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XXIV.—SEDGEFIELD CHURCH.1 

B y  C h a r l e s  C l e m e n t  H o d g e s .

[Read at Sedgefield on the 27th August, 1892.]

S e d g e f i e l d  has always been a place of very considerable importance, 
and was one of the chief centres in the south part of the bishopric. 
Its na.ms is, there can be little doubt,.of topographical origin, and 
means the field or open place amidst swampy ground occupied by reeds 
or sedges.2 The site is a wide swell of sandy gravel, on the highest 
point of which the church and village stand. Anciently the sur
roundings wbre a wide marsh, as is clearly shown by the condition of 
the low lying lands and the names of adjoining places, such as Red- 
marshall, formerly Redmereshill, or the hill in the middle of the red 
mere. Also the names of some old farms such as Green Knolls, Island
Farm, the Lizards, etc. .

Of the history of the place little is known. It seems to-be the 
town mentioned by Symeon as having been purchased for the church 
by bishop Cutheard, who came to the see in 900 during the time of its 
location at Chester-le-Street,3 and ruled it till 915.'

In bishop Pudsey’s great survey of the bishopric known as Boldon 
Buhe, and made in 1183, we find Sedgefield recorded as a thriving 
and for those days a populous place. There were twenty tenants in 
villenage, twenty firmarii or renters, a smith, a pounder, a carpenter, 
and five cottagers. The manor mill and that of Fishburn are also 
mentioned. Bishop Hatfield’s survey (1345-1381) shows that an-in- 
crease had taken place in the number of the various kinds of tenants 
and holderB, as well as in the money value of their services. Under

1 This paper was read at Sedgefield oh the occasion of a Saturday afternoon 
meeting there on August 27th, 1892 (see Proc. v. p.. 199). As the meeting 
was but thinly attended it has been thought desirable to print it with lllustra-
tions, as no complete description of this fine church is available.

2 On the other hand the derivation may be a nominal one, and ‘ Geddes held , 
looks like the field or place of one Cedd, a not uncommon Anglo-Saxon name. 
The great St. Chad had a brother of this name, the founder of the monastery 
of Lastingham, who is often confounded with Chad.— Bede, Eccl. H ist, book I.
preface, and book I ll.'c a p . xxiii. .

3 * Eodem tempore Cuthardus, episcopus fidelis, emit de pecunia Sancti 
Cuthberti villam quae vocatur Ceddesfeld, et quicquid ad earn pertinet, praeter 
quod tenebanttres homines, Aculf, Ethelbyriht, Frithlaf.5— H iston a  de S. Cuth- 
berto, etc. 51 Surtees Society Publ. p. 146.



bishop Kellaw (1311-1316) Sedgefield was chartered for fairs and 
markets, and so came to rank as a market town.

The village is situated at a turning point in the main road between 
Durham and Stockton. The principal streets are at right angles to 
one another, one being on the Durham road, and the other on that 
which originally led to Hartlepool through Embleton, which is in 
Sedgefield parish, and possesses an ancient chapel. The other main 
road out of the village connects it with the great north road at Rushy- 
ford, passing the hamlet of Bradbury on the way. In the centre of the 
town is a large open space where the markets were once held, no doubt 

. around a market cross of which there is not now even a tradition. To 
the east of this area stands the church and churchyard.

The church is dedicated to St. Edmund the bishop,* a very rare 
dedication in the north.4

It is certain that a place of such importance as Sedgefield possessed 
a church from very early times. The absence of any good stone in the 
neighbourhood and the remoteness of the site from any Roman station, 
although, near the line of a Roman road5 renders it very improbable 
that this early building would be anything but a timber, construction. 
Whether such a church was ever superseded by. a stone building before 
the time of the Norman conquest, or whether it survived until after 
that, eventful period, and was then succeeded by a church in the Nor
man style, are questions which it is impossible to answer either in the 
.affirmative or in the negative. -Whatever was the nature of the pre
decessor or predecessors of the present church it is a remarkable fact 
that it, or they, have wholly disappeared, not a single fragment of 
masonry, either architectual or monumental, ever having been seen on 
the site, so far as can be ascertained; within recent times. That no 
part of an early church should have come down to our day is not alto
gether a matter of surprise, when we reflect that in a populous and 
thriving village the church was not likely to pass the great rebuilding 

- periods of the early and later Gothic styles without being transformed,

4 Bacon (JAber R egis) gives St. Edmund the bishop; but, about 1300 the 
church seems to have been dedicated to the Virgin Mary, as by the will of John

"p5^o1£S?1o° Bm‘  M‘ r“  *  &” ‘ -
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or completely rebuilt, as was the case here. But that no fragment of 
any early sepulchral memorial has survived is indeed a. matter of won
derment, for we know from other cases, such as Aycliff, Gainford, or 
Sockburn, how numerous such monuments must have been about such- 
a church as Sedgefield. The poor and perishable nature of the local 
stone, and the value of any large pieces for building purposes to a large 
extent accounts for this, and we may feel sure that the monuments 
raised during the Anglo-Saxon period by the men of Sedgefield have 
gone into the foundations and walls of the later church where they still 
remain hidden. At any time such may be brought to light either by 
digging in the churchyard or making alterations to or repairs of the 
structure.

