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A BRIEF HISTORY AND GUIDE

Welcome to St Peter, Brooke,
open for you to use for worship or just
to visit to admire and enjoy the peace

and tranquility of this ancient place.

Brooke, formerly within the forest of Leighfield, was not mentioned
as a separate entity in the Domesday Book but as one of the five
‘hamlets’ of Oakham. The Ferrers family were then the Lords of the
Manor and it was Hugh Ferrers who ¢ 1153 established a Priory of
Canons of the Order of St Augustine at Brooke. Situated beside the
river Gwash and to the west of the ‘hamlet’, the priory was a cell
of the Priory of Kenilworth in Warwickshire and probably a place
where errant priests from Kenilworth were sent as a punishment,
for life at Brooke was hard work and never very prosperous.

During the Dissolution of the Monastries in 1536 the Priory and its
lands, by now ruinous, were surrendered and in 1549 passed to Sir
Andrew Noel of Dalby who built himself a fine Elizabethan house
next to the site of the Priory. Brooke House was demolished in the
18th century, although a portion remains in the property known as
Brooke Priory but little remains to be seen of the original priory.

This church, dedicated to St Peter, had also become dilapidated and
poorly served, but sensitive rebuilding and renovation took place ¢
1579, so adding its Elizabethan characteristics. It was no doubt the
Noel family who undertook this restoration after the building of
Brooke House.



ST PETER BROOKE

The nave, chancel
and north aisle are
12th century with
the south doorway
being dated to ¢
1160. The low, broad
13th century tower
is a dominating
feature of the church
when viewed from
its western approach,
looking slightly top
heavy as each of its
stages are an inch
or two broader at
the top than the
bottom and the
corners of the tower
are not supported by
tapering buttresses. The crenellated top was added in a later century.
Otherwise it is a plain stone built tower, having a twin bell opening
on each side, a single lancet window at ground level on the west wall
and another on the middle stage of the south wall.

On the north side of the tower, roofed with local Collyweston
slate, stands the steeply gabled stone end wall of the north aisle
broken only by a small rectangular window of two lights at ground
level. This is the western end of what had been the original church
building which was virtually reconstructed and designed during the
later years of Elizabeth I and giving St Peter its many Elizabethan
features.



Entering through the porch on the south side you see before
you an ornamented Norman doorway ¢ 1160 but with a pointed

arch leading you into the church. Most likely what at first was
a 12th century rounded arch later required some altering ( note

discontinuity in the moulding) and strengthening by means of
the more pointed arch which was added beneath it. The ancient
entrance door beneath this arch has numerous iron studs in its sides
and is held in place by two simple iron straps attached to eyes for
the hinges. Within the church there are Norman arches dividing
the north and south sides of the nave.
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Directly opposite in the north wall of the church can be seen
another ancient door, believed to date from the 15th century, with
very unusual iron hinges shaped like fish bones.
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To the left of the north door there is a continuous stone seat ending
at the tower, this was for the use of the elderly and infirm of the
congregation. There was no other seating in the body of churches
when this church was built, and these stone benches gave rise to the
saying of ‘pushing the weakest to the wall.

Inside to the left of the south door is a medieval wooden chest
hollowed out from a solid tree trunk; the lid has been repaired and
a medallion inset to commemorate the birth of Prince William
in 1982. Chests such as this were originally used to store parish
records and documents and would have been fastened with two or
even three locks. Only the vicar, curate and church wardens had
access to the chest and so each had a key to a lock.
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Directly in front of the entrance door is a 12th century, square, stone
font ornamented on all four sides with rows of arcades set in high
relief, the oak cover dating from Elizabethan times.
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An Elizabethan panel, from elsewhere in the church, has been
adapted to form a door between the nave and the ringing area.
Once onl}v' tour bells, dated 1610, 1648,1780 and 1811, hung in this
13th century tower, but over time both the bells and their frames
became unsafe and un-ringable. However, due to the fund raising
and hard work of a dedicated team of bell ringers, parishioners and
triends during 1991/92 the tower now has six bells which are rung
each week. For the story of their restoration see “The Book of Bells’
on the table in the chapel and part of the old bell frame.

At eye level on the inside of the tower’s north wall note the curious,
small egghead shaped face which appears in relief. Its date and
purpose are not known, but it was probably once used as a candle

holder by the bell ringers at night.




Also notice the other Elizabethan features of the church such as

the north and south chancel arches, the square framed window
openings with plain round headed lights and the wood furnishings
of the box pews, benches, pulpit and reading desk. The space where
the organ now stands used to be occupied by low children’s pews
which were removed, made higher and re-sited. The tenons remain
in the wooden floor where the children’s pews were sawn away. The
column beside the narrow pulpit and canopy with ball pendants has
been hacked away perhaps to allow the preacher to keep his eye on
the children once sitting on their low pews to his right.

