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FOREWORD 
 
 

20 October, 2009  
 

Memory is essential for dignified human living. What fascinating 
narratives are gathered together here. 
 

These will stimulate thanksgiving and inspire us to carry forward 
the life of St Peter’s with similar energy and enthusiasm. 
 

Congratulations to you all on your 150th anniversary celebrations 
to which this book makes a fine contribution. 
 
 
 

+ Peter Edmonton 
Bishop 



 
 
 
 

Mary Shakeshaft 
 
I first came to St Peter’s in September 1965 when I rented a room 

in Buckland Crescent.   The vicar then was the Revd Pat Brock and 
Dss Yvonne Simmonds acted as his curate. It therefore never seemed 
strange to me to have a woman officiating at a service or preaching. I 
owe a lot to Pat, who died last year aged 90, as he was a lively-minded 
priest who urged us all to remember Christ came to give us abundant 
life and who constantly spoke of the need to change if our spiritual 
lives were to grow and not to die.    His favourite word was “splendid” 
and it became one of mine. Pat was a fine preacher who taught at the 
College of Preachers and wrote a book on the art of preaching which 
he maintained depended not just on the preacher but also on the active 
listening of the people in the pews. He was a dramatic preacher and 
once tore up his notes at the end of the sermon and threw them over 
the edge of the pulpit. My father, who was staying with me at the 
time, was appalled. “Who cleans up after this man?” he muttered to 
me. One of Pat’s curates, Geoffrey Wilkinson, rather overdid the 
drama and used to preach by rushing round the church being some 
character in the Gospels. Pat, though, had the knack of reaching our 
hearts.   Many Sundays I remember a friend and I asking each other 
how he had known we had been thinking about a particular matter the 
preceding week. 

 
Pat kept us up to date with liturgical change and involved us in lay 

ministry.   If you were on the PCC you had a list of people in the 
congregation to pray about and care for. Sometimes they knew this, 
sometimes they didn’t. It was many years before I knew that I was on 
the list of Derek Spottiswoode, then one of the churchwardens with 
Douglas Marshall. Pat also started a number of groups. Peter Roscoe’s 
mother ran a very successful whist drive once a week for a long time.   



Young people belonged to the Crypt Club – there were a number of 
marriages in that group.   Those of us in our late twenties and early 
thirties belonged to the Coffee Group.   I think we met every other 
week, in either Ann Christopher’s flat in Belsize Park Gardens or in 
Mary Pym’s flat in Belsize Grove, a flat I was to share with her and in 
which I was to live for 37 years. Sometimes we had a speaker (I 
remember first learning about Amnesty there), sometimes we just 
talked.  Many of us were young professionals near the beginning of 
our careers, dentists, teachers, librarians, journalists. Douglas Bichard 
was a loyal member of the group. 

 
The congregation in those days was mixed in age if not in 

nationality and there were redoubtable people who ran things – 
Brigadier Foster-Hall was Treasurer, succeeded later by Paul Shewell 
who was an Official Receiver, and, most useful of all, we had a 
Buildings Committee consisting of an architect, an engineer, a 
solicitor and an estate agent.    They could have renovated the place 
and sold it with all professional expertise! You had to be careful or 
you were asked to do things! I think I had been coming for three 
weeks before I was on some committee and shortly afterwards making 
coffee after service. For many years Betty Gibson, who lived in the 
garden flat of my house, and I were in charge of the coffee rota, which 
meant we made coffee most Sundays!  We also helped with teas at the 
church fete in late June. This was a great weekend of junketing - the 
fete on the Saturday, the Patronal Festival on the Sunday followed by 
the Parish Lunch, usually in the vicarage garden. 

 
St Peter’s had not celebrated its centenary so we celebrated its 

110th birthday.   I helped Victoria Kingsley write a play in which we 
imagined members of Dr Tremlett’s congregation going to a party to 
celebrate the church’s dedication.  Pat Brock played Dr Tremlett, 
dreaming of putting a spire on the church, and Jeremy, his younger 
son, (who has his part to play in these 150th celebrations) was a 
newsboy shouting out the headlines of the day ( “Blondin crosses 
Niagara Falls on a tightrope!”) Among the actors were Leo Biek and 



William Madin, our witty organist who told me he thought of 
members of the congregation in terms of hymns!   I was, I remember, 
“He wants not friends who has thy love”. I am still puzzling over that! 

 
Pat went off to St Mary’s, Finchley, and Richard Truss, the curate 

at Hampstead Parish Church, came down the hill to replace him. 
Richard inaugurated a number of things, notably the Hampstead 
Christian Study Centre, asking me to be a committee member, which I 
have remained. He took us on several retreats and parish weekends, 
often at St Helena’s, Ealing, where Lizzie Biek met Paul Arnesen. 
They were later married at St Peter’s, Paul trained for the ministry at 
Salisbury Theological College, and their daughter, christened at St 
Peter’s, became my youngest godchild. Some of our retreats were 
totally silent, a memorable one at St Katherine’s, Butcher Row, when 
it snowed, and some argumentative. At one of these Richard, Yvonne 
and the curate, Roger Haycraft, came round to the various groups 
pretending to have a “problem” which we had to address. Roger 
pretended to be an alcoholic and one elderly lady thought he really 
was and took some persuading that he was acting!    When Richard 
came to the group I was in we said he could stay if he was being 
himself but not if he was playing silly games!   I remember he said in 
his vicar’s report at the next APCM that he knew he had been 
accepted when he was told by a group of his parishioners to clear out!  
I remember going to a horrible weekend, organised by some American 
group, called, I think, “Urban Theology”, where we had to analyse 
situations and where we were so cold and regimented we all rebelled.  
Several of us got interested in the Guild of Health and there were two 
Prayer and Care Groups, one to which I belonged, at the Marshall’s 
and one at Mary Pringle’s.  There was a vogue at the time for 
liturgical dance and Helen Truss, Lesley Musk and Patricia Woodall 
moved gracefully in the chancel at key points of the service. We once 
performed the mediaeval play “Everyman” in church and once there 
was a moving mime of the events of Holy Week with someone 
playing Blues on the saxophone in the gallery.  For some years I was 
PCC Secretary and marvelled at the skill with which Richard ran 



meetings, allowing lengthy discussion on item 4 while the most 
controversial item was clearly item 6, but by the time we reached that 
everyone was too tired to argue with his suggestions!  

 
Richard went off, first to Wood Green and then to Shepperton. We 

hired a coach to take people to his Induction there, but it broke down 
en route and Peter Roscoe and I bought ice-creams for everyone while 
we waited for a replacement which got us to the church for the last 
hymn.  Richard was succeeded by Donald Barnes. These were the 
days when we had a Harvest Supper in the hall, a good meal with 
entertainment, sometimes homespun, sometimes from outside. I think 
it was a group of foreign folksingers who arrived late and those of us 
in the kitchen had to sacrifice some of our supper to provide enough 
for them. It was all hard work and eventually was abolished and a 
Dedication Supper in November took its place. To this we invited 
clergy and parish representatives from neighbouring churches and it 
was very successful. We usually had turkey – I learnt to cook one that 
way – but one year we borrowed fish-kettles and cooked whole 
salmon, only to be terribly worried that someone might get a fish-bone 
stuck in their throat.   No-one did, thank goodness.   We had a plaited 
loaf on the high table which was used for the supper and then for the 
Eucharist the following day.   We also had bring-and-share parish 
lunches once a month and got used to each other’s favourite offerings.  
I remember Georgina Shadbolt who always brought cold sausages 
arranged with cress.  Several down-and-outs were alert to the dates of 
these lunches! 

