
When Kildwick Church nearly fell down  

ɀ and what was done to save it  

Introduction  

The history of Kildwick Church is long and rather complicated.  Even a cursory examination by 

someone, such as the author of this piece, who has no real understanding of architectural history 

leads to the conclusion that the current building has been extensively re-modelled over the years - 

with various extensions added and changes to the roof-line made. 

 

Exterior of Kildwick Church, showing the south side of the building.   

The clear άbreakέ in the roof-line indicates the start of the Tudor extension. 

The generally accepted view, taken from a number of histories, is that the earliest part of the current 

building is at the west-end, and that this dates from the early 1300s; the tower is slightly later, from 

the mid-1300s; the central section dates to the mid-1400s; and the east-end is from around 1505.  

The porch is Victorian. 



 

tƭŀƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ {ǘΦ !ƴŘǊŜǿΩǎ /ƘǳǊŎƘ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΣ ǎƘƻǿƛƴƎ ƛǘǎ phases of development 

The first signs of trouble  

In the 1890s it became clear that some of the workmanship in these various phases of building was 

less than wonderful. 

 

Craven Herald 8/4/1892 

So, that was all sorted then ? 
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Well, apparently not.  Although no newspaper reports have been found it does seem that someone 

was rather concerned about the condition of the church fabric and, at a meeting of the church 

management committee in May 1897, it was decided to ask the professional opinion of an architect. 

The full nature of the problem  

By the end of May 1897, the architect had reported back.  It was not good news.  He recommended 

ǘƘŀǘ άNo part of the Church east of the pulpit should be used until restored".   

 

Area of the church thought unsafe ς as of May 1897 

In June, the architectΩǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊƛǎƘƛƻƴŜǊǎΦ 

 

Craven Herald 18/6/1897 (extracts) 

POTENTIALLY UNSAFE 



But exactly how dangerous was the building ? 

The report of the same meeting in the Keighley News included a quote from the architect that: άΦΦΦ 

he was strongly of opinion that the church must be looked to without unnecessary delay.  The 

ŎƘŀƴŎŜƭ ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ Ƴŀƴ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ǘŜƭƭ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎǘŀƴŘ ǘŜƴ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻǊ ǘŜƴ ƘƻǳǊǎΦέ 

ό! ƭŀǘŜǊ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ǉǳƻǘŜŘ aǊΦ tŜǘŜǊǎƻƴ ŀǎ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŎƻƭƭŀǇǎŜ άƛƴ ǘŜƴ ƳƛƴǳǘŜǎέΦύ 

The situation was urgent.  So what was to be done ? 

Some of the pillars at the east end of the church, those identified as being in the most dangerous 

condition, were propped but beyond that very little work was done on the building for the next four 

and a half years ! 

Problems, d iscussions and delays (1897 ɀ 1901)  

I897  
In November 1897 a Church Restoration Committee was formed, with the church-wardens acting as 

members, with Dr. Fletcher and Mr. F.G. Peacock, as Secretaries.  Austin and Paley of Lancaster were 

appointed as architects. 

The immediate problem was money.  The church had none; in fact it was in debt.  An initial appeal 

for funds was largely unsuccessful and it was left to members of the parish to try and raise funds.  An 

undated article in the Craven Herald records ladies of the parish providing tea every other Tuesday 

at 6d each ς but it was clear from the outset that the work would take more money than could be 

raised from the parishioners alone. 

The financial situation was exacerbated by the fact that, surprising though this might sound to a 

modern-day lay person, the church management committee did not have the full say over what 

could be done to the church building.  The east end of the building ς the section most in need to 

attention ς was the responsibility of Christ Church, in Oxford.  Other smaller areas, including the two 

chapels at the east end were the responsibility of private patrons. 

Christ Church initially disputed exactly how much of the area that required attention was their 

responsibility ς a disagreement that went on until March 1900.  Nevertheless they agreed to an 

immediate donation of £300. 

I898  
In January an appeal was launched to raise funds for the restoration work. 

In September the vicar, Rev. A.D.C. Thompson, wrote to the restoration committee announcing that 

he intended to tell the congregation that the building had been declared safe ς although there is no 

evidence of this being the case ς and that the choir would resume their seats (in the area which 

Peterson had described as unsafe).   

The views of the committee, the congregation and the choir are not known.  But if this did happen it 

must have been a short-lived, and potentially dangerous, experiment.  



