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The Church of St. James
Somerton
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Forward

This booklet contains not only
a guide to the church but also
an article on the role of the
Fermor family in protecting the
Catholic community in Somerton
throughout the turbulent sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries.
These articles are edited versions
of the texts on the Somerton
Village History Project website.
www.somertonoxon.co.uk
The website also contains many
other related articles which are not
printed here, most notably a listing
of the rectors of the parish and a
chronological history of the village.
This booklet like the website was
made possible by a generous grant
from the Heritage Lottery Fund.
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Introduction

The Church of St James in
Somerton stands on a knoll to
the south of one of the tracks
leading down from the tableland
to the east to the water meadows
along the Cherwell. The church
is unusually large and imposing

the twelfth century, and the round
piers to the arches to the north
aisle are transitional between
Norman and Early English style.
(The arches themselves, however,
are double chamfered, a typical
fourteenth century feature).

for what has never been a large
village. It contains remarkable
monuments and has architectural
elements from every century
between the eleventh and the
sixteenth. It is listed as Grade 1.

The North Aisle was added
sometime around 1200 and
the Chancel about a hundred
years later.

Blocked doorway in south wall of nave

Structure

In the churchyard immediately
overlooking what is now Church
Street stands a medieval preaching
cross, and the knoll may have
been a site of worship in Saxon
times, but the first building which

we know to have stood on this
site was erected shortly after the
Norman Conquest and may have
included the earliest extant part
of the church – the blocked up
door on the south side of the nave.
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This door with its round Norman
arch may have been the original
entrance to the church since
church doors were traditionally
on the south side and at that stage
much of the village may have been
in the area to the south of the
church which is now an orchard.
The outline of the nave and
perhaps some of the lower
stonework probably go back to

The fourteenth century saw not
only the creation of the Gothic
arches between the Nave and the
North Aisle but also the building
of the Tower and the Porch. Here
ironstone was used rather than the
local limestone. Somerton is close
to the geological border between
limestone and ironstone country,
and the ironstone, though more
expensive was probably thought
to be superior, but a very white
limestone was used to good effect
for the Crucifixion depicted on the
North side of the Tower.
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clerestory added, and crenellated
parapets were added to the nave,
side aisles and tower to give the
whole church its present ‘visually
assertive’ appearancei and the east
end of the south aisle a slightly
rakish aspect.

Crucifixion on Tower

A south aisle was also added in
the fourteenth century. This was
much extended and altered in
the sixteenth and seventeenth
century to accommodate the
memorials to the Fermor family
(see opposite).
The fifteenth century saw further
works not to extend the church
but to make it more imposing. The
roof of the nave was raised and the
i

There were no alterations to the
external structure after the early
seventeenth century possibly
because the Fermor family, the
lords of the manor, moved to
Tusmore. By the late eighteenth
century most of the rectors were
non-resident and the church and
its monuments were in disrepair.
A major refurbishment took
place at the end of the nineteenth
century under Henry Wilson
(1864-1934) who had taken
over the architectural practice of
JD Sedding. Wilson was noted not
only as an architect but also as
a designer.

Oxfordshire’s Best Churches, Richard Wheeler 2013, Fircone Books ISBN 978 1 907700 00 2

View from the south-east showing slightly raked crenellations on the east end of the Fermor Chapel
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The Monuments and
Internal Features

The Chancel
The oldest and perhaps the single
most important carving in the
church is the remarkable stone
Reredos behind the altar. This
probably dates from about 1400
and depicts the Last Supper in
splendidly lively style. All the
figures are caught in mid-gesture
(one disciple is refusing another
drink for example) except for John
who is lying in the lap of Christ.
Wheeler (op cit) describes it as
‘medieval sculpture at its most
engaging and accessible: humane,
animated and brimful of charm’. It
is made of Brize Norton stone and
is similar to one at Bampton. It
was taken down and hidden from
the Puritans in the 17th century
and only put back in 1822.