  
During Donald’s time we all rejoiced when Claire Wilson, who 

had been with us as a deacon, was able to be ordained and we went 
with great jubilation to her ordination.    We were well served at this 
period with a variety of sermons: Donald’s were theologically up to 
the minute and socially grounded, Ernest Chitty, a retired priest who 
lived in the parish, preached movingly from his accumulated spiritual 
wisdom and poetic sensitivity, and Claire  often referred to novels she 
had been reading and the truths we could gain from them.    Claire 



started a Women’s Group which met alternately at my flat and at 
Tamara’s.  We never had an agenda but had some great discussions 
about relationships and families and safety in town and country, 
among many other topics.   One Christmas we had a “Mistakes Party” 
when we brought clothes we had bought which had proved to be 
unsuitable when we got them home.   People went home gratefully 
with others’ mistakes, but no-one wanted my pink shoes tied with 
ribbon – not surprising, you will say! 

  
I remember several weddings at St Peter’s: Ann and John Hoy’s 

lovely “homemade” wedding where the bride had made her own 
dress, picked flowers for her bouquet and tied them with a ribbon, and 
rang up friends on the day to invite us to come; Helen and Bob 
Braithwaite’s, when Lionel McLoughlin, the organist, who excelled in 
improvisation, played “Will you still love me when I’m 64?”, while 
the 60-something year olds signed the register, and then we all walked 
through the village to a delightful reception in their garden, and Judy 
and Pete Starling’s beautiful wedding two years ago.   Christenings 
too, and, sadly, funerals: Ernest Chitty’s twenty years ago and Marion 
Whitefield’s, both of them so full of love, and latterly Katherine 
Morton’s Memorial Service with the gaiety of “The Keel Row” played 
by her niece on the organ, the splendid digital one given by Peter Read 
in memory of his wife.  

 
There have naturally been a lot of changes in Belsize Park over the 

years.    When I first came here the houses were dingier with the fine 
big rooms carved up into student bedsits and rows of bells at the front 
door.    Now the stucco gleams white and the flats fetch huge sums.    
There have been changes in the church too – liturgical changes with 
no more arguments about including Matins as one of our Sunday 
services.   The congregation is smaller but wonderfully international.    
Jack Harris, who succeeded Donald, used to ask us to say the Lord’s 
Prayer in our own tongue and it was very moving to hear the murmur 
of many languages.  We have a tradition of good preaching and have 
retained our liberal, inclusive, questioning stance to our faith.  I have 



found this helpful and invigorating and am thankful for all I have 
learnt from the priests and people of St Peter’s. 

 
 
 
 
Joan Prosser 
 
Within a couple of years of joining St Peter’s Church I decided to 

try to do something about its garden. People frequently took shortcuts 
through the garden towards Swiss Cottage or their homes. I thought 
perhaps it could be made nice enough to encourage them to relax on 
the garden benches or perhaps come inside to see the church. 

The garden was a scruffy neglected area with a patchy lawn and 
uninteresting shrubs and a great deal of invasive elder flower. The 
many rose bushes pathetically needed every attention if they were to 
produce lovely flower heads the following summer. All this would 
take a great deal of digging and sorting out and replacing. 

I soon discovered that the lawn was cut by Richard, and elderly 
parishioner and a chartered accountant with a good knowledge of 
gardening. Over the next two years we worked well together.  

Tim Cleverdon was getting more and more interested in making 
good compost for the garden. This is essential if plants are to flourish, 
the natural soil was very poor. Tim attended compost making classes 
run by the Council. He persuaded a lot of local people to fill our 
compost making bins with their waste fresh fruit and vegetables.  

Sometimes as people come through or sit in the garden they say 
how very much they appreciate the peacefulness and beauty of the 
area. Mothers bring their children and dogs come with their loving 
owners just to socialise.  

There are two benches on the lawn. One for my little Yorkshire 
terrier called ‘Small’. Like Tommy, he came to church every Sunday. 
Sadly he caught a virus and died when he was thirteen. We had a short 
service for him after the morning service. His ashes were scattered on 
his small yellow rose bush and a bench is close by with a plaque in his 



memory. Lynda composed a mourning poem which was read and a 
few people from the Square attended with their dogs.  

The other bench was provided by Katherine Morton who died in 
2008 after many years attending St Peter’s with her husband Jocelyn. 
She helped us all with her wonderful attitude to church problems and 
generous financial support.  

 
 
 
 
Tamara Tipping 
 
I have lived here for 30 years and it is a long way from St 

Petersburg where I was born.  I was baptised in the Russian Orthodox 
Church, where I was taken by my Russian grandmother. It is very 
different from the Church of England St Peter's, although I have 
grown to like its simplicity very much. The sermons, the very friendly 
atmosphere and the kindness of the people I have met there. 

My first encounter was with Reverend Donald Barnes 
and family. His wife Sally, and their children Rebecca, Richard and 
Simon. Also Sally's parents, Margaret and Frank Thomas. 

A vivid memory is of Christmas lunch at the vicarage with the 
family including Sally's parents. Donald and Sally made it their yearly 
event to invite members of the congregation who were on their own. 
There would be about ten of us and the children, who were teenagers 
at the time, did all the serving.  It was a very happy beginning of a 
long lasting friendship 

The vicarage became an open house, one was always welcome.  
Margaret and Frank too were always there and going to the village, 
one would have a chat with Frank “over the garden wall” while he 
was tending the vicarage garden. 

Irene Calder, a devoted member of St Peter's, looked after the 
church garden. Her ambition was to have a patio laid in the rose 
garden.  She duly achieved it by baking and selling cakes every 
Sunday in church and at any other possible occasion. It took her 



months , but she did reach her goal, with determination and the help of 
others.  Her other devotion was selling poppies on behalf of the 
British Legion in memory of her father who was wounded in the 1914 
war.  On Remembrance Sunday she would be in church  with her box 
of poppies making sure we all had one  and then take more boxes to 
various shops and sell them there herself. 

Next event, so memorable, is Shrove Tuesday, the pancake 
party, which was held at the vicarage.  Everyone who was willing to 
contribute, would bring cooked pancakes which were heated up in the 
vicarage kitchen and served with a wide variety of fillings.  Plenty of 
wine and soft drinks would be on the menu too.  Between 6.30 and 9 
there would be 30 to 40 people coming and going. 

Every first Sunday of the month a nice lunch was served in The 
Hall. Everybody who could, contributed to it.  But all were welcome. 
Yet another event comes to mind. St Peter's Bourne in Barnet arranged 
quiet days during Lent. A very satisfying experience both spiritually 
and socially. 

There were Summer Fairs and Jumble Sales. Hard working events 
those! 

When Claire Wilson came to Donald as a curate she organised all 
these things as well as editing the Church Magazine. 

A few of us started a women's group discussing topical subjects. 
We organised exhibitions of women artists as well as showing the 
works of members of the congregation.  Belsize Square was a very 
lively place, with artists, writers and actors.  We had an art gallery in 
Lambolle Road run by Mrs Fisher and some very interesting 
exhibitions were held there. 

A few doors away lived a retired actress. A very eccentric person. 
She was Yvette Pienne.  She would come to church sometimes in the 
middle of Donald's sermon. Her entrance was as if coming onstage; 
made up, wearing a great deal of costume jewellery, straw hat and a 
large sun umbrella. She also painted and wrote poetry.  She was most 
interesting to know. 



There were 2 grand pianos in the church belonging to music 
teachers, whose students came to practice.  They also allowed us 
to use them for concerts in the church. 

So many events come to my mind and people whom I've had the 
privilege to know and be a friend of, especially Katherine Morton, 
Myra Meeus, Christine Cooper,  Richard Davson and Victoria 
Kingsley. No longer with us but missed very much. 

 
 
 
 
Hazel Hallam 
 
I became a member of St Peter’s by default. Finding myself in a 

period of convalescence after a serious operation, and no longer 
having the energy to attend services in Central London as I used to, I 
was just about to stagger along Belsize Park and into the door of the 
church for Evensong at half-past six. This was at Lenten time and I 
was pleased to discover the short service was followed by a lively 
discussion (fulfilling the Anglican requirement for a certain amount of 
study and reflection to take place during this period of the church 
year). Disappointed that this small but stimulating discussion group 
was to be discontinued after Easter, I mentioned how I feel to the then 
curate, the Revd. Claire Wilson. No sooner said than done! In her 
characteristic way she immediately arranged for the group to continue, 
on a regular basis, but this time taking place in the living-room of the 
vicarage.  