The list of the early rectors is lamentably incomplete, but amongst . 
those given by Surtees6 two are earlier than the date of the church. 
These are Ulchild, 1085, and Peter,1 clericus de Seggefeld,51168. In 
reading the names of these ancient priests one cannot help wondering 
what the church was like with which they were familiar, and which has 
as completely disappeared as if it had never existed.-

The present church is of various dates. In plan it comprises a 
nave of three bays with aisles, north and south transepts and chancel, 
all three aisleless, a disengaged western tower, and a south porch.

The earliest remaining work is the nave, and this has been so far 
left unaltered as to show that the church of which it is a part was 
begun about the middle, or shortly before the middle, of the thirteenth 
century, and that this church consisted of a short and wide nave with 
aisles, a disengaged western tower, and a chancel. The plan was an 
entirely new one and does not seem to have in the least regaided, or 
been hampered by, any previous building on the site; it is not impro
bable therefore that the new building was begun near the old one, 
which was cleared away on its completion, for the lines are all square 
and regular, and we miss these ugly though interesting twists and 
deflections and numerous angles with, which the plans of old churches 
usually abound. The design was that of-a master-hand in the craft 
of architecture, and it is an interesting thing to be able once in a 
way to say without much fear of dispute that the name of the archi
tect can be given, a rare thing it is to find that such a name has come 

6 H istory and Antiquities of Durham, vol. in. p. 32.



down to our own time in the case of a great cathedral or monastic 
church, but still more rare in the case of a village church.

In the middle of the thirteenth century the monks of Durham 
were, speaking architecturally, chiefly occupied with their grand 
scheme of adding the chapel of the Nine Altars to their church. The 
story of how this building came to be thought of, and whether such 
story be true or otherwise need not detain us now, it has often been 
told, and nowhere better than in a now- well-known guide to the 
cathedral,7 but the architectural history of the scheme, so to speak, 
has not been dwelt upon, and as it has some bearing on the somewhat 
unusual plan of Sedgefield church it may be well to give it here.

There is only one other building in England that is anything like 
* the Nine Altars at Durham, and that is the similar eastern termination, 
also called the Nine Altars, of the conventual church of the Cistercian.t 
abbey of St. Mary of Fountains. Of the two the latter is earlier in 
date as it is cruder in conception than the Durham building. As' 
this part of Fountains abbey has a direct bearing on the Nine Altars 
at Durham, and an indirect bearing on the design of the earliest re
maining parts of Sedgefield church, a few remarks upon its history 
must be brought in here.

The old choir of Fountains was extended in the first half of the 
thirteenth century under three abbots of the same name, John of 
York (1203-1211), John of Ely (1211-1220), and John of Kent 

'(1220-1247). The scheme included the building of a choir with 
aisles, five bays in length, and an eastern transept across the east front 
of the church, with a range of nine altars against its long east wall. 
There is tolerably clear evidence that this scheme was not all matured 
at once, and that it was modified as it progressed, as indeed was likely 
in so great a work which was so long in hand. Mr. Reeve has shown8 
that the conception of the.Nine Altars was due to abbot John of Kent,, 
or of his architect, who it can be shown with tolerable certainty was 
a south country man. The exact date of the completion of the Nine

7 Durham Cathedral. An address by the R e v .W m . Greenwell, M .A .. F .R .S. 
F .S .A ., Durham, 1881. ’

8 A  Monograph on the Abbey o f St. M ary o f  Fountains, by J. Arthur Reeve. 
Architect, 1892. A  magnificent work, where all the architectural'beauties oi 
Fountains are shown, and the architectural history of the buildings is given 
with the learning and scrupulous care of a W illis and the instinctive insight of 
a Longstaffe.



Altars at Fountains is not known, but it was finally finished before the 
death of abbot John of Kent, which occurred in 1247, and as the Nine 
Altars, at Durham was begun in 1242 it may be said'that the one 
building was finished before the other was begun. A careful com
parison of the two, and especially their plans, supports this view. Mr. 
Reeve has shown that the Fountains work failed owing to faulty 
construction and insufficient foundation, and its vault was removed 
and a wooden roof of low pitch substituted for it in the days of abbot 
John Dernton (1478-1494). The primary cause of this failure was 
the insufficient buttressing, especially on the east wall, to take* the 
thrust of a lofty vault, there being no aisle over which flying but
tresses could be stretched to carry such a thrust by easy stages to the 
ground. Although the plan of the two buildings is identical in the' 
disposition of all the component parts, and the dimensions are the 
same in both to within a few inches, they are additions to two build
ings planned on different scales. It is a significant fact that the vault, 
at Durham is not only on a very different system to that at Fountains, 
but is most amply buttressed everywhere, and the walls are as much 
as two feet thicker. The central buttresses also on the east front in 
the same relative position as those at Fountains have nearly four 
times their area.9 At the two eastern angles we. find the two angle 
buttresses at Fountains changed in the case of Durham to solid poly
gonal masses of masonry of enormous strength carrying heavy pin
nacles or spires of stone. At the opposite angles, although the newel 
stairs for gaining access to the upper galleries are in the same relative 
positions in both buildings, at Durham they are placed in octagonal 
turrets appended to the main angle turrets, 'which arrangement leaves 
the full mass of the latter unbroken, whereas at Fountains these stair
cases placed in the polygonal angle buttresses themselves, thereby, 
leaving them a mere shell, and having a strength which is more 
apparent than real. The result of all these precautions is that the 
massive and lofty vault of the Nine'Altars at Durham has stood un
shaken to this day, and the building which it encloses is still, as it 
was, unsurpassed and unsurpassable in its strength and beauty 
amongst the thirteenth century buildings in England.

