenement in High Street.
 St Mary’s service owned 18 burgages, the clerk’s house and at least 17 a.
 In 1549 it was said that Our Lady service had land at Grasscroft and in Staplegrove and that the churchwardens had land and a tenement of St James’ fraternity, possibly St Katherine’s, which the tenants had concealed.
 Some former chantry lands were let by the Crown in later 16th century and in 1602 16 burgages, presumably those in North Town, and 2 a. of land formerly belonging to the services and lights of the church were unsold.
 The Crown let in reversion for 36 years more than 20 dwellings, former chantry property, from 1783 on condition the tenant spent £200 on repairs within two years.
 Some former fraternity property may have been later held by the church which sold two houses in North Town in which it had housed paupers c. 1836 and Grasscroft appears to have been acquired for charity.

In 1539 the churchwardens were renting a tenement probably the church house and priest’s chambers recorded in the early 17th century. By then it was probably used to house the poor, the church ales having been given up under justice’s orders in the 1590s. The parish pots were lent to the poor to prepare dyestuffs before being sold or added to the bellmetal for casting two bells in 1626 by Thomas Purdue still in the tower.
 The building was repaired for use as a clergy house in the early 18th century and from 1745 to 1757 the parish paid high rent.
 The house was not used by clergy after 1791 and by the 1820s was in danger of falling down and appears to have been demolished to enlarge the churchyard. The site was used in the 1840s to provide a playground for St James’ school.

Thomas Dale’s successors as curate, lacking the benefit of his pension and with no compensation for loss of board, received only the ancient stipend of £2 13s. 4d. paid by the lay farmer Robert Hill, although in the 1530s the stipend was £6 13s. 4d. One curate refused to serve. In 1573 the parishioners considered that given the size of the parish, over 700 communicants according to the Easter book, the curate should get at least £12. William Sellwood the curate was then 70 and had served for 25 years.
 It is hardly surprising that the church was neglected. In 1588 Eleanor Hill as farmer of the church had failed to provide a preacher and in 1591 the unlicensed curate refused to baptise a child and lent money at interest although it was the borrower who was punished. The churchwardens were admonished for not fining those who did not come to church.

Parish Life: 17th century   

The lay rectors continued to pay only £2 13s. 4d. when they could find a curate. The parish clerks from 1579 and 1629, the Mico family, were better off having £1 6s. 8d. and 3d. from each household.
 In 1606 the curate also served at St Mary’s and had no licence. He continued to serve both churches in 1620. There were many parishioners who failed to attend church and others who stood excommunicated.
 In a pew dispute in 1607—8 it was stated that a parishioner absent from church 366 days lost his seat. It was also claimed that c. 1602—3 the curate had married the Catholic couple Sir William Courtney and Jane Brereton in her house, presumably Yarde, but according to the Book of Common Prayer.
 Apart from some possible marriage entries found at Halse the parish registers are missing before 1610 and for most of the 17th century were badly kept.

The church had a bell ‘Come when I call’ cast in 1610 and two cast in 1626.
 The churchwardens were accused of selling parish property at a loss and taking the parish documents home. Parish records used to be kept in a small chest with several locks inside a larger locked chest but in 1629 were in a locked cupboard under the communion table. The church lands to support the clerk and the parish property were worth £14 a year and yet the clerk had not been paid.
 In 1630 the church was without a minister and at least 31 people were excommunicate but the pulpit is dated 1633.
 In 1636 the minister was disturbed by a butcher chasing a sheep round the church during a weekday service and the church roof and seats needed repairs.
 However, the church may have added to its plate having a chalice of 1639 in addition to its 1574 cup.

During the Interregnum John Glanville served St James and was awarded a grant of £20, increased to £24 but he had to petition in 1654 and 1657 for arrears of £101 and the old reserved stipend of £2 13s. 4d.
 Not all his congregation approved of him one woman was heard to say he was a ‘deluding person’ and that she had been sent to witness against his ‘unrighteous deeds’.
 He was ejected in 1662 and became a nonconformist preacher until his death in 1691.
 Several members of the Musgrave family who later became Presbyterians probably also preached at St James. John Musgrove married Susanna, daughter of George Newton of St Mary’s.
 In the 1660s several parishioners were accused of making clandestine marriages possibly for religious reasons

By the later 17th century the parish possessed considerable property including houses, presumably by gift, which brought in over £11 towards the upkeep of the church as did tolling for the dead and burials. It is not clear if the thatched parish house recorded was the church house or simply a house belonging to the parish, one of which was converted to shops before 1714.
 A new parish chest for church documents was acquired in 1697.
 In 1672—3 money was spent ringing for the king’s birthday and coronation day, 5 November and for Queen Elizabeth’s day. Alms were given to over 100 travellers, half seamen, and the salaried clerk and sexton received £5 6s. 8d. and £1 a year. In 1745 the clerk’s widow took over his role for £4 8.s a year and washed the surplice.

Parish Life: The 18th century

In the 1700s military victories were celebrated with bellringing as were 29 May and Queen Anne’s birthday and tower repair cost c.£50.
 The church took over £57 in church rates and rents for 98 seats besides its property rents, which paid for repairs. A distress was taken for rent of parish houses in 1718. The church had a screen and side screens in 1714 and a vestry for which a new floor, door and window were made. Beautifying the front of the church in 1718—19 cost £7 7s. and £4 was spent on salvers. Work on the bells in 1718—19 cost over £27 and nearly £17 in 1721—2 when Edward Wroth recast a bell.
 Another was cast by Thomas Bilbie at Cullompton in 1749.
  Boards detailing the parish charities were painted in 1728 and there was a pillared Mayoral seat in the church in 1730.
 

George Attwood (1714—d. 1752), a graduate, was resident curate in the early 18th century and was the first to receive a reasonable stipend following the 1721 augmentation of the living.
 He held a prebend from 1721 and from 1726 was also archdeacon of Taunton.
 The church almsdishes date from his incumbency and were given in 1721 and 1737 by members of the Odell family.
 Attwood’s successors John Hurley the elder and Lawrence Heard Luxton were pluralists but appear to have had assistant curates. Hurley was also master of the grammar school and chaplain of the gaol.

New gates of brick and Bath stone were built in 1759, in 1772 a large sum was spent repairing the pews and in 1779 the vestry approved repairs to the church and tower presumably including the provision of a singing gallery for which £20 remained owing in 1781.
  Over £71 was spent on pews in 1795.
 The parish vestry elected sextons and in 1799 the widow of the previous sexton was elected. In 1805 there were three candidates and 46 men and women voted. One of the sexton’s duties was to toll for funerals up to 1¾  hours at intervals.
 