The three-place sedilia (stone
seat) on the south wall of
the chancel dates from the
fourteenth century.
The choir stalls incorporate two
medieval bench ends but date
from the late nineteenth or early
twentieth century. They are
thought to be to designs by the
architect Henry Wilson who was
himself a well-known sculptor.
They are fine examples of the Arts
and Crafts style and the carvings
depict an enchanting menagerie
of animals with seated figures
supporting the arm-rests at the
east end.

Reredos full view. The damaged section immediately in front of Christ may have been
an image of Judas Iscariot

Reredos detail. One of the apostles has evidently had enough to drink already!

A choir stall detail showing animal carvings
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(Top-left) Detail – Arms of William Juxon
(Top-right) Detail of carving from choir stalls

The rood screen separating
the chancel from the nave is a
particularly fine example of late
fifteenth century work. The upper
parts are substantially original
and the tracery heads are of great
finesse. The double middle rail
is a rarity (others are found at
Cherry Hinton in Cambridgeshire
and Llanegryn in North Wales). It
features a series of wheels each
containing four mouchettes.
These motifs were typical of the

Rood Screen showing double middle rail and below the arms of William Juxon, Rector of Somerton
before the Civil War who became Archbishop of Canterbury at the Restoration

Detail of Rood Screen showing mouchettes

earlier Decorated Gothic style of
the fourteenth century whereas
the panel tracery above is typical
of the Perpendicular style of the
following century. The screen
would originally have been
vaulted with the vaulting ribs
springing from the tops of the
shafts between each tracery
head. The vaulting would have
formed the underside of the
now missing rood-loft above.
(Richard Wheeler op cit)
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The Fermor Chapel

Next in importance to the
reredos must be the collection
of monuments in the Fermor
Chapel. The Fermor family
completed their acquisition of the
manor of Somerton in 1512. They
remained in Somerton until 1642
when they moved to Tusmore
Park, but subsequent generations
continued to be buried at
Somerton. The family remained
staunch Catholics through all
the turmoils of the sixteenth
and
seventeenth
centuries.
(see following article).

“The Dormitory of the Fermors
in this church contains many
curious Monuments, which we
cannot but lament is hastening
to decay……… the all destroying
hand of time is committing daily
depredation which cleanliness
& a few occasional repairs might

have prevented.” (Thomas Trotter,
archival watercolourist to the
Royal Society of Antiquaries in
annotation of his paintings of
the tombs in 1801 (see example
below). Trotter was a pupil of
William Blake).

The founder of the dynasty was
William Fermor. His chest tomb,
with his wife Elizabeth Norrys,
stands next to the chancel screen
and has fine brasses. These are
palimpsests (ie re-used with
memorials to someone else on
the reverse). William Fermor died
in 1552, having been married
four times but with no issue. He
was buried according to his will
“under the new arch, between
Chest tomb of William Fermor from water colour by Thomas Trotter, dated 1801
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the aisle of the south side and the
choir wherein I used to kneel”. His
tomb was described as “a great
raised monument of gray marble –
thereon ye picture of a man and a
woman in brass.”
Even more interesting is the tomb
on the south wall opposite. This is
of William’s heir Thomas Fermor
and his wife Brigitta. Thomas, the
younger son of Richard Fermor of
Easton Neston, was Lord of the
Manor of Somerton from 1552
to 1580 and by his will left an
endowment for the establishment
of the village school, which
remained in existence for nearly
four centuries. His tomb bears
the inscription:
“to Thomas Fermor, Knight, a man
of generosity towards scholars,
mercy and goodness towards his
people, admirable piety towards
all men, the kindly lord of this
estate, and the excellent founder
of a school. In perpetual memory

