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ART. XXX. Kirkby Thore Church. By the Rev. JOHN 
HEELIS, M.A., Rector. 

Read at Kirkby Thore, July 4th 189o. 

BISHOP Irton in 128o complained that there had been 
no service in the church of Kirkby Thore for eight 

years past, owing to a papal interdict. Doubtless there 
was a church here for some generations before that date. 
But I have no access to documentary evidence bearing on 
its early history. Probably Norman builders laid the stones 
of the inside of the lower stage of the tower, at a period 
not later than the 12th century, but whether in this and 
other instances the probability is of such a degree as to 
warrant the conclusion, I must leave to the decision of 
experts. 

The church of Kirkby Thore is dedicated to St. Michael. 
It consists of western tower, south porch, nave, north 
aisle and chancel. Its external length is about ninety-three 
feet. The mantle of ivy on its outer walls and the plaster 
moulding and other ornaments imitating stonework in the 
interior, partly baffle one's attempts to read its history 
from its walls : this, however, is the case with portions 
only of the building. 

To start then with the tower ; it is about 44 feet high 
and 23 feet broad at the base, it has an embattled parapet, 
on the south face of which are sculptured the Wharton 
arms. There are pinnacles at the four corners. Subsequent 
apparently to the completion of the parapet, a bell cote 
for two bells was placed on the east side, occupying the 
space of two embrasures and the intervening portion of 
ridge. The marks worn on the stone by the swinging of 
the bells, show that bells were hung in this bell cote and 
used ; also that they were of different sizes, the larger one 

having 
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having been placed in the northern receptacle. At present 
a large pre-reformation bell, hanging in the belfry below, 
is used. There is a tradition that this was brought from 
Shap Abbey, by Richard Evenwode the last abbot, who 
was also rector of Kirkby Thore, and who had all but 
succeeded in appropriating this benefice to his abbey, on 
the very eve of its dissolution. The bell seems to have 
suffered from fire, as several letters of what appears, at 
first sight, to have been the first word of the inscription 
have apparently been melted off and a piece is broken off 
from the rim.* The inscription, so far as it is legible, 
runs thus :— 

► . 

The capital letters are surmounted by crowns, and there 
are two crowns over the the symbol Ihc. The chief diffi-
culty lies in supplying the letters wanting, and in ex-
plaining Ni and Tas: Dr. Hooppell, rector of Byers Green, 
Durham, (who saw the bell and to whose kind assistance 
I am generally much indebted), ingeniously conjectured 
that the first word was "Succurre." With that hypothesis 
we got an intelligible meaning out of the inscription, but 
were not altogether satisfied. Afterwards Dr. Raven, 
author of the Church Bells of Cambridgeshire, and of 
Suffolk (to whom Dr. Hooppell sent a copy of the in-
scription, when deciphered by him) put us on the right 
track. He suggested that Ni and Tas were syllables of 
Trenitas and that this latter word had been broken up and 
its syllables separated from each other as above, the 
symbol Ihe being inserted between two of them. Naturally 
the authority of Dr. Raven had great weight. Dr. Hoop-
pell wrote to me saying that he now thought that the 

* Nicolson and Burn (History of Westmorland i 374.), mentions the great bell 
at Kirkby Thore as having been "burst long ago." 
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inscription might have begun with the word Sancta if 
there was any evidence of a capital letter before re. On 
minute examination of the first part of the inscription 
again under a strong light, I found undoubted evidence of 
this, so that the conjecture " Succurre " may be laid aside, 
and, thanks to the joint contributions of Dr. Hooppell and 
Dr. Raven to its elucidation, I confidently give the in-
scription as follows :- 

►  

To me this seems an eminently satisfactory result, and I 
must say I am glad that our old prereformation bell sounds 
an invocation in which we can all join, and I would fain 
believe with Dr. Hooppell that the quaint conceit of 
breaking the word Trenitas nto three syllables and inser-
ting the name of the Lord Jesus in the midst was to express 
the scriptural declaration that " In him dwelleth all the 
fulness of the Godhead bodily".t 

The lettering is of a very tasteful character—probably of 
the thirteenth century. Undoubtedly the Kirkby Thore 
bell is one of the most interesting in the north of England. 

The tower seems to have extended the full breadth of 
the original nave ; it is very nearly the full breadth of the 
present nave, which appears to be somewhat wider than 
the original one. The piers and imposts of the original 
Norman tower arch remain ; they are at least 12 feet 
apart, a great width for a Norman tower arch in a com-
paratively small church. But the width of the tower 
itself, in proportion to the rest of the church is remarkable. 
Upon the Norman piers and imposts stands a fourteenth 

*The misspelling of " Trenitas and Meserere" is an illustration of the estab-
lished fact that mediæval bell founders constantly made blunders in their 
epigraphy. 

t The intercalation of the name of the Lord Jesus with the invocation to the 
Blessed Trinity reminds one, also, of the mediæval custom of intercalating one 
psalm, or canticle, with another, as described in Neale's "Commentary on the 
Psalms," vol. t, pp. 38, 39. 

century 
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century arch, the whole forming a curious combination. 
The tower appears to have been re-faced (perhaps also 
widened and heightened) to have had buttresses built to 
it, and a window in the prevailing style inserted in its west 
side, in the 14th century. 