19th century

The church was short of accommodation by 1807 when additional seats were placed in the north aisle, limits were placed on the number of seats a family might hold and non-parishioners lost their seats and were repaid the fees. Shortage of seats was regularly discussed by the vestry and new pews were added in 1813 to accommodate a ladies boarding school by moving the font and converting the ‘christening pew’.
 In 1812 the vestry decided to remove the chancel screen,
 put an iron bar through the north and south walls presumably to tie them together, and alter the singing gallery, as the church had been given a Broadwood organ by Frederick Corfield who also paid for repairs to the church and communion table. Previously music had been provided by a cello. The parish agreed to raise £15 to employ an organist and a blower but in 1819 paid the organist £20.
 Burials still took place in the churchyard but there were problems with a partly open boundary and the parish owned houses and shops in the churchyard.
 In 1816 it was decided to build a high wall between a neighbouring property and the churchyard. The surviving gates and railings date from about this period.
 In 1826 the vestry wanted to enlarge the church and increase seating by moving the west door back and rebuilding the south aisle but the depressed state of manufacture and increasing number of paupers limited available funds. 
 The alterations to the west end were made and an organ loft was added, which was extended in 1850.
 


Early 19th century ministers were not resident and were usually pluralists.  They also served for shorter periods than the 18th-century curates, four for less than five years.
 In 1815 Laurence Heard Luxton only did occasional duty as he lived at Ash Priors one of his many livings.
 His curate had to find his own house and was paid £30, fees and offerings by the parishioners but since 1812 they had had two Sunday services thanks to the gift of £800 for a second service by Frederick Corfield. Previously they had one alternately morning and afternoon, which must have been a factor in the shortage of seats.
 Henry Gale was resident but paid £60 to an assistant curate and in 1827 the two Sunday services were maintained together with a Wednesday evening service.
 On 11 September 1836 643 people attended one service.


In 1836 the vestry sold property partly to pay its contribution to the union workhouse and partly to raise money for work on the church and by the 1840s only two small plots of parish land remained.
 In 1842 Quaker parishioners agreed to help the parish pay its legal costs provided that did not set a precedent as they normally refused to pay church rates.
 In 1837 a grant of £400 was obtained towards the work, which aimed to increase sittings, said to be only 250, to 800 of which 700 would be free.
 That was achieved in 1838 largely by adding a larger south aisle and north and south galleries.
 

By 1840 the church had a vestry chaired by the now resident minister. Holy communion was celebrated 12 times a year, there were three Sunday sermons and morning and afternoon services with singing. By 1843 there were two assistant curates and the parish clerk, with a salary of £17 10s a year, had a deputy indicating a large congregation. The church had a fund of £40 a year for repairs.
 In 1846 the churchyard was extended northward and in 1849 several cholera victims were buried there at the expense of St Mary’s in whose parish the workhouse lay.
 In 1851 over half the 1,308 seats were free and only £10 came from pew rents. On Census Sunday 503 people and 83 Sunday school children attended morning service, 325 and 85 scholars in the afternoon and 756 people came in the evening.
 In 1862 the present organ was installed, rebuilt in 1903 and 1965.
 In 1864 there were three Sunday services and a service every Wednesday evening.

By the 1860s the tower had been moving and up to three tons of stone was said to have fallen. A dispute followed as to whether the tower should be repaired or rebuilt and a buttress was built in 1867. The vestry decided that architect Benjamin Ferrey should rebuild the tower although he had favoured repair. In 1869 after two years delay for objections a faculty was granted.
 The tower was rebuilt but unlike St Mary’s it was not an exact replica, being built mainly of sandstone with a taller stair turret and the statues were not put back. It was completed in 1875 and a sixth bell cast in 1874 by Llewellin and James of Liverpool was added to the peal.
 An apprentice saddler William Weston made a leather model of the old tower.
 One of the strongest objectors had been historian Thomas Hugo who gave the church a 1617 chalice, believed to be Flemish.

By 1870 Holy Communion was celebrated monthly and on feast days, baptisms were held on Sunday afternoons and the minister was assisted by a curate to provide three Sunday sermons.
 In 1872 there were 99 Easter communicants.
 By 1876 there were 15 communions a year, three Sunday services, one Wednesday evening service and both incumbent and assistant curate were resident.
 Concern was expressed in 1878 that the plain evangelical nature of the services was driving parishioners to St Mary’s and St John’s in Bishops Hull. The Sunday school was described as poor and parishioners were not visited.
 By 1882 church collections were used to pay a curate and communion was celebrated fortnightly but there were only 57 Easter communicants. Up to 28 women worked as parish visitors to the poor until the 1890s or later, allowed money to provide necessities.
 Complaints about ‘destitute’ services continued and some wanted the galleries removed.
 In 1884 the galleries and the external access stair on the west and north were removed and the chancel and its north vestry were demolished. A new larger chancel was built with sanctuary, north and south aisle extensions and new north vestry.
 A planned vestry hall in the church yard was not built.

In 1886 five electric arc lights were rented and installed as the church was spending nearly £40 on gas and candles. There was a paid choir in the late 19th century and the organist received £40 a year, except when the post was filled by a woman who only got £15. The parish paid for an assistant curate, having lost a grant of his stipend in 1894, but there were only two Sunday services by the 1890s. Many pews were still rented out at a guinea a year.
 In 1897 two bells by Mears and Steinbank were added to the peal for the Royal Jubilee.
 

Mission rooms

St James’ Mission Room in Registry Place, later Lower Middle Street, north of the North Street Congregational Sunday school in a former organ workshop, was recorded in 1893 when it was used for meetings and a service on Monday evenings. It was also used for the morning and afternoon infant Sunday school.
 In 1902 meetings and adult bible classes were held there but it was not recorded again. St James’ also had the East Reach Mission or St James Hall at the far end of the road on the south side. In 1902 there was a service every Sunday evening and mothers’ meetings on Monday afternoons. It continued in use until 1957 or later.
 It was demolished for road widening. The St James Reading Room recorded in 1894 was probably the house bought in 1933 and later demolished to provide better access to the church from St James St.

