
 

 

Church of St. Mary the Virgin  

 

The Parish Church of Astley, Warwickshire 

 

 

 

Astley is a small village about 4 miles south west of Nuneaton. There has been a 

church on this site for at least 700 years. 
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Origins  

Some time near the middle of the 11
th

 century a Saxon noble called Alsi owned the 

hamlet of Estleia which later became known as Astley. The Domesday book briefly 

mentions Estleia saying "The count himself holds 1 hide in Estleia , and Godric 

[holds] of him. There is land for 2 ploughs." 

The first mention of a church at Astley is in 1285 when Stephen Astley was appointed 

incumbent of the Parish Church by Edith Astley. 

 In 1338 Sir Thomas de Astley obtained permission to found a chantry in the Lady 

chapel of the parish church of Astley. That is to say, he provided funds for four 

secular priests , who should offer prayers and masses in the Lady Chapel of the then 

Parish Church, which was already at that time an old building. One of these priests 

was termed the warden. From the episcopal register of the time we learn that the 

authority of the Pope, as well as the consent of the chapters of Lichfield and 

Coventry, had been obtained for this foundation.. 

Two years later (in 1340) Sir Thomas Astley increased the number of these priests by 

three, making  seven altogether, and also provided them with a clerk, providing the 

money for this by setting apart certain lands in the parishes of Withybrook, 

Hopsford, and Bedworth.  Eventually, in 1343, having obtained the sanction of both 

King Edward III and the Bishop of Lichfield, Sir Thomas changed this chantry into a 

collegiate church, which he then built, pulling down most, if not all, of the old 

church in which was the original chantry, and erecting a new building . 



 4 

Collegiate Church  

The new Collegiate Church built in 1343 was dedicated by Sir Thomas Astley to the 

Blessed Virgin, and so the present church is known as the Church of St. Mary the 

Virgin. When the building was completed, the status of those clergy attached to 

chantry in the former building was changed, as follows:-  

The warden became dean, two of the seven priests were termed canons, or 

prebendaries, taking the title of their respective prebends of Milverton and Wolvey, 

and of the remainder, one was termed priest-vicar, two were styled vicars, and there 

were two priests. In fact, an elaborate foundation was established similar to that 

generally associated with a cathedral church. 

This establishment, having been  founded, continued to flourish for just  over two 

hundred years, and throughout this time a long succession of deans ruled over the 

whole collegiate establishment. The first dean was William Ernald, who was warden 

in 1343, when the change above was made. Full provision was made by Sir Thomas 

Astley for the dean and his staff of canons and priests. Lands were set apart from 

which money should be collected with which to maintain them in their office. There 

was at that time a rectory house at Astley, which had no doubt been the residence of 

former incumbents before the new church was built 

The duties of the priests were laid out in some detail by Sir Thomas Astley when he 

founded the Collegiate Church. It was a cross church with a nave and aisles extending 

about 90 feet to the west of the tower, the present body of the church being the 

original choir. North and south of this part of the building were two handsome 

monumental chapels. whereas to the north and south of the tower would be the 

transepts, running out some 30 to 40 feet. The tower was surmounted by a fine steeple 

which at night exhibited a light for the guidance, of travellers in the forest, and in 

consequence acquired the title of the Lantern of Arden.  

The total length of the building as it then was would have been about 185 feet, the 

width of the choir the same as that of the present nave, and the width of the nave 

about 50 to 60 feet. The church terminated at its eastern extremity where the present 

chancel arch now is, and here was the old east window of the original choir, the upper 

portion of the lights now blocked up being visible above the arch.  