Previously to this there was probably a west door in the 
tower, beneath where the window is now. Beneath the 
window, inside the church, there is a large recess at the 
present time ; this would hardly be excavated in a wall 
fully four and a half feet thick, when the window was put in. 
More probably we have here the remains of a Norman door-
way ; possibly most of the mouldings &c. of the door are 
still in the wall, in situ, covered by the facing stones without 
and by the masonry and plaster within. No Norman mould-
ings or fragments of Norman sculptured work appear in any 
part of the church or its precincts at the present day, and 
the present south door is a very plain one, dating ap-
parently from the fourteenth century. The reason why 
the arms of Wharton are on the parapet of the tower may 
be that one of that family, as lord of the manor of Kirkby 
Thore, defrayed the whole or principal part of the cost 
of some new work. The inner walls of the lower part of 
the tower are built, for the most part, of the same sort of 
hard light coloured freestone of which the lower part of 
the chancel walls is built. The old part of the interior of 
the tower probably only extends to the height of the first 
stage. 

In the second stage of the tower there was a rectangular 
opening (now built up) looking into the nave of the church. 
The floor above the second stage was at one time at a 
lower elevation than it is now. The holes in the walls 
for the beam ends east and west are very noticeable. 

Turning now to the chancel, the walls appear to have 
been built not later than the early part of the thirteenth 
century ; a plinth runs round the lower part of the walls 
near the ground. The stone used in the wall is of a 
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lighter colour than that used in the fourteenth century 
work already described. The east end would have for-
merly a triplet of three narrow lancets, of which evident 
traces still remain in the external wall. 

The present window is a decorated one of recent 
construction, but is said to be an exact copy of an ancient 
one which immediately preceded it ; if so, the triplet was 
no doubt replaced by a decorated window in the fourteenth 
century ; there is another decorated window in the chancel 
on the south side, of a fine and bold design, and, one 
would say, of a comparatively early date in the fourteenth 
century—not later, for instance, than A.D. 1330. 

The piscina in the chancel is perfect and appears of 
similar date. A priest's door, inserted on the north side, 
probably dates from the same period ; another window by 
the priest's door, with cusped tracery beneath a square 
head, is probably of some few years later date. 

The history of the nave appears somewhat intricate, 
the north and south walls appear to have been rebuilt at 
a little greater distance from each other than the walls of 
the nave originally were, soon after the present chancel 
walls were built. It will be observed that the plinth of the 
chancel walls runs on behind the present nave walls, both 
on the north and south sides of the church ; but yet these 
new nave walls were built early enough to be furnished with 
lancet windows a considerable height above the floor of 
the church ; one of these still remains close up against the 
tower, on the south side. It will be observed that the 
fourteenth_ century buttress on the south side of the tower 
has been built up against the quoins which form the 
western jamb of the window. When the fourteenth cen-
tury window was inserted in the south side of the chancel, 
two windows appear to have been inserted in the south 

* Renewed in 135o-1 when extensive repairs were executed and the church re-
seated. The Rev. C. H. Barham was rector at the time. 

wall 
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wall of the nave. Some years after this, an arcade of two 
arches was inserted in the north wall, and an aisle 
thrown out on that side of the church ; windows similar to 
those on the south side were inserted. There is a dif-
ference, however, in the masonry surrounding the windows 
on the south side of the church, and at the west end, from 
the masonry surrounding the windows on the north side 
of the church, and at the east end of the aisle, on the 
inside, which seems to indicate an interval of some years, 
as hinted already, between the execution of the two series 
of works. The former window openings are " shouldered " 
and as a rule, more deeply splayed at the sides and 
bottom, and there are minor differences besides. 

At some subsequent period the walls of the nave and 
chancel have been raised, and a continuous roof thrown 
over all—nave, chancel, and aisle. Between the two 
arches of the arcade, is a very characteristic clustered 
shaft of four pillars, each with a broad fillet down the. 
face. The terminating piers of the arcade consist of a 
single pillar, with a similar broad fillet down the face. 
On the outside of the aisle near the tower _ is a small 
ogee-headed lancet window, now built up ; there appear to 
be also traces of a north door to the east of the said lancet 
window. 

The present porch seems to have been erected when the 
walls of the nave and chancel were raised to receive a con-
tinuous roof. At the apex, over the entrance, are the 
greatly weathered remains of a cross, which seems cer-
tainly not to have been made for the place it now occupies, 
but which was probably displaced by the new roof from 
the east end of the chancel. 