Parish life: The 20th and early 21st centuries
In 1900 a new vicar increased the Sunday services to three and added a fourth fortnightly and celebrated communion weekly.
 An additional monthly communion service was held at 7 a.m. from 1901 but most people only took communion once a month for most of the 20th century and the plain evangelical tradition was maintained.
 A watchnight service was held at New Year and there were 230 Easter communicants in 1901. In 1902 the vicar was assisted by a curate and there were four Sunday services, an evening mission service and one weekday service at the church. 
 In 1905 there was a ladies choir.
 In 1908 an additional expense was paying for watching the church in the cricket season, as the ground adjoined the churchyard.
 In 1914 restoration of the church was completed after 12 years.

In 1911 a parochial church council was established consisting of the clergy and church officers and others chosen by them to meet quarterly in Church House in Canon Street. Women were elected in 1919.
 The curate joined up in 1917 and in the 1920s there was difficulty obtaining a curate as the parish could not afford the salary required.
  In 1924 a north chapel was designed by W.D. Caroe as a home for the memorial to the 100 parishioners who suffered in the First World War.
 Church land was sold in 1927 to pay for tower repairs.
 There were 352 Easter communicants in 1931 and in 1939 a communion rail was given to the church.
 The war was said to have reduced congregations.
 In 1948 a second war memorial was placed in the north chapel and a window commemorated the safe return form war of the 11 nephews of John and Jessie Spiller.
 

In 1950 Gyffarde House, Priory Avenue was given to the church to house the curate.
 Some pews were removed, the memorial chapel was refurnished and stained glass was restored and new glass added in 1951—2.
 A new wooden reredos with built-in table was made by E. C. Francis of West Monkton was installed in 1963 and a tower screen in 1969.
 In 1952 there were three Sunday services, at least one celebration of communion and a children’s service. There was a Sunday school with 23 teachers, several young people’s groups and a branch of the Mother’s Union.
 The electoral roll was reduced from 684 to 357 in 1957 but the parish paid a curate, an organist and choir boys and a parish worker.
 A branch of the Church of England Men’s Society was revived in the 1950s.
 A children’s altar was set up in 1963 but was removed in 1977 as the church did not want altars ‘the idea being entirely foreign to our tradition’.
 The curate’s house was sold in 1977 as the parish could no longer support a curate.
 In 1978 a monthly family service was held and a group of lay people led house groups. The vicar served two other parishes assisted by a non-stipendiary minister, members of the Church Army and lay readers but usually chaired the church council, which had 29 members. The electoral roll had shrunk to 269 members but 450 households received the parish magazine.


In 1980 the west door under the tower replaced the south door as the main entrance and in 1982 old buildings were demolished north of the tower and a link corridor built to the former school.
 In 1983 c. 170 people attended morning service and about that half that number in the evening.
 By 1996 there were usually c. 100 communicants a week rising to 149 at Easter.
 In 2001 the church was closed for building work and services were held in the school or the church hall. The remaining pews were replaced by chairs and archaeological excavations were carried out .
 In 2008 the vicar was assisted by four readers.
 Two Sunday services were maintained in 2016 with an additional monthly communion, messy church for young children and services for teenagers. There were weekday services at four homes for the elderly. There were 198 on the electoral roll and 194 people attended church at least once a month.

Church
Archaeological investigations in 2001in the nave revealed the walls of the earlier churches on the site. A narrow 12th-century church probably lay wholly within the later nave. The much larger late-medieval church was built between the mid 15th and early 16th century and had a west tower and north aisle whose arcade replaced the 12th-century north wall.
 The larger eastern arch may indicate a side chapel, both the St Nicholas aisle and Lady chapel were recorded in the 1540s.
 The very narrow south aisle was added at an unknown date possibly in the 16th century, the style of a re-used south door, and was enlarged in 1837—8 by Richard Carver who installed a rose window over the south porch.
  The church then comprised chancel with south door, nave with aisles and large south porch, and a west tower. There were west and north covered stairs giving access to the galleries and the church was stuccoed.
 The church was mostly in perpendicular style with matching three light windows apart from the east window which was of five lights with modern stained glass.
 There were also small square windows above the nave arcades.
 In 1884—5 the church was extended to its present size by Benjamin Ferrey with a new chancel, preserving the east window, organ chamber and vestry.
 Apart from fragments of late Georgian heraldic glass in the south aisle, the stained glass windows are Victorian notably the 1860 east window by Clayton and Bell. Among the 18th and 19th-century wall memorials is a marble military monument to Colonel Lacy Yea killed at Sebastopol in 1855 and many other memorials to men who died on military service around the world from the late 18th to early 20th centuries. Many 18th-century memorials have been lost since the early 19th century.
 Several restorations have been carried out since as the stonework formerly suffered from the proximity of the power station.


Pieces of a medieval churchyard cross carved on four sides with scenes of the crucifixion and the presentation and a bishop and a male figure with a staff were sketched in the 1860s.
 It was said to have been buried in the churchyard and to be 12th century but its present whereabouts are unknown.
 By 1875 the 1846 churchyard extension, sufficient for 1,572 burials, had been used for 2,755 and it was closed.
 It was then crowded with gravestones but most have been removed and the survivors are in poor condition. A new cemetery was laid out on Staplegrove Road at Fairwater, partly in Staplegrove parish, to be shared under a burial board by the church and nonconformists with mortuary chapels, demolished in 1957, and a lodge. The lodge keeper received his house and £1 a week. It was estimated that there would be 3,645 spaces two thirds of them consecrated.
 Since 1974 the cemetery and churchyard have been maintained partly at the expense of the local council.

HOLY TRINITY

As the town grew south-eastwards and the population of St Mary’s parish was too great for one church the bishop agreed to the creation of a new parish and became its patron. In 1842 a new church was built near the hospital and union workhouse and consecrated to the Holy Trinity, the dedication of one of the medieval chapels in St Mary’s church. Holy Trinity was a perpetual curacy and its first incumbent was Frederic Jeremiah Smith (1842—58), builder of St Andrew’s, St John’s in Bishops Hull and several schools.
 The church had 900 seats, half free. It was regarded as a district church or chapel of ease to St Mary’s but in 1863 it was confirmed as a separate parish and St Mary’s was prevented from levying church rates there.
 It comprised the south-eastern area of the town and the rural part of St Mary’s parish and it was said to serve a population of 2000 in 1844 when the curacy was augmented to provide an income of £150 a year.
 The living was worth £746 by 1959 and remained a sole vicarage with the bishop as patron.
 In 1933 the area of West Monkton within the borough of Taunton was transferred to Holy Trinity but in 1962 that area of Holy Trinity south of the railway and north of Hamilton Road was taken to help form the new parish of All Saints known as Halcon until 1972.