9 Those at Fountains were more than doubled in their substance in abbot 
Dernton’s time.



The only possible conclusion that we can arrive at from this most 
interesting comparison is that it was the architect of the Nine Altars at 
Fountains who planned and reared the similar building at Durham, 
and as we have seen, the one was finished before the other was begun, 
he had the opportunity not only of generally improving the design and 
detail, but of correcting its constructive weaknesses. The Fountains 
work was done under the Kentish abbot John, and the Durham ‘ new 
work’ under bishop Nicholas de Farnham, another south country man.* 
The two ecclesiastics would naturally become known to one another, 
and nothing was more likely than that both would engage the services 
of the same architect.

The work at Fountains, like all that carried out by the Cistercians, 
is remarkably plain in character, there being no carved ornament in it. 
At Durham a much freer hand .was given, and the detail is rich 
throughout, without being overloaded with ornament. The beauty 
of the carved decoration culminates in the capitals to the main piers, 
and here we find conventional foliated forms full of nerve and spirit 
combined with clever adaptations of animal and bird forms in the 
utmost profusion. A moment’s comparison of these with the capitals 
at Sedgefield is enough to show that both were designed and executed 
by the same man,10 they are so exactly alike and so different from the 
general run of work executed at the same period.

Having identified the work of the southern architect at Sedgefield 
by the carving, we may carry the investigation further to see if there- 
are other indications of its not having been done by a local man. 
The plan and proportions of the building are not those of the local 
churches, the width is much greater in comparison with the length 
than is usual in the north,11 and the whole feeling of the design has 
a lightness and delicacy about it which indicates the product of 
another mind than that which originated the designs of the majority 
of the ecclesiastical buildings in the county.

By a fortunate circumstance the name of the architect .has been

10 It  is not pretended that the architect did the carving with his own hands 
any more than he does now, but according to the custom of the time he would 
take a certain number of craftsmen from one building to another along with 
him.

111 am, of course, speaking here of the proportions of the church as originally 
built, not of w hat they are now with the later transepts, chancel, and tower 
added.
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preserved. Canon Greenwell has found it as a witness to a deed in 
the treasury at Durham, which conveys land in the Bailey from 
Willelmus aurifaber.to Thomas carnifex son of Lewinus, the witness 
being ‘ Magi s ter Ricardus de Farinham tunc architector novae fabricae 
DunelmV This clearly identifies the architect as haying been born at 
Farnham, notably the place of that name in Surrey,12 and no doubt 
the same place from which bishop Farnham also came. It is so rarely 
that the name of a medieval architect or other craftsman can be iden
tified with his work that this instance is one of special interest, and is 
fnade more so from the fact that an inscription cut on the plinth of one 
of the central buttresses of the Nine Altars at Durham gives us the 
name of the master mason also. It reads :

©osui© refine ©f?oa)f5s ffloises,
and is cut in good Lombardic letters. The name of this man also 
occurs in a Durham deed, dated 1240, only two years before the Nine 
Altars was begun.13

Having established the above facts, it is interesting to carry our 
investigation a little further and to find out if the southern architect 
did. any more work in the north. We have seen that the plan of 
Sedgefield church is not that of the district, and having noted its 
peculiarities the same are easily recognised elsewhere. At the northern 
extremity of the county is another church with a very southern look 
about it, that of. Ryton. In plan it has a nave of three bays as has 
Sedgefield with a curiously arranged engaged western - tower, and a 
west front with long lancets and buttresses, which remind one more of 
the work in. Kent and Surrey than that in Northumberland and Dur
ham. The outline of the tower, with its leaden spire, is what one sees 
amongst the heaths of Surrey, the downs of Sussex, or the pretty leafy 
■villages of Kent, rather than that of the sturdy pele-like towers’of the 
northern moorland churches. It is impossible to believe that Ryton 
church was designed by a north countryman. Its nave capitals are 
unfortunately plain, as the work is generally, but where the spire rises 
from the tower is a corbel table, the corbels of which are carved with 
a variety of ornaments, and here we see the familiar Nine Altars details 
in the most unmistakable manner. There is the same fecundity of

