A building stone survey of St Mary’s church, Wymeswold
Richard Ellison

This account is based on physical examination of accessible stonework
of the church exterior, and the use of binoculars and photographs for
the higher parts of the church. The main stone types used have been
identified with some certainty. However some replacement stones, in
particular the window tracery stone dating from the 1840s, have not all
been securely identified.

Rock type, geological structures seen in individual stones, knowledge
from published documents about the age of construction of the
stonework, and the localities of active quarries in the medieval period
and earlier have all contributed to conclusions about the most likely
sources of the stones. Intrusive sampling of the stones, which would
unearth more information about them, has not been carried out, but
would undoubtedly reveal even more certainty of provenance.
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Early church

St Mary’s church sits on a raised area, some two to three metres higher
than the surrounding land, particularly noticeable when standing on
Church Street and the main road. This mound is not a natural feature
but was constructed at some time before the current church was built,
likely as a place of worship, possibly around AD 900 when a nucleated
village was established, or even earlier. It is also likely to have raised in
level over time because of the quantity of bone earth. The paths are
lower than the surface of the churchyard, indicating build up over
time.

During repairs made to the current nave, some time prior to 1840,
stones from an earlier church were uncovered. Alford states that
“vellow stone”came from the chancel of an older “Early
English”church construction (Alford 1846: 2). These uncovered stones
are almost certainly a distinctive orange-coloured iron-rich rock called
Marlstone. The same type of stone also forms the lowest blocks of the
ten columns on either side of the nave, but it is visible only in small
patches where the lime rendering has fallen off. Marlstone is a marine
limestone about 183 million years old laid down in a shallow sea in
the Jurassic period. It comes to the surface along the top of the
escarpment between Ab Kettleby and Grantham, the closest quarry to
Wymeswold being near to Holwell, about nine miles east of
Wymeswold and most likely the source of the stone in the church.

The best guess at the moment is that these pieces of Marlstone are
remains of columns in the first church built on the site, perhaps around
1100-200 or earlier. Marlstone rock is a poor building stone which
tends to weather easily and it is therefore likely the early church quite
rapidly became dilapidated, although there is no certain evidence. By
way of comparison the small church at Ragdale, which was largely
rebuilt relatively recently in the 1760s, is constructed mainly of
Marlstone that today shows considerable evidence of the ravages of the
weather.
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Present church

There is general agreement that construction of the present
Wymeswold church commenced in the 1300s when the church was
part of the estate of Beauchief Abbey in Sheffield. The oldest surviving
parts of the church are the west doorway, the columns in the nave and
the tower which, according to Historic England, are all fourteenth
century.

Timeline

about AD 900: possible existence of late Saxon mound on which the
present church sits.

about 1100-200: perhaps the first church, built of locally-sourced rich
brown ironstone (Marlstone) was established on the mound.

early 1300s: construction of the present church commenced. The
tower, in Perpendicular style, nave columns and west doorway remain
relatively unaltered from this period.

about 1400s: aisles built and clerestory windows added to the nave in
Perpendicular style. Probably a church spire was constructed.

possibly late 1400s to early1500s: the chancel was built. An older
chancel roof is indicated by scars on the east wall of the nave and there
was a chantry chapel or small transept on the north side taken down in
the late 1700s (Alford 1846: 2).

1783: spire struck by lightning damaging also the bell tower; the spire
was then demolished.

early 1800s: the church fabric was in a poor state.
about 1839: the chancel was “partly repaired”
1840: new nave roof was constructed, higher in pitch than previously.

1842: roof of south aisle “gave way”
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1844 to 1846: Augustus W.N. Pugin restoration. The main work on the
fabric of the buildings was “pulling down”and rebuilding the south and
north aisle walls and roofs, building a new north porch and vestry,
installation of completely new windows in the north and south aisle
walls, repairs to the tower window tracery on the west side, and the
construction of a new roof on the nave. Inside, the chancel arch was
rebuilt in order to make it more geometrically central to the axis of the
nave.

about 1845: Trinity College Cambridge undertook repairs to the
chancel window tracery and re-pointing of its external stonework, and
built attached to the north aisle a small chapel for the organ.

1907-1908: ornate pinnacles above the tower parapets replaced after
earlier ones became unsafe.

1940: replacement of many badly weathered stones on the tower.

1955 to 1959: re-plastering of interior walls, replacing painted wall
texts dating from the Pugin restoration work; some ashlar block
replacement on all four walls of the tower.

1970s: removal of damp and rotten nave roof parts.

2002: further removal of damp nave roof trusses. Repairs were made to
the exterior stonework, in particular on the tower and lych gate. Badly
weathered external figurative carvings around the clerestory windows
were replaced and the clerestory walls were re-pointed.