The vicar was usually resident although found his own accommodation until the vicarage was built in 1889 on the site of the demolished Hill Place inn on the corner of Holway Lane, now South St and Union Street now Trinity Road.
 It was a large seven-bedroom house with two staircases and four attics built of light brick and slate to the design of George Strawbridge.
 It was given up before the Second World War when it suffered minor damage from enemy action before being used in 1941 by an evacuated children‘s home. It was later sold to become a care home. The vicar had moved to a house in Holway Avenue.
 

The registers date from 1842 and although there was no burial ground there were vaults under the church where burials took place between 1846 and 1930 and the interment of ashes thereafter.
 In 1846 a William Hill organ was installed, the gift of Revd Smith and it remains in the church although enlarged, altered and given a painted case in the late 1950s.
 

No figures were supplied for 1851 except for Sunday scholars of whom 700 were said to attend morning and afternoon but the parish was large enough to require a curate.
 For the rest of the century there were two Sunday services and communion was celebrated monthly and on major feast days in 1870, when there were 55 Easter communicants, a resident curate, a vestry chaired by the incumbent and a parish clerk.
 The Revd Smith’s successor William du Sautoy, 1858—87, was accused of poaching children from the British school with offers of places in the choir.
 His successor Altham Surtees Altham (ne Cook), 1887—90, was the nephew of Elizabeth Barrett Browning.

A new stone pulpit and font and a screen were installed in 1881 when the church was restored. The chancel area was raised and the church paved with encaustic tiles. The closed pews were replaced with open benches, many of which have since been removed to provide open space.
 In 1885 a school and mission room was built south  of the chancel connected to the church by a covered way.
 By 1898 there were three Sunday services, two with communion and communion was also celebrated on Tuesdays and Thursdays.
 In 1899 the workhouse children attended the Sunday school and the church twice on Sundays.
 Trinity House opposite was used as a men’s club and the church built a working men’s reading room east of the chancel in 1901.

By 1901 electricity had replaced gas lighting.
 Early 20th-century photographs show that the chancel was richly decorated with the stencilled paintwork extended to the west side of the chancel arch, probably carried out in 1892 to mark the 50th anniversary of the church but obliterated probably in the 1957 redecoration. There were also a dwarf stone screen and chancel gates given by Dr Edward Liddon.

In 1902 a curate assisted with four Sunday services including choral communion, afternoon children’s service and two or three services every weekday. From 1904 to 1939 there were two curates.
 The stone reredos was carved by Bligh Bond in 1916.
 In the 1920s a memorial chapel was created at the end of the north aisle with a screen. Memorial windows were inserted in 1930 and 1946.
  In 1927 a spare chalice and paten were donated to a community in South Africa but another paten was donated by the girls’ friendly society in 1944, a baptism set by the young people in 1945, a bread box in the 1960s, a sick communion set c. 1970 and two chalices in 1978.
 

In 1957—8 the church was restored and redecorated, two bells were bought from Swell church as clock jacks, and a south chapel was created for use on weekdays.
 Later under the 1958 faculty the 1842 bell was recast and the peal of bells was increased to eight.
 In 1962 a brick church hall was built north of the chancel.
 Ten of the leaded ground floor windows were replaced in 1965,
 a new high altar was installed in 1969 and a carved cover for the font in 1985.
  In the porch a holy water stoup was created using the font from the demolished church of Holy Trinity, Bridgwater.


A parochial church council was meeting four times a year by 1965 when there were 186 parishioners on the electoral roll.
 In the 1980s the vicar was assisted by a lay reader, there were three or four Sunday services including evensong, two weekday communion services and monthly services at two homes for the elderly.
 By 1993 Sunday services had been reduced to two morning communion services, one with Sunday school, and evensong on Sundays for 120 regular worshippers. Matins and evensong were said daily except Tuesday with three weekday communion services and the monthly services in care homes continued.

Stations of the cross were installed in 1992 and a baptistery area was created in 2001.
 In 2008 the vicar was assisted by two readers and there were 129 on the electoral roll.
  In 2019 there were two morning communion services and evening prayer with benediction and weekday communion, except on Monday. The vicar once again had a curate, two lay readers and three pastoral assistants.

Church building

Holy Trinity church, completed in 1842 to designs by Richard Carver, is unusual in being built of white lias. The pinnacles have been removed from the buttressed west tower but there is a lightweight peal of six bells. The church has a completely open interior with no division between the short, narrow chancel and the broad eight-bay nave. It retains its galleries on iron columns and an open trussed roof with decorative tracery, repaired in 1976. A vaulted crypt extends under the whole of the church building. Although high church in worship the building is very plainly furnished. There is some stained glass of 1858.
 Originally church and school were enclosed in decorative iron railings and low walls but these have been removed.

ST ANDREW

St Andrew’s church succeeded the three-bay St James’ chapel of ease built in Kingston Rd, Rowbarton. A cottage and plot of land were let to the vicar of St James in 1844 to erect  a building for both public worship and a school.
 The chapel was completed in 1846 by private subscription for £200. It opened from the road and had two gothic-headed windows in the east front. The chapel seated 200 in free seats and on Census Sunday 1851 the afternoon service was attended by 160 including 50 Sunday scholars. There was also a morning service with 80.
 It was usually served by the curate of St James although there was controversy in 1867 when the vicar commissioned a layman to conduct the service. A woman was blamed for objecting but it appears that a magistrate stopped the man holding the service.
 The chapel was also used as a day and Sunday school and was inadequate for the increasing working population of Rowbarton. By the 1860s the Congregationalists were building a chapel and there were proposals for Anglicans in Rowbarton to have their own ecclesiastical district, presumably for fear of losing members, but in 1869 the vicar of St James said he saw no reason for such a scheme and refused to discuss it.
 

In 1878 at a thanksgiving service for the treaty of Berlin the Revd Frederick Jeremiah Smith promised £3,000 for a new church, which was considered sufficient for a church to accommodate 700 without galleries. Any extra money raised would be used to provide a clergy house. It was his last great act of generosity in Taunton, which he had furnished with churches and schools. He died in 1884 and his coffin was accompanied to the cemetery by children from almost every school in Taunton.


