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ART.

XV.— Dalton Church and Parish. By

PAUL V.

KELLY.

Read at Dalton, Sept. 19th, 1928.

T

HE church of St. Mary at Dalton in Furness, although
a handsome edifice, contains in its fabric little to
distinguish it, in an antiquarian sense, from any of the
churches of the modern town of Barrow; yet it occupies
one of the earliest consecrated sites in Furness, second
only in antiquity to that of Urswick, and there is much of
interest in its historical associations, as the centre of the
economic as well as the religious life of this district. It
has been somewhat neglected by our Society, only three
official visits having been made to it, and with the
exception of an article by the late Mr. John Fell of Ulverston, printed in o.s. vol. viii, very little about it appears
in these Transactions. Doubtless this is due to the fact
that the present edifice is entirely modern, having been
rebuilt from the foundations in 1883. The church it replaced was, from all accounts, a very poor and indifferent
one. It had no architectural merit, and had been so
much altered and modernized, that most of the building
belonged to the early nineteenth century, and it is very
questionable whether any of the original 12th century
church had survived. According to Mr. Fell (Trans. o.s.
viii, 121) the church, in 1788, consisted only of a chancel,
nave, and south aisle. There was a large gallery at the
west end, which had been built in 1767. The tower, which
was the oldest part of the building, possessed no distinguishing feature to enable its date to be fixed. Canon
Raines, however, in his notes to Bishop Gastrell's " Notitia
Cestriensis " in 185o says:—
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" The early Norman Arch of the North Door rudely ornamented
by figures and arched bands, as well as the old castellated Tower
have been very properly preserved." (Chetham Soc., Vol. xxii,
5í2.n).

William Close in his edition of West's Antiquities
(1805 ed. p. 342) describing the church as it then appeared
says:" It is a plain edifice, is neatly finished in the inside, and at the
east end in a gallery over the communion table, contains a small
handsome organ purchased by a subscription of the parish in
1 789