12 The other Farnhams are all in the southern counties.
13 Greenwell’s Durham Cathedral, fourth edition, pp. 55-56.



invention, no repetition or 'monotony, all are different, like those ever- 
delightful details of the eastern parts at. Durham, which always please 
and always reward renewed and continued study.* Kyton church was 
built in the time of bishop Farnham, and is under the patronage of 
the see of Durham, there'is therefore no difficulty in seeing how 
Richard of Farnham could have done the work there when a new 
church came1 to.be built in the thirteenth.century. ; -

Carving of the character of that in the Nine Altars is so uncommon 
that when met with it is at once noted. * In Kirkby Sigston church, 
near Northallerton, is a capital on the north side of the chancel. This 
■is carved with the intertwined dragons and foliage forms so similar to 
•those at .Durham that we*must assign the design to the same,man, 
even if the carving looks like the work of another hand. Kirkby 
Sigston was also under the patronage of Durham.

The lesson learned at Fountains was not. forgotten when Sedge
field was planned, and the thrust of the arcades was taken by making 
long responds at the east and west ends. Subsequent alterations have 
destroyed these, but the plan, forming plate xxxiii., indicates* what 
they were at the west end, where the foundations of the west end of 
the old aisle has been found on the north side. The arcades are of 
fine proportions and have arches of two orders moulded towards the 
nave but chamfered towards the aisles.- The hood mouldings of the 
nave arches and of the chancel arch are ornamented with the dentelle 
moulding, of which we have so many examples in this county.* The 

'arches' opening into the transepts have plainly moulded hoods. 
The columns are* of the quatrefoil plan, with well-moulded' bases 
standing on square plinths. They are banded at mid-height with 
bands of a very fine and bold section. The detached shafts at 
the responds are also banded in the same way. The capitals are, 
including those of the‘responds, eight in number. They are all fully 
carved. In the respond variety is; introduced by treating the capital 
of the detached shafts, in the case *of the two southern responds, as 
isolated, capitals, and springing the outer order of the arch from 
corbels carved as grotesque heads on either side of* the capital/ In 

•the north arcade the capital is treated as a whole, the portion*beneath 
the outer order’being represented as if growing out of the central capital. 
The four isolated capitals are of great beauty. The two western ones
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have conventional foliage only, the southern one- being the richer of 
the two, but unfortunately its proximity to the south door has caused 
it to be considerably weathered away by the action of the draught 
from the open door. The design consists of trefoil-shaped leaves 
arranged in groups of'fours all round the bells of the capitals, and under
neath and between the leaves clusters of fruit. The opposite pillar has 
a much more boldly-designed capital, having two sprays of leaves to 
each cap instead of five in the other case. The two eastern capitals 
are still more elaborate, and contain birds and human heads and busts 
amongst the foliage. The plates illustrate the north-east capital, and 
show two opposite sides of it .when viewed diagonally. The two 
laughing faces are on the south-western and look into the nave. The 
other view towards the aisle shows two dragons in combat, each bites 
the body of the other. On the north-western face are beautiful 
clusters of foliage and fruit and a bird pecking the leaves. 'The 
opposite capital to the south-eastern pillar has lacertine bird and 
animal forms devouring each other, amidst foliage a little more 
advanced towards natural forms than the others.

The other details of the original church that remain are soon 
enumerated. The old south doorway has wholly disappeared. It was 
no doubt of ornate character, but has been replaced by a perfectly 
plain one of later date. It is certain that there was no clerestory, 
and the only remaining window is one recently opened to the 
west of the south porch ; this is a plain lancet. Opposite to it 
in the north aisle and close to the west end is the eastern jamb of 
another lancet of richer character, as it has a roll moulding and two 
quirks on the inner angle, which is all that can be seen of it. The 
north doorway still remains, though blocked up. It is of small size, 
with a roll moulding in the jambs and a chamfered inner order, moulded 
imposts and a segmental pointed arch into which the nail-head orna
ment is introduced.

That there was a tower of some kind at the west end of the 
original church is, I think, indicated by the fact that the lower part 
of the newel stair is of thirteenth century work.. It was certainly 
of smaller dimensions than its successor and seems to have stood 
further to the west, clear of the line of the old west wall of the north 
aisle shown on the plan. Of the original chancel all that can be said * 
is that it was of smaller dimensions than the present one.



