
St. Barnabas’ Ranmore 
I. A Brief History of the church

his photograph which came to light in 2009 shows the Tarchitect’s concept for the church as an integral part 
of the Denbies Estate. It was to be viewed from the south 
before the recently cleared woodland grew up and was 
approached from the Mansion through park land. It was 
described as the “The church at the end of the garden” .

This answers the question that occurs to many visitors. 
“Why is this extraordinary building here, apparently in the 
middle of nowhere?” For a hundred years the church was at 
the centre of life on the Denbies Estate and its foundation 
and construction was the result of the efforts of three 
remarkable men of their time.

The first is the celebrated builder Thomas Cubitt 
(1788–1855) who rebuilt nearby Polesden Lacey in the 
1820s and this probably brought him to this area and 
resulted in his purchase of the Denbies Estate in 1850. The 
mansion he built was demolished in 1953 and replaced by a 
somewhat smaller but still splendid residence.

The second was his son George Cubitt MP, (1828– 
1917).  The history books tell us “when he came down from 

university, George wanted to go into the church but his 
father would not hear of it and he became an MP” for 32 
years.  He served as 2nd Church Estates Commissioner from 
1874 to 1879.

In 1857, following his father’s death in 1855, plans were 
drawn up for a church and school to serve the people who 
worked on the estate and their families. The church was 
built in eighteen months and consecrated on All Saints’ Day 
(November 1st) 1859 when George was only 31.

A parish was created specially for the church taking 
land from the neighbouring parishes of Dorking, Westcott, 
Bookham and Mickleham.  In 1892 George became First 
Baron Ashcombe, taking his title from the nearby ancient 
wood on the estate.

The third remarkable man was architect George Gilbert 
Scott PRIBA (1811–1878). He was knighted in 1872 and 
became president of the Royal Institute of British Architects 
in 1873. He died in 1878 and was buried in Westminster 
Abbey. Scott was particularly keen on Gothic architecture 
and this church follows the simple ‘Early English’ style from 
c1400, although one expert has pointed out that his design 
has features of early French Gothic. He completed some 
1000 projects during a busy working life which included 
restorations of many of England’s cathedrals, the Albert 
Memorial and St Pancras Station in London and St Mary’s 
Cathedral in Edinburgh. This church has been described as 
“one of George Gilbert Scott’s original gems with his 
fingerprints all over it.”

On Ranmore this eminent architect took the 
opportunity to build scaled-down cathedral for his wealthy 
patron. On his first visit The Rt. Rev’d Christopher Hill, 
Bishop of Guildford remarked  “I am delighted to find that I 
have another cathedral in the woods”. 

As the church was a private venture there are no 
records of the construction but no doubt all the expertise of 
the Cubitt building firm was brought to it in the person of 
Clerk of Works George Dines, Thomas Cubitt’s foreman on 
many projects. No expense was spared as can be seen from 
the marble font of Red Cornish Serpentine on a limestone 
plinth which is perhaps the first thing to greet the visitor. 
There is another leaflet with more detail on the different 
stones used in the church.  The Church benefits from its site 
on the ridge of the North Downs and is noted for its 
octagonal tower and tall slender spire which stands over 

700 feet above sea-level. The tower contains a ring of eight 
bells cast by Mears & Stainbank, the Tenor weighing just 
under 1 Ton. With the help of the Guildford Diocesan Guild, 
the Surrey Association of Church Bell Ringers, Sir Adrian 
White, the present owner of Denbies, and other interested 
parties, the bell frame was restored and the bells rehung in 
1990 after a silence of 25 years.

Inside, the Church has survived almost unaltered, with 
all its original fittings and in 2008 this was recognised by 
English Heritage when the church’s listing was regraded 
from ‘Grade II’ to ‘Grade II*’ and described as “.....an 
example of a complete church designed by Sir George 
Gilbert Scott, leading exponent of the Gothic Revival, 
[which gives] it more than special interest. Little has 
changed since 1859.”

The East window was a gift, with stained glass 
attributed to J G Crace. The most outstanding feature of the 
interior of the church is the extensive use of marble, the 
Font and High Altar being especially notable. The Altar was 
given in 1905 in memory of Laura Lady Ashcombe by her 
children. To the south of the Altar is a memorial plaque to 
the First Baron Ashcombe depicting him in peer’s robes, 
kneeling and offering the Church to God.