2022: even more repairs to nave roof and removal of dry rot.
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The tower

The main stone used in the tower is a medium- to coarse-grained
sandstone, cut into rectangular blocks known as ashlar. The geological
name for this sandstone is Sherwood Sandstone, originally deposited
230 to 260 million years ago in the Triassic period. Largely grey in
colour but with faint orange and reddish tinges in places, one of its
characteristics — seen in many of the blocks — is layering known as
cross-bedding (Figure 1 next page), a feature that indicates the rock
was originally deposited in a large river system.

The type of stone (known as the lithology), its colour and the signature
cross-bedding provide clues about the most likely location of the
quarry or quarries from which it was taken. Bearing in mind that at the
time the church was being built, transport of stone was commonly
initially by river and then by ox-drawn cart from riverside wharfs. The
nearest source of Sherwood Sandstone was quarried close to the River
Trent at Castle Donington (Figure 2 next page) from the tenth century
onwards. It is easy to imagine it being transported along the Trent and
then the Soar, and unloaded onto ox-drawn carts at Cotes, Stanford on
Soar or Barrow upon Soar before travelling to Wymeswold.
Interestingly the same stone was used for building churches in Castle
Donington (Leicestershire), Hickling, Gotham, Thrumpton, Bunny and
Keyworth (all Nottinghamshire).

The local name for this sandstone is Helsby Sandstone, geologically
part the more extensive and variable Sherwood Sandstone Group. In
the following account the term Sherwood Sandstone is used to
describe sandstones not attributable for certain to the Helsby
Sandstone outcrops at Castle Donington.

Most varieties of sandstone, including Helsby Sandstone, weather to a
certain degree, some blocks more than others. Weathering by wind,
rain and frost leads to spalling of pieces from the main face of the
blocks and development of hollows and holes. Consequently, from
time to time over the centuries, deeply weathered blocks in the tower
have been replaced. There is no documentary evidence for the date or
source of these replacement stones, but all are of sandstone which
today have a slightly different colour and are less weathered than the
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Figure 2: Location of Helsby Sandstone quarries around Castle
Donington.
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Figure 3: Location of Millstone Gr/t quarries at Stanton by Br/dge

originals, making them quite easy to identify. As the majority of them
appear weathered to the same degree it is assumed the replacement
work was done over a relatively short period, perhaps starting in the
1700s. Differences in lithology between the original and replacement
blocks suggests they came either from different parts of the same
Helsby Sandstone quarries, or elsewhere from the Sherwood
Sandstone. By the 1700s quarries north of Nottingham were in
operation and may have been an alternative source using transport by
cart, although an overland route would be limiting factor compared to
largely waterborne transport from Castle Donington.

Another significant stone was used, in a much smaller volume
compared to the Helsby Sandstone, for the four “drip stone”courses in
the tower. One or two courses of shaped blocks of stone projecting
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from the main wall of the tower were designed to allow rainwater to be
diverted away from the main face of the tower. These blocks are made
from a very coarse-grained brown sandstone with scattered small
pebbles generally less than 5 mm. Cross bedding, indicating deposition
in a large river channel, is visible in many blocks. This sandstone is
Millstone Grit (known locally as Ashover Grit), deposited 310 to 325
million years ago in the Carboniferous period in a large delta complex
with numerous watercourses.

The closest quarries to Wymeswold in the Millstone Grit were around
Calke Abbey, and at Stanton by Bridge alongside the River Trent south
of Derby, the latter (Figure 3) probably being the most suitable, as
transport to Wymeswold could be made by river and then ox-drawn
cart. The church at Melbourne is built almost entirely of Millstone Grit
from Stanton by Bridge and thus affords a good comparison with the
Wymeswold tower drip stones.

The aisles, clerestory and chancel

In the 1400s the aisles and clerestory were built followed, perhaps in
the late 1400s to early 1500s, by the chancel. The windows and
doorways were designed in the Perpendicular style, commonly used
between about 1370 and 1540, in which window vertical glazing bars
run from top to bottom of the window, dividing them into a series of
panels. Clerestory windows and the east end of the chancel display
these features. The aisle windows, replaced in the 1840s restoration,
are in a revived Gothic Decorated style, imitating a style originally
used between 1290 and 1370.

The walling stonework of these parts of the church is almost
exclusively of Blue Lias, a limestone formed in a warm shallow sea in
the early part of the Jurassic period 199 to 209 million years ago. These
limestones are famous for yielding dinosaur fossils (including a five
metre-long plesiosaur from Barrow on Soar), and careful examination
of the stones in the church, particularly the south aisle, reveals
millimetre-sized fragments of fish bone.
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Figure 4: Location of quarries at Walton on the Wolds (top left) and
Barrow on Soar (top right) from 1900 Ordnance Survey maps with
quarries highlighted. (Below) LIDAR images showing outline of
ground disturbed by quarrying in the past.
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This limestone is widespread in England in a ribbon that extends from
the Somerset coast, through the west and east Midlands to
Lincolnshire. Locally to Wymeswold, it was extracted from a number
of small quarries most of which have long since degraded but can still
be made out, for example near Barrow-on-Soar and Walton on the
Wolds (Figure 4). It is most likely that the limestone in the church walls
came from one or more of these. The same limestone was used also in
other local churches, for example Wysall, Willoughby on the Wolds,
Bunny and Stanford on Soar.

