
Saint Peter’s, Pilning, South Gloucestershire 

The main reason for the existence of St. Peter’s Church in Pilning centred on the fact that this is a 

crossing for the River Severn. There have always been ferry crossings and these, with the agriculture 

of the district, brought sufficient numbers to the area to warrant the building. The scheme to build 

the Bristol & South Wales Union Railway came in 1846. Its building began after approval by 

parliament in 1857 with an influx of workers. A school was needed in Redwick and Northwick (as the 

area was then known) by 1877. The area began to change after this as the Severn Tunnel 

construction soon started. This huge engineering work increased the population, as did the need to 

accommodate those who came permanently to work on the railway. 

The church was built in 1855, constructed in the Gothic style, of Hanham Stone with Bath Stone 

quoins and decorations. It consists of a wide nave which has a very high-pitched roof supported 

mainly by small buttresses to the nave walls. The chancel at one time contained the choir stalls and 

the sanctuary remains little changed, with its small piscine in the north wall, except for the removal 

of the rendering and plaster from the north and south walls. The whole church was plastered in the 

manner of the remaining plaster on the east wall. The plaster was removed in 2002 after portions of 

it became unstable, mainly due to the ingress of rainwater through faulty guttering and dampness 

penetrating the walls. The interior stonework has been heavily pointed. The original vestry is on the 

north side, with the choir vestry on the south side. The latter is a recent addition and contains the 

much needed toilet facility.  

There is not a great deal of ornamentation to the building and it has clearly suffered from the 

ravages of salty gales blowing up the Bristol Channel, plus the more recent emissions from chemical 

works and other industries being “downwind” from Avonmouth and Severnside.  This is very evident 

at the porch entrance where the heads of the king and queen are at eye level. The external hood 

moulding around the windows is also suffering.  There are some gargoyles serving the rainwater 

down pipes and inside the church there is a carving of a head at the foot of the pulpit.  

The east window depicts the crucifixion in the centre light. The words beneath the window were, for 

a great many years, hidden behind curtains placed around the altar. These were removed when the 

altar from St. Thomas’s, Northwick, our sister church, was brought to St. Peter’s. The altar is 

beautifully carved. The left light depicts St. Matthew and the right one is of St. Luke. There is one 

imperfection in the east window, in that one of then trefoils is upside down, but which one? St. Luke 

also features in the window in the north wall of the nave where the window is dedicated to Sidney 

Balch-Green, a former village doctor. A notable feature of the east window is that at the winter 

solstice, when the sun sets, the sun shines directly through the west window and fully illuminates 

the east window, which is quite spectacular when viewed from the churchyard. 

The organ is older than the church, believed to be circa 1790, and was built by William Allen of Soho, 

London. It was donated to the church by a Miss Parrett, of Aust. It is in almost original condition, 

with only the addition of a rank of pipes taken from the organ at St. Thomas’s, Northwick when that 

church closed. It retains the hand pump for the bellows but has a motor blower. In 2011 the organ 

was accepted in the British Organ Register as of historic interest and graded 2* 

For most of its life the church embraced the traditions of the Church of England, hosting services of 

Eucharist, Matins and Evensong. It fell on hard times after the Second World War and the 

congregation dwindled. Canon David Sansum recalls that he played the organ for Matins on one 
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occasion with a few choir stalwarts and one member of the congregation. The churchyard fell into a 

dreadful state at this time, relying on sheep and goats to reduce the undergrowth. 

Things improved a little in the 1960s and its fortunes changed when Canon Jim Free came in 1967. 

The church was redecorated, and new furnishings and lighting added. Some of the artefacts seen 

today bear plaques dedicated to those in whose memory they were provided; the clergy prayer 

desks, the carpets and the entrance table. At this time the churchyard was levelled and put to grass. 

Jim Free also inherited the biggest change in the history of the church when, after long and difficult 

discussions, St. Peter’s joined with the Methodist Church at Redwick in 1973 as an ecumenical 

project. Trinity Methodist Church closed and became the church hall, and its members joined in the 

worship at St. Peter’s. Both churches retained their individual styles of worship and members attend 

both forms of worship, Anglican and Methodist. St. Peter’s was the first rural parish to achieve unity 

with the Methodist Church. We are now an ecumenical partnership. 

From 1980 the church became part of a united benefice, and encompassed All Saints, Compton 

Greenfield, and our daughter church St. Nicholas’s, Severn Beach. This brought with it the need for 

clergy to extend their duties to more people, a situation that is likely to become even more difficult 

in the future as the Deanery is set to lose one more member of the clergy and have the workload on 

those remaining increased. In 2010 the church separated from Compton Greenfield benefice and has 

become part of Severnside Partnership. The vicar of Alveston is appointed Priest in charge and Rev 

Ann Parker is now the Focal Minister. 

St. Nicholas’s Church had served as a “temporary” church since 1928, and the building, sometimes 

called a “tin church”, closed in 2002 when it became too dangerous to insure. The congregation 

moved to the Methodist Church at Severn Beach and they hold services of Eucharist or Evensong on 

Sundays. The church there is now designated as Severn Beach Christian Family Church and is a joint 

ecumenical project having a breakfast club and a shared Songs of Praise service monthly. 

Unfortunately the Methodist Church, renamed Severn Beach United Church is in need of 

considerable repair and services now take place in the nearby Emmaus Church, 
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