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The village
of Shephall lies right in the centre of its parish, its chief feature being a large triangular green,  shaded by trees on which is a well over 190 feet deep which supplies the entire village.
Before entering the church one's attention is arrested by the unusual shape of the churchyard.  It is roughly oval in form and, though not set definitely on a hill‑top, the land appears to slope away from it on every side except perhaps the north‑east, so that it is on a slight eminence.  Its position calls to mind other churches in various parts of the country, definitely on high ground, with churchyards roughly oval or circular in from which indicates that the site
was a sacred one long before Christianity came to England.  One wonders whether Shephall churchyard also occupies one of these early sacred sites.

The church itself in plan suggests that it may be of Norman foundation.  The nave and chancel seem to bear the right proportions.  The church, dedicated to St. Mary, belonged to the monastery of Reading but was renounced by them in 1151‑4 in favour of the abbey of St.  Albans, which owned the manor.  The church was confirmed to the abbey by Pope Honorius III in 1219.  At the Dissolution, it came to the King and has remained in the Crown till the present time.

Externally the church shows nothing of age, both the flint‑facing and stone‑dressings being renewed throughout, and the east wall of the chancel with its copings is of modern brickwork.   The chancel was repaired about seventy‑four years ago.

Within the church nothing older than the first half of the fourteenth century is to be seen.  The south wall was rebuilt in 1865, and the north wall removed at the same date, when the aisle was added.  The west wall may contain some old masonry.   The chancel has a modern three-light east window of fifteenth style, and a north window of three square‑headed uncusped lights, the masonry of which, except the two mullions, is old, but of uncertain date.  To the west of this window is a modern arch opening to the vestry.  In the south wall is a square headed window of two trefoiled lights with tracery, all the masonry being modern, and near the south‑west angle a tall, low side window with a square‑headed light, probably contemporary  with the north window of the chancel.
 There is a cinquefoiled piscina recess of fourteenth‑century date east of the two‑light window on the south side of the chancel, and a square drain in the sill of the window.  The recess was formerly in the east of the nave, on the south side.  There is no chancel arch, but the truss at the west end of the chancel, which has arched braces and a collar, seems to be plain work of c.  1340 and a moulded wall plate of this date remains on both sides of the chancel, though the rest of the roof is modern.  The nave has a modern north arcade and aisle of three bays lighted by small two‑light windows, and in the south wall are two square‑headed windows with trefoiled lights and tracery over of fifteenth‑century style, though the stone​ work is nearly all modern.  The south doorway is plain under a modern south porch, and the west window of four lights with geometrical tracery is entirely new (1865).
In the east wall of the north aisle is set a shallow square recess containing a piscina drain.  The trusses of the nave roof are probably coeval with the old work in the chancel roof, and are of the same design as that at the west end of the chancel, modern cusped timbers being inserted at the back of the arched braces.  In the west bay are two trusses close together to carry the bell turret, but the western of these is modern.  The wall plates have a hollow chamfer only, and in the west bay are plain.  Both nave and chancel have modern arched plaster ceilings between the trusses.  The modern bell turret has three trefoiled openings on each side and a high‑pitched tile roof.
None of the fittings of the church are old, except the chancel screen, which is of the fifteenth century with a wide centre opening in which a modern tracery head has been inserted, and three traceried openings on each side with a top rail to which a modern embattled cresting has been added.  The solid lower panels
been replaced by modern openings with tracery in the heads.   Until lately an iron hook with a rose was attached to the screen.  The font is modern and stands at the end of the north aisle, while the old font, which is in a very dilapidated condition, may be seen in the churchyard.   Near the south door is a small painted almsbox .

A very interesting record of the external appearance of the church is preserved for us in a sketch made by Pridimore in 1797 which is in the possession of Mrs.  Dimsdale of Meesden.   The point of view is from the south‑eaSt.  The west wall rises with a horizontal battle​-mented top to the base of the bell turret hiding the slope of the roof.   In its centre is a three light
 window, and the wall space on either side of this is decorated with lancet‑shaped alcoves, with quatrefoil alcoves above.  The bell turret has a quatrefoil alcove with louvres on its west face, and a clock on its south face.  There are pairs of brick buttresses at the south-west and north-west angles of the nave, and a brick buttress at the east end of the nave.   The porch, which has no window westward of it, appears 
to be also of brick, and the body of the church plastered.
In the church are a number of monuments to the Nodes family, who formerly lived at Shephalbury, the oldest being two brass inscriptions fixed to the walls below the sills of the north and south windows of the chancel to George Nodes and Margaret his wife.  That of George Nodes is on the north wall.  It is much cracked and broken.  The inscription reads :​

Here lyeth the body of George Nodes Gentylma Sargeante of ye bockehoundes to Kyng Henry viijth, Edward ye vjth Quene Mary and to Quene Elyzabeth which Dyed the xvij daye of May ano 1564 and Margaret his wyff dyed the -- daye of --
ano 15 --
The rest of the inscription which contained the invocatory words has been cut away.