Blue Lias encompasses several limestone beds separated by dark grey
mudstone. Individual beds are rarely more than 250 mm thick and
must have been carefully selected for use in the church as they do not
weather well, and in many instances tend to split (or shiver) along thin
clay partings. Seen close-up, fine laminations (layering) are visible, and
when freshly broken the limestone is typically blueish-grey, weathering
to pale grey to brownish-grey colours along joints and broken surfaces.

Little dressing or cutting was necessary to produce limestone blocks for
building, although particular care seems to have been taken over
stones for the clerestory walls which are almost entirely of blocks
uniform in size in each course and fashioned by splitting to reveal a
uniform grey surface. In contrast the Blue Lias in the aisle walls,
porches and chancel have quite poorly defined courses, being
constructed from a variety of stone sizes including many relatively
small pieces, some fractured and misshapen and many with with
brown and cream coloured surfaces (Figure 5). The aisle walls, rebuilt
in the Pugin restoration of 1843-1846, are a mixture of roughly-
shaped stones giving a rather uneven appearance. The walls of the
north porch, also constructed during the restoration, has stones of Blue
Lias limestone very similar in shape and size to the present aisle walls,
suggesting the stone used for both was freshly imported, in which case
the fate of the not inconsiderable amount of rubble pulled down from
the original aisle walls is unknown.

Blue Lias stones in the clerestory walls are arranged in well-defined
courses and there are some signs of them having been trimmed to
regular sizes. As a consequence of re-pointing in 2002 the walls look
neat, but even the limestone blocks are quite fresh looking, relatively
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Figure 5: Comparative
stonework in the Blue
Liaslimestone.
Top left) clerestory.

. (Top right) chancel.
(Bottom) newer work in
the north porch and

‘north aisle. Photographs
not to same scale.
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unweathered, of better quality, and so different in size and appearance
compared to that in the aisle walls. It is tempting to suggest that
limestone of such quality was not available when the aisles and nave
were built, and therefore that the clerestory postdates them.

Stonemason Gary Dickman, who undertook the 2002 renovation
work, suggests another reason for clerestory stone being so fresh and
unweathered is because they may have been whitewashed in the past,
protecting them from the worst weathering. Certainly there is no
evidence of them being replaced during the Pugin restoration.

Also during the repair work in 2002, a few badly weathered stones in
the clerestory were replaced with the same Blue Lias limestone but, as
all the local quarries in Blue Lias had long since ceased working, the
stone was sourced from a Blue Lias quarry in Somerset.

Millstone Grit dripstones (like the stone in the tower) are continuous
just above basal courses of the nave, chancel and south porch.
Elsewhere, in the aisles, side chapels and porches drip stone are
Sherwood Sandstone. All the buttresses are, without exception, of
Sherwood Sandstone ashlar. The castellated ridge above the clerestory
appears to be darkly weathered possibly Helsby or Sherwood
Sandstone ashlar, similar to that in the tower, with irregular weathered
scorings along structural discontinuities in the stones. These particular
stones haven’t been examined and their attribution as Sherwood or
Helsby Sandstone may need reviewing in due course.

The coping stones to the aisles are generally an orange-brown colour,
most likely Sherwood Sandstone, distinguished by having
stonemasons’ chisel mark embellishments on the cut surfaces.

The lowest courses of the chancel contain a rather varied collection of
stones, including large blocks of Marlstone, some rough courses of
Blue Lias limestone on the south side and a few field cobbles of
quartzite on the north side.
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Windows

All the window frames and mouldings throughout the church are
probably of Sherwood Sandstone, the great majority dating from the
1840s restoration. Although of a similar lithology to the tower, bearing
in mind they were installed in the 1840s it is most likely they were
transported by a combination of canals and overland from quarries in
Nottinghamshire, rather than by river to Cotes from Castle Donington.
They are mostly distinguished by sharp unweathered edges to the
mouldings. Although repaired at various times, the original stonework
mouldings of the clerestory windows are less well defined and in some
cases weathered away completely.

One other possible source for the windows and tracery stone is the
fine-grained buff-coloured sandstone beds within the Coal Measures
rocks which contain numerous sandstone beds some of which were
quarried, notably at Trowell in the Erewash valley, from medieval
times and earlier in some places. As with other stone, transport via the
new Erewash Canal, Trent, and canalised Soar to Wymeswold was
feasible. Further work on these carved windows is required to
determine with certainty the provenance.

