



RELIGIOUS HISTORY
Kilmington church is dedicated to St Mary and although first recorded in 1791 the dedication is probably much earlier and possibly reflected the dedication of Shaftesbury Abbey to St Mary and St Edmund. The medieval tower bears a lilypot, one of Mary’s emblems.
 Kilmington was a sole rectory in Cary deanery, Bruton after the 19th century division of the deanery,
 but in 1980 Kilmington was removed from the diocese of Bath and Wells and united with the Upper Stour parish in Salisbury diocese.
 The Upper Stour parish, registered as a charity in 2009, comprised Kilmington, Bourton, Stourton and Zeals.

.

ORIGINS AND ENDOWMENT 

A medieval history of Wells implied that Kilmington church had belonged to Wells cathedral before the Conquest
 but the first record of the church is 1291 when it was one of the wealthiest in the deanery, as highly taxed at £13 6s. 8d. as Castle Cary.
 In 1536 the rectory was valued at £21 9s. 3½ d. net, half the income from great tithes but £3 from the glebe.
 In 1627 the benefice comprised a dwelling house, new dairy house, decayed barn and stable, orchard, garden, 55 a. of glebe and tithes valued at over £80, indicating the attraction of the living to prominent clergymen.
 From the 1680s the Fox family, who valued it with their estates after they acquired the advowson, estimated it at £200 a year.
 In 1796 the tithes were valued at £451
 and in 1825 at £698 but were considered too low by the rector, who usually farmed them out.
 Early 19th century returns assessing the living at under £300 of which the curate received £75
 although he was able to afford a servant, horses and dogs,
 were clearly inaccurate as the living was returned at £601 in 1831
 and the tithes were commuted for £550 in 1839, although the tithe farmer in the early 1830s only averaged £486.
 Two cottages and c. 12 a. of glebe were let out and 45a. was kept in hand.
 The glebe was divided between Kilmington and Norton Ferris. A scheme to sell half the land to Henry Hobhouse in 1849—50 was not carried out
 but small exchanges with the earl of Ilchester were made in 1872.
 The living was valued at £640 in 1851
 but thereafter fell as tithe income cost over £124.
 In 1910 the Norton Ferris glebe was let out as a dairy smallholding and the rest either retained by the rector or let to a neighbouring farmer.
 The glebe was sold in 1951.


In the mid 17th century the house had a parlour with a ‘gothique’ south window and door to the buttery on which Francis Potter painted a portrait of his father and six hearths.
 The house was completely rebuilt by Samuel Hemming, rector 1716—33,
 and may have been extended by his successors. By the 1830s it consisted of a five bay front range with a large drawing room on the side having a blank gable wall to the front and a back range of service rooms. The main front was plain with round-headed sash windows and a central open box porch. In 1839 the house was redeveloped for Revd Selwyn by Henry Hale of Warminster. A dining room with bedroom over were built in the angle between the drawing room and the service range but the planned four-bay front with off-centre porch and large windows in the gable end of the drawing room was reduced to modified into a three-bay plan with central two-storeyed porch opening onto a new staircase. The front wall was rebuilt with string course and plinth, square headed windows, new roofs and decorative tops to the chimney stacks.
 Stabling and farm buildings including a barn and cowhouse were built to the north, some attached to the house, but in 1848 two rectory barns were removed because tithe commutation had rendered them redundant.
 By 1910  the house had 14 bedrooms and attics, three reception rooms and two kitchens, a two-carriage coachhouse, cowhouses and piggeries.
 The house was disused in the 1940s and in 1951 was sold reserving a small plot for a new house. The old house was renamed Kilmington House. The new rectory house was given up in 1980 and the rector of the combined parish of Upper Stour lived at Zeals.
 