We have now to consider the changes that were made in the plan 
of the church as time went on. The first of these was the addition of 
transepts, and the question naturally arises why were transepts wanted 
at all ? They were not looked upon in the middle ages, as they are 
now, merely affording accommodation for a few dozen extra chairs 
and added to churches simply as architectural adjuncts without either 
rhyme or reason. They were there to supply a want which had arisen 
in the development of religion. A medieval catholic church was 
used in a very different manner from the modern protestant church in 
which services are only occasionally held and the church left vacant 
at other times. In the medieval church there were two kinds of 
worship, that by the priests and people together, which may be called 
the service for the living, and that by the priests alone in offering 
prayers and saying masses for the departed, which may be called the 
service for the dead. As places increased in wealth and importance 
and families of position become more firmly established the custom o:f 
founding chantries in churches became general. Although there were 
cases where more than one chantry was attached to an altar, it was 
usual on the foundation of a new chantry to provide an altar for it, 
and this necessitated space somewhere in the church for the accom
modation of the altar. In a transeptless church the places for chantry 
altars were few. The high, or parish altar, was in the chancel; an 
altar could be placed at the east end of each aisle, and sometimes one 
was placed on either side of the rood screen door on the west side of 
the screen, and therefore within the nave. More than four altars 
could not easily be placed unless the aisles were taken up and screened 
off to form separate chapels. In a nave of only three bays in length 
this could not be done without great inconvenience, as one bay was 
required for the passage across the church between the north and 
south doors, and the east bay was taken up by the altars at the ends 
of the aisles. The only course was to, throw out transepts, which 
could be divided from the nave by parclose screens, and subdivided 
into separate chapels, into which no one entered except the priests and 
the members of the family who had founded the chantry, and who 
often contributed the money expended on the fabric needed to accom
modate the altar.

The prosperity of the town of Sedgefield in the thirteenth century 
is therefore indicated in the necessity which arose for extending the



parish church for the further accommodation of chantry altars. This 
was done by taking down the chancel arch and rebuilding it further 
east, transforming the eastern responds of the nave into compound piers 
with three attached, or detached shafts, as the case might be, carrying 
arches from these piers to the rebuilt chancel arch, and others at right 
angles to them, across the aisles to the junction of the west wall of the 
transepts with the aisle walls. The detail of this work shows that it 
was done about the year 1290, or about forty years after the church 
had been built. No windows of the time of the alteration remain, but 
the mouldings of the capitals, arches, and bands are of a very elaborate 
nature, and are good examples of mouldings of the geometrical period. 
There is no carving, the capitals being decorated with mouldings only. 
The arches spanning the east ends of the aisles and opening into the 
transepts are low segmental arches of somewhat ungainly form, and 
have chamfered inner orders, but have moulded outer orders and hoods 
towards the transepts. The transepts have late decorated windows. 
Each wing has two, of three lights each, in its eastern wall; there is a 
similar three-light window on the west side of the north transept, but 
none in the corresponding part of the south transept. The windows 
at either end are of the same design of five lights each. The date of 
these windows must be placed between the years 1340 and 1360 as 
the extreme limits. They cannot therefore have been executed when 
the transept arches were built. This is the chief difficulty in reading 
the architectural history of the church. A possible solution of it is 
that the transepts, as at first, erected, were not so long as now, or, 
what seems more probabe, that all the windows have been renewed 
since the walls were built. This is by no means hard to believe when 
we consider the very friable nature of the stone used in the earlier 
work, quite unfitted as it is for window tracery and mullions, which 
might well require renewal in a very few years. There may, how
ever, be some other explanation of the difficulty, but without a search 
for old foundations beneath the floors it is one that cannot be 
satisfactorily solved. In the east wall of the south transept are two 
piscinae and an aumbry. There were formerly also two image brackets. 
These were cut away, and the piscinae and aumbries filled up and plas
tered over by order of the late rector of Sedgefield to make all smooth. 
The recesses have been reopened, but the image brackets cannot of course 
be recovered. A verbal description of them given to me seems to



show that they were of the date of the transept arches. The corre
sponding wall of the north transept is hidden by panelling but one 
aumbry can be seen. In the south wall under the window are two 
sepulchral recesses,14 these contain effigies, one a male the other a 
female. The fomer is so mutilated and decayed that its details are 
unrecognisable. That of the lady is in good condition. It shows 
the costume of the figure is of about the date of the windows. The 
head rests on two cushions crossed, it is wimpled and veiled, there * 
is a loosely fitting robe and a cloak over the shoulders fastened in 
front by tasselled cords.

In front of this effigy is a brass with no inscription. It represents . 
a kneeling female figure of diminutive size between two shields.15

We now come to the chancel. It is entered through a lofty arch 
of the date of the nave arcades, but taken down and reset when the 
transept arches were built. It is now' of one order only, with a 
moulding of the same section as the outer order of the. nave arches, 
and, like them, a hood with the dentelle ornament. The arch dies 
out into the jambs, which are quite plain and form a square angle 
with the east wall of the transept. It is clear, then, the chancel arch 
has lost its inner order. The condition of the soffit shows this dis
tinctly. It seems that it was taken out when the seventeenth century 
screen waŝ  erected. It is not likely that it would be taken out when 
the arch was reset at the end of the thirteenth century, and as the 
screen completely fills the arch it could not stand under it if the 

* inner order were in its place. This inner order was no doubt carried 
on detached shafts against the jambs, with carved capitals, like those 
to the responds in the nave. Over the arch are two large corbels 
which once supported the rood beam. What the original chancel was 
like we cannot know. The present one seems to be contemporary 
with the transept arches and part of the same extension. It is 
plastered and panelled inside, and the outside walls are also plastered 
over, the buttresses only showing their ashlar. It is therefore some
what difficult to say what changes it has undergone. It is divided 
into three bays by two buttresses on each side. It has two angle 
buttresses at the eastern angles and a half buttress, cut off with a

14 The arches are, unfortunately, new, and the details of the piscina and 
aumbry are so slight and damaged that it is unsafe to infer much from  them, 

'but they seem to belong to the e. 1290 work, which goes to show that the 
transepts were not extended c. 1350, but only the windows renewed.