The meeting was very democratic, with any member able to take a 
turn at introducing any topic they wished to explore. There was no 
programme and no agenda. Often people would choose passages of 
the Bible they found particularly difficult. It must have been a 
successful formula, as at one time the group grew too large for the 
living-room and a subsidiary meeting had to take place in the adjacent 
vicar’s study. 



Of course we had the usual difficulties which beset discussion 
groups: people interrupting others, those persistently dominated the 
discussion, etc, but the solution to these problems came in an unusual 
form. A rather charismatic young woman called Rosemary arrived at 
the church. She was a qualified psychologist who has inherited a large 
sum of money and was travelling the world on a ‘spiritual quest’. She, 
however, took her professional expertise into every situation. It was 
she who introduced the notion of the ‘talking stick’. No-one could 
speak, unless they were holding the stick. If you wanted to speak, you 
signalled you would like the stick. It worked a treat. 

Another notion introduced by Rosemary was ‘visualisation’. 
Moods and feelings can be affected for the better by the mind acting 
out an imaginary scenario, stage by stage, such as stretching out on a 
deserted, tropical beach, accompanied by someone who loves you. To 
achieve this state, of course you lie down, with closed eyes. A late-
comer to the group one evening was astonished to open the door, to be 
met with total silence and a room strewn with prostrate and seemingly 
lifeless bodies. 

The discussion group met for a number of years in this way. If the 
Rev Donald Barnes and his wife Sally ever resented the situation, or 
wished to reclaim that home for themselves on a Sunday evening, they 
never let on. Our presence was always accepted with tolerance and 
graciousness. 

An off-shoot of the Sunday Night Meeting was a ‘Women’s 
Group’, as its name implies, a talking opportunity for females only. At 
this time, in the 80s and 90s, women’s groups were springing up all 
over London, though not usually attached to churches. We discussed 
everything under the sun, not specifically religious issues. We met in 
member’s flats during the week, and again the set-up was very 
democratic with no agenda, and no leader (although the curate Rev. 
Claire Wilson always attended). A general topic for discussion seemed 
to evolve ‘organically’ from a few stray remarks made at the 
beginning of the evening. Joining a ‘women’s group’ in those day 
could be misunderstood by the outside world. A male friend of mine 
accused me of joining a bunch of rabid man-haters. Nothing could 



have been further from the truth, though I never managed to convince 
him that sometimes we spent a whole evening without talking about 
men at all! What I remember most was how much laughing we did. I 
still miss it. 

Nineteen ninety-eight marked the arrival of Peter Read to take up 
the position of director of music. A number of us were rounded up, 
initially it was understood, just to augment the choir for the Christmas 
period. Somehow or other, six years later, most of us were still there. 
Highly gifted, rather eccentric, Peter kept us going with fund-raising 
concerts, choir festivals at St Paul’s Cathedral, weddings and funerals. 
Singing for weddings was the best fun. Sometimes we were even 
invited to the reception. On one occasion we were transported in a 
double-decker bus, privately hired, to the magnificent Foreign Press 
Association building in Carlton Terrace, just off the Mall. (The groom 
was an Egyptian author or journalist, the bride was a Scottish artist). 
Along with luminaries from the world of media and the arts, we were 
piped into the entrance by a bagpipe player in full regalia.  

Slowly we made our way up the magnificent sweeping staircase to 
the dining-hall, where we were absorbed into the general melee of 
writers for The Independent, outside broadcasters, etc. Later that 
evening it was said that Peter and three members of the choir were 
seen disappearing down the steps to Charing Cross Underground 
Station, all propping each other up with considerable difficulty, but I 
can’t vouch for that.  

On another occasion we had to sing at the ordinary Sunday 
morning service, including an anthem, perform as the choir at a 
wedding in the afternoon, and sing all our pieces at the Carol Concert 
the same evening. An American lady member of the choir kindly 
cooked lunch for us at her home that day, and at half-past two, the 
then Vicar, Rev. Jack Harris turned up, so frightened we would all be 
so messy we would forget all about the afternoon wedding, that the 
personally escorted us back to the church. Mary Shakeshaft provided 
us with a sumptuous tea at her flat after this, and adequately 
stimulated by caffeine and taninn, we managed to get through the 
Carol Concert as well. 



It seems strange to maintain that funerals could be fun too, but 
there comes to mind that of a lovely lady called Katie who attended at 
St Peter’s for many years, and who came from a fairground 
background. When she passed on, her family said they wanted to ‘give 
our Katie a really good send-off’ and requested that the choir should 
sing ‘Maybe it’s because I’m a Londoner’. She loved practising this, 
though it brings tears to my eyes just remembering. 

In the church, as in life in general, people come and go, and 
activities have their heyday only to fade away or be replaced by others 
in a different form. So it is at St Peter’s. On the verge of a fresh 
decade, let us pray that the core elements of prayerful worships, 
tolerance towards all manner of men, and loving support of those in 
their time of trouble, will ever remain and flourish. 

 
 
 
 
Julia Robson 
 
I moved into my flat in Belsize Park on a bitterly cold Christmas 

Eve seventeen years ago. It was almost dusk. I had no electricity or 
heating. It was a rather sad time in my life. I suddenly found myself 
on my own and had just learnt my father was desperately ill. I walked 
through the empty flat, onto the outside balcony and saw the twinkling 
lights of St Peter's. And I just knew everything was going to be okay.   

It was several years later St Peter's and I became truly acquainted. 
My neighbour, Tim, was church warden. He used to tell me stories 
about the goings on. I even met a few regulars, most memorably 
Tamara. And Tina, another neighbour. Back then, I attended a church 
down the road, a catholic church.  

At the time I had a job which took me travelling for many months 
a year. I wasn't in London much at weekends but when I was, I always 
noticed St Peter's garden, particularly in the summertime when it was 
full of birdsong and flowers. Whatever else was going on in my life, 
and in Belsize Park, I always felt it a haven. A bit of Jane Austen and 



the English countryside in the middle of North London. I used to find 
it amazing that roses bloomed here all year round. I'd lean over the 
walls and drool at those lovely colours like apricot, honey and pink 
parchment shades, as well as dark blood red always around 
Christmastime. I also loved the late summer hollyhocks and the early 
spring bluebells and daffodils too. Returning home late at night I've 
often seen foxes prowling about. I even saw a mother and some cubs 
very early one morning. 

During my maternity leave I dared go into this lovely garden more 
than before. I'd always felt it out of bounds. Then one particularly 
quiet August day I was lured in by a blackbird, or it could have been a 
robin? I know it felt like that bit in the book, The Secret Garden. It 
was nice to see young people sitting on the benches reading books or 
playing with their children. I was struck by a sense of peace and quiet 
here. And a sense of history. I feel St Peter's has always been very 
important to local people. Much-loved. A place to go to think and 
reflect. A sanctuary. A place to enjoy nature and to be reminded of it's 
existence in a big, noisy city? 

When Kasim was a baby, a trip to the garden at St Peter's became 
a daily ritual. I live on the third floor with just that balcony with the 
view of St Peter's. St Peter's garden was where Kasim took his first 
steps (on the path by apricot and honey coloured roses). His first 
word, 'blackbird' was said sitting on the grass pointing to one.  

After Kasim was christened at my catholic church, some peculiar 
politics went down. The priest whom I was very fond of was moved to 
another parish. I felt bereft and very vunerable. At the same time I left 
my job of 15 years to go freelance. Big changes. My world was 
crumbling. I was looking to move to a larger ground floor flat but two 
sales had fallen through. It seemed I was destined to stay in Belsize a 
bit longer… 

Tim had told us about a healing ceremony at St Peters and Mo and 
I felt this sounded what we needed. We went along. We liked the 
people, we loved the church. The following Sunday we came to the 
family service. Despite Kasim screaming, we received a kind 
welcome. The sun streamed through the windows, the church was lit 



by the warmth and love of its congregation. The music was beautiful. 
Everyone sang, and really meant it when they said, "peace be with 
you". And we met Fr Paul. The final piece of the puzzle. Here was a 
truly special church. It was as welcoming as it's lovely garden. 

