
AN ASSESSMENT OF THE FABRIC OF HOLY TRINITY 
CHURCH, CHILTON TRINITY 

BRIAN and MOIRA GITTOS 

INTRODUCTION 

On the flat land beside the River Parrett, to the north-west of Bridgwater, stands the 
church of the Holy Trinity, Chilton Trinity (Plate 1). There are markedly differing 
opinions as to its dating and importance. It merits only a single sentence in the Little 
Guide, which remarks that 'the church is of little antiquarian interest' .1 Pevsner 's 
description is terse and dismissive, but at least gives an indication of date: 'Small, 
Perp, of no interest.' 2 A whole paragraph is devoted to the church by Arthur Mee, 
who does not, however, contribute much of substance and whose tone is still 
disparaging: ' It is a bare little church we come on in this bleak land, a tiny 13th 
century building.'3 Only with the publication in 1992 of volume six of the Victoria 
County History has a more informative account of the church and parish become 
available. 4 The VCH identifies the Domesday manor of Pignes as part of the later 
parish of Chilton Trinity, and raises the possibility that the church which Exon 
Domesday records at Pignes has its successor in the present Holy Trinity Church. 
Indeed, it is suggested that there may even be surviving fabric contemporary with 
Domesday, since 'the tall, round-headed rear arch to the south doorway indicates a 
later 11 th-century origin, confirmed by proportions of chancel and nave'. 

The range of dates claimed for the origin of the building thus spans some 400 
years. This disparity of dating, and the possibility that late Anglo-Saxon fabric 
survived, prompted the authors to make an assessment of the church in order better to 
understand its building sequence. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE FABRIC 

The plan of the church is uncomplicated (Fig . 1 ), comprising an aisleless nave, 
chancel, west tower and south porch. The walls are predominantly of red sandstone 
and lias, with dressings of Ham stone and other limestones (mostly oolitic). Some of 
the dressings are of soft lias of poor durability. The distribution of this material 
suggests that it has been introduced by way of repairs and replacement. The church 
displays considerable uniformity, with little deviation of line or lack of squareness. 
The only apparent irregularities are the swelling of the north nave wall at its east end 
(discussed later), some slight localised outward inclination of the nave walls, and the 
profile of the chancel arch. The span of the latter is narrower at ground level than at 
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the springing of the arch. The horse-shoe shape which results is a deliberate feature of 
a number of Romanesque chancel arches, such as Etton and Kirkburn in Yorkshire, 
and more locally, Powerstock in Dorset and Sutton Bingham in Somerset. A closer 
comparison is to be found at Ditcheat, Somerset, which has a central tower over the 
crossing and all four pointed and double-chamfered arches have this form and are 
dated by Pevsner to c. 1300.5 Presumably it was the form of the chancel arch which 
prompted Mee' s attribution of the church to the 13th century. Further examination of 
the chancel arch reveals that it has undergone some alteration . The jambs are of plain 
square section for six courses before developing a chamfer on both corners. On the 
we stern side, the chamfer bears a simple 14th century wave moulding which 
terminates at the springing of the arch, and around the arch itself the chamfer is plain. 
The character of the masonry in the soffit, visible through the painting, is inferior to 
that of the jambs and the regularity of the chamfers is lost. It therefore seems likely 
that the chancel arch has been re-modelled (perhaps on more than one occasion), to an 
extent which is difficult to assess , and it is even possible that at Chilton Trinity a 
Romanesque arch was gothicised. 

The tower dates from the 15th century but does not show the opulent features of 
the grand Somerset towers of the Perpendicular period. It is of three stages divided by 
moulded string courses and has single angled corner buttresses reaching to the top of 
the second stage. There is a west door, a west window of three lights, and a set of 
two-light belfry openings. The parapet is embattled and the octagonal stair turret is set 
within the angle between the west end of the nave and the north wall of the tower. The 
turret has a panelled top with blank shields in quatrefoils . The tower is built of red 
sandstone with limestone dressings. A paler stone has been used for the parapet and 
most of the dressings of the top stage. This may be the result of heavy restoration, but 
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it is also possible that the top stage of the tower was a later addition. Internally, the 
tower arch is simply moulded, without panelling. 