15 See Arch. A el. vol. xy . p. 88.



sloping head, in the centre of the east wall under the window. The 
two pairs of angle buttresses have gabled heads, with a ridge moulding 
of trefoil section; the flanking buttresses have sloped heads with a 
plain roll moulding where they meet the walls. These details and 
the section of the string-course under the windows indicate a date 
corresponding with that of the transept arches. In the east bay on 
the south side-is a small priest’s door with plain chamfered jambs and 
heads. The side windows are of two lights and have bastard tracery; 
they date from the last century. The east window is a fine one of 
five lights with flowing tracery, designed on somewhat the same lines 
as the great west window of the nave of Durham cathedral, which 
was inserted under prior Fossour, c. 1350, and the east window at 
Houghton-le-Spring, though not so elaborate as either. It is clearly 
an insertion in an older wall, and is no doubt of the same date as the 
transept windows.

The next change made was at the west end. This was the build
ing of a new tower on a grand scale. The older arrangements at the 
west end have already been alluded to, and it will be seen from the 
plan that the builders of the new tower destroyed the old west end 
and shortened the nave to the extent of seven and a half feet, and 
built the new west wall close up to the springing of the arches, by 
doing away with the long responds, which had been provided to take 
the thrust of the arcades. The great mass of the new tower provided 
sufficient abutment and rendered these unnecessary. We cannot help, 
however, regretting that this was done, as we have thereby lost all 
the details of the old west end.

The tower has been described as being ‘ by far the best and 
stateliest in the county.’16 It is of great size and'height with thick 
walls and heavy diagonal buttresses. It rises in three stages, the walls 
being thinned at each stage by means of external set-offs. The lower 
stage is open to the church by a lofty pointed arch of two orders with 
hollow chamfers. The outer order dies into the jambs, the inner one 

• is carried to the floor with no imposts or capitals to break the lines. 
In this stage is one window in the west wall wffiich is a modern inser
tion, and is said not to resemble very closely the original one. The 
middle stage has small square-headed lights in each face.17 The third

16 Rev. J. F. Hodgson.
17 That on the east side is now hidden by the modern high roof.



stage is the belfry, and has a large window in each face. These were 
originally of two lights, subdivided into four in the heads. The 
tracery is now destroyed as are the mullions, and modern louvres are 
inserted. The heads of the tracery lights remain however, and show 
that they were finished with trefoil cuspings. The reveals of these 
windows are broad and deep casements which are carried round the 
arches quite plain. The arches are low elliptical ones. Above the 
belfry windows is a cornice, and then a battlemented parapet with 
broad merlons and high embrasures. The buttresses have five set-offs, 
and at the last one at the top they die into the angles of the tower by 
a long slope under the main cornice. From these slopes, and occupy
ing the angles, are lofty octagonal turrets, which rise high above the 
battlements. These are finished with moulded cornices, battlements, 
and stone spirelets surmounted by iron vanes.

It is clear from the construction of this tower that it was intended 
to be crowned with a lantern on four flying arches like those at St. 
Nicholas’s, Newcastle, St. Giles’s, Edinburgh, and King’s College 
chapel, Aberdeen. One of the bells bears the arms of Thornton and 
Rhodes, from which it has been inferred that this tower is due to a 
large extent to their munificence, which is by no means unlikely when 
we consider how closely it resembles in its outlines and details the 
work at the churches of St. Nicholas and All Saints in Newcastle with 
which the Rhodes and Thornton families were so intimately connected. 
The second Roger Thornton died in 1483,18 and it is not unlikely that 
it was in his time, or soon after, that this tower was erected, though 
the details show that it is much later than St. Nicholas’s, Newcastle, 
and seem to carry it to the very end of the fifteenth, if not into the 
sixteenth, century.

