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THE CHURCH OF ST MARY 
THE VIRGIN, WHEATLEY 

EARLIER BUILDINGS 

The village of Wheatley is dominated by the church spire and the building 
seems ideally situated, but it has stood here only since 1857. There are 
records of a place of worship as early as the fifteenth century; this was on 
the site now known as the Memorial Gardens or Old Burial Ground, which 
lies to the south of the High Street. This chapel was a small and humble 

building. It was never a parish church but was a chapelry dependent on 
Cuddesdon. This situation caused a good deal of discontent in Wheatley, and 
in 1632 the Vicar of Cuddesdon found it desirable to produce a Memorandum 
giving eight reasons against a proposal to consecrate the Wheatley Chapel 
and so allow ‘marriage, christenings, burials, churching of women’ to take 

place there. The villagers had to wait until 1750 for the chapel to be 
consecrated for all ceremonies. Even then the clergyman had only the status 
of curate and was usually non-resident while Cuddesdon, two miles uphill, 
remained the mother church. 

In 1784 Thomas Sims, a native of Wheatley who had made a fortune in 

Gibraltar, planned to pay for the rebuilding. He intended to provide enough 
money for a ‘proper and commodious place of worship’, but the then chaplain 
and chapel warden were anxious about the cost of maintaining such a 
building. Forty-one inhabitants presented a petition to the Bishop, claiming 
that the existing chapel was too small to accommodate them and was falling 

into decay. They stated that ‘the roof of the Chancel is falling in and the 
Tower in the greatest danger’. They therefore appealed to the Bishop to use 
the whole of Thomas Sims’ benefaction for building but in the disputes that 
followed the Lord Chancellor ruled that a smaller building must be accepted. 
This was put up at a cost of £2,485 5s. 6d and consecrated in July 1795. It 

was a simple Georgian building, dedicated, as is the present church, to St 
Mary the Virgin. 
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A TURBULENT POPULATION 

During the nineteenth century Wheatley people were regarded as a 
degraded set: this was partly due to poverty and partly to the lack of a squire 
or resident parson. As the village then lay on the main road to Oxford it also 
had a disproportionate number of inns and beerhouses. A writer in 1841 

characterised it as ‘Wheatley that most bull-baitingest and cock-fightingest 
of villages, as its inhabitants describe it’. Samuel Wilberforce, the energetic 
and reforming Bishop of Oxford, who was consecrated in 1845, must have 
seen something of the unhappy condition of the people as he travelled from 
Cuddesdon Palace to Oxford: 

 

Wheatley Church 1795-1857  

many of them lived along the High Street, where the uncovered brook served 

as an open sewer. He resolved to make the parish independent of Cuddesdon 

and to appoint a vigorous young clergyman, Edward Elton, to become the 

first Vicar. Mr Elton came to the village in 1849 when he was aged thirty-

three and he recognised a great challenge in his new cure. He described his 

flock as ‘a turbulent population’, and the village as ‘a refuge for all the worst 

characters of the neighbourhood’. This judgment is confirmed by other 

evidence. In 1884 The Oxford Times 
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published an article looking back on Elton’s work in Wheatley, recalling that 

on his first Sunday he had to be escorted to church by the police and that 

150 young trees he had planted were cut down in one night. But he was not 

to be discouraged. He set about the task of rebuilding both physically and 

spiritually. During the first ten years of his incumbency he built a vicarage 

(the house now known as Morland House on the corner of London Road and 

Holloway), a new church and a school. 

The money for the new church was raised entirely by Mr Elton’s own 

efforts. ‘I alone was responsible,’ he wrote. ‘Not even church-wardens joined 
in with me and the money in all about £3,500 was raised mostly in small 
sums. I believe I wrote about 5,000 letters ... The balance £500 I myself paid.’ 

The building, on the new site, was designed by G.E. Street, who had 
recently been appointed diocesan architect, and is in the thirteenth century 

style popular at the time. Probably because money was short it is much 
plainer than many of Street’s buildings (for example the College at 
Cuddesdon and Sts Philip and James in Oxford). It was completed in 1857 
and on 10 June Mr Elton noted in his diary: ‘Great day for Wheatley, 
tolerably fine and pleasant. Church Consecrated, two Bishops present and 

large company. Dined in the Field. Collected £83. Is. 3d.’ He had to go on 
collecting, for funds were needed to complete the tower. It was not until 27 
February 1868 that he could write ‘Today the weather cock was put on the 
spire.’ Later in the same year the clock was bought and erected. ‘A man was 
engaged twenty days in putting it up in its place.’ The total cost was £98 and 

it ‘commenced telling the hours October 21st 1868.’ 

CURATE AND VICAR 
In 1854 Mr Elton invited a newly-ordained clergyman to become his curate. 
This was Edward King who was later to be Bishop of Lincoln, recognised 
even by his contemporaries as a saint. He stayed in Wheatley four years and 

wrote much later: ‘I don’t know that I was ever happier than during those 
four years.’ Coming from the conventional and rather sheltered background 
of a Victorian parsonage he developed in Wheatley that sensitive love of the 
poor which was to be a dominant note in his whole ministry. ‘Our dear 
country poor,’ he wrote, ‘require a great deal of loving watchful sympathy.’ 

