Miles Kington’s Visit to Kington St Michael
in January 1985


(From The Times, 17th January 1985)

Moreover….Miles Kington
“My family ties with St Michael”
Last weekend I had the strange experience, for the first time in my life, of visiting a place with the same name as me – not Kington in Hertfordshire but a village neat Chippenham called Kington St Michael, which is the Marks & Spencer branch.  It would have been stupid to expect to find traces of ancestors there.  In fact, any place with the same name as you is the most unlikely place to provide ancestors, as place-derived surnames were awarded to your forebears when they left the lace and arrived somewhere else where they had to be identified.

And sure enough, as I pushed my way through the lich-gate of Kington St Michael’s church past a strange stone blockage and rambled through the snow-covered graveyard, there was not a Kington to be seen, only ghosts called Sealy, Wick and Piercy.  Inside the church there was rather more life; the whine of a high-speed drill came from the NE corner, where a sweating churchwarden was struggling to replace a leaking water=-pipe before it rotted everything.

“Hello”, he said, glad of the distraction, “would you like to visit the belfry?”

They are very proud of the belfry at Kington St Michael.  In 1979 all the six bells were taken away, retuned and rehung, which was about as strenuous an undertaking as removing the clock of Big Ben to get it cleaned and have a Teasmade fitted.  After climbing perilous ladders through loft after loft, we stood on top of the bells and wondered cautiously if the tower was really strong enough to take the weight of these enormous percussion instruments.
“The tower fell down in 1703”, said the warden briskly.  “This one is very modern, 1725, so there’s no danger.” **
Remembering Dorothy Sayer’s The Nine Tailors, in which a man caught in a belfry is rung to death by bells, we clambered down again soon enough and did the tour of the church.  Norman arch in nave…13th century porch…flowers dating from very late 1984… but the quirkiest thing was the stained glass east window, donated in 1875 by Squire Prodgers.  The panel depicting the text “Suffer the little children to come unto me” shows Christ receiving children from the spitting image of Mrs Prodgers, in a brown robe but no head dress, which according to Kilvert’s Diary caused intense gossip and indignation at the time.
This I learn from the splendid church history leaflet, which reveals that both Kilvert and John Aubrey, of Brief Lives fame, were local lads.  Stiff literary competition this, so we retire to the village pub for solace.  The Jolly Huntsman is a jolly place indeed, full of roaring fire and Sunday drinkers, thought the congregation is hardly parochial.  At the bar I hear a man say: “Now take Marrakesh, which is a typical inland Moroccan town…”

The Jolly Huntsman, says the church leaflet, is 18th century, restored in 1880.  What is doesn’t mention is how often it has been changed since.  Down the north end, in the eating area, it has been through a Spanish phase with curly wrought iron and little Moorish arches.  The nave is predominantly equestrian with horse brasses, a hunting horn and several fox-chasing prints.  The south end is, oddly, devoted to the Battle of Waterloo, while the altar or bar itself is currently going through a cocktail phase and is hung with recipes from everything from Pina Colada to Blue Lagoon.

Odd, isn’t it, church renovations are meticulously listed while pub alterations are ignored?  Yet the archaeological chronology of pubs is just as interesting, we muse, as we are thrown out at closing time and prepare to perambulate Kington St Michael.  Coming soon, I hope, Kington Langley and West Kington.

** [How wrong he was – just as the Christmas Day service started in 1990 a freak storm blew the southeast spire of the tower over and it fell into the roof timbers of the nave, miraculously causing no serious injuries.
 







Website Administrator]
PAGE  
2