■To the same period as the tower-belonged the clerestory of the 
nave. It is lamentable that one must speak in the past tense of this 
important feature. It was most foolishly destroyed in 1850, and a 
poorly constructed high pitched roof put up in place of the ancient 
one. One would have thought that a moment’s reflection would have 
shown the destroyers how utterly absurd and illogical their action was. 
They thought that by destroying the clerestory, which was a late 
addition to the church, and putting up their poor modern roof, they 
were bringing back the church to its condition in the thirteenth 

1S Boyle. Vestiges of Old Newcastle, p. 176.



century. The impossibility of doing this never occurred to them, and 
to make their position a logical one they should have also destroyed 
the tower and produced an imaginary copy of the thirteenth century 
west end. The result of the destruction is that the church is now in 
a worse condition than it ever was before. The nave is so dark that 
it has a disagreeably depressing effect from the continual gloom that 
reigns there. The builders of the tower knew that by removing the 
old west end with its windows they would rob the church of a great 
deal of necessary light. They therefore provided a clerestory to make 
up for what they took away. It is humiliating to think that what the 
wisdom of the fifteenth century provided the folly of the nineteenth 
century should destroy. The clerestory is shown in Billings’s interior 
view of the church (plate xxxiv). It is there seen to have consisted 
of.a range of three-light windows under obtusely'pointed arches. At 
that time the nave retained its old plaster. This was also removed 
with the clerestory, leaving the rubble walls naked, as they were never 
intended to be seen, and robbing the interior of the benefit of the 
reflected light from their white surfaces. The period of the so-called 
‘ Gothic Revival’ was more truly a ‘ dark.age’ than any which had 
preceded it. The chancel and transepts still retain their plaster, and 
it is hoped that the man is not yet born who will venture to remove 
it and leave them in the condition of the nave.

Of the ancient furniture and fittings of the church there are no 
remains, but the chancel is stalled and panelled with oak and provided 
with an elaborate and handsome screen of the period of the ‘ Restora
tion.’ This work was done under Dennis Granville, A.M., rector from 
1667-1691, and a son-in-law of bishop Oosin, who carried out the 
furnishing of the choir of the cathedral, and that of Brancepeth church, 
which is similar- but inferior to the Sedgefield work. Mr. Hodgson 
thinks, and there seems no reason to doubt it, that all this work was 
executed by James Clements of Durham, who died in 1690.

There are now no remains of ancient stained glass, but there 
formerly existed some pieces in the windows of the south transept, on 
one of these was a portion of an inscription in black letter characters—
tie I&enlee Sector ecclesh fectt . . . .. fmjstram.

Below this was a fleur-de-lys and other ornaments. In another 
window of the south transept was ‘ a head with a coronet.’19 John de

18 Hutchinson’s Durham.



Henlee was rector from 1361 to 1380, and in 1379 founded the 
chantry of St. Catherine in the north porch (transept). The other 
chantries mentioned were St. Thomas’s in the south transept and 
St. Mary’s.

The font is of the time of the Eev. Theophilus Pickering, S.T.P., 
who was rector from 1705 to 1711. It is evidently a copy in marble 
o f one of the same period as the tower, for it resembles in form those 
at St. Nicholas’s and St. John’s in Newcastle, and other places in the 
district. The details are of Pickering’s day,, and his arms occur on 
one of the eight shields which adorn the bowl along with those of his 
contemporaries and others of a much earlier date, such as Thornton, 
Greystock, and Hoton, evidently taken from the older font.20 Doctor. 
Pickering also gave the organ, which was the work of Father Schmidt. 
He also provided the sixth bell, but as he did not leave money enough 
to pay for it, it was returned to the founders at York.21

Sedgefield church is not rich in monuments. The earliest, and 
one of the most interesting, is the matrix of the brass lying in the 
floor of the chancel, of the first master of Greatham hospital, Andrew * 
de Stanley, who was appointed in 1271, and died before 1300. It is 
shown on one of the accompanying plates, The two effigies in the 
south transept have been mentioned already.

There are a number of brasses; two are in their stones still. That 
of a lady in the south transept was only found in 1876, when that part 
of the church underwent repair and alteration. The Hoton brass is 
under the gallery in the north transept. Two shrouded figures of the 
memento mori kind, and some inscriptions .are detached. Two of those 
have been lost since Surtees wrote, but are said to be in private hands 
in Sedgefield.22 Some modern brasses and other monuments'given in 
Surtees have also been destroyed at subsequent renovations.

The north transept was filled with a gallery about 1754, when • 
John Burdon, esquire, built Hardwick hall. The gallery has a hand
some front adorned with the arms of Burdon. Beneath it is the 
vestry, which is panelled with old oak wainscot, and contains some 
ancient furniture. '

The plate and bells have already been fully described in the 
Proceedings?*

2° A ll the coats are given in Boyle’s Guide to Durham, p . 642. 21 Randal.
22 The Sedge field brasses have been described and illustrated in this series already, vol. xv. p. 87. 23 y ol> iiit ^
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EXPLANATION OF THE PLATES.
P l a t e  X X X I I .  V i e w  o p  t h e  E x t e r i o r  f r o m  t h e  N o r t h - e a s t .

This is a photo-lithographic reduction of B illings’s engraving in The, Archi
tectural Antiquities of the County of Durham. I t shows the tower with the 
belfry windows robbed of their tracery, the low-pitched roof over the nave, and 
the head of one of the clerestory windows. The left hand window in the north 
transept had formerly tracery the same as the other, as shown by the e mullion  
sea ts’ on the sill. This was removed and the single mullion substituted some
time in the last century when the side windows of the chancel were put in.