14

15

A Guide to the Church of St James, Somerton, Oxfordshire

(Top) Monument to Thomas Fermor and his wife Brigitta

of himself and his beloved
wife Brigitta, his executors, in
accordance with his will, have with
tears erected this monument. He
died in the year of our Lord 1580,
the 8th day of August”.
The effigies of him and his wife are
by Richard and Gabriel Roiley of
Burton-on-Trent. The alabaster is
not of good quality and the style
is consciously archaic but the
tomb is important partly because
it is well documented: the Roileys
were to be paid the “full somme
of Forty poundes of lawful mony
of England” – a massive sum in
those days. Under the contract
the creature at Thomas’s feet
is supposed to be a lion but is
normally described as a dog.
With all its imperfections this
monument is a good example
of English workmanship of the
period. There is no suggestion
in the contract that the effigies
were to be actual likenesses of
Thomas and Brigitta. Rather they

were to represent their standing
in society and the number of their
offspring. There is a naive charm
about the monument as a whole,
particularly perhaps in the way
that the ill-proportioned weepers
support
enormous
shields
of arms between them. The
weepers include a swaddled baby
– presumably a child who died at
birth or soon thereafter. In a nice
touch Brigitta’s little dog with a
studded collar is busying himself
untying one of the knotted ribbons
on her dress. (Buttons were a
later invention).
Next to Thomas along the south
wall is the monument to Richard
his eldest son who was lord of the
manor from 1580 till his death in
1642. This is in a very different
style. The effigy is lying under a
Renaissance canopy. Richard is
lying on his back in what was by
then a very old-fashioned posture.
The monument is of painted
limestone with black stone
(Bottom-left) Monument to Thomas Fermor and his wife Brigitta – detail
(Bottom-right) Monument to Thomas Fermor and his wife Brigitta - Weepers detail

16

A Guide to the Church of St James, Somerton, Oxfordshire

decorative inserts and columns.
There should be a pair of obelisks
at the top of the canopy. The whole
monument would originally have
been extremely colourful. It bears
the inscription in Latin:
You ask who I am that lie here.
Here I lie, dust beneath marble.
Once I was Richard Fermor. Part
of me returns, ashes to ashes, part
scales the heights of heaven. That
thou mayest act thus in death, in
life act likewise.
Opposite Richard on the north wall
of the chapel lies John Fermor, his
eldest son who predeceased him,
dying in 1625. His monument
is very similar in style and
construction but the effigy is in
the reclining posture popular from
the late sixteenth century onwards.
John has a much fuller and sadder
epitaph also in Latin:
O hurrying traveller, grudge not to
check thy step. See who I was and
(Top) Monument to Richard Fermor
(Bottom) Monument to John Fermor
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ponder well. My name was John
Fermor, the eldest son of his parents
and the first hope of the House
of Fermor. I was in the flower of
youth, my cheeks were bright and
blooming, and having just married
a wife I was full of joy.
Scarcely had I begun my course
when suddenly cruel Death bade
me halt and stopped the journey I
had started. I pleaded my strength
and wealth and my flower of youth,
my wife’s tears and my father’s sad
prayers. But my words fell upon
deaf ears: inflexible Death drew his
weapon and laid me low with a
cruel wound.
But why speak I of myself? So many
sons lie here buried in the earth,
but their spirit ascends to the stars.
While thou readest this, pity my
fate and say a propitious prayer.
My present fate may soon be yours.
The inscriptions to both Richard
and John were probably re-carved
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in the nineteenth century since
Thomas Trotter, the watercolourist
for
the
Royal
Society
of
Antiquaries who painted the
monuments in 1801 recorded that
they were virtually illegible but that
he had found them recorded in an
Oxford college.
On the floor of the chapel are
ledger stones with elegant lettering
commemorating various members
of the family, among them Colonel
Thomas Morgan, killed in 1643
at the battle of Newbury, who
was husband of Jane Fermor. The
(parliamentary) Committee for
the Advance of Moneyii referred
to him as a ‘notorious papist and
delinquent’, and ordered that his
confiscated land (sequestered)
presently possessed by Jane,
his widow and her family, be
handed over to the trustees of
the children of John Pym, the
leading parliamentarian who had
died that yeariii. He had lands at
Heyford and in Northampton.
ii