An addition to the church was made in 1815 by Mr.
Michaelson of Old Barrow Island, who built an offset on
the north side containing pews for his family and tenants.
This extension was followed in 1825 by the erection of a
complete north aisle and vestry, which absorbed the
whole of the Michaelson annexe. It is said that until
this date the floor of the church consisted simply of earth,
covered once a year with the long Marram grass from the
neighbouring sandhills of Walney and Sandscale. Even
when a new floor, partly of flags and partly boarded, had
been laid down, it was not made on a uniform level, but
was much higher in the north aisle than in the rest of the
church. Some of the ancient pews remained, but none
were of remarkable character. These seats were all
carefully allotted to the various parts of the parish, and
every tenement in the manors of Plain Furness and
Dalton had attached to it two seats in the parish church.
These were regarded as the absolute property of the
tenants, and were regularly bought and sold, exchanged
or bequeathed. There is a curious Deed of Exchange of
Seats in Dalton Church dated 1822, in which their exact
position is carefully specified, and in a will of Thomas
Fresh of Newbarns in 1835, the testator bequeaths " All
those my two seats or pews in Dalton church, and my one
moiety or half part of another seat or pew, situate in the
gallery of the said, church."
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A writer quoted in the Victoria County History of
Lancaster (p. 315) says that in 1833 the church consisted
of a chancel and nave without distinction, with north and
south aisles, the latter extending " quite to the east end,"
a west tower, and a north porch of two stories, containing
a plain-Norman doorway. The exterior was rough-cast.
In 1865 the whole of the south aisle windows and the
east window were renewed and filled with stained glass.
Even with all these improvements it still remained a
poor, mean-looking edifice. From an illustration in
Richardson's " Furness, Past and Present," vol. ii, p. 41,
it appears as a modern-looking structure, with three
span roofs of equal length, the nave slightly higher than
the aisles, and a low battlemented western tower with
pinnacles at the corners.
The present church is built upon exactly the same site,
the only extension being the vestry. It is a handsome
edifice, built to the designs of Messrs. Paley and Austin
of Lancaster, and is considered to be a good example of
modern Gothic architecture in the style of the 14th
century, and one well worthy of its remarkable site. It
consists of a chancel, with vestry and organ-chamber on
the north side, and a chapel containing mural tablets of
the Atkinson and Baldwin families of Dalton on the south
side of the choir; a nave of five bays with north and south
aisles, and a lofty embattled tower with projecting stair
turret, and north and south porches at the west end. The
five windows of the south aisle chapel belonged to the old
church, but are quite modern, and are those which were
renewed in 1865. Being much smaller than the other
aisle windows they have caused a reduction in scale in the
height of the chapel, which is under a low lean-to roof,
distinct from the lofty roof of the nave aisle. The
easternmost window of the north aisle, with its stained
glass, was the great east window of the old church, and is
of the same date as the others. These windows are of
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yellow sandstone whilst all the rest of the building is
constructed of the local red sandstone, with the exception
of the parapets of the porches and tower, where squares of
white limestone alternate with squares of the red stone,
giving a chequer-board appearance, which has a very
striking, but not, I think, a pleasing effect. The 14th
century font is still preserved. It is of red sandstone, and
has been so much injured by exposure to the weather that
all the carving of the upper part has gone. It is octagonal
in shape, and on seven sides of the octagon are two small
shields, quite plain, on each face, and upon the eighth is a
single large shield filling the whole space. Upon this
shield are carved the original arms of Furness Abbey viz. :
Sable, on a pale argent, a crozier of the first. (Trans.
o.s. viii, 120). In the north porch windows, are fragments
of ancient glass from the baptistery of the old church.
These consist of mutilated figures of saints and altars.
One of the figures is probably that of St. Catherine in an
eastern head-dress, with a dove bearing a ring. Another
is that of an angel bearing a shield inscribed with the
sacred monogram I H S. In the north aisle are several'
mural tablets from the old church, including an inscribed
brass of 1669.
The " Inventory of Church Goods " of Dalton made in
1552 refers to " three bells in the steple," and it is further
stated that " the churchwardens doo depose that the said
pysshe do owe for one of the said bells xiijli. vjs. viijd."
Probably two of the bells were confiscated for " ye King's
use " by the Commission appointed in the following year
for that purpose, for Mr. Gaythorpe says (Furness Lore,
p. 102) that in 1790 the bells of Dalton were increased in
number from one to three. These three bells remained
in the tower until 1865, when they were superseded by
six new ones. These were re-cast in 1912 and two others
added, making up the present peal of eight bells. There
are not many fragments of the old church remaining in the
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neighbourhood, and I have not been able to trace the
medieval grave covers, and carved fragments, illustrated
in Mr. Fell's article. The stone pillars which formerly
carried the churchyard gates are now erected at Bank
House. The capitals are inscribed with the initials of the
four churchwardens and the date 1784. In the vicarage