In the south wall of the porch, just inside the entrance, 
is a curious cavity in the wall ; possibly it once pierced 
the wall right through and enabled a beadle or verger to 
keep an eye on the entrance to the churchyard, as he sat in 
the porch during divine service. The font, bearing the arms 
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of Machell, was completed May 8th, 1688, as the register 
records, and it, along with the pulpit, communion table 
and rails of carved black oak, was the gift of " the father 
of all Westmorland and Cumberland antiquaries " the 
Rev. Thomas Machell, who held this rectory from 1677 
to 1698. He was buried in the south side of the chancel. 
The pulpit bears the date 1631, which seems to indicate 
that Machell was a collector of pre-existing carved oak, 
rather than a designer of new work of the kind. Outside 
the rail surmounting the communion balusters runs an 
inscription which in its present position reads thus :— 

COLLEGII REG : OXON : SOCIUS. AN : R : CAROLI II XXXV : 
REG : MA : A SAC : ET I ECCLÆSIÆ DE KIRKBYTHORE D.D : 
THO MACHELL ALL RECTOR. 

The perpendicular lines in the above indicate the door 
space in the rails ; the letter s preceding AC was evidently 
cut by mistake, as it was afterwards intentionally ob-
literated ; there are three other letters which were similarly 
cut at first in mistake, and now show signs of . oblitera-
tion they occur at the end of the name MACHELL. Dr. 
Hooppell writes to me respecting this inscription 	I am 
cidedly .of , opinion that this inscription originally faced 
the Holy table, not the congregation in the church as it 
does now. I think that Machell wished that his successors 
might be stimulated by his example, rather than that he 
intended to proclaim to all the world what he had done 
to adorn God's house at Kirkby Thore. Afterwards, either 
to prevent the intrusion of the curious within the sanctuary, 
or for some other . reason, the rails were turned this 
necessarily caused a dislocation of the inscription.; the last 
part became the first and the first the last ; the middle 
part remaining in its proper place. Restoring the order, 
in accordance with this hypothesis, and expanding the 

abbreviations 

 
 
 
tcwaas_001_1891_vol11_0033



KIRKBY THORE CHURCH. 	 32I 

abbreviations, the whole will read as follows :— 

ECCLESIÆ DE KIRKBYTHORE DONO DEDIT THOMAS MACHELL 
RECTOR, REGENS MAGISTER ARTIUM ACADEMICARUM, ET 
COLLEGII REGINÆ OXONIENSIS SOCIUS. ANNO REGIS CAROLI 
SECUNDI TRIGESIMO QUINTO." 

It may be observed that in the University of Oxford 
there is, or at least used to be, a distinction between 
"magistri regentes et non-regentes." 

The registers of the church (for the preservation of which 
we owe much to Machell), commence with the year 1593, 
and present many features of interest ; but I need say no 
more about them except that they will be found carefully 
described by the Rev. R. Bower, in Vol. IV of these Tran-
Transactions. 

The church plate consists of one bell-shaped chalice of 
silver with paten cover, marked like the Milburn plate 
with the initials R. W., and with the London date letter 
for 1633-4 : under the foot is " Kirkby Thure " (sic) 
the church also possesses one pewter flagon with thumb-
piece and a paten of pewter now used as an alms dish. 

On the south wall of the chancel are the arms of the 
patron ; on the north wall the arms of Machell ; on the 
east wall Machell impaled with Wharton, and again 
Wharton impaled with another which I do not recognize.t 
At the east end of the aisle are the arms of Warcop of 
which family were several former rectors. 

On the south wall of the chancel is a small brass in 
memory of Rev. Carleton Atkinson, M.A., rector, 1722- 

* In confirmation of this order of the words I have found, since writing the 
above, in Bp. Nicolson's account of the diocese A.D. 1703, p. 28, " Upon the rails 
in the Quire is this inscription, Ecclesiæ de Kirkby Thore &c." Bishop Nicolson 
gives sne without noticing the obliteration of the letter s which caught the eye 
of Dr. Hooppell, as he was engaged in solving the puzzle of the inscription as it 
stands. 

t It resembles the arms of a younger branch of the Kirkby family : but the 
tinctures seem incorrect, 

$ Found by Mr. Bower lying about in the chancel when the vestry was built, 
and heating apparatus put in, and then fixed in its present position. 

1762, 
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1762, and on the north wall a monumental brass, with a 
long latin inscription, probably composed by Machell, in 
memory of John Dalston, Esq., of Acorn Bank, who died 
in 1692. Against the outer wall of the east end of the 
church is a stone recording the death of Thomas Bowser 
in 1733 ; he was the father of " Jack Bowser of Kirkby 
Thore ", whom the rebels in 1745 compelled to show them 
the way through the district, and grandfather of General 
Bowser, a distinguished Indian officer.* 

In examining the masonry of the church, one naturally 
looks for stones bearing marks of Roman tooling or other 
indications of having once formed parts of Roman edifices 
in the neighbouring fortified garrison town of that people. 
Few or no examples, however, can be detected unless the 
" luis " holes in the stones in the north wall near the 
tower, and in the lower courses of the west wall of the 
porch were made in Roman times. In the church yard 
is what looks like the socket of a cross of some size. 

*These Transactions, Vol. X, pp. 195, 225. 
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