Now when I stand on my balcony and look across to St Peter's I 
remember so many happy times. The lovely summer fete. The Palm 
Sunday service in the garden. Christmas, and spring. All the sermons. 
All the prayers. All the comfort and peace and friendship it has 
brought me. No longer simply a church that gives me a pretty view. A 
church that has changed my life. 

 
 
 
 
Douglas Marshall 
 
Although the denominational loyalty of bats is legendary (of all 

the bat-haunted churches in England, 93% are buildings of the Church 
of England) there have been no bats observed in the tower of 
St.Peters. Protestant Non-Conformist Churches, as well as Roman 
Catholic churches are also virtually free of them. No one knows why. 

Even though its walls are nearly a metre thick in places, the tower 
of St.Peters looks (visually speaking) a little weak. It was meant to 
have a spire on top of it; and early prints show this spire, which in the 
old drawings makes things look better. The lowest room in the tower 
is of course the porch, and the door on the right as you go in leads to 
the chambers above, of which there are four: dimly lit dungeons in the 
sky, with the wind rattling in the bell louvres, whippy ladders snaking 
up through the dark, and bell tongues silently swinging in the draught. 

The tower was full of rubbish, and some fifteen or twenty years 
ago I asked our then indefatigable contractor, Mr.Quantock, to clear it. 
In a day or so he manhandled ten large black plastic bags of rubbish 
down innumerable stairs to the garden: the detritus and debris of a 
hundred and thirty-odd years. But the pigeons, of which there were 
hundreds (bats would have been better. They were protected) caused a 



certain amount of heart searching, concerning which the contractor 
wrote me a letter. 

He reminded me that my specification to him demanded amongst 
other things that all dirt and debris should be removed and carted 
away, as the saying is.(It also reminded me incidentally that you 
shouldn’t scribble specification clauses without looking at what you 
are writing about). He reported the presence in the bell chamber of 
innumerable pigeon nests full of chirping chicks. If the specification 
were to be executed conscientiously the mass slaughter of these 
innocents would be all part of the job. It was no good waiting till the 
chicks grew up and flew off. Pigeons breed all the year round. The 
contractor politely asked to be released from this clause. It was not ‘in 
him’, he said, to do it. I rang the Royal Society for the Protection of 
Birds for informed guidance, and was told that, living in Surrey were 
two ladies devoted entirely to pigeons experiencing some form of 
distress. It was called ‘Pigeon Recovery’. I was advised to lay my 
problem before them. 

No problem at all, they said. They would drive up from Sutton, 
and with the aid of appropriate equipment would remove the chicks.  

Arriving in good time for their appointment with Quantock and 
me, they carried boxes lined with some woollen stuff; and we escorted 
the younger of the two up the staircases and ladders and up to the bell 
chamber. With consummate skill the chicks were scooped up by the 
young lady and placed in the boxes, though it was not altogether a 
comfortable operation, since the gases from such a quantity of 
droppings which lay around were strong enough to require the use of 
masks, some of which Mr.Q. had brought. The lady herself did not 
appear to require one, so we left ours off as well, feeling that to put 
them on in the circumstances might be a little shaming. 

The operation over, we went down with the boxes, which the 
Pigeon Recovery officer correctly insisted on carrying herself. She 
carried the box on one arm and managed the ladder with one hand 
only, which is near suicidal. We arrived back on the ground in a spirit 
of mutual congratulation and bonhomie. I managed to convince the 



Treasurer that a small contribution to Pigeon Research would not be 
inappropriate. 

I had a letter from them a few days later, thanking us for our 
donation and saying they knew I would be happy to learn that the 
chicks were doing well, and already taking seed. They were also being 
fed by more senior members of the feathered community, still 
enjoying the care of Pigeon Recovery. 

 
 
Right and proper as it doubtless is at this time to remember the 

countless gifts received by the church from generous folk throughout 
its lengthening life, our jig-saw would be incomplete if we didn't fit in 
a piece or two about items which have actually disappeared from the 
church with extraordinary suddenness from time to time. I write in no 
kill-joy spirit. Far from it. Time has softened the impact of these 
bizarre events. I think most of them happened in the 70's. 

The first disappearances were the theft of the altar candlesticks. 
Three pairs went in fairly rapid succession, but after neighbourly 
churches, as well as the Patrons at the Abbey, had ransacked their 
dusty stores and given us their old candlesticks, the supply dried up. 
They must have thought we were selling them. Then out went the 
Bishop's chair which stood in the sanctuary. The Processional Cross 
strolled out too. 

Serious as these losses were, they were no more than  practice 
runs for the lot who were doing all the thieving; and their ambitions 
must have soared as they turned their attention to the four sculptured 
figures mounted in the niches in the sides of the pulpit: Matthew, 
Mark, Luke, and John presumably. They were pleasant pieces in their 
way, and great favourites of The Rev'd Prebendary Donald Barnes, 
our Vicar at that time. It cannot have taken long to rip them out and 
carry them off. Which they did. 

What next? Well, by now, intoxicated by success, their eyes 
lighted on the lectern - a great golden eagle (well, brass, anyway) 
which had sat near the North transept, frowning at the congregation, 
for as many years as anyone could remember.  It had a sharp 



expression in its eyes, but to no avail; and though it must have 
weighed up to a ton was put on a trolley, and wheeled quietly out of 
the church: a cool and well orchestrated theft which must have been 
witnessed by quite a few people outside the church (maybe by people 
inside it too). It was reported by passive witnesses that the chaps, 
unable to resist a final touch of authenticity, were wearing white coats 
as they heaved the lectern out. It's a wonder they weren't given a hand. 

Curiously enough, people were not always out for theft and profit. 
When things were impossible to take out, an element of antagonism 
was sometimes present; and artefacts which could not be stolen and 
sold would be destroyed. Some stained glass windows were 
deliberately broken, and a grand piano set on fire and destroyed. 

Churches were a soft touch at that time for the criminal classes. 
The age of innocence when church doors were left open for prayer and 
quiet was not quite exhausted, and people still used St. Peter’s for 
peace and meditation, or for as much of it as they could get in the 
circumstances. 

A semi-humorous phrase was bandied about at the time. 'Keep 
everything bolted down', people said. It sounded reasonable enough, 
and that's what churches began to do. But it was no match for the 
enthusiast with a serviceable spanner, as the Vicar discovered one day, 
when he walked in and found half the altar rails un-bolted, lifted up 
and carted off. "Well, you never locked up your church!', someone 
was heard to say, a little tiresomely.  

No. They never did that. 
 
 
In days gone by, members of St. Peter’s did house to house 

collections for Christian Aid (Perhaps they still do. I’m a bit out of 
touch). Some people said it was like getting blood out of a stone, 
which was always an understatement. Getting blood out of a stone was 
kid’s stuff compared with this. What would have suited us all much 
better are those streets with a row of semi-detached or terrace houses 
with one family in each of them, where you knocked at the door, said 
what you wanted, and they either gave you something or politely told 



you to clear off. You knew where you were with them. Belsize Park 
was a different kettle of fish altogether: tall Victorian houses turned 
into flats, with about sixteen doorbells at the entrance. Which bell did 
you press first, and where did you look for the response? You closed 
your eyes and pressed at random, and heard the ominous rattle of a 
sash window opening about forty feet up. 

      “What do you want?” 
      “Good evening. We are collecting for Christian Aid”. 
      “What’s that?” 
Faced with explaining to someone at that height you were inclined 

to cut it short, especially if the window opener was a little deaf. 
      “We give it to the needy in troubled and undeveloped 

countries”, we yelled. 
There was usually a pause here while the flat-dweller seemed to 

be absorbing the message. 
       “No”, he would say, “we don’t want any of that to-day”. 
And down came the window. 
There were some variations to this as the evening wore on, when 

they asked us why we were giving the money only to Christians, or 
told us it was no good asking them because they were not Christians 
anyway.  