In 1879 a separate Rowbarton
 ecclesiastical district was formed and a site was purchased at Chip Lane but this was considered too far from Rowbarton and the orchard of Rowbarton House on Kingston Road was bought as the site of the planned church.
 A vicar was appointed in 1880 when the registers were begun. Patronage belonged to the Master of Baliol until 1922 when it was transferred to the bishop of Bath and Wells. The living remains a sole vicarage with the bishop as patron.
 The semi-detached house south of the church built c. 1861 and known as 2 Rowbarton Villas was rented as a vicarage in 1882 and bought c. 1898 with the adjoining house, usually occupied by the curate, through an anonymous gift.
 In 1988 the vicarage was replaced by a modern house further north in Kingston Road and the former vicarage and adjoining house known as the ‘curatage’ were sold to the county council for a community centre and teachers’ flats but the scheme was uneconomic and after suffering vandalism it was sold to a private buyer.
 The living was augmented by gifts totalling £1,100 in 1894—5.
 The living was worth £879 by 1959, second only to St Mary’s.

At first the parish consisted only of the Rowbarton area and that part of North Town between the railway and Staplegrove Road but in 1931 the whole of Taunton St James north of the railway was transferred to St Andrew’s and the latter’s land south of the railway transferred to St James. The latter’s vicar complained that he was getting the poorer neighbourhood.


The church was completed and opened in 1881 but only with accommodation for 500 and consecrated on 14 July. All seats were free. The vicar was assisted by a curate by 1884
 when the church was overcrowded and people were being turned away. An iron chapel of ease on the site at Chip Lane was suggested as a solution but instead it was decided to extend St Andrews in 1892 on donated land. On 14 July 1893, exactly 12 years after the original consecration, the extension was consecrated increasing the seating capacity to c. 700. The extension comprised an additional south aisle, a west narthex, a new north sacristy and choir vestry, an enlarged chancel and two staircases to the semi-basement vestry built under the chancel taking advantage of the sloping ground.
  The church had a large choir with c. 26 members in 1890, increasing to c. 50 in 1939.
 In 1897—8 a new road, Greenway Avenue, was built along the south side of the church separating it from the vicarage and the school.
 From 1899 the church had electric light.
 In 1901 a memorial window was placed in the Lady chapel commemorating two Taunton nurses, one of whom died working in South Africa and the other founded the Taunton Nursing Association. The Lady chapel, acquired an oak screen in 1926, oak communion rails in 1936 and oak pews in 1955.


From its beginning the church had a close connection with the railway and was sometimes called the railway church. In 1893 collections were taken for the Great Western Railway’s widows and orphans fund.
 In the 1920s the company gave money to enlarge St Andrew’s school.
 A 2002 stained glass window in the north aisle of GWR locomotive 2913 by Clare M. Green commemorates those links.

The church had several social and charitable clubs for young people and adults and a parish library.
 The largest group was probably the working men’s club with an iron clubhouse near the school built as a reading and games room in 1885.
 In 1905 the clubhouse was moved across the road on girders and extended to provide a church hall.
 It remained open in the 1950s for four and a half hours in the evenings although the St Andrews Society founded after the Second World War was disbanded.
 The club buildings were destroyed by fire in 1978 and a new men’s club and church hall were opened in 1981 and both continued in use in the early 21st century as did the adjoining scout and guide club although part of the grounds was lost to road widening in 1986.
  In 1895 the church opened a shop in Station Road but that does not appear to have lasted long.
 The church also had a branch of the Church of England Men’s Society until 1986,
  a branch of the Mothers Union, a young wives’ group, scouts, guides, cubs, brownies and a branch of the St Michael’s guild.
 The curate in 1913 set up a wireless telegraph station in Rowbarton drill hall in Railway Street to enable the Church Lads Brigade to communicate with people in Europe. The hall was still in use in 1930.

Easter communicants increased from 166 in 1883 to 543 in 1900.
 The services were in the high church tradition, incense was used occasionally used and the choir sang the psalms in the Gregorian mode.
  There were two Sunday and two weekday services and daily communion rising to three in 1902 and five in 1904  when there were two curates and services every weekday. A fund was established to pay the curate, previously paid by the vicar out of his stipend.
 By 1911 the church was furnished with a gold pyx, four silver or silver gilt chalices, increased to five by 1948, processional and altar crosses, 16 candlesticks, eight altar frontals, a bier, six sets of vestments and 45 cassocks and surplices. A silver bread box had been given to mark the 1897 jubilee.
 By 1915 there were 6 Easter communion services and 607 communicants. In 1919 a silver gilt ciborium was given and a memorial oak chancel screen with rood was installed to the 53 men of the parish killed in the First World War.
 

In 1898 the vicar chaired the vestry
 but in 1918 a church council was formed.
 In 1921 it was increased from 10 to 20 including women and there were c. 500 on the electoral roll.
 In 1930 the bishop permitted use of the reserved sacrament and a confraternity of the blessed sacrament was established by 1936 when there were three communion services each Sunday and one every weekday, baptismal services twice a week and confessions.
 Before 1935 the church had acquired seven sanctuary lamps, which still hang in the church and at a similar date a set of six black and gold funeral candlesticks. The church had several sets of vestments and altar frontals and four copes.
 Although the church had been provided with a bell there was no clock until 1936 when a clock with two gilded skeleton dials was placed in the tower with connected dials in the church and vestry.
 The bell was sold in 1995.


From the 1930s societies for young people and men were established, morning Sunday school was revived, the parish magazine, founded in the later 19th century, had a circulation of 1,000 and there were up to 50 confirmations and over 400 Easter communicants.
 The church council was very active in the 1940s with several sub committees and managed to balance the accounts.
 In 1945 there were services at Hestercombe where there were 28 communicants at Easter.
 A second ciborium was given in 1950 and during the 1950s there was an average of 100 communicants over four Sunday communion services, an afternoon children’s service and evensong as well as weekday services, confessions and catechism classes.
 It was then the largest parish in Taunton with a population of c. 10,000.
 However, financial difficulties led the parish to manage with one curate from the later 1950s.
 