In November an architect appointed by Christ Church visited the church and noted that the building 

άŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜǎ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ ǿŀȅέΦ  IŜ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǘŀƪŜ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ 

building and that the organ be temporarily moved to the west end of the church for safety.  In his 

letter to the committee he included a newspaper clipping about a church in France that had recently 

collapsed following a storm. 

1899  
In January 1899 any progress on the restoration work came to a sudden halt, when the vicar 

resigned.  Rev. Thompson had been in ill health for some time and the strain of the restoration work, 

plus the demands made upon him by the typhoid epidemic then raging in the village, led him to 

announce his immediate departure. 

In June there was a flurry of letters between Christ Church and the new vicar, Rev. E.H. Morris.  

Christ Church were concerned that there was no plan for the restoration of the whole church, 

beyond the section for which they were responsible.  They felt that there was little point spending 

money on their section if, subsequently, the rest of the building was found to be in a bad condition. 

In October the mill owner Mr. James Bairstow agreed to act as Treasurer to the restoration 

ŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜ ƛƴ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ƳŀƧƻǊ ŀǇǇŜŀƭ ŦƻǊ ƳƻƴŜȅ ǘƻ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ άƘƛƎƘ ǾŀƭǳŜέ ŘƻƴƻǊǎΦ 

In November a representative from Austin and Paley visited to prepare the definitive specification 

for the restoration work, as requested by Christ Church.  Their full report was presented in 

December.   

This extended the area requiring attention further west than the original plan and a 

recommendation was made for the immediate propping-up of the pillar to the west of the organ.  

The cost of the restoration work would increase by 20%. 

 

Area of the church thought to require attention (shaded) ς as of December 1899 

However there was some good news for the church.  In their investigations the architects found that 

the original chancel (the area for which Christ Church were responsible) also extended further west 

than originally thought.  bŜǾŜǊǘƘŜƭŜǎǎΣ ŀǎ ǘƛƳŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǘŜƭƭΣ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘΩǎ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ 

ƳŀǎǎƛǾŜƭȅ ǳƴŘŜǊŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΩǎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ς which would only come to light 

once work had started. 



1900  
Lƴ WŀƴǳŀǊȅ ǘƘŜ άǎǳōǎŎǊƛōŜǊǎέ ŀǇǇŜŀƭ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ǎŜƴǘ ƻǳt.  A revised version was sent in February ς 

which included details of the £1185 already raised by the church; and in March a group of potential 

donors was shown around the building. 

The full amount given by donors during the whole of 1900 totalled just £380.  A church bazaar, held 

over three days in June, raised over £540.  The Duke of Devonshire made an interesting offer: that 

ƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƎƛǾŜ ϻмлл ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦǳƴŘ άǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǎǳŎŎŜŜŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǊŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ǎǳƳέΦ 

On March 26th the restoration committee received a letter from Christ Church offering the church 

ϻтрл άƛƴ Ŧǳƭƭ discharge of ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻōƭƛƎŀǘƛƻƴέΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘΦ 

By the end of the year a full and final set of plans for the restoration were in place and work was 

ready to start.  Unfortunately, at this critical moment the vicar decided to go on holiday to France ς 

for four months ! 

1901  
The vicar returned to Kildwick in March and immediately tendered his resignation. 

CƻǊǘǳƴŀǘŜƭȅ ƛǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǘŀƪŜ ƭƻƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǾƛŎŀǊΣ wŜǾΦ 9Φ²Φ .ǊŜǊŜǘƻƴΣ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀǇǇƻƛƴǘŜŘ.  Unfortunately, 

at the first meeting of the restoration committee he attended, in June, the new vicar asked for a 

range of changes to be made to the previously agreed plans. 

These largely involved an internal reorganisation of the church, mainly with regard to the private 

chapels at the north-east and south-east corners of the building.  He also wanted some of the 

private pews to be made available for use by the choir and insisted that the work be done in phases 

so that a part of the church would be available for services throughout period of the restoration.  

aƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ƻōǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǇŜǊƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ǿƘƻ άƻǿƴŜŘέ ǘƘŜ 

chapels and pews, necessitating further delay ς and a further increase in the cost of the work. 