But it was not all doom and gloom. Some of them actually came 
down and gave you a fiver, and back flowed your faith in human 
nature. Not a bad lot, really, you thought. Must have misjudged them. 
The Vicar at the time usually tried to generate a bit of friendly, 
Olympic competition between collectors when the tins were counted, 
by declaring the winners of the gold, the silver, and the bronze tins, 
according of course to the amount of money in them. Curiously 
enough, the gold tin was several times won by a young boy in the 
congregation.  Barring simple blackmail, nobody could see how he did 
this. But he did it all right; and there was his tin, so heavy and full that 
it was almost impossible to shake it to make it rattle. All honour to 
him.  

 



It would be a pity to review any of these proceedings without 
some record of the Vicar’s own experience as he tramped round on a 
dark evening with his tin. He was wearing a black overcoat, and a 
black scarf which obscured his clerical collar. On his head was a black 
trilby hat with the brim pulled down against the wind and rain. In 
those days there were many characters who called at houses and flats 
for dubious purposes at night, pretending to be someone they were 
not. When the nervous woman 
who opened the door heard the words, “Good evening. I am collecting 
for Christian Aid”, her screams were heard several doors down the 
road. 

 
 
 
 
Donald Barnes in Conversation with Mary Shakeshaft 
 
Revd Prebendary (Emeritus) Donald Barnes was vicar of St 

Peters Belsize Park from 1979 - 1996. Mary Shakeshaft was his 
churchwarden twice. 

 
“I remember being involved with Richard Truss, when he was 

vicar of St Peter’s Belsize Park, in setting up the Hampstead Christian 
Study Centre in the 1970's. I was still vicar of St Peter’s Cricklewood. 
I taght courses, gave and attended lectures over the years at the Study 
Centre which has been a great source of enrichment to those who 
attended and still attend.  One course I particularly enjoyed taking was 
“The Church as an Institution”. I have long been a good friend of 
Richard Truss, my predecessor at Belsize Park. As a result of our 
friendship I took a parish retreat for the people of St Peter’s in the late 
1970’s. I was subsequently appointed to the parish in 1979 when 
Richard left. While I was at Cricklewood I became involved in 
Industrial Chaplaincy. I spent one day a week visiting MacVities, the 
biscuit factory at Park Royal.  The theology and philosophy that 
underpinned industrial chaplaincy, together with my discussions with 



the workers, profoundly influenced my view of Parish life. It made me 
very aware of the importance of balancing what is expected of lay 
people in the service of the church with what they were doing in the 
world of work and their lives. As a result I developed a very keen 
interest in the Social Gospel”.  

Mary commented that she felt Donald was sent to Belsize Park to 
make us think and that was very good for us. He gave us the Social 
Gospel, which some people found very challenging.  

Donald responded, “I felt that religion was not only concerned 
with what happened when you came to church on Sunday. It was 
important to look at the wider world and the implications of the gospel 
in all aspects of our lives. I always was interested in the Church and 
reforming it as an institution which it still badly needs. I hoped at 
some point to get on to General Synod but felt it would be difficult, as 
I didn't belong to one of the “clubs”. I had long moved beyond the 
very High Church club which I had probably been known for in my 
younger days and I had refused to be slotted into any other “club”.  
But I did, in fact, get elected to General Synod.  I served for ten years 
all through the ordination of women debate. I was so proud to have 
been part of that and seen women become ordained who are now 
enriching the church greatly though their gifts and insights. When I 
look back over my early life, when I was at college, the idea that 
women could be ordained was unthinkable but my biblical studies and 
experiences with people in the Church led me to change my views. So 
when people now say to me they are opposed, it is good to be able to 
say that I sympathise with the views they are putting forward as I used 
to hold them but I have moved beyond that and see how the church 
and people’s faith are enriched by the women. 

I remember the congregation at St Peters being questioning, 
intellectually inclined, well read and very stimulating. They wanted a 
theological input which as a result led to a high demand in terms of 
sermons and intellectual exploration. This in turn led to many 
discussion groups taking place, often in the vicarage, which were 
challenging and enjoyable. Because of where the parish was situated 
we had many visitors coming to the area, for perhaps a couple of years 



and sometimes more, because of their work. They came from different 
parts of the world bringing many insights and points of view with 
them. The congregation benefited greatly from this and we were 
always sorry to see them go. Many have remained our friends and 
keep in touch”.   

Mary recalled, “You used to keep us up to date with theology as 
you read a great deal.  I always remember your study as you had a lot 
of books. I remember shelves of books on theology, especially modern 
theological thought, along with shelves of Wisden’s (cricketing 
records) dating from the 1870’s, a row of Just William stories (written 
by Richmal Crompton) as well as many political tomes.  One of the 
things I remember was how welcoming and hospitable the vicarage 
always was.  There were Christmas dinners for those who would 
otherwise be on their own.  Sally especially remembers Donald having 
the habit of picking lonely people off the street on Christmas morning 
and inviting them in for lunch so she never quite knew how many she 
would be catering for. There were Parish celebratory weekends with 
fetes in the Garden and a Eucharist and parish lunch on the following 
day. Mary remembers after one of the fetes she made the grand 
gesture of inviting Donald and Sally and Judith Caton, who had run 
the fete, to a celebratory meal in the Chinese restaurant in the village.    
When it came to paying for the meal she discovered that she had left 
her credit card at home and didn’t have enough cash on her.   Judith 
and Donald were in the same position and we were only saved from 
washing up by Sally finding her cheque book in her bag.   Mary had to 
slip her the cash later in the week!  There were the popular pancake 
parties timed so people could call in on their way home after work, 
enjoy the pancakes with varieties of fillings, have good company and 
go home after a refreshing evening.  

Donald recalled, “The vicarage was also the focus of many visits 
from people who would walk in off the street for advice, help and 
coffee. We also played host to a whole range of what you could call 
“gentlemen of the road”.  There were two who travelled together that 
Sally always referred to as Vladimir and Estragon. They were frequent 
callers. They always called me “Donald”, and Sally “Mrs Barnes”. 



They seemed to know what was going on before we did. They once 
called and told Sally that it would be alright as they knew I was going 
away for a couple of days and she needn’t worry as they would make 
sure she and the church were looked after!  I also remember the 
monthly parish lunches that were enjoyed too and, instead of a harvest 
supper, each year we held a dedication supper to which local clergy 
and parish representatives were invited. Looking back we did seem to 
spend quite a lot of time eating!   

Mary commented, “I remember how you would conduct the PCC 
in great style and made sure business got completed in good time. 
There were people who often had good ideas but didn't always see the 
difficulties involved in  putting them into practice, or who opposed 
change and this needed gentle challenging to enable things be 
sorted”.   

Donald said, “While I was at St Peter’s I was made Area Dean 
which lasted for five years. This gave me the opportunity to visit the 
other churches in the Deanery and meet a great variety of people. But, 
most especially, I enjoyed being the Warden of Readers to which I 
was appointed in 1987 and went on for ten years. I met so many really 
excellent women and men. We used to have meetings in the vicarage 
on Saturday mornings and engage in theological discussions. Through 
this work I met Claire Wilson who was eventually ordained and 
became my curate.  Claire brought much to St Peter’s and we had 
many years of a happy and creative partnership.  

During my time at St Peter’s I was appointed a Prebendary of St 
Paul’s Cathedral, which came as a surprise and was great fun. I 
enjoyed working one day a month as part of the pastoral team and met 
people from all over the world. It gives you such a worldview, which 
you bring back to the parish so nothing you do is ever wasted. It also 
prevents you from being too parochial. Part of my role at St Paul’s 
was to preach annually. We were told not to preach for more than 
eight minutes but it is surprising what you can get in that time. I know 
that one of the Canons made a point of coming when it was my turn 
just so he could be annoyed - and I never disappointed!  I liked St 



Paul’s very much, especially under Alan Webster who, with his wife, 
Margaret, became good friends.  

I look back on my time at St Peter’s with much gratitude and 
affection for being with a congregation that enabled me to spend 
seventeen enjoyable, challenging and fulfilling years among them.  