P l a t e  X X X III.—G r o u n d  P l a n  o f  t h e  C h u r c h .

This plan has been specially measured and drawn and corrected to date. I t  - 
is shaded to show the dates of the different parts of the church. The founda
tions of the old west end of the north aisle were uncovered by Mr. Giles, of 
Sedgefield, in 1884. Similar foundations remain in part at the west end of the  
south aisle. * There are two steps down from the nave to the transepts. The 
transepts and chancel are practically on the same level, except for a slight step 
of quite recent date, made when the chancel floor was laid with tiles. I t is very 
unusual to find a chancel at a lower level than a nave, and as the site of bedge- 
field church is practically level, an explanation of it  here is difficult.

The jamb of the original window in the north aisle was found by Mr. Giles. . 
It is difficult of access, as it  is blocked by the organ which stands in the aisle. 
The female effigy and the brass in the south transept were concealed by pews 
and unknown till 1876. The two effigies m ay be taken to commemorate a man  
and his wife who were the chief means of the erection of this part of the 
church, as the w all beneath the window is thickened to contain .the recesses. 
These recesses would be provided when the wall was built and the effigies 
added some time afterwards, as was often done. The fact of the costume being  
later in character than the date assigned to the transepts does not therefore 
m ilitate against the above supposition.

The centre buttress under the east window seems to have been cut down  
when the present window was inserted. f The font has been moved more than  
once in modern times.

P l a t e  X X X I V . — I n t e r i o r  o f  t h e  N a v e , L o o k i n g  S o u t h - e a s t .

This is also a reduction of one of B illings’s plates. It shows the nave void 
of seats, and the details of the arcades, which are well drawn. In  the fore
ground is an ancient almsbox, n ow 1 gone. The lid is shown raised, and the box 
is seen to be hollowed out of a long piece of wood which was le t into the floor.

, The clerestory windows are clearly seen. The tw o-light window in the south  
transept shows that these windows were altered like the one already alluded to 
in the north transept. In the distance are seen the Carolinian screen and 
panelling of the chancel, the chancel roof, and one of the two corbels above the 
chancel arch.

P l a t e  X X X V .— C a r v e d  C a p i t a l  i n  t h e  N a v e .

This is a view from the south-west of the capital seen on the extreme right 
of Plate X X X IV . It shows two well-cut heads, into which a good deal of 
humour is thrown. The woman’s large square brooch is interesting. The 
carving is in excellent preservation, and the foliage is fu ll of power and spirit;



This shows the same capital from the north-east. Two long-necked dragons 
with feathered wings and bird’s claws are biting each other, surrounded by 
foliage carved with extreme vigour.

P l a t e  X X X V II.— G r a v e - c o v e r s .

The le ft hand figure shows the grave-cover of Andrew Stanley in the floor of 
the chancel. It is really the matrix of a brass, w ith which metal the hollows 
and letters were filled. The Holy Lamb is seen bearing an exceedingly long  
floriated cross, representing perhaps a processional cross. It is not clear what 
object filled the hollow just below the head of the cross. A chalice was shown 
ly in g  on the stem. The inscription is in  old French.

The right hand figure shows what was, when perfect, a very beautiful grave- 
cover. ' I t is very much weathered, and lies under a holly bush near the south 
w all of the chancel. Its date is about tKat of the nave, and it  has the rare 
feature of a double row of dog-tooth ornament in the head. The double eight- 
rayed cross resembles some of the best examples at Gainford, Barnard Castle, 
and other places. I t is, however, the only one in the county which has the 
whole surface of the stone ornamented with twining stems and foliage, in which  
respect it  ranks amongst the best examples known, such as that of Gundrada, 
countess otW arren, at Lewes, and that of the princess Joanna, wife of Llewellyn,

‘ prince of W ales, at Margam, the grand one at Corwen, and a few others.
P l a t e  X X X V III .—G r a v e - c o v e r s .

These are all in  the tower. The richly ornamented one to the le ft of the plate 
was found by the writer within the past ten years buried under a mass of rubbish 
and used as a covering stone to the top of the staircase to the belfry, where it  is 
out of sight, ’except from the top of the bell carriages. It dates from near the 
m iddle of the fourteenth century, when foliated ornament was shown in the 
most naturalistic manner. The cross moline on a shield, which again lies on a 
circular shield or plate, is of great interest. This charge was borne by the 
Fulthorps, who held land in the parish, and were buried at Grindon, where is a 
slab with a cross moline. It also appears as the arms of bishop Bek, and may 
be seen in stained glass in Howden collegiate church. Grave-covers of this 
elaborate character are very rare. An example with oak leaves and of similar 
design has recently been found at Redmarshall. At Gorsenside, in Northum
berland, is one in an advanced state of decay with fine natural foliage. The 
other two grave-covers on this plate are also in the tower.

Initial letter and arms on bell, Sedgefield church : Thornton (I) and Rodes (2).