garden are four finials, which adorned the gable ends of
the nave and aisles, and in the garden of Spennithorne,
the residence of our late member Mr. H. G. Pearson, are
similar architectural fragments. It is singular that no
part of the supposed early Norman doorway referred to by
Canon Raines appears to have been preserved. The
churchyard contains many interesting tombstones, the
earliest bearing the date 1660. The most interesting
grave, however, is that of George Romney, the celebrated
painter, who was buried here in Dalton, his native place,
in 1802. There is also in the churchyard the octagonal
shaft of a sundial on a square base reached by four steps.
The gnomon has long gone, and the date and initials I.W.
1 753, which were said to be inscribed on the shaft, seem
also to have disappeared. The base has apparently been
largely used as a mounting block.
The church plate consists of three chalices with cover
patens, one flagon, and a rat-tailed spoon. The earliest
chalices bear the dates 1571 and 1717 respectively, and the
spoon is dated 1729. The lay rector still has to fulfil the
ancient obligation of supplying the wine for the Easter
Communion, and the Vicar of Dalton has in turn to provide
the Easter wine for the old chapelries of Rampside, Ireleth
and Walney. The late Mr. H. G. Pearson informed me
that the amount of wine sent to Dalton for the Easter
services was for some reason or other greatly reduced in
1914. The amount was four bottles to Dalton, three to
Rampside and two each to Ireleth and Walney.
The Parish Registers date from May, 1565. The earliest
volume, which is written on vellum, appears to have been
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injured by fire. These registers, with those of Broughton,
are the only early registers of the Lancashire part of our
district which have not been printed. Although they are
in a fair state of preservation, the need for printing them
is just as great as in the case of those which are in a state
of decay. It is a pity that the registers of Dalton, the
most important parish in the district, should be practically
inaccessible to students of local family history.
The story of the rectory and the advowson is a rather
complicated one. The Furness monks claimed that they
owned the churches of Dalton and Urswick whilst they
were still living at Tulketh, before they came to Furness,
and it is very likely that a church had occupied this site
from Anglian times. The first direct mention, however,
of the church, is in a Bull of Pope Celestine III in 1195, by
which he confirmed the monks in their right to the
church, and to present to the Bishop suitable priests to
minister therein and to have the care of souls. (Furness
Coucher, vol. i, p. 643). A still earlier grant of lands to
the abbey is, however, witnessed by " Gilbert, persona de
Dalton."
A decree of about 1218 fixed the stipend at 15 marks,
but it was not until 1228 that the church was formally
appropriated, and a vicarage ordained (Register of Walter
Gray, Surtees Soc., vol. 56, p. 23). In the Valuation of
1291 the rectory was worth only 12 marks, but the vicar
still received the regulated stipend of 15 marks. In the
Inquisition of Ninths held in 1341, it was stated that the
parish had been unable to pay the full extent of the tax,
owing to the devastation wrought by the Scots during
Bruce's raid into Furness in 1322, and the value of the
rectory was reduced accordingly to 4os., whilst the vicarage
was excused altogether on account of its poverty. The
ninths of sheaves, wool, and lambs, were valued at 6
marks, the glebe at 1 mark, and the remaining 5
marks were accounted for by land lying uncultivated
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owing to the depredations of the Scots. An Indenture,
part of the original award, relating to Lonsdale, made by
this Inquisition is in the Barrow Public Library. (Trans.
N.S. XVi, 2I0).
In 1423 there was a fresh ordination of the vicarage,
which, as West says, was made the precedent when it was
again ordained in the reign of Elizabeth. The vicar was
allowed the mansion house and churchyard, with tithes
of bread and ale, candles at Candlemas, and a yearly
pension of 26 marks, or X17 6s. 8d. from the abbey. He
was bound to provide the services in the church, and to
keep the mansion house in repair, whilst the abbot for his
part had to maintain the chancel (Antiquities of Furness,
1 774, 1 32).
In 1527 the rectory was worth 4o a year (V.C.H., viii,
316), and in the Valor Ecclesiasticus of 1535, it was
returned at L.33 4s. 4d., the value of the vicarage still
remaining at I7 6s. 8d.
In November, 1537, after the Dissolution of Furness
Abbey, the rectory of Dalton was granted to Roger Pele,
the last abbot, and after his death in 1541, it was retained
by the Crown as a lay fee, and a vicar appointed, the
stipend being fixed in 1577 at the old figure of I7 6s. 8d.
In 165o it was sold to Joseph Huddleston, and was
shortly afterwards acquired by the owner of the site of
Furness Abbey, and has descended with it to the present
lay rector, Lord Richard Cavendish. The right of
presentation to the vicarage was, however, retained by
the Crown until 1872, when by an exchange it was
granted to the Bishop of Carlisle, the present patron.
(Ibid., p. 316).
A few notes on the ancient parish may be of interest.
As at first constituted, Dalton parish was of very great
extent, comprising more than half of the Liberty of
Furness, and extended from the south end of Walney
Island to the head of Windermere, a distance of 27 miles.
.
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Previous to the severance of Hawkshead from it in 1219,
the area was about 59,000 acres, but in that year this
chapel was made parochial, and with a large area of the
Furness Fells was separated from Dalton, chiefly on
account of the hardships involved in the parishioners
having to convey their dead such a distance for interment