The Organ was built in 1866 by Joseph Walker. Until 
1954 it was confined in a small chamber on the North side 
of the Chancel. In 1954 it was moved to the North Transept 
and rebuilt with the original pipework, but with a new 
console and casework and an electric blower. In 1986 an 
electronic action was installed and the specification of the 
organ was improved. It was rebuilt in 2008.  In 1920 the 
South Transept was converted into a chapel by the Second 
Baron Ashcombe in memory of his three sons killed in the 
Great War of 1914-18. The Retable, Altar and Footpace are 
of Greek marble. The Reredos is of carved beerstone. The 
altarpiece Adoration of the Magi and the mural paintings 
on the East wall are by E Reginald Frampton, known as “the 
last of the pre-Raphaelites”. The mural is painted directly 
on to the stone and not, as is usual, on to plaster. The 
parclose screen is of oak.

Until the outbreak of the Second World War in 1939 the 
Church thrived. The people who were employed on the 
estate and their families numbered over 300 and all were 
expected to attend church regularly. Inevitably the decline 
of the fortunes of the estate from 1945 also affected those 
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“KNOWING YOUR PLACE”
This was a great virtue of Victorian life as was a strict dress 

code. A few years ago the late Mrs Louisa Carpenter,  Aunt 

Louie of the Luff family,  compiled a list of who sat where in 

the church which was probably in the late 1940s before 

the retirement of the Rev’d Nelson Davies, the last ‘Estate’ 

Rector, although the layout had probably changed little 

since the church was first built. 

‘The Dispensary’ is the house at the top of the hill 

where six or so girls in training for domestic service lived 

with their Matron. The Doctor from Westcott came in his 

pony and trap to hold a surgery here for the estate 

workers. 

On Sunday mornings the Denbies house staff gathered 

in the stable yard and walked to church down the path 

across the park which ended at the ‘Private’ gate opposite 

the main South door of the church. The Cubitt family 

members followed.

The house staff sat on the south side of the nave and 

the families of the farmers and outside workers sat on the 

north side. There appears to be a similar distinction with 

burials at the west and east ends of the churchyard.
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SERVICES

Services are normally held at 11 a.m. on the first Sunday of the 
month – Matins; the second Sunday – Holy Communion;  the 
fourth Sunday – Matins and most services follow the Book of 
Common Prayer. The Parish of Ranmore is sparsely populated 
and most of the small but faithful congregation come from 
surrounding parishes to experience the special ambience of 
this church.

New members are always welcome and 
you can find out more about life at          
St Barnabas in the monthly newsletter 
which can be found on our website  
 

our second website, has details of the 
men named on the war memorial and 
the background history of the Denbies 
Estate and Ranmore.

www.achurchnearyou.com/
ranmore-st-barnabas

www.ranmorewarmemorial.info

 
of the Church and the Cubitt family, who had for so long 
been its benefactor, could no longer give its support. In 
1962, following the death of the Third Baron Ashcombe, the 
patronage of the Church was handed over to the Church 
Commissioners, after which it was decided to unite St 
Barnabas with St Martin’s Dorking, the Vicar of Dorking also 
becoming also the Rector of Ranmore.

 The building next to the Church was a school and the 
schoolmaster’s house built by Lucy Cubitt in 1858 and 
enlarged in 1893 and again in 1909. Gilbert Scott was the 
original architect as he was for the Rectory opposite the 
church behind the trees. All three are now private homes.

WHO WAS ST BARNABAS?

he Acts of The Apostles describes St Barnabas in one Tpregnant phrase “He was a good man and full of the 
Holy Ghost”. That says all that needs to be said and it is a 
description which should be true of every member of the 
Church.

Joses was a Levite from Cyprus, who sold his property, 
brought the price of it and handed it over to the apostles in 
an act of complete renunciation. Right at the beginning he 
loses his name: henceforth he is called by the apostles 
Barnabas, which means Son of Consolation and which 
might today be better translated “encouragement”. There, 
if you like, is a clear indication of the sort of man he was.

The history of the early Church might have been very 
different without St. Barnabas. When Saul came to 
Jerusalem after his conversion, he was recognised as one of 
their chief persecutors and not made welcome. Barnabas 
sought him out, befriended him and induced the Jerusalem 
community to accept him.

On one of their journeys Saul, now named Paul, and 
Barnabas took with them Mark as an assistant, but at Perga 
Mark deserted and returned to Jersusalem.  When 
Barnabas wanted to give Mark a second chance Paul 
demurred “the contention between them was so sharp that 
they parted asunder one from the other” and Barnabas 
eventually took Mark with him to Cyprus.

Paul the Apostle to the Gentiles and Mark the 
Evangelist!  What abundant fruit the consoling power of 
Barnabas brought forth, and how much the Church owes 
him!
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