ADVOWSON

Patronage presumably passed with Kilmington manor to Shaftesbury Abbey, which held the advowson until 1539.
 After the Dissolution it was taken by the Crown although usually let out notably to William Hartgill who appears to have taken possession of the parsonage house in the 1540s and 1550s.
 It was acquired by Henry Willoughby with Kilmington manor and settled on John Hartgill who granted it to the rector in 1611 for the next presentation.
 Under a settlement of 1602 it passed to John Hartgill the younger and his wife Anne who in 1626 mortgaged it to William Combe and in 1628 to Revd William Helme.
 In 1633 John and Anne with William Combe sold it to William Helme, rector of Bishopstone and husband of William Combe’s daughter Margaret. 
 In 1638 William Helme left the advowson to his daughter Margaret who married Revd Richard Kent.
 However, Hartgill claimed in 1634 that he had been forced to sell
 and in 1655 settled it after his own death on his son John.
 In 1672 Walter son and heir of Walter Barnes, to whom the advowson had apparently been mortgaged in 1644, released his interest to Richard Kent apparently for a further mortgage to Richard Madox in 1676. In 1677 Richard Kent sold the advowson to John Fox and in 1678 John Hartgill, son of John and Anne, and his son Ferdinando released their claims.
 Patronage descended to John’s son Sir Stephen Fox and his son Stephen, later earl of Ilchester and successive earls until 1962 when it was transferred to the bishop of Bath and Wells.

PARISH LIFE
Two pairs of brothers from Kilmington were tonsured in 1323
 and a Hugh of Kilmington was rector of Norton sub Hamdon in the 1350s.
 The rectors were often inadequate, absent or pluralist. William de Ludeford, admitted as acolyte was allowed to farm out the church from 1338 while he pursued his education at Oxford and obtained ordination. Having completed his studies he obtained a dispensation to hold two benefices in 1343 and in 1344 exchanged Kilmington for a church in Norfolk.
 His successor John Gyen was in debt.
 In the 1390s there were at least three rectors
 of whom Nicholas Modeford was allowed to be absent and farm out his church.
 The high turnover continued in the early 15th century, seven rectors in 25 years, with several exchanges and many instituted by proxy.
 In 1425 John Clere resigned after three years because he was incapable through age and infirmity and obtained a pension for life of £4, half the value of the living.
 Kilmington had chaplains in the 15th century including Hugh Bowet, who was accused in 1426 of practicing necromancy and magic against William, Lord Botreaux.
 One of the few graduate clergy was John Cranborne, canon of Salisbury who was rector of Kilmington 1466—70 but as he was warden of Vaux College, Salisbury and prebendary of Hurstbourne, Wilts he was admitted by proxy and probably left the parish to the chaplain John Rose who succeeded him as rector.

Kilmington’s second graduate rector was Thomas Benett, LL.D., presented in 1528, but he also appears to have left the parish to a curate.
 Lack of a strong rector may have contributed to the lawlessness in the parish in the 16th century. Two local robbers even claimed clerical status in 1523 and c. 1538 a priest who reputedly connived at criminal activity was described as ‘belonging to William Hartgill’.
 A church house was recorded in 1557 and a 20d. ‘new rent’ was due for the house to Kilmington manor in 1585. The building was said to be still remembered in the late 19th century.
 Benett was succeeded by John Gelibrand (d. 1573) a scholar at Oxford who was also rector of Buckland, Glos.,although he was at times resident at Kilmington.
. Two men claimed the benefice after his death.
 Thereafter graduate clergy were more common but they usually left the parish to curates.
 In 1594 the chancel and parsonage barn needed repair, possibly due to the absence of John Penven, AM (1584—96).
 John Bullingham, rector 1596—8, was also bishop of Gloucester and Bristol and only obtained Kilmington to increase his income after losing Bristol.
 
Not only was his successor Richard Potter a frequent absentee, but his curates were either unlicensed or absent. Several parishioners did not take communion, the church needed repairs and there was no glebe terrier until 1627.
 His son and successor Francis Potter, 1626—78, remained at Trinity College, Oxford until about 1636, although he visited the parish, and seems to have preferred scientific study and natural philosophy, becoming a fellow of the Royal Society in 1663. One of his curates was threatened with having his licence revoked c. 1630 and the registers were badly kept with only half the usual baptisms and burials entered from the 1630s to 1650s. He was settled in the parish by 1649 when he was visited by John Aubrey and the following year they notoriously tried out blood transfusion on a hen. Potter served without a curate, never gained preferment and was buried at Kilmington.
 Among his successors was Samuel Hill (1687—1716), theological writer, master of Bruton Free School from 1700, despite the bishop’s objection that he ought to take care of his parish, and canon of Wells. He was a high churchman who attacked Presbyterianism.
 His son Samuel held the living from 1732—53.
 Communion was celebrated at Whitsuntide in 1762, presumably in addition to Christmas and Easter.
 From the 1650s if not earlier the aisle was claimed to be solely for the use of the owner of Kilmington manor demesnes, now Church farm, reputedly enclosed from the rest of the church by John Hartgill with the consent of the parishioners, although this was contested in 1661, and in the 1750s the tenant paid for repairs.