There are masonry breaks in the north and south nave walls, close to their western 
extremities which, from the character of the stonework, appear to be the result of the 
tower being added to an existing nave. There are three perpendicular nave windows, 
square-headed and of two lights. That on the south side lacks the traceried head of the 
two on the north and may be a later replacement or adaptation. The lights of the more 
easterly of the north nave windows are ogee-headed with carved spandrels, features 
which are uniform with the three side windows of the chancel. The chancel east 
window mimics the tracery of the west window of the tower but appears to be a post­
medieval replacement. The chancel is unbuttressed but the nave has six stepped and 
chamfered buttresses, one on the south side, three on the north and two angled 
buttresses at the west end, either side of the tower. The masonry of these buttresses 
differs from that of the nave walls and, like the tower, they appear to have been added 
to an existing structure rather than being part of the original design. The same 
relationship with the nave is also apparent at the south porch, which has a simply 
moulded outer doorway, with Ham stone dressings. There is a priest's door on the 
south side of the chancel which has a four-centred depressed head and the dressings 
are of weathered lias. The head of this doorway is cut into the lower part of a single 
stone, which has an upper edge pointed at its centre. The doorhead is not in the centre 
of the block but displaced to the west.6 The shape of the block suggests that it may 
formerly have been used as a tympanum or lintel for a larger doorway but was recut 
for its present purpose. Triangular-headed lintels were used in the Romanesque 
period, for example at Langport and Sutton Bingham in Somerset and Tarrant 
Rushton in Dorset. 

The chancel appears to have been extended to the east by some 4 ft 6 in. Evidence 
for the lengthening of the chancel can be seen in the fact that the chamfered plinth 
stops short of the east end wall on both sides. Additionally, the east end wall is a 
random assembly of re-used stone and the replacement, relatively soft, Iias quoins are 
weathering badly. If it were the case that the east wall had simply been rebuilt, it is 
unlikely that the plinth would have been removed to such an extent. The lengthening 
of the chancel has had the effect of making the priest's door appear to be in the 
western half of the chancel wall. When built, it was probably at its centre. Aspects of 
the plinth at the foot of the north and south chancel walls are puzzling. It extends 
from the chancel to the nave as far as the first buttresses on both the north and south 
sides and is absent from the rest of the building. It is also more obtrusive on the south 
side of the chancel than on the north. The coherence of the plinth may have been 
disturbed by repairs to the base of the walls or it may reflect a building sequence 
which is now difficult to trace in the masonry of the nave and chancel walls. The nave 
buttresses stand upon individual stone platforms which are breaking up and which 
corroborate the fact that the buttresses are an addition to the nave walls . The masonry 
of the latter (like that of the chancel) shows evidence of considerable alteration. The 
earliest fabric appears to survive in the lower portion of the walls and comprises 
random courses of roughly squared blocks of very hard limestone. The dressing is 
also rough (more akin to the knapping of flint) and this early masonry is best 
preserved immediately to the west of the south porch. This material closely resembles 
the limestone which has been exploited by quarrying at Cannington, three miles to the 
west. Above the limestone, the walls are largely of red sandstone rubble of similar but 
not identical character to that of the tower. The extent of this change from limestone 
to sandstone is far greater than would be expected from modifications to the building, 
such as the insertion of larger windows, and it has been suggested that it could 



Holy Trinity Church, Chilton Trinity 99 

represent a rebuilding of the church frorn a derelict state.7 In the 14th century, the 
neighbouring church of Wernbdon was described as ruinous8 and in the 16th century 
the chancel of the church at Durleigh (to the south) was 'in great ruin' .9 

Within the church, the stair to the pulpit is an unusual feature. The stair originally 
gave access to a rood loft frorn the east, but now provides a means of entering the 
Jacobean pulpit. The north wall of the nave has been thickened externally to 
accornrnodate this stairway and internally the wall swells towards the north-east 
corner of the nave which has also been rounded for the sarne purpose, although the 
latter effect is largely hidden by the pulpit itself. The 15th century Harn stone font is 
octagonal with devices set within quatrefoils round the bowl. An interesting survival 
is the bar which secures the priest's door in the chancel. The sockets for such bars are 
cornrnonly found, but the bars themselves are comparative rarities. 