Minor replacement stones

In one or two places rather odd stones of different lithologies have
been used. For example in the tower quite a few repair blocks,
installed probably in the 1950s, are of pale yellowish-grey Lincolnshire
Limestone (Jurassic age) probably from Ancaster near Lincoln, an area
quarried since Roman times.

According to stonemason Gary Dickman, repairs in 2002 to the frieze
close to the top of the tower, and replacement hood stops beside the
clerestory windows, have used a fine-grained grey to buff sandstone
from a quarry near Morley in West Yorkshire known as Woodkirk
Sandstone from the Coal Measures (307 to 315 million years old) of
Carboniferous age.

13
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Unusual stone types incorporated into the exterior walls of the chancel
and aisles during ad hoc repairs over the years include a few cobbles
of quartzite taken from the fields around the village. They arrived at
Wymeswold around 400,000 years ago, during a period between two
glacial episodes, in a large river that transported them from northern
Europe.

A few pieces of dark green igneous rock (some 600 million years old)
from Charnwood Forest area are seen in the clerestory wall of the south
aisle.

Pieces of Marlstone (referred to above) stand out visually as bright
orange sandstones, usually weathered and rather friable. They are
probably re-used from the debris of the early church referred to at the
beginning of this report, and can be seen in several places including
the corner of the south aisle and the south porch and the chancel.

Distribution of various stone types in selected church
walls

[llustrations in the following part of this account show as far as possible
each stone in the walls, with the constraint that the outlines of some
stones are masked by large areas of mortar.

Tracings were made from photographs of each of wall, rectified to
remove the effects of perspective inherent in photographs taken from
the ground.

Whereas identification of various stone types within reach is
reasonably straightforward, the use of binoculars and drone
photography to aid identification at higher levels has not provided
definitive identification.

Comparison of stone types in Wymeswold church with nearby
churches, namely Wysall, Bunny, Keyworth, Stanford on Soar and
Barrow on Soar, reveals a similar range of stone types and sources.

14



A building stone survey of St Mary’s church, Wymeswold

Tower north face

The original thirteenth century stonework of Helsby Sandstone ashlar
blocks (dressed and squared stones), the majority of them being
weathered dark grey, are fairly obvious in the face. Some have started
to become more deeply eroded and orange-brown in colour. It seems
that ashlar blocks of several different sandstones have been used at
various times to repair the wall, although there is no documentary
evidence.

Replacements are of orange-grey
sandstone and a few blocks of
uniform pale brown sandstone
(too high to examine), both

Figure 6: Key: green Millstone Grit; deep red repairs of {Ancaster
Lincolnshire Limestone; uncoloured Helsby Sandstone probably with
some repairs of Sherwood Sandstone; yellow Lincolnshire Limestone.
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possibly Helsby Sandstone perhaps from the same source as the
originals. Additionally quite a few pale grey rather mottled blocks (too
high to examine but clear on the Figure 6 photograph) are, on the basis
of a similar accessible block on the right hand buttress (coloured
yellow on Figure 6), likely to be oolitic Lincolnshire Limestone most
probably from quarries at Ancaster near Lincoln.

Chancel south wall

This wall is predominantly of Blue Lias limestone with Sherwood
Sandstone or Helsby Sandstone coping layers and lower courses,
below a drip stone of Millstone Grit. The stones in the footings are
varied and include Blue Lias limestone, Marlstone and Sherwood
Sandstone. The window and doorway mouldings, also of Sherwood
Sandstone, are generally fine to medium grained.

Figure 7: Key: Green
Millstone Grit; red
Helsby or Sherwood
Sandstone; pale brown
Sherwood Sandstone of
finer grain; dark orange
Marlstone; blue Blue Lias
limestone.
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Chancel east wall

The stone types in this wall are the same as in the chancel south wall:
laid in similar rather uneven courses. The interest is on the right of the
window about halfway up where four large pieces are arranged in a
lintel. This may have been an entrance door with an infill with quite a
large proportion of rubbly limestone and, near the bottom of the right
hand side, are five or six limestone courses aligned vertically.

Figure 8: Key: Green Millstone Grit; red Helsby
or Sherwood Sandstone; pale brown Sherwood
_ Sandstone of finer grain; dark orange

i Marlstone; blue Blue Lias limestone.
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South aisle and Clerestory

There are regular Blue Lias limestone courses in the clerestory, with
Helsby or Sherwood Sandstone castellation and Perpendicular style
windows made of Helsby or Sherwood Sandstone.

Figure 9: Key: red Helsby and/or Sherwood Sandstone; blue Blue Lias
limestone.
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