This splendid building continued thus for well nigh two hundred and fifty years, and it 

was not till about 1580 that the catastrophe occurred which reduced it to the smaller, 

but still very fine building we have today as the present Parish Church. 
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Priests Duties  

The dean  had to reside in the Rectory house at Astley, and he was also put into 

possession of the glebe land and tithes that belonged to it. Also certain lands and 

tenements situated at Withybrook and Hopsford were handed over to him, plus some 

property situated at Wolvey. He was bound, from this income, to distribute to the poor 

37 shillings on certain occasions in the year. Besides this amount, he had to be 

responsible for the cost of providing candles to be burned in the church on certain 

occasions in the year. These were the anniversaries of the founder (Sir Thomas 

Astley), his wife, and mother. He had also to provide a candle to burn during one of 

the daily services, and another during the latter part of Holy Week (Maundy Thursday 

to Easter Day). 

The dean  had to provide candles for burning in the Church on these fixed days, the 

canons had to make a much   more   elaborate   contribution   towards   the  lights   

required for burning in  the   Church. Everyday they had to provide two great wax 

tapers, called  torches, which were lit during high mass at the elevation of the Host; 

they had also to provide two wax candles to burn whilst high mass was being 

celebrated, and at the two daily services of mattins and evensong one wax candle, and 

also a lamp. Also every  Monday, at two of  the lesser services, called placebo  -and  

dirige, they had to provide one candle and one lamp, whilst at the final service every 

day, called compline, one wax candle with  a 1amp had  to be provided by  them. On  

Sundays and on festivals they had to provide two wax candles  for burning at  

mattins and evensong.  All these candles and other lights had to be provided out of the 

money they received in payment for the various lands assigned to them, which 

payments went to make  up  the chief part  of their  income. Another charge, in  

addition  to the  money required to be found  for this elaborate system of illumination, 

which  fell on the canons, was a stipend of five marks of silver for the Vicar of the 

Church of Hillmorton, because the income from that parish had been given to the 

Collegiate Church. 
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Astley  Family 

 

The lands of Astley were granted by William the Conqueror to the Earl of Leicester 

whose successors held it for about 100 years. Eventually the lands passed to the Earls 

of Warwick who were descended from the Earls of Leicester.  In the latter part of the 

12th Century the manor was granted to Philip de Estley who held it, on the feudal 

principle, from the Earl of Warwick.  

 Philip was succeeded by his son Thomas who was in turn succeeded by his son 

Walter , and then by a second Thomas Astley.  This Thomas forfeited the estate after 

opposing the king at the battle of Evesham in 1265 where he was killed.  The estate 

was restored to his son, Andrew, after his participation in a crusade in 1270.    The 

widow of Thomas was Edith Astley and she was allowed to remain at Astley, she was 

the second wife of Thomas, one of her sons being Stephen Astley.  

Andrew Astley died in 1301 and was followed by his son Nicholas.  Eventually 

Nicholas was succeeded by his nephew Sir Thomas Astley.  Sir Thomas was probably 

born about 1300 and was the son of Giles Astley who died sometime before 1316.   

When Thomas' uncle, Nicholas Astley, died in 1325 without any children, Thomas 

succeeded him as Lord of the Manor of Astley. Thomas was the seventh generation of 

the family which had taken their name from the place in which they lived.   

During the 1950's, whilst the foundations of the church were being strengthened by 

the Coal Board, a vault was rediscovered.  Amongst the remains that were discovered 

were two skeletons that were presumed to be those of Sir Thomas Astley and his wife, 

Elizabeth Beauchamp.  

Eventually, in the first half of the 14th Century the property passed to Joanna Astley, 

the heiress of Sir William Astley.  Initially Joanna married Thomas Raleigh, but after 

his death, about 1450, she married Reginald, Lord Grey. 
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The Grey Family 

 

Joanna Astley, whose second husband was Lord Grey, had two sons by him and the 

elder son also had two sons, John and Edward.  The younger son, Edward, built a lady 

chapel at Astley, which has long since disappeared, and he and his wife were buried 

there.    The elder son, Sir John Grey, married Elizabeth Woodville. Sir John of 

Astley, fought on the side of the Lancastrians in the Wars of the Roses and was killed 

at the battle of St Albans in 1461. The Astley estate was forfeited to the crown as the 

Yorkist Edward IV was by then on the throne. Elizabeth Woodville went to live at 

Grafton with her parents and in 1464 petitioned the King for the estate to be restored 

to her children.  Not only was she successful in this petition, she married Edward IV 

in May 1464 and on May 25 1465 she was crowned as his Queen.   

