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WATCHFIELD METHODIST CHAPEL

As is well known, Charles Wesley was the son of a clergyman and he preferred to preach in the open
- “the world was his parish”.

The Methodists are an offshoot of his denomination. As a child, Miss Elsie Godfrey remembers being
told how the “Primitive Methodists” or “Ranters’” as they were termed, were persecuted as they preached along
the roadside near Watchfield. It has been known for poor people to be turned out of house and home for
giving hospitality to their preachers. Yet, in spite of severe cruel persecution, they made progress and they built
chapels out of exteme poverty, Watchfield being one of them. The chapel was built in 1872.

At the time the primitives must have had a good standing and influence in the village to have acquired
such a good site, which was not easy in some villages. At a quarterley meeting held in Faringdon on 11th
September, 1871, it was resolved that a plot of land be acquired from:a Mrs. Willis for the sum of £ 30 to erect
a chapel. Stone and bricks were laid in July 1872 and the new chapel held its opening services on 29th September
1872. The total cost was £ 146, including the cost of the land, which was a very large amount in those days. As
the people involved were rather poor, the debt took many years to clear. There was a Sunday School in 1894 and
Mr. Francis Godfrey (Miss Elsie Godfrey’s father) was Steward and Treasurer for 43 years.

Anniversary services used to be held each year at which the children said their recitations, or sang solos or
duets. Parents came to hear them and the chapel was filled to the doors - many had to sit on the bank opposite.
There were services of songs and stories by adults of the congregation. When the camp meetings were held each
year, the Filkins Brass Band was hired, a hymn sung and a few words spoken at various parts of the village. There
was then a service in Oxford Square or Tuck Mill field, forms being carried from the chapel to seat those requiring
it.

Today, even with a small congregation, the Watchfield Methodist Chapel is very active. The centenary
was celebrated in 1972.

ST. THOMAS CHAPLE OF EASE (known as St. Thomas's Church, Watchfield)

The old chapel, having having been examined and found to be in a bad state of repair, was taken down
in 1788. The materials were sold and the money invested, the interest being used to pay a school mistress to
instruct a certain number of poor children of Watchfield. Having no chapel, worshippers had to walk to
Shrivenham.

In February 1857 a meeting was held at which it was decided, after subscriptions had been received
that the chapel should be rebuilt on a piece of ground called Chapel Hams.

The new chapel was designed by Mr. Street, the Diocesan Architect,and was built by Mr. Berchall of
Shrivenham. The foundation stone was laid by Lady Berens, wife of Archdeacon Edward Berens, Vicar of
Shrivenham, on Monday 18th May, 1857.

The chapel was consecrated by Samuel Wilberforce, Bishop of Oxford, on 4th March 1858, the dedic-
ation being to St. Thomas the Apostle, the same as for the old chapel.

The chapel has been served most faithfully by Vicars and Friends of the Community. In 1952 by
Revered Metford, in 1959 Revered Durrant, in 1968 Revered Newman and the current Vicar, Revered John Wade
in1974. In addition, we have a long serving member of the community, Mr.William C. Curtis, B.E.M., who has
been connected with the chapel since 1928 when he was Sexton, being appointed Verger in 1945 until his further
appointment was Chapel Warden in 1960.

The present organ was donated by the Barrington Estates from Beckett House and was moved to the
chapel by horses and wagon in 1908 or 1909. The church bell, which fell down in 1969 and which was very
quickly reinstalled, was originally made by J. Warner & Son of London in 1856.

The centenary of the chapel was celebrated in 1958.
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THE WATCHFIELD HORROR (by Mervyn Penny, long time resident of Watchfield)

May | take you back to 1893, probably the first time that Watchfield had hit the headlines. The “llustrated
Police Budget”, a blood and thunder of the day, took the murder story to its heart and presented readers with full
details of the court and trial proceedings and two pages of “our own Artist’s impression ** of - the murder in the
bedroom, the crown outside the court (readily recognisable as today’s Faringdon Police Station) and pen portraits
of all the characters in the court proceedings including the Chief Magistrate using an ear trumpet.

The following account is compiled from the North Wilts Herald,which supplies a more factual report of the
proceedings.

John Carter, a farm worker aged 43 years, had married for the third time in the preceding March and his
wife, Rhoda Ann, was looking after his two children, the elder being Tommy, a bright nine year old. During the
night of Thursday/Friday 21st July, 1893, Tommy was awakened by a bumping noise from his father’s bedroom
and eventually his step-mother’s voice crying “Lord, have mercy on us”. He heard bumping on the stairs and then
all was quiet and he settled down to sleep again.

He was aroused at 4 a.m. by his father who sent him to “fetch in the cows”. Tommy was no stranger to
this job and he was back in about twenty minutes to find his father busy with the wash-house fire. He was told on
No account was he to go into the wash-house and then his father departed for his work, leaving Tommy to rouse
the younger child and get ready for school. At this stage he had not questioned the absence of his step-mother, but
prepared a packed lunch and left for school as usual

The children returned home at 5 p.m. and their father arrived shortly afterwards, going immediately into
the wash-house to rejuvinate the fire. He came to Tommy in the house and sent him to purchase a quarter-hundred
of coal.

During the day Ann Butler, sister-in-law, had visited the house and was concerned that Rhoda was not
there. She noticed the copper fire was burning and the wash-house door locked. This was most unusal and Mrs.
Butler went away puzzied, and more that a little worried. She returned in the evening when volumes of smoke
poured from the wash-house chimney and there was a ““most disagreeable smell”’. She went to speak to Carter
who slammed the door in her face. “It’s all right” said Carter. “It’s all wrong” said Ann, ““I think you have murder
-ed Rhoda”, to which Carter did not reply. Ann Butler met PC Sparkes on her way home and he could see something
was amiss. She related her fears to the local policeman who decided to visit Carter.