In 1965 there were 572 on the electoral roll and the parochial church council met 14 times a year.
 In 1966 seats were removed from the west end of the church which was floored to take the font and in 1984 further pews were removed to accommodate a nave altar reducing seating accommodation to c. 450.
 In the 1980s family services were held on the 2nd Sunday of the month and attracted over 300.
 In 1985—6 there were 205 on the electoral roll, 16 services in the church each week and 16 weddings, 40 baptisms and 76 funerals.
 In 1997 there were two Sunday communion services with evensong and three or four midweek services but in the early 21st century evensong was discontinued and Christmas had overtaken Easter for the highest attendance and number of communicants c. 170 compared with c. 130 at Easter. Only a few people still received daily communion but c. 80 attended on Sundays.
 The parish last had a curate in the 1990s
 but in 2001 the vicar continued to give home communions and hold a communion service in at least one old people’s home, a practice since the 1980s.
 In 2008 the vicar was assisted by 3 readers. and the church retained a surpliced choir. 
 

Church building

The original church, designed by Joseph Houghton Spencer, was completed in 1881 with an east window by Hardman, now at the south-west end, a stencilled ceiling and an altar table by Taunton master cabinet maker Arthur Steevens. In 1883 the organ was installed, rebuilt in the later 1920s by Osmond of Taunton,
 and in 1885 windows were installed in memory of the Revd Frederick Jeremiah Smith.
 Edmund Buckle designed the 1892 extension to the east and south and the church now comprises chancel with a Lady chapel to the south, separated by the stairs to the basement, and sacristy to the north, a choir located in the 1881 chancel with south tower, nave flanked by north and south aisles and a west narthex the full width of the church. The tower has a short broach spire and is now enclosed within the church fabric, which has a rectangular footprint with no churchyard.

The church is built of Westleigh stone lined inside with polychromatic brickwork. The original south wall was replaced by a third arcade and there are several fine stained glass windows including an east window by Lavers and Westlake representing the Te Deum, clerestory quatrefoils and former east window of 1881, now in the south aisle, by Hardman and south windows including the nativity by Mayer.
 Among the furnishings are a Derbyshire alabaster font on an Irish green marble column with a brightly coloured, carved cover, possibly later, now at the west end of the nave.
 Nearby is a large lectern supported by an angel, presumably that given in 1904.
 The Home Guard were said to have been responsible for the holes in the weathercock, restored in 1983.

ALL SAINTS

This church at Halcon was created to serve the local authority housing estates at the east end of Taunton in Holy Trinity parish.  Building started in 1952 and services were held from 12 April 1953 when the first part of the church was built and an ecclesiastical district was established. Initially the church followed high church traditions celebrating mass, three times at Christmas and Easter until the 1960s, presumably following the mother church at Holy Trinity. Attendances were small and even fewer took communion, only 48 at Easter 1954.
 A church hall was built c. 1955.
 The vicarage house was built in 1959 of brick and is a plain detached house, refurbished in 2019.
 In 1962 All Saints became a separate parish comprising the northern half of Holy Trinity parish and part of West Monkton.
 The living remained a sole vicarage with the bishop as patron.
 It was worth £483 in 1959, the poorest of the Taunton churches.

In 1965 there were 72 people on the church roll and a parish church council met eight times a year.
 In 1972 the church had a new vestry and in 1986 and 1996 statues and a tapestry were removed.
 In the 1970s and 1980s there were two Sunday services including a sung Eucharist, held in the evening on the 3rd Sunday and there were two weekday communion services and  a monthly baptism service.
 In the 1990s there was a morning Eucharist and an evening praise service. Sunday communicants averaged 20 and 12 children attended Sunday school.
 In 2008 there were only 25 on the electoral roll.
 The church is in a deprived area at the centre of one the poorest parishes in the diocese but has a small, dedicated congregation and church council.  In 2019 there was a morning communion service every Sunday with an average congregation of 18 and also weekday prayers and on Thursdays a shared service with Halcon Baptist church. Communion services were also held at the local nursing homes and community halls for the elderly. The church was heavily involved with the local community having helped set up a community centre in 1998 and provided school holiday activities.


All Saints church was built of red brick with concrete columns in 1952—3 to designs by Stone and Partners. It was originally intended to extend the church but that was never done and in the 1970s the front was remodelled and a porch added with abstract stained glass by Henry Haig. The porch was designed to serve as a baptistery. A large wooden cross stands above the canopied porch entrance.
 The church hall, in a similar style to the church, and the vicarage occupy a slightly raised site and there is a large green area in front of the church.

ST PETER

Soon after it was built St Andrews church was overcrowded during services and its land at Chip Lane off Staplegrove Road was retained for a possible chapel of ease. Although not used the site was conveyed to the diocese in 1898 for a church to be dedicated to St Peter. However, no church was built and the site was sold in 1903.
 The expansion of housing to the north-east of Taunton in St Andrews parish in the mid 20th century meant that an additional church was needed in that area instead. By 1955 morning and evening Sunday services were being held in the house builders’ canteen each attended by c. 20 people. A harvest festival drew 50 for evensong and 80 children for the morning procession. Sunday school classes were held in private houses and a choir was formed. In March 1956 the foundation stone of the church was laid and by August the vicarage was completed and was used for services. In September the church was consecrated and that Christmas there were three services and 140 communicants. The curate of St Andrews who had taken care of the new congregation became the first vicar when in 1957 the new parish of St Peter’s, Lyngford was created out of St Andrew’s and Cheddon Fitzpaine parishes.
 The living remained a sole vicarage with the bishop as patron.
 The living was worth £683 by 1959.

In 1958 a south aisle was added to the church and a hall for 150 was built.
 By 1965 there were 372 on the church roll and a parochial church council met seven times a year. The church was enlarged that year by the addition of aisles and later a vestry was added.
 In the 1970s and 1980s stained glass was installed including a Girl Guide window and new pews and lectern were installed.
 In 1978 there were three morning communion services, Sunday school, an evening service and youth fellowship on Sundays, communion on four weekdays and a monthly healing service. The vicar was assisted by a lay reader.


By 1986 there were 156 Easter communicants, two morning and one evening service every Sunday and daily communion services. The vicar had the assistance of a curate. In the early 1990s a carol service and a family service on Christmas Eve drew congregations of over 200.
 In the early 21st century there were two morning services, traditional and modern. A fortnightly evening service was held in 2005 but had been given up by 2008 but weekday prayers and one midweek communion were still held. Some services were shared with neighbouring churches and the vicar was assisted by a reader.
 In 2019 two services, traditional and modern, were held every Sunday except the 5th Sunday when one mixed service was held and on the 1st Sunday there was also a ‘messy church’. There were two weekday services.


The church of St Peter was built in 1956 on Eastwick Road. Designed by Michael Torrens and built by C. S. Williams of Taunton, it is a brick building with concrete trusses.
 Originally a simple structure of nave and chancel to seat 228, north and south aisles were added in 1965. There is a small west turret with fleche spire.
 The bell came from St Andrew’s school and a pinnacle from Wells Cathedral supported the credence table.