As late as 1650 there were
complaints to Parliament by John
Pym’s heirs that they still could not
collect rents for the property because
the tenants were still paying rent
to Thomas Morgan’s heirsiv.
On the south wall of the chapel is
an elaborate monument to James
Smith and his wife Eliza. It is not
clear why that monument is in the
Fermor Chapel, but Parliamentary
records for Somerton also refer
to one Thomas Smith as a noted
recusant. If James was related to
him he may have been a close
ally of the Fermors. It is also
noteworthy that the small marble
monument in the nave to William
Mynn and his wife commemorates
another noted Catholic.
It is probably also safe to assume
that the Fermor’s cook who was
given a (rather cruder) ledger
stone near the southwest wall of
the chapel was also qualified for
this distinction by his faith.

Calendar of the Committee for the Advance of Money 6 Dec 1643
Dictionary of National Biography

iii
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Monument to William Mynn and his
wife Mary

On the west wall of the chapel are
three monuments by JG Lough
(1789-1876) the noted sculptor
of funerary monuments. Each
is in the form of a stele with a
low pediment and akroteria
(classical ornament) at the top,
based on the type of ancient
Greek (and later Roman) external
standing memorial, with a relief
iv

sculpture on the face. Professor
Brian Kemp comments that each
is in its own way interesting.
That of William Fermor (died
1828) depicts a lady grieving at a
draped urn upon a column; the
lady is probably his daughter,
who erected the monument. The
largest monument is that of John
Ramsay (died 1840). It was erected
by his family and shows in a very
moving way the members of the
family, including children, in
various attitudes of grief. That of
Philippa Dewar (died 1853) shows
an angel in low relief conducting
aloft the soul of Philippa holding
a baby – this would normally
indicate death in childbirth, and
would help to explain ‘Thy will be
done’ at the top of the monument.
The depiction of angels assisting
souls, or even taking souls,
to heaven is typical of the
Victorian period.
John Ramsay (d. 1840) and Philippa
Dewar (d. 1853) were descendants

Calendar for the Committee for Compounding p. 3194 and 3186, 18 Jan 1654
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West Wall of Fermor Chapel showing
family memorials by J G Lough and
funnery hatchments

of the Fermors. It is notable
that the family still wished to be
commemorated in the chapel even
after the Fermor estates around
Somerton were sold to the Earl of
Jersey in 1815.
The chapel also contains three
hatchments
recording
the
heraldic arms of eighteenth
century members of the family.
(Hatchments are large diamond
- shaped canvases painted for
the funeral of the deceased, hung
outside the house during the
v
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mourning period and then placed
in the church). These are (with
heraldic descriptions from Peter
Summers’ book on the hatchments
of Britainv):

in chief three escallops azure
(Errington). Motto: Resurgam Two
cherubs’ heads above shield.

1. For Henry Fermor
(died 17 Jan. 1747 married in
1736, Frances, daughter of Edward
Sheldon of Beoley. She died 20
Mar. 1790).

All black background. Arms: As for
Frances, his wife. Crest: defaced
Mantling: Gules and argent. Motto:
Horae sempre.

Dexter background black. Argent a
fess sable between three lions’ heads
erased gules (Fermor), impaling,
Sable a fess between three sheldrakes
argent (Sheldon). Crest: From a
ducal coronet or a cock’s head gules
beaked combed and wattled or.
Mantling: Gules and argent.
2. For Frances Fermor
(died 24 June 1787. Eldest daughter
of John Errington of Beaufront,
Northumberland. She married
William Fermor of Tusmore
in 1766).
Sinister background black, Fermor,
impaling, Argent two bars and

Hatchments in Britain by Peter Summers 1983 Vol 4
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3. For William Fermor of Tusmore
(died 1 July 1806).