at the mother church. After the division of the parish,
the remaining area, amounting to over 18,000 acres, and
containing the larger population, continued without
further dismemberment until within recent years. There
were three chapels of ease, viz.: those of Rampside,
Ireleth and Walney. These appear to have been served
directly by the abbey, as there is no mention of them in
any of the ordinations of the vicarage, nor were there any
endowments for the maintenance of curates. In addition
to these chapels, there was the ancient chapel of St.
Helen's, about a mile from Dalton, on the road to Askham.
The exact place of this chapel in the general scheme of the
parish is not easy to determine.* It is too near the
parish church to be intended for a chapel of ease. Its
history is unknown, and there is no mention of it in any
of the records until 1537, yet its remains show that it must
have been built in the early 15th century. It has at one
time been converted into a dwelling house, and was
occupied as such until the present St. Helen's farm was
built. Now it is in a very dilapidated and ruinous
condition. Parts of the east and north walls are ancient.
In the former is the east window now built up, but its
outline and window dressings can be clearly seen on the
outside. It is a two light window in a pointed arch, the
centre mullion of which is forked near the head, forming
with the head a lozenge-shaped small light. In the north
wall is a small pointed window or loop of Early English
type, deeply splayed on the inside.
* Our Editor, Mr. T. H. B. Graham, suggests that St. Helen's may have been
a chantry chapel, and this seems to be the likeliest theory which has been put
forward.
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There are a few holy wells and other semi-sacred sites
in the parish. Mary Well is just below the church on
what used to be Dalton Common, and Mary Bank, the hill
beyond, is now the Dalton Cemetery. St. Helen's well is
near the chapel of the same name, and the deep valley to
the west of the church has been known from time immemorial as St. Thomas' Vale. It is difficult to account
for the origin of the latter dedication.
There were several peculiarities about the administration of the parish. Instead of the usual division into
townships, Dalton was divided into four parts. These
were always referred to as Divisions or Bierleys, never as
townships, and were named Dalton Proper, Above Town,
Hawcoat and Yarlside. For local and county cesses and
for all the King's taxes each division was always treated
as a separate parish. After the dispersal of the monks,
the authority of the abbot in secular affairs passed into
the hands of a self-elected body of twenty-four men, six
from each division, known as the Four and Twenty.
The existence of the Four and Twenty, and the four
Bierleys, have been traced back to the time of Elizabeth,
and it is likely that both were manorial institutions, and
that the twenty-four constituted a standing jury, to assist
the abbot and his steward in carrying on the business of
the manor courts. In the 16th century the Four and
Twenty are referred to as the Jury of the four Bierleys.
In the earliest Rolls of the Plain Furness manor now
extant, recording courts held under both the abbot and
the King in 1537, we find the customary tenants grouped
in their divisions, headed respectively Haycott and
Wayney, Hamlett called Sanct Elens, and Yerlesyde.
Some forty years later Sanct Elens Bierley becomes known
as Above Town Bierley, and here, together with the
burgages of the Villa de Dalton, we have the four divisions
of the parish of Dalton. These six men from each division
were appointed for life, but the divisions did not elect
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them, for vacancies as they occurred were filled up by men
chosen by the survivors. Each division provided annually
one of the churchwardens of the parish church. The
poor were cared for by the Four and Twenty as a whole,
but the divisions maintained their own highways and
appointed their own Parish Constables. This semimedieval oligarchy, although shorn of most of its civil
authority, continued to administer the affairs of the
church until 1923, when it was superseded by the present
Parochial Church Council.
After the dissolution of Furness Abbey, the fortunes of
Dalton, both political and commercial, declined and its
importance as the capital of Furness was transferred to
Ulverston. There would be a similar decline in the
population, and the process was accelerated by a severe
visitation of the plague in 1631, which carried off a large
proportion of the inhabitants. About the middle of the
17th century, however, there was a return of prosperity
to the town, due to the rise of the malting industry, which
by the end of the century had attained to considerable
dimensions. The increase in population at this time is
shown bÿ the many alterations and enlargements which
were made to the parish church. But it is to the rapid
expansion of the iron-ore trade from the middle of the
19th century onwards that the most remarkable increase
in its population is due, and the abnormal growth of
Barrow, from a tiny hamlet into a large industrial town,
compelled the provision of further churches to cope with
the spiritual needs of this largely increased population.
A further division of the parish became necessary, and in
1872 the whole of the former Hawcoat Division, and a
large part of Yarlside, were detached from Dalton and
formed into the separate parish of Barrow, and St.
George's Church was then exalted into the dignity of a
parochial church.
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Ireleth chapel was rebuilt on a new site and made
parochial in 1874, and finally in 1884, the parish of Dalton
was reduced to its present area by the creation of a new
parish at Lindal.
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