The Hon. Charles Digby (1767—1811) was re-instituted twice, was a pluralist and canon of Wells but resident. He mortgaged the rectory in 1774, possibly to work on the chancel which was floored with Chelmark stone from Wiltshire about that time. In 1776 a Mr Moulton supplied a new mahogany pulpit for £50 and carriage and in 1780 an unspecified item, possibly the pedestal font recorded in the 1780s when the principal furnishings were of mahogany.
 In 1782 one of the four bells lay broken in the church and another in the tower and it was initially agreed that one should be recast but they were sold on the orders of the rector and Henry Hobhouse to Robert Wells of Aldbourne in 1783 leaving only the 1st and 4th bell, one said to be dated 1584.
 Revd Digby probably destroyed the earliest parish register having had a copy made as he could not read the original. In 1806 he gave a new cup and cover.
 He was succeeded by Charles Strangways, kinsman of the patron.

Strangways was non-resident and a pluralist but had a resident curate Townshend Selwyn who took two Sunday services. His non-resident successor Charles Neve also delegated the parish to a curate.
 Selwyn (d. 1853) became rector and was largely resident although also a pluralist. He partly rebuilt the house, chaired the vestry and kept up the two Sunday services with communion three times a year.
 He was a botanist and had planted the rectory grounds while he was curate. He may also have been responsible for rebuilding the chancel without an east window and north vestry and installing the 1820s pulpit and reading desk.
 Towards the end of his life his son Sydney
 served the parish as curate. In 1851 the church had 259 seats, 170 free, and an average attendance of 179 in the morning and 120 in the afternoon. On Census Sunday 83 people and 35 Sunday scholars attended morning service and 114 people and 53 scholars in the afternoon.
 
Selwyn’s successor Henry Fox-Strangways rebuilt the chancel again in 1864, with an east window and choir stalls. Mark Warburton like his predecessors had to contend with an unseemly and long-running battle over pews between the tenants of the Hoares and of the earls of Ilchester. After an assault during a service at the end of 1867 the rector decided to make all seats in the church free, to which Sir Henry Hoare and the earl agreed renouncing any rights, and to enlarge the church to provide an additional 66 seats. He also wished to remove the ‘unsightly excrescence’ of a south porch. In 1868 plans were drawn up by James Piers St Aubyn for rebuilding the church, apart from the west tower, parts of the south wall and chancel. The old flat-roofed transepts, the north much larger than the south and sometimes called the Hartgill chapel, were demolished together with the nave roof and south porch. A north aisle was added with underground heating chamber, the south door was blocked and a new entrance made through the tower, a south transept was built, the small south window, itself a replacement for a large window with outside shutters in use c.1790, was replaced by a three-light window and new roof and floor were inserted.
 By this date communion was celebrated monthly, a silver flagon is dated 1866, and the church was supported by a voluntary rate.
 
In 1906 an additional 24 seats were provided and the tower was restored by C.E. Ponting.
 Services were then held twice on Sundays and communion was celebrated monthly but otherwise the church was not used although the rector, Mark Warburton (d. 1909), had three curates including the vicar of Mere. There were only 24 Easter communicants but a choir of 17 and a paid organist.
 His successor Henry Georg Fox-Strangways was the first inhabitant to have a car, a steam phaeton in 1912, and two years later he acquired a Buick tourer.

The pulpit was replaced again in 1911.
 The pattern of services was little changed in the 1920s and 1930s but Easter communicants rose to 66 in 1930.
 In the 1930s a memorial window to the Hartgills was installed in the east end of the chancel. By the 1950s the tower was in a very dangerous condition and the rest of the church was little better with a poor electric installation.
 The church was provided with new lighting and heating
 but the planned restoration was not carried out and the architect in 1967 said he had never seen a tower ‘that filled me with such a fear for my life.’ A faculty was obtained in 1968 to remove the last two bells but it was not until the 1970s and 1980s restoration work to the church and tower was carried out.