The inscription to Margaret Nodes is placed on the south wall of the chancel.  It reads :​

Here under lyeth the bodye of Margaret Noodes ye wyfe of Gorge Noodes late of Shephall berey Sargyaunt of ye Bucke Houndes unto Kinge Henry Kinge Edward Quene Mary & Quene Elizabeth, which Margaret deceassed the vjtth daye of January in the yeare of our Lord God 1582.

It is amusing to note that this memorial need not have been erected, as space had been provided on her husband's brass for inserting the date of her death.

All that is known about the ancestry of George Nodes is that he came of an Essex family, his father being William Nodes of Barking.  He spent the greater part of his life in the royal service.  In September, 1524, he became a Yeoman of the Guard, at the salary of 6d.  a day, taking the place vacated by William Heywode.  Henceforward his name appears regularly among the royal servants in the King's book of payments.  In 1526 he was classed among the Valets of the Crown at the same salary.   By 1529 he had advanced to the post of Sergeant of the Buckhounds, a post he held for the rest of his life with wages and board‑wages of 15d.  a day.

In addition, four years later on 4th July, 1533, he was given the keepership of Okeley Park, Gloucestershire, with a fee of 40s. a year which carried with it all the profits arising out of Berkeley manor and lordship, as had been enjoyed by the late Sir Antony Poyntz.


In 1539 on the dissolution of St.  Albans Abbey, all the monastic property came into the hands of the Crown ; and thereafter Shephall manor ,vas occupied and farmed by George Nodes for a time, but in 1542 for the sum of £197 14s. 8d.  the King granted him the manor together with its lands in Shephall, Aston, and Stevenage, together with a pension of 5s.
out of Shephall rectory and 13s. out of Letchworth rectory both of which had been the property of St. Albans.

In 1544 in the muster of the army for the invasion of France which resulted in the capture of Boulogne is the entry‑" George Nodes and his two servants‑bills ".


George Nodes married Margaret, daughter of John Grimston of Oxborough, Norfolk, but there was no issue of the marriage and in 1564 he obtained licence to 
grant Shephall manor to his nephew Charles Nodes.  On 17th May that year he died, leaving two natural daughters, Jane Kimpton and Joan Chapman, and the next day was buried at Shephall Church.

His will, made on 31st March 1564, leaves 10s.  to Shephall church, and 6s. 8d.  to the poor of each of the parishes of Shephall, Benington, Knebworth, Aston, Datchworth and Codicote.  Each (natural) daughter Jane Kimpton and Joan Chapman -  is to receive £10.  William Nodes of Stevenage gets 20s.  and Edmund Nodes 10s.  Other relatives are Thomas Grimston, my brother 20s., George and William my eldest brother 's sons, 40s.  each; and William and Francis Nodes, my  youngest brother's sons, 40s. and 20s. respectively.  Friends, namely Simonde Browne of Shephall, Croxton of Benington, Robert Kimpton, William  Benn, Homer Borne (Humberstone) of Wanckhorne (Walkern) Park, Elizabeth Chapman, Edmund Dardes, William Oswell and Susan - receive mostly 6s.  8d. each.  Cattle are left to others, namely a bullock to Richard Dardes, a ewe and lamb to William Mosse, two ewes and two lambs to John Bynckes and a ewe, each to Alice Whitbread, Alice Kimpton, Margaret Smithe, and Margarete Solles.

On 29th March, 1560, George Nodes had obtained a lease of Shephall manor and its lands from the Crown confirming his ownership for eighty years.  He leaves the rest of this lease (i.e. for seventy‑six years) to his wife Margaret, for life, with reversion to his nephew Charles, the son of his brother John.   It includes all the property except a tenement in Shephall with an acre of land called Sumpe, in the occupation of Lucy Hatton, widow.  This he leaves to John Nodes of Shephall on his paying 4d. a year and the rent which the present occupier is paying.  All his goods and chattels are left to his wife who is appointed sole executor.  Rowland Lytton is to be overseer of the will, and the witnesses are R.  Lytton.  Thomas Grimston, Thomas Michell, and William Standsnoughte.


The will was produced for proof on 31st May, 1564, but the two natural daughters, Jane Kimpton and Joan Chapman, disputed it.   Their objections, however, were overruled and sentence pronounced on 22nd November the same year.  A further attempt to claim the manor from Charles Nodes was afterwards made by Jane Kimpton and Thomas Chapman the son of Joan, but the claim was not recognized and in 1571 Charles Nodes settled it upon himself and his brothers George and William in tail male.