Later he wrote: ‘The simple life at Wheatley and the affection of the people 
were more to me than this public and controversial life.’ His deep feeling for 
the poor and rejected was demonstrated in his ministry to condemned 
prisoners in Lincoln Gaol.
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Edward Elton was a more militant character. He fought such evil habits 
of his people as bull-baiting and cock-fighting; he fought on their behalf to 

achieve the culvertingof the brook in the High Street; he fought to ensure 
that the projected railway line should run through the village and so put the 
population more in touch with the outside world. He raised money for the 
new school building and persuaded the owner of land adjacent to the church 
to give him a site for it. The school remained there until 1984 when it was 

moved to the Littleworth Road. He and members of his family were tireless 
in visiting the school and supporting the teachers. He struggled with and for 
the people of Wheatley for thirty-five years. Then, aged sixty-eight, he asked 
the Bishop (John Mackarness whom he apparently found less sympathetic 
than Samuel Wilberforce) to find him an easier situation and was eventually 

given the living of Sherington in Buckinghamshire. He worked there until 
his death in 1898 but his body was brought back to Wheatley and lies outside 
the East End of the church where he ministered for so long. Three later 
Vicars are also buried there: the Revd Arthur Sturges, the Revd Brian 
Gandon and the Revd Hubert Brasier. 

OUTSIDE THE CHURCH 

The Lych Gate was given in memory of the Revd Arthur Sturges, Vicar from 
1889 to 1907. 

The Porch was built in 1887 to commemorate the Golden Jubilee of Queen 
Victoria. Outside it on the westward side are stones inscribed with the 

names of those who died in the two World Wars. These were originally on a 
stone cross in the Memorial Gardens but in 1974 that cross was crumbling 
so dangerously that it had to be taken down. A parishioner arranged that it 
should be replaced by the present one and that the inscribed stones should 
be placed in their present position. The list of names from 1914-1919 should 

be read in the knowledge that the total population of the village was then 
about 1,000. In the churchyard there is a stone in memory of Private W. 
Clements who died on 11 November, the very day of the Armistice, in 1918.
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INSIDE THE CHURCH 

On the South wall there is a brass tablet apparently removed from the older 
building and recording the benefactions of Thomas Sims and also of Bishop 
Moss who paid for the original school. The engraver has clearly made a 
mistake in copying, for the arithmetic is inexplicable. Above the Lady Chapel 

is a window' erected in memory of the Revd H. Halford-Alcock, who lived in 
the High Street in his retirement and ministered in the church, dying in 
1922. The window to the South of the 

 

 

high altar is in memory of a member of the Elton family who died in
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1856 and the East Window was completed in November 1875. It was made 
by Fouracre of Plymouth and Mr Elton noted that it cost £70. Over the years 
the church has been enriched by many other gifts, including altar vessels, 
service books, a credence table made from wood removed from Westminster 
Abbey, other furniture and embroidered kneelers. 

THE ORGAN 

The organ was completed in 1872. On 27 October Mr Elton noted ‘A new 

organ was today opened in our Church, made by Conacher & Co of 
Huddersfield, at a cost of £150, and on this occasion the Choir began wearing 
Surplices, a Robing Room having been made at the West End of the Church 
... The organ contains twelve Stops. The total cost, including Surplices, 
amounted to £170, nearly all of which was collected since October previous 
by Mrs Elton.’ Near the organist’s seat is a small tablet in memory of Rees 

Leyshon, organist and choir master from 1891 to 1925 while the panels of 
the Reredos portraying St Cecilia and St Frideswide were given in memory 
of Arthur Sheldon, organist for seventeen years, who died in 1947. He was 
succeeded as organist by Mrs Phyllis Cox who served for forty years. The 
original organ was restored in 1963 in memory of Rees Leyshon. 

BISHOP KING CHAPEL 

The Chapel in the North Aisle was consecrated on 21st June 1971 in honour 

of Edward King. On the window-sill there is a photograph of him in old age 

and a prayer book with his inscription which he gave to his first footman, 

James White, a Wheatley man who, after his service with the Bishop, 

returned to the village and gave faithful service to the church as sexton for 

many years.
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THE BELLS 

There is a ring of six bells. Five of these were transferred from the old Chapel 
and are dated 1793 or 1794: they were cast by John Briant of Hertford. The 
Treble bears the inscription: 

Meares and Stainbank, Founders, London 

‘Praise God in His Sanctuary Ps 150 
Edward Elton, Vicar 
George Rose 
Charles Bushnell, Churchwardens, 1879 

There is also a separate sanctus or saunce bell which originally hung in a 

church in Troitsa (North Russia) from which it was removed in 1919. It was 
made in the factory of Oloryanishmik at Taroslav. The bells were rehung on 
ball bearings in 1964. 
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A LIVING CHURCH 

Since the time of Edward Elton the population of the village has grown from 
about 1,000 to nearly 4,000 and the church has continued to provide the 
setting for the great events of family life. Successive vicars have ministered 
to the people in joy and sorrow and St Mary’s is still the home of a vigorous 

worshipping community, now strengthened by strong links with the 
members of the Roman Catholic and United Reformed Churches. 

The spirit of the congregation is illustrated by three memorials. The tablet 
to Wilfrid Sheldon on the North Wall pays tribute to a man who during a 
long life served his neighbours as blacksmith and later cycle-repairer. He 

dedicated much of his leisure to the church, as chorister, bell-ringer and 
churchwarden. Many remember his gentle and courteous welcome to Sunday 
services. Rees Leyshon, whose grave is on the left of the path from the Lych 
Gate was schoolmaster from 1891 to 1925. He taught generations of children, 
bringing many new ideas into their lives and work and setting before them 

the example of a faithful churchman who was organist, choir master and 
churchwarden. At the back of the choir stalls is a small tablet to Albert East, 
sometime churchwarden and for fifty-three years a chorister. These are 
typical of those who have loved this house of prayer and have gone out from 
it to love and serve the Lord in the local community. 