When the constable questioned Carter he was told that he had had words with his wife in the early morning.
Rhoda wanted her sister to stay for a few days but Carter refused and so his wife immediately left to East Leach
saying ‘‘expect me when you see me”. He told the constable that the fire in the wash-house “’is for my pig food””
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On the following Monday, Tommy plucked up courage and asked where his step-mother was and was told
she was visiting her sister at East Leach. Rhoda’s mother, Ann Titcombe, arrived at breakfast time and offered to
help tidy the house and to see to the children. Carter refused her offer (they were never on the best of terms) and
his mother-in-law left but came back later and managed to get in. She found all her daughter’s clothes there, with
the exception of a dress, hat and mackintosh. Knowing her daughter would not go away for a few days without
taking a change of clothing, she went out into the village and found the policeman who returned with her and
looked over the house. He decided to move his investigations to East Leach and cycled off the next day, keeping
quiet about his destination.

Carter had not been home that night and while the policeman was on his travels, Carter walked to
Pennyhooks Farm to see his brother, James, who worked there. The fear of the body being discovered led
him to tell James of his crime and he asked his brother to go across to Watchfield and find out if the Police
had made any more moves or had found her body. James agreed to go and later returned with nothing to
report. John Carter then returned to his cottage where he was met by PC Sparkes who cautioned him and
took him to Faringdon Cells in a hired trap.

On the next day, PC Sparkes and Sgt Benning, who was stationed at Uffington, went to Carter’s
house and made a thorough search. They found button and stays in the charred remains of the wash-house
fire and in the blacksmith’s shop next door (which Carter had the use of) found a woman's body buried in
the floor and under a barrow and a tub. The body was charred and there was evidence that some parts had
been in boiling water. Finger marks found on the throat were consistent with strangulation and the corpse
was clad in a chemise.

In the course of investigation, the Policeman talked to relatives and Lucy, a cousin of the dead woman,
gave them an account of a conversation she had with Carter ““in June last”. Carter said that he thought Rhoda
was interested in another man, ““and if this be true, it’ll be the death of her”. Lucy said Carter and his wife
were at the Club in Watchfield in June and Rhoda wished to dance with a fellow called Wheatley. There was
a scene and Rhoda told her husband, ‘“That’s the man | should have married””. John Carter took this hard and
the incident was repeatedly dragged up. The mother-in-law, Ann Titcombe, said that she often feared for her
daughter as Carter was of a very jealous nature and was often provoked by such statements.

Carter was committed for trial at the Faringdon Magistrate’s Court on Thursday, 10th August, 1893.
He had pleaded ‘“Not Guilty”” and seemed unmoved. Tommy was required to give evidence against his father
and stood firm when he was asked by Carter “’Did you not see your step-mother on the morning of Friday, 21st
July? Did she not bring you a cup of tea?”” Tommy looked him in the eye, “No” he said.

The trial at Reading took place on Friday, 17th November, and the jury brought in a verdict of guilty
without leaving the court. He was executed on 5th December, 1893, at Reading.

While Carter awaited the execution his married daughters gave the Police information regarding Carter’s
second wife. Carter had told them that he had killed her during an argument over money and he had dared his
daughters not to tell a soul, or he would be ““the death of them”.

The Police acted upon this information and asked the prison authorities to try and get a confession out
of Carter. Meanwhile, investigations took place at Broadleaze Farm, where Carter had lived with his second
wife. After a few false starts they found a female skeleton buried in the rickyard - 150 yards from the cottage
he then occupied. Meanwhile, the prison chaplain had worked on Carter and he indicated the site of his second
wife’e grave, which tied up with Police findings. The post mortem of wife number two was held on Friday, 15th
December, and the remains were buried in the churchyard later that day.

Wife number one had met her death from falling downstairs and although no attempt was made to alter
the “accidental death” finding, it was noted that Carter had married wife number two in rather indecent haste.
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A PERAMBULATION OF WATCHFIELD PARISH

Beating the Bounds originated from the medieval religious Rogation Feasts, inaugaurated in the eighth
century. The Reformation banned these festivities and they declined to Beating the Bounds on the days from
Rogation Sunday Ascension Day. The “‘Beating the Bounds” was a way of making sure that parishioners were
aware of the Parish extremities - there were always squabbles about taxes, etc., and if you lived over the boundary
line, which bit was in which parish? Girls who became unmarried mothers were returned to the parish of their
origin to be placed on Parish Relief; while the parish authorities would summon the man to appear to assess his
maintainance and would solicit the help of his own parish officials.

Beating on the backsides with withy sticks took place at certain points on the boundary, thus helping
to make an indelible impression on the memory of the youngsters taking part. The usual defining mark was a
ditch or a stream.

The modern boundary walker has diverse reasons for walking his Boundary. Apart from learning the
extent of the parish, the event knits village people together, gives a sense of belonging and allows the walking of
tracked country. Farming methods and flora and fauna are pointed out by those who have the knowledge and
willingly pass it on.

The “Beating” was legislated for in Queen Elizabeth 1.s reign and it ““allows each man to walk his
Boundary once every year". Despite this law, the organisers try to ensure that all those over whose land the
Bounders pass are notified of the date, and also try to avoid complaints. Dogs are not allowed.
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