The eldest son of Elizabeth and her first husband, Sir Thomas Grey (b.1454), came 

into possession of the estate. Later he was created Earl of Huntingdon and Marquis of 

Dorset and died in 1501. He was succeeded by his son who became the second 

Marquis, who in turn died in 1530 and was buried at Astley.  The third Marquis, 

Henry Grey married Frances Brandon, heiress to the Duke of Suffolk, and succeeded 

to the Dukedom in 1551.   They had three daughters Jane, Catherine and Mary.   The 

eldest of these was Lady Jane Grey who reigned as Queen for 9 days in July 1553. 

Her father became involved in the rebellion of Sir Thomas Wyatt  and was captured in 

the park at Astley and subsequently beheaded on Tower Hill in February 1554. 

The widow of Henry Grey retained possession of the estate for some years but she 

married the steward of the property, Adrian Stokes. On the death of the Duchess, 

about 1558, the estate was given, by Queen Mary, to Sir Edward Chamberlayne. 
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16th - 17th C 

Adrian Stokes, second husband of the Duchess of Suffolk, widow of the Duke, soon 

laid his hands on the revenues that had belonged to the church. Not content with this, 

he then turned his attention to the church itself, stripping the lead from the tall spire in 

about 1555.  This, no doubt, caused the weather to play havoc with the underwork, so 

that some 35 years later (about 1600) the spire fell, greatly damaging the western 

portion of the Church. Many fine tombs were destroyed in this way. The result was 

that the greater part of the structure became almost a ruin. So it continued for several 

years, until Sir Richard Chamberlayne, who had come into possession of the Castle, 

came to the rescue, and set about the work of restoration. He pulled down the whole 

of the west part, including the nave, aisles, and transepts, also the side chapels of the 

choir. He practically rebuilt the tower, at the end of the choir, which then became the 

nave, and added a small chancel at the east end, thus forming the Church as it is to-

day. All this work was carried out by him during 1607—8. It was at this time that the 

painted texts on the walls were done 

The Chamberlayne's 

In about 1558 the estate (castle and manor) were given by Queen Mary to Sir Edward 

Chamberlayne.  The Chamberlayne family were associated with Princethorpe which 

appears to have been their main residence.  By 1600 Astley was in the possession of 

Sir Richard Chamberlayne, a younger son of Edward Chamberlayne who was himself 

the son of Sir Edward. Sir Richard was the man who rebuilt the church in it's present 

form, after the destruction caused by the collapse of the spire. Sir Richard died on 6th 

November 1654 and was buried in the church. In 1674, Sir Richard Newdigate of 

Arbury, purchased the manor from the representatives of the Chamberlayne family. 
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18th - 20th C 

After the major remodelling in the early 17
th

 Century there were no more important 

alterations to the Church till somewhat after the middle of the nineteenth century, 

about which time the late Right Honourable C. N. Newdegate caused the present 

ceiling of panelled oak to be put up, also the oak stalls in the chancel and made the 

chancel ceiling what it now is. The next chief work done was the erection of all the 

woodwork inside the great arch at the west end of the Church, thus filling up the 

interior of the tower, which was carried out between 1875 and 1878, by Mr. F. C. 

Penrose, at that time the consulting architect of St. Paul's Cathedral, on behalf of 

Charles N. Newdegate.. Again, about 1910, Sir Francis Newdegate had the windows 

made double thus adding to the warmth of the building without interfering with the 

light through them to any appreciable extent. 

