Small Pilgrim Places Journal 73:
St Margaret’s Church Denton, Northamptonshire

The Church of St Margaret of Antioch stands beside the village green, a few steps up from
above a road that winds down to the village from the A428 between Northampton and
Bedford. Its patron saint, according to legend,
became a Christian in the Early Church and
spurned the local prefect who wanted to marry
her. She was persecuted but survived various
attempts on her life until she was eventually
beheaded, along with her many converts, by
Emperor Diocletian, and buried at Antioch. She is
said to have prayed at her death that women in
childbirth who called on her would be safely
delivered of their children. She became known as
the patron saint of women, nurses, and peasants,
and was one of the most popular saints in
England in the 9th century when texts were
written about her life.

The church has become the first Place on the Network in Northamptonshire, its nearest
neighbour Place being St Mary’s Felmersham, across the county border to the east in
Bedfordshire, and Thornborough Methodist Church
Garden, Buckinghamshire, to the south.

The church originated in the 13th century; the
chancel and western tower date from this period.
Much of the structure currently standing is the
result of rebuilding in the 1820s. The door,
approached by several steps, opens into the back
of a wide nave, with a large gallery along the
western wall. Below the gallery is a kitchen area
that serves a variety of events for the community,
including a weekly quiz evening. Another regular




community activity is Sew-and-Sew, a group that meets here to make things that young
mothers need. The finished items are put in a
Moses basket in the nave.

The most striking interior feature is the
decorations on all the interior walls. Sixteen
large murals of life-size figures cover almost
every vertical surface. These were created, after
several years of planning and fundraising, by
local artist Sir Henry Bird, who died in 2000.
Each mural is a tableau of a biblical narrative, a
saint or a local scene, packed with action such
as a rearing horse and knots of people in deep
discussion. Among the scenes from scripture
are The Garden of Gethsemane, Moses and the Burning Bush and the Flight into Egypt.
Saints depicted include St Margaret, St Dorothea and St Werberg. The artist seems to
have loved painting animals; | spotted a goose among other birds, a donkey and a
beautifully painted pig beside the door to the belfry. This is a nod to St Anthony, patron
saint of bellringers, who was a swineherd before his
conversion.

| chatted to Jill Smith, a supporter of church activities, who
told me that she remembers the artist at work in the church
half a century ago. He used local villagers as models for his
figures. She also mentioned the stained glass in the east
window, made by artist Sue Brownridge. Details in the
window include a dovecote in the village, still there today. It
had been in the grounds of a monastery that once stood
here. Below is an image of the church with a stone trough at
the base of sloping ground on the village green. | heard that
village children would frequently slide down the slope and
end up in the trough, a well-loved village fixture. Hospitaller
Michael Brown popped in to greet me and said that he had
been one of those children who got dunked in the trough.