A panelled screen, with an open top section divided by slender
balusters, runs from north to south across the church dividing the
nave and north aisle from the chapel and the chancel. Its fluting is
thought to have been added later when alterations were carried out
to the original furnishings in late Victorian times ¢ 1879. Attached
to the back of this screen on the chancel side are two high backed
square pews, one on each side altered at a similar time to provide a
small vestry and a cupboard. On one of the unaltered pews look out
tor dates and drawings carved onto a stall by bored communicants,
children or parishioners.
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The sanctuary space beyond the screen is suitably plain as befits a
church of the Post Reformation period and with the screen door
closed one could be standing inside an Elizabethan ‘Communion
Room’ separate from the preaching area of the nave. The wooden
communion table, now standing at the east end of the side chapel,
once stood in the centre of the chancel. It was orientated north-south
with the officiant standing to the north, facing the communicants.
The present sandstone altar slab stands on a 17th century wooden

frame and the cross is made from wood from the tower renovations
of 1991/1992.

The Communion Cup and paten, not available to view, are also 17th
century.

The chancel and spacious area to its north side were part of the
rebuilding in 1579 with the windowless north wall indicating that
this side chapel area was intended as a family chapel for the Noel
family. Indeed it contains the fine tomb of Charles Noel, (d 1619
age 28) the son of Sir Andrew Noel, builder of Brooke House. Later
in the seventeenth century the Noel family chose to live at the
nearby village of Exton, which they had acquired by marriage, and it
is Exton church, not Brooke, which came to house the magnificent
monuments to the Noels.

The chapel also houses a display cabinet containing information and
photographic facsimile pages of two ancient volumes belonging to
Brooke; a 1631 Book of Common Prayer and an early printed bible
known as a ‘Judas Bible,’ so called because of a printer’s error in St
Matthew’s Gospel Chap. 26 v 36 where the name which should be

‘Jesus” appears as ‘Judas’, making nonsense of the narrative.

There is also an illustration and information on the Brooke
Reliquary ¢ 13th century found in the cellar of Brooke Priory ¢
1805 and which is now on display in the Rutland County Museum
in Oakham.
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For more information on the Noels, floor, wall and other memorials
please see the blue book of ‘Brooke Church Memorials’on the table
in the chapel.
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St Peter has been described as a gem of an Elizabethan church
with a Norman spine, unspoilt by the Victorians and one of John
Betjeman’s 100 best churches. Often featuring in architectural
and historic church articles St Peter also has a more up to date
claim to fame; it was used as the location for a scene in the 2005
film adaptation of ‘Pride and Prejudice’ starring Judy Dench, Keira
Knightley and Matthew Macfadyen who was educated locally at
Oakham School.
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Brooke ~

15 one of those

remote little places -
which one ingtantly feels
18 a personal discobery
to be treasured

and visited again and
again when anpwhere
within itg aura<-

) Hosking:
Shell Guide to Rutland.

John Evelyn — Diary, 7th August 1654:

| went to Uppingham, the Shire-towne of
Rutland, pretty and well built of stone, which is
ararity in that part of England, where most of
the rural parishes are but of mud, and the people
living as wretchedly as in the most impoverished
parts of France, which they much resemble,
being idie and sluttish; the Country much in
commune, the Gentry greate drinkers.

14th August . . . Riding thro” Ockham. a pretty
towne in Rutlandshire . . . hence we went by
Brook, a very sweete seate and Parke of the old
Lady Camdens.

Jack Simmons — Brooke Church, Rutland:

The spiritual life of Brooke (in the 1570's)
seems to have been distressing. The responsib-
ility rested formally with Thomas Thickpenny,
who was Vicar of Oakham from 1565 to 1596
... Sence the Curate’s stipend was no more than
£8.10s. a year, a small sum even by Elizabethan
standards, it is not surprising that the quality of
the priests appointed was low. In 1581 the parish-
ioners complained that the Curate did not cate-
chise, and that he ""will be overcome with drink
marvellously”, so that “they have some time a
drunken evening prayer’’. In 1584-5 there were
35 weeks when no service whatever was held in
the Church.

The Church was reconstructed (in the 1580's).
The work was in progress in 1579 when the
parishioners stated that "‘the churchyard gate is
down by reason of the building of the chancel”.
In 1681 the porch was stated to be out of repair,
and the steeple decayed. But since all allegations
of the kind then abruptly cease, we may take it
that the restoration was completed soon after-
wards.