Early in the 19
th

 century, Robert Evans, a widower, married Christina Pearson in 

Astley Church.  One of their children, Mary Ann Evans, was to become famous as 

George Elliot, the novelist. The essay “Mr Gilfil’s Love Story” in her first book 

“Scenes of Clerical Life” is based on people and places around Astley 

Newdigate family 

Sir Richard Newdigate, 2nd Baronet, who purchased the Astley estate in 1674, was 

the owner of the adjoining Arbury estate into which the Astley estate was 

incorporated.  The Arbury estate eventually passed to the 4th and 5th Baronets, 

grandsons of the 2nd Baronet and after their death to a great nephew of the 3rd 

Baronet, Francis Parker Newdigate.   The estate has remained in that family ever 

since, and although it has on occasion passed down the female line, the Newdigate 

and/or Newdegate name has been adopted by successive generations. 

George Eliot 

This was the pen name of Mary Ann Evans, who was born at South Farm, Arbury, on 

November 22, 1819. Her parents, Robert Evans and Christina Pearson, were married 

in Astley Church in February 1813.  Her aunt, Ann Garner, is buried in Astley 

churchyard; she was portrayed as one of the Dodson sisters in "The Mill on the 

Floss".  Her father, Robert, was a land agent for the Newdigate family. 

In George Eliot's book "Mr Gilfil's Love Story", which is published in the collection 

"Scenes of Clerical Life", she writes about the church as "Knebley Church" and 

describes features which are still present today. 
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The Interior 
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The Tower  

The vestry is located is located immediately over the west porch and the belfry is 

located above this. A stone circular staircase leads to up the bells of which there are 

five. Four of these have the following inscription "Be YT Knowne to all that doth mee 

see taht Newcombe of Leicester made mee in 1607". The tenor bell, which weighs 

about half a ton is inscribed " Joshua Merry Church Warden in 1722". It was made by 

Joseph Smith of Edgbaston presumably in 1722. 
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 The Nave  

Ceiling 

This is made of panelled oak and bears twenty one shields which record families 

connected with the church. It is of 14th century origin, with some restoration work 

carried out in the 17th century and then extensively restored in 1876. 

  

As you enter the western end of the nave from the tower there are three recumbent 

alabaster figures to the right. They are effigies of Sir Edward Grey, Elizabeth Talbot 

and Cicely Bonneville. These are all that remain of a large number of effigies that 

were originally housed in the Collegiate Church.  

On the west wall is an ancient memorial brass, of a robed headless figure, reputedly 

one of the oldest in Warwickshire. It dates from about 1400 and is believed to 

represent one of the ladies of the Astley family.   

The font is of Norman design and octagonal in form, with an embattled moulding 

around the rim. Set in the floor adjacent to the font are some of the original floor tiles, 

some of which bear the arms of the Astleys and Beauchamps  

Wall paintings (17th Century) 

 

There are six on the south wall and three on the north wall showing seven Bible 

passages, the Lord’s Prayer and the Creed in addition to the two paintings on either 

side of the east window in the chancel. These paintings, which are of national 

importance, are in urgent need of restoration. You can help with this by making a 

donation 

Choir Stalls  (14th-15th Century) 

 

There are two sets of nine and behind each stall is a painted panel depicting apostles 

on the north side and prophets on the south side. These stall date from the 14th or 15th 

centuries and are believed to be unique. Originally there would have been two sets of 

twelve. 

On the north wall there is a memorial to Lettice Bolden a member of the Newdigate 

family. The unusual form of the date on this memorial (17 Feb 1693/4) reflects the 

change in the start of the New Year from 25th March to 1st January.  To the left of the 

chancel steps is the pulpit and to the right is the prayer desk and lectern. These are of 

oak and date from the 17th century. 
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Nave Images 

Effigies 

 

 

Memorial Brass    Font 
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Wall paintings (17th Century) 

 

The church contains an unusually fine collection of post-Reformation text wall 

paintings, ranging in date from the 16th to the 18th centuries. These are one of the 

most extensive and interesting collections of their kind in the country to have survived 

 

In its original 14th century incarnation, the church would have been decorated 

throughout with figurative wall paintings. What remains now are a number of the 

Biblical and religious texts which would have been painted following the 

Reformation. It is likely that further painted texts would have been present, but these 

have now been painted over or destroyed. 

