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Church House 
500 years old ~ Grade 2* listed ~ a Charity
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A small village, located by the Quantock Hills. The Domesday

Book of 1086 lists the village as ôCrawcombeõ. Believed to 

come from the Old English words craw and cumb, meaning

ôsteep combeõ. 

Church of the Holy Ghost. 

Tower 14thC. South aisle 16thC.

Crowcombe ða feudal rural community

The vil lage 

Cross, 14th Century

Land owning 

families. 



ôChurch Alesõ 

were held in 

the church 

nave. 

Crowcombe Church

Åat Whitsuntide

Åat church 

dedication 

festivals

Åat patronal 

feasts

Åto fund church 

repairs

Åas bride ales

Åas clerk ales 

No pews.

The Church House story begins
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After the Reformation, separation from the Roman Catholic 

Church and establishment of the Church of England, the 

Puritan Movement valued purity in worship & doctrine, and 

personal piety.

Church ales were banished to the churchyard.

Parishes were then encouraged to build Church Houses.
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What were Church Houses?

Secular buildings created specifically for the 

purpose of holding community fundraising 

festivities. Mostly established early 16th Century.

Managed by the church wardens as a semi public 

building.

Hundreds were built, especially in Devon and 

Somerset. An important role in village life.

53 in Somerset, 21  identified. Only 2 remain intact 

as community buildings ðCrowcombe and Chew 

Magna. 

òThere were no rates for the poor in my 

grandfatherõs time; but for Kington St Michael, the 

church ale at Whitsuntide did the business.ó 

ðJohn Aubrey, 1714



1515 ðc1660 A community building, principally for holding 

ôchurch alesõ

c1660 ð1872 Downstairs ðhome for 3 destitute families

Upstairs ðthe Carew charity school

1872 ð1907 Redundant, progressively derelict

1908 Restoration

1908 ðpresent day     A community building again

Church House, Crowcombe
500 years old

Grade 2 * listed

a Charity



The Manor of Crowcombe

1086 Robert of Mortain

given the Manor of Crowcombe by William the Conqueror. 

Rotbert (sic), Count of Mortain

(right), sits at the left hand of 

his half-brother William, 

Duke of Normandy
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The Manor of Crowcombe

1227 Godfrey de Craucombe - Weekly market, a three day fair, a borough 

1086 Robert of Mortain

given the Manor of Crowcombe by William the Conqueror. 

1236 Manor shared between two Crowcombes, Godfrey and Simon

Godfreyõs share willed to Prioress of Studley

Crowcombe-Studley



The Manor of Crowcombe

Godfreyõs half of the Manoré

òBy his will he gave to the nuns of Studleyin 

Oxfordshire for the sake of his own soul and 

for the soul of his two wives Alice and Joan  all 

his lands and property in Crowcombe together 

with the advowsonof the parish churchó



The Manor of Crowcombe

1227 Godfrey de Craucombe - Weekly market, a three day fair, a borough 

1086 Robert of Mortain

given the Manor of Crowcombe by William the Conqueror. 

1236 Manor shared between two Crowcombes, Godfrey and Simon

Godfreyõs share willed to Prioress of Studley

Crowcombe-Studley

Simonõs stayed within the family. From time to time no male heir ð

hence: Crowcombe-Biccombe

Crowcombe-Carew

Trollope

Trollope-Bellew

1894 Estate reunited. Ethel Trollope bought back the Crowcombe-Studley

half.



The Manor of Crowcombe

divided into two

The Borough

Crowcombe-Studley

Church Town

Crowcombe-Biccombe/Carew



Church

House

Church
Crowcombe Court

Market

of a house and garden for the building of 

a ôchurch houseõ ðopposite the Church and 

where the weekly market was probably held.

Church House - A gift from the 

Manors of Crowcombe





Stone Quarry and Lime Kiln

Otter 

Sandstone
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The Design of Church House

Upstairs:     the community hall

Downstairs: baking bread and 

brewing ale
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Pentice roof at Church House, 

Widecombe, Devon



Original use of Church House

Ground Floor

ÅKitchen

ÅOffices for officials administering: 

the weekly Market (originally on 

Fridays, later changed to Mondays) 

and the annual Fair (31 Oct ð2 Nov)

ÅStorerooms

First Floor

ÅParish Meetings

ÅGuild Meetings

ÅBorough Courts

ÅManor Courts

ÅChurch Ales



The Puritan Movement

Early 17th Century

Adoption of stricter religious 

practices, to ôpurifyõ the Church of 

England of Roman Catholicism

1604

King James 1 calls Hampton Court 

Conference

1611

Publication of the King James Bible, 

written by 47 scholars



Church House reflects changing times

DOWNSTAIRS

ÁBecame home for 

Crowcombeõs destitute

UPSTAIRS

ÁCarew charity School



Opened around 1660, funded by 

legacies from:

Carew Charity School

ÅElizabeth Carew (1669)

ÅThe Rev Dr Henry James, son of a past rector 

(1716)

ÅThomas Carew (1733)

For about 40 children from poor families in 

Crowcombe and Clatworthy

òFor the education of fforty [sic] Poor children é of 

parents bred and educated in and propossing[sic] the 

protestant religioné who are incapable of educationé 

out of any real or personal estate of their own.ó

Thomas Carew, 1733



Carew School Rules

Thomas Carew drew up the 

school rules himself in 

1733. 

They included:

ÅSchool hours

ÅPupil Behaviour and discipline

ÅWhat and how they should be 

taught

òI direct that no Child shall be taught to write 

before he can perfectly read the New 

Testamentó

Source: Somerset Heritage Centre



Church House, the ôPoor Houseõ

for two centuries

Downstairs was  home to three poor families.

Source: Somerset Heritage Centre



Church House, the ôPoor Houseõ

for two centuries

Source: Somerset Heritage Centre



Plus two 

adjacent 

thatched 

cottages 

for six 

additional 

poor 

people

The 

Churchwardens 

and Vestry 

administered 

and managed 

the combined 

ôPoor Houseõ

ô2/- laid out for the sheaves of wood in the cold 

weather for the Church House people' (1695)

'Paid Elizabeth Poole for cleansing out of the 

Church House after Sarah Pine died' (1700)

'Ordered that John & Sarah Coles be permitted to 

live in the western part of the Church House' 

(1768)



Williton Workhouse

Opened 1838, arising from 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act.

It accommodated the Paupers from neighbouring parishes 

ðincluding Crowcombe.

Source: Mary Evans / Peter Higginbotham Collection



Adjacent Cottages

Sold 1849

Remaining three occupants moved to Church House



Opened 1872

Crowcombe Village School