HOSPITAL CHAPELS

East Reach hospital was served by a paid Anglican chaplain, usually the vicar of Holy Trinity. By the 20th century hospital chaplains could be drawn from any denomination and in 1946 three were appointed but only the Anglican chaplain was paid.
  For a while in the late 20th century the Church of England had a full-time hospital chaplain.
A chapel was built at the hospital in 1895 and was moved to Musgrove Park Hospital in 1954.
 Hospital services were held from 1951 usually on Sunday evenings and a communion service on weekdays with up to 50 communicants including those receiving in bed.
 The hospital baptism register records baptisms from 1951, mostly but not exclusively Anglican.
  Later the present chapel was built for multi-denominational use.

ROMAN CATHOLICISM

Two recusants were fined £240 each for recusancy in the 1590s including a member of the Hill family. The Hill heiress, Joan wife of Thomas Brereton, and her descendants were Catholics.
 Many recusants were recorded in the early 17th century but most probably had non-religious motives for failing to attend their parish church or were protestant nonconformists.
 William Nosse of Lambrook was sequestered for recusancy and delinquency in 1646.
 By the early 18th century only one Catholic was recorded, a female convert
 but about ten in St Mary’s parish c. 1776.
 The Revd George Baldwin or Baudouin (d. 1818) returned to West Monkton, his reputed birthplace, in 1780 after working as a priest in Plymouth. He took a house in East Reach, Taunton in 1782 where he celebrated mass as Catholic chapels were not permitted until after 1791.
 The Shattock family later provided an upper room as a chapel. The baptism register dates from 1806 but there were very few in the early years and burials were entered in the Anglican parish registers until c. 1841.
 However, in the 1800s the congregation outgrew the tiny chapel and funds were raised for a church.
 Bishop Collingridge lived at the Franciscan convent from 1812 to 1818 and between 1811 and 1821 there were 83 confirmations.
 In 1818 a Catholic chapel in a house in Canon Street occupied by the Revd Edward Sweetman was licensed for worship but was clearly a temporary measure as there were said to be c. 100 Catholics.
 Two men were disqualified from voting in 1820 because they were Catholics.
 Anti-Catholic sentiment, while seldom leading to violence, caused problems for the community during the move for catholic emancipation in the 1820s but thereafter Catholics gradually achieved acceptance.

St George 

The site for the new church was found in the Crescent and the foundation stone of St George’s church was laid 13 April 1821 by Thomas Clifton of Hatch Court. The church opened on 3 July 1822 and was licensed for worship on the 15th for the Revd Samuel Fisher.
  The site was bought in 1822 by George Manley, of a local Catholic family, who was developing land off the Crescent and he conveyed the site to Bishop Collingridge in 1826.
 It was probably the ‘New Chapel’ where an Italian trader wished to be buried that year but there was no provision for burials and he was buried in St Mary’s.
 Built in a classical style with large Ionic pilasters on the west front and south wall between the windows, the chapel has a plain front with a large entrance door and no pediment. The classical interior has a curved ceiling and pilasters linked by swags. Originally pilasters framed a painting of Christ as Saviour of the world, said probably erroneously to be by Murillo, serving as a reredos to the high altar.

The Revd Richard Towers, a Benedictine monk, was parish priest 1822—30 and 1834—41 and was not afraid of controversy, having opposed the local anti-Catholic faction in the 1820s led by Sir Thomas Buckler Lethbridge.
 He established good relations with several nonconformists and prominent men like Dr William Kinglake. The Unitarians at Mary Street supported Catholic emancipation. However, an anti-Catholic petition was said to have secured over a thousand signatures and a discussion meeting was violently attacked. Towers held his ground defending his faith and congregation. His moderation and a parliamentary majority in favour of Catholic emancipation resulted in greater toleration by 1830 when St Mary’s parish agreed to end the custom of bell-ringing on November 5th, seen as a focus of anti-Catholic sentiment.
 On his return to the parish in 1834 Towers started a parish circulating library.


From 1838 marriages were celebrated in St George’s and by the 1840s confirmations had increased to 103 in five years and in 1852 55 people were confirmed including 31 converts.
 In 1851 there was no return of services but there were 550 Sunday school attendances. The chapel accommodated the estimated 300 Catholics, but there were seats for only 230, of which a third were free, the rest of having to stand. There was no permanent altar and neither heating nor ventilation. 


By 1857 plans were being made by Canon John Mitchell (1853—99) for a larger church. In 1858 the Franciscan nuns bought and gave a site for church, house and school near Billetfield south of Paul Street.
 Architect Benjamin Bucknell designed a church with gallery, side aisles and chapels and a tower with a spire. It was built by John Spiller but the spire was never built and the tower was not completed until 1873.
 The church was opened on 24 April 1860 by the bishop of Plymouth although it was not consecrated until 23 April 1912.
  


The old chapel remained in use as a hall and was used as a polling station.
 In 1871 it was sold to Herbert Rogers as a chapel of ease to St Mary’s.
 Nothing came of his plan and in 1878 he sold the building to the freemasons who had been tenants since 1873 and it remained a Masonic Lodge in 2019.


By 1864 there were two Sunday masses and one each weekday.
 The parish gave refuge to French friars fleeing persecution, three of whom were living in Taunton in 1881, before they moved to Clifton. The curate at that date was the church architect Alexander Scoles.

In c. 1900 photographer Montagu Cooper gave an organ to the church of which he was organist for about three years.
 In 1902 and 1914 there were two morning and one evening mass every Sunday, two masses on holydays and a morning mass every weekday.
 Two members of the Iles family of Gloucestershire were parish priests; Revd Daniel Iles (1899—1902) and his nephew Revd Richard Iles (1927—67). There were usually two priests serving the parish which until the mid 20th century extended west to Wiveliscombe, south to Chard and Crewkerne and north and east to the Quantocks.