There are six on the south wall and three on the north wall showing seven Bible 

passages, the Lord’s Prayer and the Creed in addition to the two paintings on either 

side of the east window in the chancel. These paintings, which are of national 

importance, are in urgent need of restoration. You can help with this by making a 

donation 
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South Wall - Paintings 
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North Wall – Paintings 
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East Wall 
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Choir Stalls  (14th-15th Century) 

These stalls date from the 14th or 15th centuries during the time of the collegiate 

church and are believed to be unique. Originally there would have been a set of 

twelve on each side of the church. Remarkably two sets of nine have survived. Behind 

each stall is a painted panel, those on the north side depict apostles whilst on the south 

side prophets are shown. Each figure carries a scroll which would originally have 

contained a sentence from the creed, however these were overpainted in 1624 with 

sentences from the Psalms and Gospels. 

Each of the stalls is fronted with an arch supported by slender pillars which rest on the 

arms of the seat. The seats themselves each have a misericord which is carved with 

the figure of a wild boar, bird or other animal. Above the arches the cornice is painted 

with vine leaves and grapes 
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Choir Stalls 

North Wall 

 
 

 

The Apostles depicted are believed to be (from left to right in the picture above) Peter, 

John, Simon, Matthew, Matthias, Philip, James the Less, Thomas, and James the 

Greater. 
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South Wall 

 

 
 

Not all of the prophets have been successfully identified, however in the above picture 

(from right to left), the first four are unknown then Oseas, Amos Joel, unknown, and 

Malachi (not visible above). 
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The Chancel  

Stained glass windows 

The east  window contains some very beautiful 14th century stained glass in the upper 

part as does the window on the south side of the chancel.  Undoubtedly this glass 

came from the original east window in the choir of the Collegiate church. Some of 

this glass is also found in the tracery of the nave windows. On each side of the east 

window are painted the ten commandments there are also memorials to people 

associated with the Newdegate family  

 

Altar  
This dates from the 17th Century with a Flemish triptych as a reredos which  depicts 

the taking down of our Lord from the cross. It was given to the church in 1905 by Sir 

Francis Newdegate. On each side of the altar there is a gilded lantern on a stand each 

of which has the lion of St Mark engraved on the pennants fixed to the top. Purchased 

in Venice and presented to the church in 1903 by Sir Francis it is said that they were 

gondola lanterns.  

Chancel Floor 

Set in the tesselated marble pavement is a large stone slab inscribed to the man who 

rebuilt the church in it's present form, Richard Chamberlayne. Underneath the chancel 

steps is the entrance to a vault which was rediscovered when the church foundations 

were being strengthened in the 1950's. 
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 Restoration 

An independent report into the condition of the paintings at Astley concluded that :- 

"Because of their extent and quality, the paintings at Astley are a particularly unusual 

survival and justify careful conservation. Their condition demonstrates that 

deterioration has been taking place for a long period of time, largely as a result of a 

failure of the building envelope and rain water disposal system. It is these same 

underlying causes of deterioration which have continued in recent years and are 

responsible for their current, very serious condition. If the paintings, and other 

sensitive fabric in the church, are to survive, it is essential that both the building 

envelope and the rain water disposal system function correctly and are properly 

maintained."      Tobit Curteis Associates, 36 Abbey Road, Cambridge CB5 8HQ. 

The essential repair work to the fabric of the nave will cost around £90,000.   

Currently we have an offer of a grant from English Heritage of £48,000 which is 

conditional upon the rest of the money being raised.   So far the church has raised 

£15,000 but the remaining £27,000 goes far beyond what a village of only 200 people 

can possibly hope to raise from it's own resources. 

If you are able to help us to save this grade 1 listed building for the benefit of future 

generations then please make a donation no matter how small. 