 
 
 
 
Tom and Marie Lamb 
 
St Peter’s – our London family 
We wandered into St Peter’s on a Sunday morning in November, 

1989, because it was only a few metres from the flat we were renting 
in Belsize Avenue. We had been on an extended O.E. from N.Z., for 
18 months attending an Anglican, or Episcopalian church wherever 
we happened to be and found it was an excellent way of getting to 
know the local people. St Peter’s was no exception, as we were 
warmly greeted by fellow kiwi Walter Harris and introduced to other 
members. What a wonderful man Walter was, no, not because he was 
a kiwi, he had lived in Europe and London for decades, but such a 
positive person, a great listener and debater, and the older we get the 
more we admire his spirit – “I do something every day, even if it is 
just taking my sandwiches and thermos and travelling on the double-
decker bus to wherever it goes”. 

Donald’s sermons were always an inspiration and we appreciated 
his ability to welcome debate and comment, and of course his battle 
for the ordination of women, and support for Claire, one of the first 
women to be ordained. The monthly Sunday evening debates were 
very enjoyable and instructive – it was a relief to realize that even 
vicars have some doubts! We made some very good friends at St 
Peter’s during the four years we were resident in London, and they 
indeed, became our London family. St Peter’s is also very special as 
our daughter was married there in April 1994. 
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Judy Greenway Starling 
 
In 1986 I moved to London to a place called Holly House, in 

Lambolle Road, just up the road from St Peter’s Church. I wasn’t a 
church going person back then; I first went to back to church when I 
went to Norwich where I stayed with Sister Pamela. One Sunday she 
was going to Church and I said to her I would like to go with her that 
morning, so off we set to the church which was within walking 
distance from the place I was staying with this Nun and when we 
arrived there I didn’t know what to do so I just followed what she was 
doing and I find that during the service I was feeling that I was sort of 
released of some stress I was feeling since I left School and it felt so 
good that when I came back to London after my stay with Sister 
Pamela who I’d stayed with for a week that I wanted to continue 
going to church if there was one nearby and I was so sure that St 
Peter’s was the one for me. 

So on the next available service I would get up at an early time 
and attend the first service that Sunday and so at 10:00am I set off up 
the road and arrived early I knew only Helen Rogers at the time from 
when I was working in the Village Paper shop on a Saturday I used to 
do the paper rounds delivering papers to people that wanted them. 

The service in those days started at 10:30am so I took a hymn 
book service sheet and took a seat at the back of the church. During 
the service there was singing and prayers very much to what I’d been 
to in Norwich. 

One of the things that we did was take Communion and everybody 
was warmly welcomed to take this so I went and took a place in the 
line up and took Communion from the Vicar at the time Donald 
Barnes. I liked the service so much that I would continue till this very 
day were I attend as much as I’m able to. I also got engaged there in 
1988 and then in 2007 I got married there to the same person I got 
engaged to from far back as 1988. I’ve been going to St Peter’s church 
since 1986 where there have been a few vicars’ from Donald to Claire 
to Jack and now to Paul. I have to say I didn’t get on with Jack, while 
Donald and Sally (his wife) are still my friends to this present day and 



remember my husband from the early days when we were only 17 and 
18 years old. I first met Claire when she was not ordained completely 
in the Church of England but when the time came I was there at St 
Paul’s to watch it all happen. 

I still very much enjoy St Peter’s and would never think to change 
Church’s no matter what and it is so nice to be part of the service 
again as many years ago I was carrying the cross in front of a choir 
not like the one we have now but then we had a sort of larger choir 
back then and they would dress in the choir suite and I would walk in 
front of them and Donald and Claire would walk behind them now I 
walk in front of Paul and I serve at the table. 

Pete my husband does the music but due to ill health he is unable 
to attend the service and everybody who knows and love’s Pete wish 
him well and look forward to him getting better and doing the music 
again soon. 

To be part of this Church from 1986 to this day is an honour as I 
have been there for 23 years of its 150 year history and to bring back 
to the Church my Pete has made it even more special as he is know a 
huge part of my new life and without my Faith and love plus 
continued belief in God I may not have found him but God answered 
my many years of prayer he brought Pete back to me and I can safely 
say I’m delighted now to be married in the same Church as when we 
were engaged in 1988 I was so glad that people were behind me that 
day and still now is a blessing and to welcome Pete so quickly into 
their life’s makes my life so much better and their continued support is 
great and I thank the Lord for all at St Peter’s from Donald to Paul. 

Many people have come and gone over the 23 years that I’ve been 
going to St Peter’s and a lot of them do come once in a while which is 
nice some have passed away since I started there.  Some new ones 
have joined us plus a few went away to other Churches. Plus two of 
my friends went back to the USA they are still in touch with me via 
phone and once in a while will email me plus in the past they have 
returned for a visit to England and to St Peter’s.  



We did for some time have a visit from Dennis Bury until late last 
year he has for the moment stopped his service to the our Church but 
hopes he will return once in a while. 

Dennis Bury and Father Paul did mine and Pete’s wedding service 
and music, and it was an honour to have them do that and a great 
honour to have Paul play the music for us on such a special day two 
years ago and to have old and new friends there to join in the happiest 
day of our life.  

It was also an honour that all my friends wanted to contribute with 
the wedding and to see me happy at last as they had seen me for many 
years down and not well now I can say I’m much happier than I’ve 
ever been and I just want to say Many Thanks to all at St Peter’s for 
their support throughout the last 23 years of me joining their Church 
and it is so nice to have and continued to be part of this Church’s 150 
years to have been part of that history and more still to bring one more 
person to join in part of the history and to the namesake of the Church 
the man of my dreams Peter Starling. 

 
 
 
 
Peter Starling 
 
I have been coming to St Peter’s for about 3 years now and I was 

very nervous at first but here was something I had never experienced 
before, true kindness from strangers you may find this odd, but to me 
it was new. Especially as Judy and I were engaged to be married, 
people who I did not even know, treated me as close as a family 
member. 

This was very odd to me but a welcome change in my life, there 
were so many faces to remember and new friends to get to know, but 
even before we got married in St Peter’s in April there were people I 
did not even know donating so generously toward the wedding fund, 
this too was some thing I had never experienced also. What strange 
behaviour I thought, but then I realized this was a very Christian act of 



kindness. And the treatment I was getting every day from strangers 
enticed me to come to St Peter’s more often. 

Then I realised that in fact I did believe in god and getting married 
in a church was defiant for me. And then I was given the privilege of 
joining the PCC and having a voice to air my thoughts which was 
wonderful, then one day quite by surprise I was asked if I would like 
to be confirmed and this was something I said I would be very 
interested in doing, but during the confirmation classes I really found 
myself talking about God and what I felt, this was quite a liberating 
experience; the feeling of floods of emotion and strength covered me 
all over. Then I was asked if I would play the organ at which I jumped 
at the chance but to me it was the fun in pressing the buttons but also 
feeling very involved once again. I hope to return to St Peter’s once I 
am more mobile again and feeling that I am once again with my 
family. 

 
 
 
 
Patricia Vonscheidt 
 
I’ve been a member of this congregation for seven years now, 

during which I had my Wedding Blessing, was honoured four times as 
a Churchwarden, a distinction I never expected from my beloved 
England, and had the privilege of knowing the most fantastic people! 
From day one everybody was friendly and welcoming, my husband 
and I were considered part of the ‘family’ and we learned a lot of the 
traditions of the country through this sample of History which is the 
Church of England. I can’t fail to mention the charming approach of a 
certain lady with a Yorkshire terrier on her lap on an Easter Sunday as 
the first personal contact with this lovely bunch… I felt included in 
the informal ‘fellowship of teachers’ at St Peter’s, I also felt 
unconditionally supported through rough times with Immigration 
procedures and was given opportunity to express my Latin emotions 



without a sign of disapproval (I think they appreciated it, in some 
way). 

