
A short story of a changing world coming to Terling - for nearly 400 years - 

and into the near future. 

Elsewhere in this edition is a very sad historic notice for Terling. 

“It is with great regret that we announce that Terling Chapel will close this month after centuries of 

worship within the village. The final service there will be at 2.00 pm on Mothering Sunday, 26th March, 

when the preacher will be Rev Paul Whittle, Moderator of the Eastern Synod of the United Reformed 

Church.” 

Prior to October 1972 the congregation of Terling United Reformed Church (URC) had worshiped at 

the Chapel as part of the Congregational Church, which at that time merged with the Presbyterian 

Church of England. Subsequently the URC united 

with the Re-formed Association of Churches of 

Christ in 1981 and the Congregational Union of 

Scotland in 2000.  

The story of the Terling Chapel and its 

congregation is however, much, much, older, as it 

has the oldest membership in Essex. It also has a 

fascinating history. 

The Terling area had been a stronghold of non-

conformity by the reign of Elizabeth I, lying close to 

protestant Holland and Germany and with the 

original Terling Place being in the ownership of 

Elizabeth’s father, Henry VIII. By Elizabeth’s time, 

Terling was in the ownership of the Mildmay family, 

who were mainly non-conformists and tended to 

appoint priests who felt the same. Thus Terling 

came into conflict with the Bishops, especially Bishop Laud of London, later to become Archbishop of 

Canterbury. 

In 1624 Thomas Weld was given the living at All Saints by Robert Mildmay and was soon in trouble. 

Like most of his fellow independent ministers he was an ordained minister of the church. Most held 

livings, (Jane Austen often wrote of clergymen with church livings and gentlemen with livings to bestow. 

What exactly was she talking about? In short, a living meant a guaranteed income and home for the 

lifetime of the clergyman lucky enough to be appointed to one). Some though were more independent 

in that they held lectureships paid for by their congregation or individuals, and could preach outside. 

One such was Weld’s friend Thomas Hooker, a preacher in Chelmsford who later lived at Little 

Baddow opening a school with his assistant John Eliot.  

When Laud became Archbishop, he decided to crack down on non-conforming ministers, particularly 

friends Hooker, Weld, and Thomas Shepherd. Hooker, deemed the leader, was driven out of England, 

escaping to Holland and then to Boston, America where he became known as a prominent Puritan 

colonial leader, and who founded the Colony of Connecticut after dissenting with Puritan leaders in 

Massachusetts. He was known as an outstanding speaker and a leader of universal Christian suffrage.  

Shepherd lived with Weld in the Terling Vicarage before being ordained, and subsequently had a 

living at Earls Colne, and it was on his behalf Weld also clashed with Laud. Shepherd also eventually 

went to America in October 1635, his second wife being one of Hooker’s daughters. He was active in 

founding Harvard, and instrumental in placing it at Cambridge, across the Charles River from Boston 

USA. Nathaniel Morton, the historian, says of him: " By his death not only the church and people of 

Cambridge, but all New England, suffered a great loss." By his third wife, Margaret Boradel, he was 
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the ancestor of American President John Quincey Adams.  

Rev. Thomas Weld, was noted by Archbishop Laud as ‘unconformable’ on the 25th November, 1630, 

and fined on 16th November, 1631. Weld was bound over to appear at the High Commissioners Court 

but he too, with his wife and sons, departed for Holland, then on to America, arriving in Roxbury, 

Massachusetts, with his family, arriving June 5th, 1632, and was minister of that town for several 

months alone and then was ordained pastor in company with Mr. John Eliot, teacher, in November, 

1632. Among books he wrote or compiled, was the famous Bay State Psalm Book, jointly with Richard 

Mathaer and John Eliot in 1639. He was sent by the colonial government to England with Mr. Hugh 

Peter and Mr. William Hibbens in 1641, and accomplished much in advancing the interests of the 

colony during the period of the revolution in England. He became vicar of Gateshead parish at 

Newcastle, England, in 1649 where he remained for ten years before moving to St Michaels’s Cornhill, 

an Established Church, where he was attacked and beaten to death in 1661. 

The new Terling vicar following Weld was John Stalham, who was reported to be ‘of strict 

congregational principles.’ The village had remained very non-conformist and some parishioners 

were holding early morning meetings at the home of the schoolmaster with preacher John Cutler 

attending. Stalham started his incumbency at Terling as a conformist but soon found his parishioners 

converting him. Despite being ejected from Terling All Saints’ by the Act of Uniformity in 1662, and 

the Five Mile Rule residency restriction for previous vicars, Stalham remained in Terling as pastor of 

an influential congregational church until his death in 1681. Some years later the congregation was 

described as numbering two hundred, of whom twenty had votes for the county. 

Following the collapse of the Cromwell 

Commonwealth religious life was more relaxed 

under protestant King William & Queen Mary, and 

Queen Anne and by 1714 and the reign of George I, 

the congregation no longer had to worship in 

secret. Their headquarters were then at the Manse, 

in the Street, which was the Manor House of the 

Manor of Owls Hill. The lease of 16th September 

describes the building as “being laid open to the 

roof and is only one room and now used as a 

meeting place for Protestant Dissenters.” The 

minister was Nathanial Wyles until his death in 1748 

aged 88. He was followed by Benjamin Stennet and 

it was during his ministry that the present building 

was decided upon, probably because the Manse 

was now too small for the congregation size. In 1752 land was purchased on the north of Church Green 

and a year later the building was opened. 

It was possible that the 17th century pulpit, the candelabra and George III clock were moved from the 

Manse to the new chapel. In 1987 when repairs to the roof and electrical fittings were essential the 

clock was sold at Sotheby’s for £4,800. (Probably equivalent to £13,000 today). 

The original building had the pulpit on the north wall with steps leading to the gallery, probably 

around the other three sides, next to it. The pews may have been boxed and lighting from the 

candelabra. Around 1840 the north vestry was added, but by 1895 the building needed repair. Work 

was undertaken to remove the gallery, move the pulpit and the building made safe and redecorated. 

It was reopened on December 6th 1896. 

Twenty-five Ministers had overseen worship of the non-conformist congregation of Terling. The first, 

Thomas Weld in 1624, the last Minister, Paul Ellis, left in 2016, very nearly 400 years later. 

 

Heather Cutler 
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