 Please send any donations to the treasurer, Mr P Butler, 11 Ullswater Road.,  

Bedworth, CV12 8RZ, making cheques payable to Astley P.C.C. 
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Appendix 1 

 

Patrons, Deans & Incumbents 

 

  

Patron Dean Year   Incumbents  

William Ernald 1343   Stephen de Astley 1285 

Godfrey de Sutton 1347   Petrus de Haverhulle 1286 

John Ives 1348   Robert de Happesford 1306 

John de Goteby 1349   William Creke 1336 

John de Burg 1353   John de Corley 1342 

William Gerbet 1358   Richard Large 1343 

Hugo de Bottefield 1358   Thomas de Haytele 1347 

Thomas Astley 

Robert Page 1383   John de Plumpton  1483 

        John Milner 1414 

Robert Gaynsburg 1387   

Edmund Wolf  1396   
Collegiate Church see Deans 1343-1545 

John Huk 1401       

John White 1410   William Wyat 1681 

Edmund Wolf  1413   Edmund Bennis 1686 

John Maryot 1414   John Scott 1689 

William Astley 

Nicholas Wildbore 1419   Nicholas Abbott  1698 

        

William Hull 1428   
names of incumbents unknown 1700-1750 

Richard Crouch     Thos. Ebdell 1755 

William Grepenhale 1432   Thos. Winchester 1760 
Reginald Grey 

Roger Webster 1433   Richard Rothwell 1766 

        Edward Ford 1768 

Joanna Grey Roger Creek 1445   John Rennie  1780 

        Edward Nason 1787 

Edward Grey Thomas Persebrigge 1454   Bernard Gilpin Ebdell  1789 

        P. A. Cooper 1830 

Richard Bate 1461   Henry Hake 1832 

Hugh Chesenall 1474   John Price 1840 

Richard Harrys 1476   Robert Freeman 1845 

Richard White 1477   Samuel W. Merry 1854 

Richard Cokks 1483   ]. Henry Bryant 1857 

Hugh Lewis 1507   Richard Hyett Warner 1872 

Richard Norton 1507   Francis Fraser-Hird 1878 

Henry Stafford & 

Cecilia, Marchioness 

of Dorset 

John Brereton 1509   Vivian Rodwell Lennard 1888 

        ]ohn, Arthur Dibben 1890 

Thomas Grey William Bulwicke 1520   George James Eustace 1903 

        Waller Horatio Spurrier 1912 

Marchioness of Dorset Robert Brokk 1538   Ivo Francis Henry Carr-Gregg 1917 
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Appendix 2 

Family History  

   

 Parish Registers  

IGI: Christenings: 1670-1878, Marriages: 1683-1719, 1755-1836.  

Nuneaton Library and Warwickshire County Record Office.: Christenings: 1670-1985 

Marriages: 1676-1981 Births: 1671-1953 Banns 1755-1942 

  

Burials:- Surname index 1813-1837 published by NNWFHS also available at 

Bedworth, Bulkington, Nuneaton, Rugby and Warwick Libraries. 

 Monumental Inscriptions 

    Fiche number I009 sold by BMSGH also available at Birmingham Central Library 

(Local Studies Dept and Birmingham Record Office), Warwickshire County Record 

Office and the Society of Genealogists  

  

Census 

1640-1676: churchwardens' account book - Warwickshire County Record Office 

1782 - survey of inhabitants  - Warwickshire County Record Office  CR 136/C/4/177-

207 

1831 - Householders named with household numbers - Warwickshire County Record 

Office 

1841 - Warwickshire County Record Office 

1851 - Warwickshire County Record Office 

1861 - Warwickshire County Record Office 

1871 - Warwickshire County Record Office 

1881 - Warwickshire County Record Office 

1891 - Warwickshire County Record Office 

1901 - Warwickshire County Record Office 

1920 - Electoral register for parish of Astley (printed) - - Warwickshire County 

Record Office DR373/10/11 

Other Sources 

The History of Astley and its parish church, I. Carr-Gregg, 1929 - Nuneaton Library 

Newdigate family papers (contains survey of the inhabitants of the parish)  - 

Warwickshire County Record Office CR136 & CR4070 

Carr-Gregg of Astley, family papers 1792-1932 (includes Upton family papers). - 

Warwickshire County Record Office CR426  

 