In 1932—3 a parish hall was built between the school and church partly to relieve unemployment. It was later used as school accommodation and a new centre containing two halls was built in 1991.
 Canon Iles kept a diary during the Second World War detailing his visits to army and prisoner of war camps, hospitals and parishioners.
 He was largely responsible for founding churches in five neighbouring towns. In the later 20th century the church was served by a parish priest, two assistants and a deacon. There were four Sunday masses and one mass each weekday at St George’s and the clergy also served Tone Vale hospital and Norton Manor army camp in the 1980s and until the early 21st century Bishops Lydeard. By 1987 Sunday masses were reduced to three and there was only one assistant priest although in 1997 there were also four other priests and three sisters helping with parish work.
 In 2019 there was a mass on Saturday evening, two on Sunday and one on most weekdays. Sunday mass attendance was 561.
 Since the later 20th century the church has also been used by a Polish congregation with their own priest who have one Sunday mass.


The early 19th-century parish priests Richard Towers and John Fanning found their own accommodation in the Crescent and a plan to purchase no. 20 north of the church c. 1822 was not implemented. However, in 1842 Mrs Gandolfi, a wealthy widow who had entered the convent, bought and furnished the house across St George’s Place in Upper Crescent for the priests.
 The new church in Billetfield was provided with an adjoining house, which was home to the parish clergy thereafter. Designed in Tudor style by Benjamin Bucknell and built by John Spiller, it provided spacious accommodation for priests and visitors and was linked to the church by a sacristy and vestry.


The church of St George comprises chancel with side chapels, clerestoryed nave with aisles and west tower with a small organ gallery and electric bells, renewed in 2019. The west door and tower close the view up Billet Street. The carved reredos and side altars may be by C. F. Hansom. The stained glass windows include the east window of 1860, memorial side aisle windows dating from the 1890s to 1940s and the west window, Christ in Majesty by Patrick Reyntiens, installed in 2009. A traditionally styled font with a carved wooden cover was given in 2014. The Stations of the Cross are by Tom Preator of Taunton and uniquely conclude with an image of the risen Christ. They were erected in memory of Monsignor Canon Richard Iles in 1977.
 

St Teresa of Lisieux

The great expansion of north Taunton created a need for a new church. In 1955 Taunton was twinned with Lisieux, Calvados, France and funds were raised to build a church dedicated to St Teresa of Lisieux in Eastwick Road. The church opened on 8 October 1959. A parish was formed comprising Taunton north of the railway line and surrounding villages but since 1981 it has been served from St George’s.
 The presbytery, home to parish sisters from the 1980s until 2016, was later let.
 Masses were held on Saturday evening and Sunday morning and a new altar was installed in 1984.
 There was one Sunday mass and one weekday mass in 2019 and Sunday mass attendance was 136.

St Teresa’s is a steep-roofed red brick building in modern Georgian style designed by Eric Francis and built by Stansells of Taunton. It comprises an open chancel and nave with narrow aisles in the form of side passages lit by a large west window and dormer clerestory windows. The entrances are at the sides. The south tower, which sits beside the baptistery, has a fleche with octagonal base. Furnishings include a crucifix by Escourt Clack, an octagonal font with scrolled cover and fabric stations of the cross said to be from Buckfast Abbey, Devon.

 
South Road Convent

In 1807 a group of Franciscan nuns from Winchester moved into the Lodge, the unfinished 18th-century hospital building in South Road, which they purchased. The buildings were altered to accommodate both convent and school and in 1808 the abbess and the rest of the community moved in. In 1810 a burial ground was laid out and a chapel was completed in 1811.
 Burials continued until 1952 and included Joseph Hendren (d. 1866), first Bishop of Clifton and convent chaplain in 1841. In 1997 his body was exhumed and re-interred in the garden of St George’s church.


The convent chapel was not open to the public and therefore made no return in the  ecclesiastical census of 1851, the year in which they came under attack for giving refuge to Augusta Talbot.
 The convent ran schools, two kitchen gardens and a small dairy farm and owned Nunsfield, Ash Meadows, and Mountfields, which formerly belonged to Silver Street House bought in 1839 and on part of which St George’s church and school were later built. They had cottages in Gwynne Lane and a nursery, which they let.
 The community of c. 100 included boarders, resident lay teachers, chaplains and servants and between 45 and 55 nuns, divided between enclosed choir nuns and lay sisters who were not enclosed. By the mid 19th century most nuns were British born, often from wealthy Catholic families like the Welds and Stonors. Men were employed to run the farm and gardens and to maintain the site.


As the number of nuns fell to 35 by the 1950s the estate became a drain on their resources and it proved increasingly difficult to run a school and maintain the enclosed life. In 1954 the Franciscans left for Newbury and were replaced by the nuns of St Joseph of Annecy who had come to Taunton c. 1918 to teach at St George’s school and had stayed at the convent before obtaining 8 Mount Terrace in 1929.
 From 1954 they ran both the convent and parish schools and were heavily involved in parish work but had no interest in the farm, which was given up and most of its buildings demolished. The kitchen gardens were converted to playgrounds and a gymnasium was built on the shrubbery.
 The nuns had no chaplain and their chapel was served from St George’s church. When the school closed in 1978 the nuns left, the artwork and chapel furnishings were taken to Llantarman Abbey, the graveyard was cleared of monuments and the chapel was deconsecrated.
 The nuns moved to Staplegrove and served as parish sisters before leaving Taunton finally in 2016.
 


The convent, having been used by King’s College, was converted to residential use.
 The surviving former Georgian hospital, which had been turned into a house known as the Lodge when the nuns acquired it, is a plain brick building with stone dressings and sash windows. By 1865 the clock tower with weather vane had been added, probably by Hansom.
  The convent chapel and later brick cloisters around the burial ground were added in an early 19th-century Gothic style but Hansom’s additions to the north and west of the main building match the Georgian building. During the mid 19th century a menservants’ house, farm buildings, pigsties, laundry and a small garden chapel of St Damian were added, most later demolished. The chapel was refenestrated and enlarged c. 1850 by Charles Hansom who in 1853 designed a two-storey extension with a bay on the east in 1853 to house the refectory and workroom above and a new south-east wing for the boarding school with its own oratory of St Francis. In 1865 the a large north school wing was added and in 1868 a farmhouse was built for the bailiff, converted into a school house in 1986. In the late 19th century additional blocks were added to the south and south-west, a children’s infirmary dedicated to St Roch was added in 1883 and the laundry was converted in 1900 to the short-lived St Anne’s ladies housekeeping school. Changes of use in the 20th century especially the convent’s conversion into Kings College a junior school, which added the large block to the south-east and a new headmaster’s house, left almost nothing of the original interior.
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This chapel in South Street in a former commercial building was established in the 1990s by the Society of Pius X. Mass was celebrated on Sunday mornings in 2019. It is simply furnished with wooden benches, communion rails and altar.
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