Font

The screen separating the Fermor
Chapel from the nave is probably
fifteenth century work perhaps
from an earlier chantry chapel
re-used when the Fermor Chapel
was created in the sixteenth
century out of the east end of the
previous south aisle. The western
section of it was probably placed
at first north-south at the western
end of the smaller Chapel and
then moved to its present position
when the remainder of the south
aisle was incorporated into the
chapel in order to accommodate
more family memorials.

The screen separating the chapel
from the chancel is Jacobean.
The Nave and North Aisle
The font was moved to its present
position in late 2009 but is
medieval. Its unusual hexagonal
shape suggests that it may not
have been designed as a font.
Sherwood in the Pevsner (ed)
Oxfordshire suggests that it may
have been the base of a cross.
In the south-west corner of the
nave there is an early seventeenth
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barrels in the mechanism itself.
The mechanism never had a clock
face. Instead it just rang the tenor
bell on the hour.
The fine window at the East end of
the North Aisle is by Christopher
Whall (1849-1924). Whall was an
important member of the Arts and
Crafts Movement, who became a
leading designer of stained glass.
He was a close collaborator of
William Morris.

Early 17th century clock mechanism originally in tower

century clock mechanism. This
used to be in the clock room in the
tower but had been replaced by an
electric mechanism which strikes
the hour and the half hour on the
tenor bell and drives the modern
clock face.
The old mechanism was brought
down in 2011 and professionally
conserved in 2012-13. It was

driven by heavy weights. Some
of these now hang underneath
it so that once they are wound
up the clock can run briefly
for demonstration purposes.
Originally, however, the weights
were hung on much longer
ropes, which passed over pulleys
up in the actual bell chamber
above the clock room and
then were wound round the

Some of the many pleasures in
this church are quite hard to see.

The
carved
stone
corbels
supporting the wall posts of
the
fifteenth-century
ceiling
are particularly good examples
of the vigour and humour of
the medieval tradition. See for
example the head of the lion – or is
it a bearded man? – on the second
corbel from the east on the south
side. Even harder to make out is
the fantastic owl facing east carved
on the second tie-beam from the
East. (To the medieval mind an
owl was a creature of darkness and
ignorance, not the friendly and
wise old bird of today).

Section of Whall window
Section text by Basil Eastwood with additional material supplied by Richard Wheeler, author
of Oxfordshire’s Best Churches, published 2013.
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The Fermors and
Catholicism in Somerton
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The history of Catholicism in
Somerton through the turmoils
of the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries is intertwined with
that of the Fermors as lords of
the manor. Their support for
Catholics in Somerton lasted
from the time of the Reformation
until their sale of the manor to the
Earl of Jersey in 1815 and made
Somerton a centre of Catholicism
in Oxfordshire during that period.

the Fermors. William Fermor
purchased half of the manor in
1498, and in 1512 he was granted
the other half by the Crown (which
had acquired it after Sir Francis
Lovell had forfeited it in 1495 for
high treason). The son of Witney
cloth merchants, William, as lord
of the manor, remained firm in his
Catholic faith in the difficult years
that followed but firm too in his
policy of avoiding trouble.

Thereafter
the
number
of
Catholics went into steep decline:
by 1888 only two were left in
the parish (Sarah Jennings and
Widow Plumb) whereas in 1811
the number was recorded at 48
– and this despite the passing of
the Roman Catholic Relief Act in
the same year (much of which
remains on the statute book
today), Irish immigration in the
1840s, and the Oxford Movement
of the same period.

