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st mary’s church
stainburn, north yorkshire

by J P G TAYLOR

Beautifully situated on the highest point of this remotemoorland parish,
with spectacular views especially towards the south andwest, St Mary’s

can have changed little since its foundation in late Norman times. It seems
to grow from the rock on which it stands and the whole situation feels as
if it had been set apart as a holy place from the earliest times, close to the
stony burn indicated by the name. Certainly the surroundings of the
church have yielded Bronze Age as well as mediaeval finds. The church
consists of nave and slightly lower chancel with a double bell-cote between
the two – now carrying just one 14th century bell – the only additions
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Many years ago Christians built and set apart this place for prayer.
They made their church beautiful with their skill and craftsmanship. Here they
have met for worship, for children to be baptised, for couples to be married and
for the dead to be brought for burial. If you have time, enjoy the history, the
peace and the holiness here. Please use the prayer card and, if you like it, you
are welcome to take a folded copy with you.

Although services are no longer regularly held here, this church remains
consecrated; inspiring, teaching and ministering through its beauty and atmos-
phere. It is one of more than 300 churches throughout England cared for by
The Churches Conservation Trust. The Trust was created in 1969 and was,
until 1994, known as the Redundant Churches Fund. Its object is to ensure that
all these churches are kept in repair and cared for, in the interests of the Church
and Nation, for present and future generations.

Please help us to care for this church. There is a box for donations or, if you
prefer to send a gift, it will be gratefully received at the Trust’s headquarters at
89 Fleet Street, London EC4Y 1DH (Registered Charity No. 258612).

We hope that you will enjoy your visit and be encouraged to see our other
churches. Some are in towns; some in remote country districts. Some are easy
and others hard to find but all are worth the effort.

Nearby are the Trust churches of:
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ALLERTON MAULEVERER,
ST MARTIN

7 miles E of Harrogate N of A59 and
E of A1(M)

COWTHORPE, ST MICHAEL

3 miles N of Wetherby and E of A1(M)

HAREWOOD, ALL SAINTS

6 miles N of Leeds off A61

LEEDS, ST JOHN THE EVANGELIST

New Briggate, central Leeds

ROECLIFFE, ST MARY

1 mile W of Boroughbridge off A1(M)

SKELTON-CUM-NEWBY

4 miles SE of Ripon off B6265
A tiny window high in the severe Norman west gable draws shafts of mellow light,
through Victorian glass, into the nave (CHRISTOPHER DALTON)



visible externally at a distance being the 17th century porch and bell-cote
and the Victorian north vestry; but all are constructed of the same rough
moorland stone as the Norman nucleus and blend in perfectly satisfactorily.

A closer view reveals other alterations through the centuries, each show-
ing the fashion of church worship at the time. Apart from two conven-
tionally narrow Norman slit windows, the nave has at its west end a large
square mullioned and transomed window of the 17th or 18th century,
probably designed to light the west gallery, which reflects an increase in
population of the parish. There is evidence internally of this construction
where its timbers engaged the stonework; it was removed, like so many
others, by 19th century purists. To the right of the porch is a very curious
triangular-headed window, a crude 17th century attempt to light what
must have been a very dark nave. It wears, like a pair of surprised
eyebrows, two weather-moulds, with very worn label-stops, which look
almost Anglo-Saxon and may have been reused from elsewhere in the
church or from an earlier church on this site. The name Stainburn is
recorded as early as 972, so there may well have been a pre-Conquest
church here. Of the same 17th century period and probably part of the
same scheme of renovation is a square-headed three-light window in the
chancel. The chancel also had at one time a square-headed priest’s door-
way, but this is now blocked. The south face of the church thus presents
a picturesque mélange of styles from the 12th to the 18th centuries.

The east window is Perpendicular, and now contains the only pictorial
stained glass window in the church. In style it has three lights, renewed
when a 19th century incumbent installed coloured glass. The north wall
of the church, not surprisingly in this bleak exposed situation, had origi-
nally only one window – in the chancel – but this was supplemented in
the 17th century by one high two-light window at the eastern end of the
nave. The only other source of daylight in Norman times was the tiny,
deeply splayed window set high in the west wall of the nave, filled now
with Victorian coloured glass.

Internally, the church impresses with its simplicity: stone-flagged floor,
open timber roof with tie-beams and king posts, limewashed walls (under
which, in the chancel, can dimly be discerned vestiges of Victorian sten-
cilled fleur-de-lis decoration), and basic pews. These have bold roll-
mouldings on the bench ends and could be 16th century; three have
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The Norman arch from the chancel frames the peaceful simplicity of the nave
(CHRISTOPHER DALTON)



Churches Conservation Trust in 1977. Its repair has been carried out
initially under the supervision of Mr Peter Hill of Boston Spa, with archae-
ological investigations by Mr Richard Morris of Leeds University, and
latterly by Mr Neil Birdsall of Hingham, Norfolk.

The Trust is grateful to Mr J PG Taylor for researching this guide and to
MrChristopher Dalton (whose photographs are included),Mr Bryan Lilley
and Mr Neil Skelton for additional notes.
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Front cover: Building styles from six centuries adorn the south elevation
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turned finials andmust be of the following century. The plain chancel arch,
with its single step, and the tub font remind us of the church’s Norman
origin. The latter is decorated with a continuous band of intersecting
arches, with human heads crudely carved in two of the spandrels; it rests
on two enormous semicircular blocks of stone and has a later, probably
17th century, wooden cover. Of the remaining woodwork, the pulpit is a
cut-down, doorless remnant of a grander 18th century one, the choir stalls
are of honest 19th century workmanship, as are the lectern and altar rails.
A handsome, eared Jacobean oak chair sits in the chancel. The bell is 14th
century, inscribed – JOHANNES EST NOMEN MEUM ORT – John is my
name.

Of the three wall monuments in the chancel, the most accomplished is
the oval white marble tablet in memory of Anne Ramshaw, who died in
1798 and ‘in whom were united the affectionate Wife, the tender Parent,
the good Christian’. Another commemorates Thomas Hutton who became
LordMayor of London. The ledger stones in the chancel floor are as boldly
cut as the many headstones outside in the graveyard, remarkable for their
number, their generous size and their craftsmanship, and for the fact that
they record that a sizeable proportion of Stainburn’s 18th and 19th century
inhabitants survived to an advanced age: three memorials within ten yards
of the porch record parishioners who reached the age of 90 or more. There
are also somemodern headstones of the finest craftsmanship. The number
of graves reminds us that St Mary’s once served a much larger parish than
now: valued at 23 shillings in Domesday –which suggests a large and pros-
perous village – Stainburn remained important throughout the Middle
Ages but declined steadily in population during the 19th century, part of
the general pattern of rural depopulation that accompanied the Industrial
Revolution in the North of England.

A record of all the monumental inscriptions in the church and church-
yard was completed in 1977; the earliest is dated 1636.

Today, there are happily enough actively interested parishioners to
maintain the church in its present state and to continue its use as a place
of worship occasionally during the year – invariably at Easter, Harvest
Festival and Christmas.

The isolation of the small hamlet it served, structural damage and a
change in ecclesiastical boundaries led to the vesting of St Mary’s in The
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