When I took office as a Churchwarden I never imagined how 
much I would grow in terms of organizational and communicative 
skills, personal relationships, and in practical knowledge of terriers, 
logs and rotas! My co-wardens and I went through battles with mice, 
detritus, falling plaster, carpet renewals, frozen boilers, and also 
through Christmas Carols at the Church and the Belsize Village, 
outings to daydreaming places, garden parties, and especially the 
‘Bring and Share’ at the Church on Christmas Day. I loved the many 
weddings and baptisms at St Peter’s and enjoyed the atmosphere of 
the Summer Fetes.  

St Peter’s is a Church where people feel at ease, even if it is for a 
while, before moving on to other places or going back to their 
hometowns. We have a tradition of tourists, visitors, passers-by, 
intrigued by this historical building in the heart of Belsize Park (I was 
one once). I attribute to St Peter’s my decision and my husband’s to 
settle down in Hampstead and I gratefully acknowledge the 
contribution of this congregation to my life. 

 
 
 
 
Alfonso Vonscheidt 
 
My wife and I started attending regularly to the church in July 

2002; by October we had been part of every event and outing at St 
Peter’s, including our Wedding Blessing. For the ceremony the Vicar 
gave us green light to arrange the church and organise a small 
celebration afterwards; we got flowers, music, choir, food, wine, 
friends and colleagues from Argentina, Italy, Philippines, Mexico, and 
the UK; we filmed the ceremony and took a lot of pictures which I 
treasure in my heart. 

Another unforgettable moment was when I was stuck in Buenos 
Aires in 2006, and some of my closest friends from St Peter’s sent 



personal letters to the British consul, vouching for me as a friend and 
as a PCC member, so I could renew my visa to return to England. 
Those supportive words made a difference in my mood (and I’m sure 
they played a part in the consul’s decision to grant me the visa in the 
end!) I can’t believe how much I learned from the world and from 
myself in this community, a mix of religious, historical and social hub, 
and how much it has contributed to my personal, professional and 
spiritual development. 

The pillars of St Peter’s have survived wars, threats and pitfalls; I 
believe they are going to stand another hundred and fifty years at 
least, sustaining the church’s message of love and inclusion. 

 
 
 
 
Sheila Green     

 
I moved to Belsize Park – into a flat at the top end of Belsize Park 

Gardens – in 1975, and at the same time went to work for Camden 
Council.  I had grown up in a right-thinking (ie left wing) liberal 
humanist family, so had no religious experience or teaching from the 
family, and since I was educated in America (where it is forbidden by 
the Constitution) I had no religious education at school. I can 
remember my mother teaching me The Lord’s Prayer when I was 
about to go to an American summer camp: she just said I would need 
to know it.  I later found that this camp was an Episcopalian one, and 
that parents had to confirm that their children were Episcopalians 
(Anglicans) for them to be accepted – oh, perfidious Ma! 

So here I was in my 30s with about as little Christian knowledge 
as it’s possible to have in our broadly Christian society.   

That autumn I found myself in one of my periodic depressions. 
One day at work I told one of my colleagues, John, how miserable I 
was, and he replied that he too suffered from depression but that 
because he was a Christian it made a difference to how he felt about it.  
How, I challenged him rather aggressively, and he talked to me then at 



some length, seriously and openly, about what being a Christian meant 
to him.  (He later told me how difficult he found it resisting the 
temptation to tell me what I should be reading or doing, but sticking to 
his own experience – an excellent tip for evangelism, I later thought.) 
 

I recovered from my depression, as one does, and went on with 
my life. I was sufficiently engaged by what John had been talking 
about to go out and buy a Bible – I’d never owned such a thing. It was 
the New English Bible translation: I wish I could remember just what 
I did read in it during this 2-3 week period - certainly the Psalms.  
Then one evening, chatting after dinner with friends, I found myself 
thinking “I wish I was at home reading the Bible”. This shook me, and 
I thought I’d better start taking this Christianity thing seriously. I 
knew that it meant going to church, and St Peter’s was the nearest of 
those. 

Can you imagine what a strange world this was to me?  It was 
with a great deal of trepidation that I set off for St Peter’s on a Sunday 
in early October – and was electrified when I turned the corner into 
Belsize Park and saw the Church coming out to me.  In those days – 
and still now for all I know – the Harvest Festival service included a 
walk from the Church to the triangle in Belsize Village, where harvest 
hymns were sung and a blessing given.  This was a tremendously 
powerful image and experience for me, and seemed to confirm that I 
was following a path that God was offering me. 

 
A second vital experience at this time came through the 

Hampstead Christian Study Centre which had just opened at the Hall 
School, with strong backing from St Peter’s.  I went along to this that 
week, a few weeks after the beginning of its term, wondering what I 
should be studying.  There were I think two classes running on the 
New Testament (oh, the richness), and that seemed a good place to 
start. But which one?  I don’t know how I made that decision, but I 
ended up in a class on St Mark’s gospel, taught by a truly inspired 
teacher. Like the two disciples on the road to Emmaus, my heart 
burned within me as he expounded Mark’s good news. 



And so I became a Christian.  You could say it was ‘good luck’: 
the sensitive witness from John, the church coming out to me, the 
inspired teaching I had at the Study Centre.  I rather think of it as the 
work of the Holy Spirit, and I firmly believe, from these experiences 
at the beginning of my Christian pilgrimage, that God is constantly 
offering us all a wealth of good experiences and opportunities, of 
blessings – heaped up, pressed down and overflowing.  Sadly, in our 
blinkered ‘fallen-ness’, we miss most of them.  I am thankful that in 
1975 I saw as many of these offerings as I did. 

I loved going to St Peter’s, and they seemed to love me too.  I 
suppose there was a sense in which people there thought of me as their 
little convert, with all the good and positive things that brings, as well 
as the negative ones.  I had thrown myself into studying about the 
faith, thinking I had to work hard to catch up with all these other 
people who’d been Christians all their lives, and I remember being a 
little critical (hopefully only to myself) of those who didn’t seem to 
know as much as I thought they should! 

Church services were so much a part of what had become a really 
good life for me – not a refuge from a sad one. And there was so much 
more than the Sunday services.  The Study Centre, of course, parish 
lunches, pancakes on Shrove Tuesday, the Summer Fete, the patronal 
festival, Christmas dinner in the hall for many of the congregation 
who, in this bed-sitter land, lived on their own – I was so proud of 
myself when I remembered to take the plastic bag of giblets out of the 
first turkey I cooked for this – only to discover when it was done that 
there had been a second bag inside all the time…  I made friends at St 
Peter’s in the 1970s whom I have to this day.           
 

In December 1975 I was baptised, during the evening Eucharist at 
St Peter’s.  It was a glorious occasion, with friends from work there as 
well as local friends and the regular congregation.  Roger Haycraft, 
then the Curate, baptised me – and left me unable to see, my glasses 
running with water!  It didn’t seem right to briskly clean the holy 
water of baptism off the wet lenses – and anyway did I have a Kleenex 
handy?  I guess it dried off.   



 
Another joy for me that day was that I was admitted to 

communion.    Confirmation came later, but I just regarded this as a 
bit of Anglican red tape.  This came the next summer, at St John at 
Hampstead, and I wore a long dress – as was the fashion then – 
largely purple with fine green and orange stripes.  “Bill our Bishop” – 
Bill Westwood – was the Area Bishop then: he asked me after the 
service if I was trying to ‘upstage him’.  I had no idea what he meant!  
My studies had not yet revealed that it was Bishops, not confirmands, 
who wore purple!    
 

 
 
 
Lizzie Arnesen  (nee Biek) 

 
Although I haven’t lived in London since 1978, I was a member of 

St Peter’s Belsize Square for three decades. My parents were married 
there, and I was christened and married there too. Growing up in the 
Square meant that the church was an inescapable part of my 
environment. 

My first memories of church are of being taken to afternoon 
Sunday School as a small child by my Great-Aunt, who played the 
piano for the children. We used to meet in the chapel, and have a story 
and sing children’s hymns. The Rev Jupp was the incumbent at that 
time, but unfortunately there was some disagreement between him and 
my Great-Aunt and that was the end of our attendance at Sunday 
School! 