His successors followed the
same policy. By contrast his elder
brother Richard, who had bought
the manor of Easton Neston, had
his estates seized for having given
relief to his former confessor,
Nicholas Thayne, then imprisoned
in Buckingham jail (although
Henry VIII eventually forgave
him and his property was largely
restored). William, meanwhile,
served in 1530 on the commission
enquiring into Cardinal Wolsey’s
possessions, and in 1535 was
appointed a Royal Commissioner
for Oxfordshire, responsible for

The English Reformation coincided
with the tenure of the first of
All that is left of the Fermors’ great house in Somerton. The arch stands in a field to the
east of the Heyford Road © Mr Alistair F Nisbet. Images of England
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collecting the tithes no longer to
be paid to Rome. The authorities
evidently considered him to
be loyal.
On completing his acquisition
of the manor William built
himself a new manor house in
contemporary style on higher
ground to the south-east of
the village. It was a substantial
building whose outline can still be
traced east of Jersey Manor Farm.
In 1665 it was returned for the
hearth tax as having 22 hearths.
It had a central dining-hall with
mullioned windows and ‘great’
parlour above and flanking wings.
It is not clear whether William’s
original house included a chapel or
whether this was a creation of his
successor, Thomas. In any event,
this did not detract from his deep
attachment to the parish church
and the funding of improvements
to it. William’s will of 11 September
1552, made 18 days before his
death, specified that he was

to be buried in the church
‘under the newe Arche between the
ile of the South side, and the quere
wherein I used to knele’.
His memorial, with the fine
brasses of himself and his last
wife, Elisabeth, can be seen in the
same position.

Brasses on the tomb of William Fermor and his wife Elisabeth

The Fermors and Catholicism in Somerton
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This south aisle may have
contained one or more chantry
chapels where masses were to be
said for the repose of the souls
of previous lords of the manor.
Such chapels were abolished
by Act of Parliament in 1547.
(The wooden screens now
separating the Fermor Chapel
from the nave look as if they
have been salvaged and re-used
and may have come from such
a chantry chapel). In any case
William Fermor began the process
of turning this south aisle into
a chapel for his family’s burials,
and it is reasonable to speculate
that despite reforms dictated
from London Catholic worship
continued quietly in this chapel
for some time.

who denied that the Virgin and
Saints are mediators’. (King went
on to become Bishop of Oxford,
a position he retained when Mary
reinstated Catholicism after her
accession in 1553. As such he sat
in judgment on Thomas Cranmer,
the Archbishop of Canterbury
who was burnt in Oxford in
March 1556). King was succeeded
in Somerton in 1552 by his own
curate, Thomas Gardiner. It may
therefore be assumed that little
changed, despite the coming into
force of the revised prayer book the
same year.

For the character of the parish at the
time can be judged by its priests.
From 1537 until 1552 the office
was held by Robert King, notable
for opposing those desiring to ‘pull
down the images of the Saints, and

William’s
successor
Thomas
was not his own child (he had
no progeny), but the second
surviving son of his elder brother
Richard. Blomfieldvi describes
him
as ‘large-hearted
and
tolerant of opinions differing
from his own’ as well as being
‘obedient to existing authorities’.

J. C. Blomfield, History of the Deanery of Bicester, containing: Part iv, History of
Middleton and Somerton (Bristol, 1888)

vi
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Until his death in 1580 Thomas
lived at the manor house built by
his uncle. Possibly at the same
time as founding the school or
(as Blomfield states) as his first act
on arriving in his manor, Thomas
built both a chapel and a priest’s
residence in the grounds of the old
castle, and also set aside land for
burials. This chapel was specifically
a place of worship for Catholics.
Some at least of this ground
is now covered over by the railway
because during its construction a
small silver crucifix was excavated
on the site. The dedication of the
chapel did not last long. During
the reign of Elizabeth I the laws
against Catholics were tightened
so that they could no longer hold
public
assemblies,
including
attending mass. The chapel
therefore fell into disuse, and in
1580 Thomas provided it as part of
the school’s endowment.

manor house before 1718 by the
antiquary Rawlinson was built by
Thomas for more private worship
when the castle chapel fell into
disuse. It was this chapel which
remained the centre of Catholicism
in the village for more than a century
after the Fermors departed. John
Watson, the rector of Somerton from
1729-1769vii, reported in 1738 that
the Catholics held monthly services
there, despite the surroundings
presumably becoming increasingly
dilapidated.