Margaret Nodes survived 
her husband eighteen years and at her death the unexpired lease of Shephall Bury came to her nephew Charles.
There are marble mural tablets to other members of the Nodes family as follows.  On the south wall of the chancel Jane Nodes, 1697, south wall of the nave, George, 1697 ; John, 1761 ; John 1748, and Elizabeth,

1731 
on the north wall of the nave, George, 1713, and west wall of the north aisle Susan, 1695.   On the floor of the nave are 2 stone slabs, one to John Nodes, gent., and Susannah, his wife, who died 20th May 1688, and the other to Georgius Nodes Armigr; ; died 7th April 1697, and his wife Elizabeth who died 2nd July, 1682 This has the arms of Nodes and Coppin above the inscription.


At the east end of the aisle is an alabaster tablet with strapwork to John Rudd, 1640, pastor of Shephall for forty‑five years, a small, circular painting 
above, showing him as a shepherd with a lamb on his shoulders and a crook in his hand.  It was formerly on the north wall of the cancel, and bears these lines:-
Sonne of thunder sonne of the dove
Full of hotte zeal full of true love

In preaching truth in liveing right

A burning flame a shineing light.

A painted board nearby on the north wall enumerates various charities amounting to about £40 yearly, for the poor, dating from 1668 to 1763.

At the west end of the north aisle is a remarkable wooden chest, which has
escaped the notice of all those who have hitherto written about Shephall church.  It about 6 feet long and 16 inches high and cut out of a solid block of oak.   The emplacement of two locks shows that it is earlier than 1558, since by canon law promulgated in that year each church had to be provided, with a chest with three locks.
  The lid extended from end to end and had five hinges, being lifted by two iron rings; but at some time its left end has been sawn through, about a foot from the end : and this short piece with its hinge has been fastened down.  The chest stood on the ground somewhere in the church before the addition of the aisle for many centuries for its bottom has completely rotted away.  It looks almost as if the width of the new aisle had been influenced by the length of the ancient chest, for it fits very neatly in the space against its west wall.  When the new flooring of tiles was laid around the font, the chest was left undisturbed, and the tile flooring abuts on its front.

The three‑light cast window (perpendicular) is filled with stained glass, representing the Crucifixion and in the head of the window are the four Evangelists.  It was inserted to the memory of Walter Wortham, Vicar of Shephall, who died on 2nd January, 1877.

In the aisle are three two‑light windows also filled with stained glass ‑ in the first our Saviour blessing, little children, in the second Christ the Good Shepherd, and in the third the raising of Tabitha.  Beneath is the inscription:-
To the glory of God, In affectionate memory of Harriet Wortham ( wife of a former vicar) born May 12th.  1799 died June 21st 1872.  There is also a memorial to this lady in the churchyard on the south side of the church.

The four‑light west window was inserted to the memory of the late Colonel Alfred Unwin Heathcote Heathcote of Shephall Bury, and there is also a window to his memory in the north aisle.  He died in 1912.

The oak pulpit was presented by members of the Unwin Heathcote family in memory of their mother, and the organ in an oak case was restored in 1927 to that of Fred Browning churchwarden and Millicent his wife.

The plate consists of a modern silver chalice and paten 1876‑7, of medieval pattern, another paten of 1849, and a pewter almsdish, bought in 1769, inscribed "Shephall Church Herts”
The first book of the registers begins in 1560 and contains baptisms to 1730 and marriages and burials to 1735.  The second has baptisms and burials to 1812, and marriages
to 1759; and the third has marriages

from 1754 to 1812.

The first of churchwardens' accounts 
begins in 1708, and the second book in 1770 with an inventory of church goods at that date, the latter book having a parchment cover dated 1587.
Outside the church a 
little to the east of the porch, is a stone in the memory of Rev.  Philp Godfrey, B.D., late of Ayot St. Lawrence, and his wife who died 2nd August 1822, and 1832 respectively.  Clutterbuck records the following inscription on an alter-tomb:-

“Here lyes the body of Elizabeth  Sale, fourth 
daughter of George Nodes late of this parish, esquire, and relict of Samuel Sale of London, by whom she had only one son – George Sale – well known in the learned world for his great skill in Oriental languages, and particularly for his most accurate translation of the Koran.   He died in her lifetime.”

The inscription is now quite illegible.
The party then visited Shephall Bury and were entertained to tea by the kind invitation of Lieut.‑ Col.  The Hon.  T.  G.  B. Morgan Grenville-Gavin D.S.O., M.C.  and the Hon. Mrs.  Morgan-Grenville-Gavin.   The following paper was read.
� There is reference to the light of the sepulchre in the will of John Kimpton, 1489


� In 1538 the Vicar-General Thomas Cromwell, had issued ab injunction that every parish was to provide a “sure coffer” with two locks, to keep the parish register in.
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