In the later 20th century congregations dwindled, sometimes there was no-one at services but there was a weekly communion service with matins or evensong on alternate Sundays.
 In 1983 there was one Sunday service but by 1989 only one a fortnight and average attendance was 16 in 1991.
 In 2002 the only Christmas service was held in a barn on the Sunday preceding.
 In 2016 the church was only used for Sunday services once a month.
 

ST MARY’S CHURCH

In the 1780s the church was described as Gothic, the nave roof was arched and ceiled with blue ribs, the walls were whitewashed, and it had a singing gallery and mahogany furnishings.
 In the 1830s a lancet window was recorded in the shallow south transept, ‘pointed’ chancel windows had been relocated in the north and south chancel walls and there were bosses with initials and devices. The two transepts and the tower appear to have been divided from the nave by plain pointed arches.
 Following the rebuilding of 1868
 the church comprised a chancel with north vestry built in 1864, nave with south transept and north aisle and a west tower. The south transept was used as a choir vestry and housed the organ but retained a 14th-century arch.

The narrow, three-stage tower probably dates from the late 15th century and had four bells until the 1780s.
 The two remaining in situ in 1961 had not been rung ‘for generations’ and the bell floor had collapsed. In 1968 one bell was rehung for chiming and in 1970s and 1980s the tower was repaired.

NONCONFORMITY

Being on the county and forest boundary among divided parishes with easy access between Somerset and Wiltshire probably encouraged dissent. The Stourtons were Catholics and kept a chaplain at Stourton House in the 1550s,
 which probably enabled Kilmington Catholic families to practice their faith. Two households of recusants were recorded in 1641.
 
Although sometimes portrayed as good Protestants at least two Hartgills failed to take communion in 1605,
 in 1661 William Hartgill was said not to have come to church for many years,
 and Francis Hartgill’s house, possibly the later Homestalls, was licenced for Anabaptist worship in 1672.
 The licence was obtained by Robert Cox of Norton Ferris, who may have been the preacher and in 1709 left to his friends the use of his meeting room for five years if the law allowed. One of those friends was Eleanor Adlam who in 1712 left £5 a year from 1715 to the minister chosen by the congregation, possibly implying that the cause was Independent.

By the later 18th century the meeting room appears to have been given up and from the 1740s to 1760s Kilmington nonconformists supported the minster and meeting at Horningsham.
 In 1797 the Lush family obtained three licences for Independent worship. It is not clear if they were for the same property; one licence refers to the court in front and another to an outhouse.
 Independents are not recorded again although there are licences of 1818 and 1823 for unspecified Protestant denominations, the later at Kilmington common.

In 1804 Mary Farr’s house was licensed for Methodists and the house of Joseph Welsh licenced in 1820 may have been for Methodists.
 In 1825 Kilmington was in the Crewkerne Mission Circuit but was not mentioned again.
 Joseph Howell, yeoman and innkeeper, bought a cottage in 1840 with a garden on which a Wesleyan chapel was built in 1847 and on his death in 1857 left a picture to benefit the Wesleyan Missionary Society.
 The chapel had 80 free and 74 other seats and in 1851 60 attended morning service and 140 went in the evening.
 The chapel, which formed part of the Frome Circuit, was licensed for marriages in 1865 and had a flourishing Sunday school by 1877.
 In 1910 it retained its gallery and was in good condition.
 

However, the last marriage was in 1908 and the register was closed in 1938 although registration was not officially withdrawn until 1972.
 The chapel continued with one Sunday evening service until it closed in April 1969.
 The benefaction plaque was removed to the parish church.
 Built of dressed limestone under a slate roof, hipped at the rear, the former chapel has pairs of tall Y-traceried windows to the side and a gable entrance with two lancet windows above the door. By c. 2000 it was derelict but has since been converted into a dwelling. A labourer was a Primitive Methodist preacher in 1861 but presumably preached outside the parish.

In 1819 the house of Hugh Lush was licensed for worship by the ‘Lords New Church’, usually a description of the Swedenborgians.
 He was a shopkeeper and died in 1820, which may have brought the cause to an end.
 A Gospel Mission Hall was established by 1906, apparently by a cottage at Kilmington Common, but was given up after 1923.
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