INTERPRETATION 

It is clear that the church underwent considerable alteration late in the medieval 
period, when it was provided with a new tower and south porch, together with 
replacement windows in the nave and chancel. Buttresses were also added to the 
nave. These changes rnay not have all been carried out as a single campaign. Post­
Reforrnation work has been concerned with patching and repairing, together with 
the alteration to the east end of the chancel. Consequently, all that remains frorn 
the earlier building, in masonry terms, is the lower part of the nave and chancel 
side walls and the internal opening of the south doorway. It is unfortunate that 
none of the original windows or quoins survive because they could have afforded 
useful dating information. Dating evidence for the south doorway is limited to the 
dimensions of the opening because internal plastering and external rendering, with 
false pointing , completely rnask the character of the stonework and its 
construction, which would better identify an Anglo-Saxon building tradition. A 
degree of alteration is implied, as the height and shape of the round-headed rear 
arch are not warranted by the proportions of the present door. An enlarged rear 
arch is necessary to accornrnodate the head of a shaped door, when that door is 
opened inwards. The shape of the present door, with a low quasi-four-centred head, 
tends to exaggerate the effect of extra height of the rear arch. Its shape is also 
indicative of a rnuch later date than the round-headed opening it occupies. 
Remodelling of the doorway rnay, perhaps, have occurred when the porch was 
added. Considering the proportions of the rear arch opening, it is instructive to 
compare its dimensions with those of other churches in the general area which are 
reliably datable as either Anglo-Saxon or Norman (Table 1). The height of the 
opening at Chilton Trinity is compatible with either period but the width is rnore 
consistent with wider Norman doorways than narrower Anglo-Saxon examples. All 
the Romanesque doorways cited in Table 1 have elaborately carved outer orders; 
but they were deliberately selected because their character was indisputably 
Norman, whereas other, plainer, doorways might be of less certain date, as for 
example the partly blocked south doorway at Sutton Bingham which is 8 ft 5½ in. 
tall and 2 ft 11 in. wide. The rendered outer surface of the wall around the Chilton 
Trinity doorway leaves open the possibility that it was originally rnore elaborate. 
On these grounds there seems insufficient evidence for claiming that the doorway 
is earlier than the 12th century. 

The ground plan of the nave and chancel (Fig. 1) is unremarkable, and simple two­
cell layouts occur over a wide date-range. However, two features are useful in 
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TABLE 1. COMPARATIVE DIMENSIONS OF CHILTON TRINITY CHURCH 
AND OTHER CHURCHES IN THE SOUTH WEST 

Location Nave Nave Wall Nave Doorway Nave Doorway 
width thickness height width 

Bradford on Avon 13 ' 2" 2'5" 8'2" 2'4" 
(Wilts) (4 m) (0.74 m) (2.5 m) (0.7 1 m) 

Anglo-Saxon Limpley Stoke 13' 0" 2' 2" 8'9" 2'4½" 
(Wilts) (4m) 0.66 m) (2.6 m) (0.73 m) 

East Coker 16' 0" 2'3" N.A. N.A. 
(4.9 m) (0.69 m) 

Sutton Bingham 15 '3" 2'8" 7'8" 4'1 ½" 
(4.6 m) (0.8 1 m) (2.3 m) (1.3 m) 

Norman Stoke sub Hamdon 20' 10" c.3' 6" 9'9" 5'3½" 
(6.4 m) ( 1.1 m) (3 .0 m) (1.6 m) 

Pawlett 20'1" 2' 10" 8'6" 3'9" 
(6. 1 m) (0.86 m) (2.6 m) (1.1 m) 

Chilton Trinity 19'4" 3'0" 8'6" 3'8" 
(5.9 m) (0.9 1 m) (2.6 m) (1.1 m) 

attempting to distinguish between Anglo-Saxon and Norman building traditions. They 
are the internal width of the nave and the thickness of the walls . Referring to Table 1, 
the comparison with Pawlett is remarkably close and it may be significant that of the 
examples given Pawlett Church is geographically nearest to Chilton Trinity. The VCH 
accepts a 12th century date for the nave of Pawlett, 10 and the carved features of its 
south doorway are later Romanesque and belong to the second half of the 12th 
century. 11 The proportions of the nave and south doorway at Chilton Trinity are more 
closely related to the 12th century examples cited and it would seem that the present 
core of Chilton Trinity Church should be so dated. Another feature which could 
support a 12th century date for the Chilton Trinity nave is the strip buttresses at the 
eastern corners. They appear to have been rebuilt, but it is possible that they replicate 
the original arrangement and as such would be out of keeping with any context other 
than the Romanesque. 

CONCLUSION 

It is clear that the basic structure of Chilton Trinity church predates its mantle of 
perpendicular embellishment and the available evidence would support a 12th century 
date for the earliest remaining fabric . 

A thorough archaeological investigation of the walls above and below ground 
would be worthwhile in order to unravel the building history of a church which is far 
from lacking in antiquarian interest. 
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