When I was ten, I joined the church choir with a school friend of 
mine when Thomas Funnell was the organist.  We enjoyed the singing 
and belonging to the choir, and felt some sense of importance – we 
had a special job to do.  I was confirmed at fourteen, having been 
prepared by Rev Jupp, but without much understanding of what I was 
doing!  Gradually, as the years went on, I began to think about 
worship and belonging in a more personal way.   



Being in the choir kept me going to church regularly, and at least 
‘put me in the way of worship’, and something must have rubbed off!  
With the advent of Rev Pat Brock, and his curate Dss Yvonne 
Simmons, St Peter’s began to come alive for me and for my local 
friends.  We were being encouraged to think, and question, and talk.  
The Crypt Club was formed, and we worked to clear it out, paint it 
and decorate it suitably with fishing nets, glass balls and other ‘fishy 
things’ – to go with Peter the fisherman?!  

 
I remember:  

· taking part in a play in the church hall to celebrate the 
centenary of the church’s foundation  

· helping with Harvest suppers, and decorating the 
church for special occasions 

· having breakfast in the hall after 8 o’clock Holy 
Communion, with the chance to be sociable with people older 
and wiser than me! 

· preparing for and participating in a televised Evening 
Worship service when Geoff Wilkinson was with us 

 
In due course I went away to college, and came back home in the 

holidays and to worship at St Peter’s.  I remained a member even 
when I moved out of the district (rents too expensive!), regularly 
cycling to and fro. I was glad when Rev Richard Truss arrived 
because he seemed to me to continue the sterling work begun and 
developed by Pat Brock.   

When I reflect on how my faith has developed over so many 
years, I have no doubt that belonging to St Peter’s was a crucial 
influence.  I see now how forward-thinking our incumbents were – 
things we were doing and thinking about then, all those years ago, are 
in some places barely coming into being now!  I think particularly of 
study groups, the Prayer and Care groups, going away as a PCC to 
grapple with tricky issues, learning the spiritual delights of silent 
Retreats. 



Thank you, St Peter’s, for being in the vanguard of congregational 
growth and development, for seeking to remain faithful in service to 
the local community, and for continuing to provide spiritual 
nourishment for those who seek it. 
 
 
 
 
 Rosemary Mallard 
 
 Against the background of regular worship in the attractive 
surroundings of St Peter’s, with its two very fine windows, certain 
events and memories stand out. 
 A hot June afternoon serving tea with a complete stranger who 
just came in to help and obviously had catering experience! 
 The relaxed and welcoming atmosphere at St Peter’s seems to be 
an abiding impression as people come and go. 

In the 1980’s I recall the group of women who ran the various 
rotas for coffee in the Hall, served from an ancient kitchen – or so it 
seemed to me! -, flower arranging and sidesmen. There was then, and 
to a certain extent still is, an often hidden band of helpers. 

The monthly Parish Lunch & the Annual Harvest Supper, to 
which local Clergy and members of their congregation came, were 
memorable and, for me, a great opportunity to exercise my developing 
skills as the carver of three or four chickens or turkeys. On one 
occasion I well recall my skills being tested as Sally Barnes told me 
that several more people than expected were on their way, and so I 
accordingly cut ever thinner slices and ever closer to the bone! 

I recall various Quiet Days in the peaceful surroundings of St 
Peter’s Bourne, except when an accident in the kitchen caused a loud 
bang to shatter our contemplation. All ended well and we ate in 
companionable silence. 

I enjoyed various visits to other places of worship out of London; 
the most memorable being to attend a large service at Coventry 



Cathedral organised by the Movement for the Ordination of Women. 
At one point I carried the case holding the furled banner of London. 

Having served twice as Church Warden of St Peter’s Church it is 
good to be part of the Anniversary this year and to be helping to 
organise some of the events. 

In conclusion I should like to recall a little saying: 
“The past is a story told; 
  The future may be writ in gold.”  
 

 
 
 

Peter Roscoe in Conversation with Alfonso Vonscheidt 
 
I was brought to St Peter’s Church in 1939, by my mother, when I 

was six, we had just moved to London from Manchester, my father 
had died at the end of 1938. The country was a bit of a mess, because 
everybody knew there was going to be a war. I grew up with St 
Peter’s as part of my life, but as I got older, I wasn’t totally impressed, 
shall we say, with St Peter’s, as there were very few people of my own 
age, hardly any, and I didn’t feel St Peter’s in those days was doing 
anything for me, and I wrote my famous letters to the local papers 
which were published, this would be around 1952-1953. This resulted 
in a phone call from someone who belonged to the Congregational 
Church opposite to St Steven’s, and he told me that they had a Young 
People’s Fellowship as they called it, from 16 to 35-years old, which 
was quite a wide range. The end product of it is that I went there, and I 
started making friends, so I decided to leave St Peter’s and join the 
Congregational Church. I worshipped there for the next 19 years. I 
rejoined St Peter’s in 1972, which made my mother very happy, and 
coincided with the arrival of a new vicar, one Richard Truss. I’ve 
worshipped ever since. I was soon put to the Council of the PCC and 
have always been a member except for one year; for twelve of those 
years I was Churchwarden, most of it with Richard and Donald 
Barnes. 



I have one or two memories which may be of interest. In one of 
them, Richard had to visit a parishioner which was known to be very 
aggressive, and Helen, Richard’s wife, didn’t want him to go on his 
own, so I went with him. There were no problems, but it seemed 
rather funny because I was like Richard’s minder at that time!  

My mother had worshipped at St Peter’s from 1939 until her death 
in 1993, so, although I wasn’t worshipping with St Peter’s, I was in 
touch and I knew things that were going on. 

Nineteen seventy two turned out to be a very interesting year 
because the local Liberal Party got wind of a plan by the then Heath 
government to extend the M1 motorway down into London and this 
would have destroyed the whole of Belsize Park. Everything between 
Swiss Cottage and Haverstock Hill would have been flattened 
including St Peter’s. There were petitions and a lot of hostilities, but 
with the change of government the plan was scrapped in 1974. 

On another occasion I refused admittance to the church to one of 
our local winos, who was determined to come into the church shaking 
a bottle of cider. I said he wasn’t coming in; he was pretty big, but I 
was bigger! To my relief, there was no confrontation, and to my 
request of leaving the bottle outside, he did so and could come into the 
church.  

I naturally made many friends at St Peter’s over the years, and 
I’ve known some people who are no longer with us. St Peter’s is really 
very important to me, especially since I’m getting on in years...! 

One little tale most people find quite amusing occurred one year at 
Easter when Donald Barnes was vicar. I got myself to Church on 
Easter Sunday with a very heavy cold. I wouldn’t have gone had it 
been an ordinary Sunday, and I said to Donald, ‘I think I will take 
Communion right at the end, so I’m not passing germs on to anybody 
else’, so I did that, and Donald said, ‘Will you finish off  the wine?’ I 
did that, and having got back to my pew, I found that I was slightly 
drunk, and that I could not stand up when the service finished! I had to 
make somebody aware of how I was, how we were going to solve this, 
and he brought some strong cup of coffee. I leant against one of the 
pillars for a while, it looked as if I was alright but it lasted for about 



half an hour! I had visions of headlines in the ‘News of The World’: 
‘Churchwarden Drunk at Easter Sunday Service’! 

Don’t ever underestimate the value of Prayer. We can always ask 
God for guidance. I remember during the Second World War, 
somebody produced a book, calling it, ‘Britain’s Secret Weapon’, and 
that weapon was Prayer. I think it’s a great title. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A big thanks to everybody who sent their memories, especially 

Hazel and Mary who chased friends asking for their contributions, 
Revd Peter Wheatley Bishop of Edmonton for his Foreword, and 
Tamara for the use of her painting of St Peter’s for the cover. It’s been 
a privilege and an honour to be part of this anniversary. 
 

Humbly and devotedly,  
 

Alfonso Vonscheidt 
St Peter’s Church 
November 2009 





 


