
The Early Church in Ludgershall 

There is no evidence, either documentary or physical to tell us where or when the first church was 

built in Ludgershall. It may well have been on the same site as the present church, but as it would 

have most likely been constructed of wood all evidence of it has now been lost. Indeed there may 

have been a pagan site before the wooden church, a site which had been used when the population 

worshipped other Gods, before Christianity became the premier religion and eventually the national 

religion. Christianity took some time to reach England and even when it did there were many who 

did not convert immediately. For some this ‘new’ religion must have been hard to accept, rather in 

the way that some of us find present day change difficult. We know that many of the Christian 

festivals were adapted to include reference to the ‘old’ religion, either by their content or the date 

of the festival. Christmas for instance is a Christian festival but the holly, ivy and the mistletoe all 

have reference in pagan tradition.  This compromise approach apparently made religious change 

more easily accepted by those who were being converted. Christianity was ‘new’ and to many there 

was some comfort in the old and well understood past.  

In the beginning, to paraphrase the Bible, there may not have been a building known as the church. 

It could have been a stone set in a meeting place where some itinerant preacher may have begun his 

work of conversion. Speaking to the villagers, explaining the new religion and how it would better 

affect their lives, and how by adhering to the doctrine of the church and its leaders they would go to 

heaven. To achieve this of course they were told they would need a building, a church (the word 

church is derived from the Greek word for home), a place where the community could focus clearly 

and this ‘new’ religion and in turn provide for those who would teach them what it was felt they 

needed to know. The act of building would have been encouraged by the Church hierarchy by 

suggesting that it was a way in which lay people could enhance their favour with God. This practise, 

which continued for many hundreds of years, has left us with many beautiful churches which even as 

non-believers we can admire to this day. The site of the present day Ludgershall church, within the 

context of the landscape, is on one of the higher parts of the parish, standing on top of the tower it 

is in fact possible to see most of the parish. This position indicates the importance of the building, 

elevated above the common people’s residences, as it is, is a way of symbolising the power which 

the church wanted to have over the community it sought to serve.  

The earliest documentary evidence of a Christian building within the parish is during the reign of 

Henry II. Henry, who reigned from 1159-1189, granted land both in the village and in parts of 

Bernwood Forest to Santingfield Hospital in Picardy. This was a monastic order which built a 

‘hospital’ within Ludgershall. No trace of it remains; however, there are field names which add to 

this evidence. To the north of the Rectory there is a field which is still known as ‘Friars’, Lipscombe 

wrote in 1847 that; ‘Richard Spiers is mentioned as ‘’possessed of the Friary.’’ In an old book of 

accounts.’  We cannot tell if this was an actual building or just land but we may assume that there 

was either a church or chapel in the village at a date earlier than the present church. A monastic 

hospital in these terms was not necessarily a medical establishment, indeed the concept of the 

present day hospital was still in its infancy at this time, but one which gave refuge to the needy and 

passing travellers.  The one at Ludgershall may have been quite large as there is evidence that it had 

fishponds, dovecotes and a warren all of which would have been needed to feed both the 

permanent residents as well as those just visiting.   



The first recorded Rector of Ludgershall, Warine de Dive, was presented in 1241 which could also 

indicate that there was an earlier building than the present building. Study of the present day church 

gives us a date when we know there was church building in the village. The chancel of Ludgershall 

church is described as early 14th Century which means that is was possibly constructed in the early 

1300 hundreds. It would appear from changes which have taken place to the structure of the 

building over the past centuries that this 14th Century church was a lot smaller than the present one. 

The interior of the church would have been very different than that which we recognise today. There 

would have been no seating, apart perhaps for the gentry and some on the side walls to which the 

elderly and the infirm could go.   This is believed by some to be the derivation of the term ‘going to 

the wall’ which we use today to indicate failure or weakness. Another major difference is that there 

would have been paintings on the walls. Paintings which told the Bible story in pictures rather than 

the Latin liturgy which very few could understand. The reason for the paintings was to educate and 

illustrate the Christian message to the congregation who were largely illiterate. Even in those days it 

was considered true that a picture could say far more than words. The paintings were for the most 

part fairly crude in their execution, which is true of the fragments found in Ludgershall church. 

Although now lost they do show that Ludgershall church was decorated as were many other 

churches. Examples of wall paintings of a similar nature can be found at Chalgrove church in 

Oxfordshire, these paintings have been preserved very well and can illustrate how the interior of 

Ludgershall church might have looked.  

As mentioned earlier the services in the early church would have been in Latin. Only those who had 

been educated would have been able to fully understand what was going on during the service. 

Most of the congregation would have just have been taught the correct responses to what the 

Rector had said. The Rector and, if he had any, his assistants would have been in the chancel near to 

the altar at the east end of the church. The congregation would be standing in the nave separated 

very often by a screen. Those in the nave would have only been able to see a limited amount of what 

the Rector was doing during the service, in Ludgershall church there are two ‘squints’ one either side 

of the chancel arch through which they could watch the ritual being conducted. The reason for this 

separation was in some respects to add mystery to act of worship and also to create a sense of awe 

within the community. The leaders of the church, whilst they may have followed the Christian 

teachings were not without their faults and their behaviour viewed as it is now from centuries 

distant seems very much unchristian. However, things were about to change. A movement began 

which wanted to change the way the church was run, not only in financial terms but also in terms of 

the liturgy. Some members of the church wanted to teach Christianity in English. Rome did not like 

this idea but Ludgershall was to play a small part in the changes that were to take place, changes 

which would alter completely the way the villagers prayed. 

 

Coming next John Wycliff, arguably  Ludgershall’s most famous resident 