It is reasonable to assume that the
16th century chapel recorded at the
vii

29

marvellous if these were actual
portraits of Thomas and Brigitta;
but they are not. The tomb is of
particular antiquarian importance
because the original contract for
its design and erection still exists.
It is dated 20 September 1581,
and made between Thomas’s
executors and Richard and Gabriell
Roiley of Burton upon Trent.
It makes detailed provisions for
the effigies:

‘...ye said Richard and Gabriell
Roiley... shall and will worke,
make, laye, and place, artificially
substantially durably and decently
in or on ye uppermost p’te of ye said
Tumbe... a very faire decent and well
p’portioned picture or portraiture
of a gentleman representing ye said
Thomas Fermor wth furniture and
ornaments in armour, and about
his necke a double cheyne of gold
wth creste and helmette under his
head, wth sword and dagger by his

As with William, Catholicism
did not prevent Thomas from
continuing to support the church
financially, nor from specifying
burial in the church in his will of
15 June 1580. His is the tomb in
the south-eastern corner of the
Fermor chapel, Thomas resting
with his second wife, Brigitta,
with images of his children, living
and dead, carved below, along
with arms including those of his
first wife, Fraunces. It would be

John Watson, Responses to Bishop Secker’s Visitation 1738

Memorial to Thomas Fermor and his wife Brigitta
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side, and a lion at his feete and in
or on the uttermoste parte of the
uppermost parte of the said Tumbe
a decent and p’fect picture or
portraiture of a faire gentlewoman
wth a Frenchehood, edge and
abilliment, with all other apparell
furniture jewells ornamentes and
things in all respects usuall, decent,
and seemly, for a gentlewoman’.
It was not until 1596 that Thomas’s
son Richard came of age. It was he
who in about 1625 moved his seat
from Somerton to Tusmore, which
he had bought at some point before
1612 with monies accumulated
by his father’s executors during
their trusteeship.
He continued the family tradition
of ensuring that the Rector of
Somerton was sympathetic to
the Catholics in the parish by
appointing William Juxon as
Rector of Somerton from 1615
to 1633. Juxon was a noted ‘high
church’ Anglican who went on

to become Bishop of London
and, after the Restoration of the
Monarchy in 1660, Archbishop of
Canterbury.
Richard Fermor gave the manor of
Somerton “in dower” to Cicely, the
widow of his eldest son John who
died in 1625. She subsequently
married Lord Arundell of Wardour,
a prominent Catholic and royalist
during the Civil War. Somerton
was therefore sequestrated by the
parliament along with the rest
of his estates in 1646. The family,
however, managed to buy it back
in 1653 (for £1,609 15s. 10d.) and
it remained part of the Arundell
estates till Cicely died in 1675,
when it reverted to the Fermors.
By contrast to Lord Arundell Henry
Fermor, who succeeded his father
in Tusmore in 1643 maintained
a prudent neutrality during the
Civil War. These must have been
difficult times for the Catholics
of Somerton but the Fermor

The Fermors and Catholicism in Somerton

31

chapel has monuments not only
to Henry’s father Richard but
also to Colonel Thomas Morgan,
killed in 1643 at the first battle of
Newbury, who was the husband of
Jane Fermor. The (parliamentary)
Committee for the Advance
of Money referred to him as a
‘notorious papist and delinquent’.

something to do with saving
Somerton’s
wonderful
stone
reredos depicting the Last Supper
from the vandalism of the Puritans.
Blomfield says that it was removed
and hidden in the tower, which
indicates that any threat to it was
from outside the village. Once
that threat had passed the relief
was returned to the north aisle,
before in 1822 being returned to
its original position by the rector,
Mr Wintle, who also paid for
its restoration.

The Fermors of Tusmore will
have tried to maintain their
quiet protection of the Catholics
in Somerton and probably had

Tomb of Richard Fermor d. early 1643
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The Fermors and Catholicism in Somerton

Glass in the windows of the manor
house at Somerton is still recorded
in 1660, and the future James II of
England slept there a little later,
but it fell into ruin from the late
seventeenth century. Timbers and
stone from the manor house may
have been re-used elsewhere in
the village or at Tusmore. Indeed
the remarkable timber frame
granary cum dovecot at Tusmore
is thought to have been brought
from Somerton and reconstructed
– quite a normal procedure when
timber was so valuable.

his responses to queries from his
Bishop in 1738.

From Tusmore the Fermors
continued in their attachment to
Somerton. Up until the last male
descendant, William, who died in
1828, they were buried here and
they continued directly to support
the Catholics of Somerton,
many of whom must have been
their tenants.
Certainly this was the reason
given by Rector John Watson in

“Our Parish has always been
remarkable for a great many
Papists, which I suppose proceeds
from most of the Inhabitants
being Tennants to Mr. Fermour a
Roman Cathk. gentlm. who lives at
Tusmore about three miles from us;
I am informed that formerly near
half ye Families in ye Parrish were
Papists, but they are considerably
diminished of late years”
(In fact the figures show that
the number of Catholics in the
village had not significantly
declined). Watson reported that
a Catholic priest from Tusmore
or Goddington had conducted
services at the Manor‘s chapel
till it became a ruin and that
thereafter a Tusmore priest
would occasionally say mass in
a Somerton farmhouse. More
regularly, though, Somerton’s
Catholics
attended
services
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at Tusmore itself. The Rector
concluded his letter to the Bishop
defensively by saying:
“I have formerly been advis’d by my
superiours not to be troublesome
to ye Roman Catholicks so long as
they live quietly and peaceably, and
get no ground amongst us.
The
Protestants and Papists by long
living together in ye same Parrish
are so blended and united together,
having for several years married
one among another, that shou’d we
put ye laws in execution against ye
Papists, I am afraid that instead of
bringing them over to the Church, it
would be a certain means of driving
some of our own people away.”
The continuing strength of
Catholicism in Somerton even after
the manor house was abandoned
is shown by the numbers.
They are strikingly consistent.
Elizabeth I made it mandatory
for villages to return numbers of
“Popish recusants”. Somerton’s

from around 1600 records 50
names, excluding those of the
Fermors themselves. In 1620
Somerton was named as a centre in
Oxfordshire for the Roman Catholic
Province in England. In 1676 there
were 51 recorded papists, in 1706
there were 45, and in 1738 47
(as against 48 Anglicans). 1767
shows 42 Catholics, 1811 48, but
then the decline sets in: by 1854
there were only 20 and by 1888
just two.
It is difficult not to see this decline
as linked to the departure of
the Fermors. William was the last
male Fermor, and was unmarried
until he died in 1828, having
sold the Somerton estate to the
Earl of Jersey in 1815. His heir was
Captain John Ramsay of Croughton
who had married William’s
natural daughter MariaWhitehead.
The Ramsays continued to have
their memorials in the Fermor
Chapel in Somerton but unlike the
Fermors they were Protestant.
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This publication and the website
have been made possible by
the support of the Heritage
Lottery Fund
The Fermors can therefore be
credited with the maintenance of
the Catholic faith in the village.
But it must be remembered that
the atmosphere of toleration,
which they deliberately fostered
and encouraged, also ultimately
depended on the goodwill of
each inhabitant. In Somerton
under the Fermors the Protestants
and Catholics had indeed been,
as the Rector put it, blended and
united together.
William Fermor (1737-1806) while on
the Grand Tour painted in Rome in 1757
by Anton Mengs.
(© Ashmolean Museum, University of
Oxford).
The Fermors evidently lived in some style
but they were not ennobled and even the
gossipy Horace Walpole could only say of
this picture “Mr William Fermor son of
Lady Brown, a Catholic.”
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