Local companies were invited to tender for the work to be carried out and, on October 11th, the 

following tenders were accepted: 

Mr. John Barritt, Kildwick (Stonemason)   £ 1600-0-0 
Messrs. Judson & Steele, Keighley (Joiners)  £ 1046-0-0 
Mr John Greenwood, Crosshills (Plasterers & Slaters) £    69-10-0 
Messrs. Lambert & Son, Haworth (Plumbers)  £   276-0-0 
Laycock & Bannister (Organ works)   £   165-0-0 

Total:       £ 3156-10-0 

So everything looked to be in place and ready to go.  What could possibly hold things up now ? 

It seems that late in October Christ Church withdrew their offer of £750 on the grounds that it had 

been made before the recent revisions to the plan.  A angry exchange of letters then took place, 

including one sent by the former vicar, Rev. E.H. Morris, to the committee.  He wrote: 

What has gone wrong ?  The £750 was agreed.  I was present and will be prepared to 

act as a witness ! 



The promised amount was finally confirmed by Christ Church in mid-November.  However the 

money was only handed over in instalments as sections of the work was completed.  This led to 

angry exchanges between the committee and Christ Church on more than one occasion. 

The final service before the restoration work commenced was held on the Sunday before Advent; 

November 24th, 1901.  It was almost 10 years since the first report of structural problems was 

reported. 

Restora tion work (1901 ɀ 1903)  

NOTE:  In addition to structural work done on the church, the restoration project also involved work 

on the organ, the installation of a new heating system, and replacement gas-lighting.  See 

Appendix A for details of some of the work done on the organ.  As for the rest, although these form 

interesting stories in themselves they lie outside the scope of this piece and are referenced only in 

passing. 

 

The day after the final service work on the restoration of the church began.   

All the moveable furniture: screens, pews, etc., were taken out and put into storage.  A wooden 

partition was then built between the fifth pillars from the east end, extending across the full width of 

the building.  The altar was set up in front of the partition and it was here, in the western part of the 

church that services were conducted between December 1st 1901 and September 21st 1902. 

 

Location of the protective partition (red) ς 25/11/1901 to 20/9/1902 

and the work carried out in December 1901 and January 1902 (shaded) 

On December 2nd, the plaster was stripped off the four arches and pillars on the south side that had 

been previously been propped ς shown shaded above.  Cracks were found in a number of the pillars 

and arches, with one pillar cracked diagonally almost from top to bottom.  

The reason why the pillars were leaning towards the south was also found.  None of them had 

foundations and had been erected on the surface of the soil, or only a few inches beneath, and over 

graves which had subsequently collapsed.  



All four pillars and arches, and the wall above that the arches supported were demolished.  It was 

during this work that the wall above the arches would found to contain blocks of stone with carved 

scroll-work, later identified as being fragments of Saxon (actually Anglo-Danish) crosses dating from 

around 950AD.  

New foundations were dug for all four pillars, to a depth of six feet, and filled with concrete.   

On January 18th 1902, a ceremonial laying of the new foundation stones was carried out.  They were 

laid by (west to east): 

¶ Mr. John Clough, of Steeton ς a significant contributor to the restoration fund 

¶ Mr. F. E. Slingsby, of Farnhill Hall ς member of the restoration committee 

¶ Dr. Fletcher, of Crosshills ς ditto  

¶ Mrs. Brereton ς ǘƘŜ ǾƛŎŀǊΩǎ ǿƛŦŜ 

Each of the four were presented with a commemorative silver trowel ς one of which has recently 

been donated to the church. 

 

 

Ceremonial trowel presented to Mr. John Clough of Steeton 

Sadly John Clough did not live to see the work on Kildwick Church completed.  In May 1903, on a visit 

to Blackpool, he was knocked down and killed by an electric tram.  Dr. Fletcher also died soon after 

the ceremony, in February 1903. 



Once the foundation stones were laid the pillars, arches and wall was rebuilt using the old stones 

where possible and new stones where the old ones could not be re-used. 

 

Three of the four rebuilt pillars and arches at the south-east of the church 

Attention then turned to the external wall of the south aisle and its roof. 

 

Location of the work carried out on the roof and inside of the south wall  

in February and March 1902 (shaded) 

It was found that the spars holding up the roof of the single-storey south aisle were rotten and 

needed to be replaced. 



This work involved removing the existing plaster on the inside of the south wall.  It had been hoped 

to then just re-point the stonework, however it was found that the size and quality of the stones did 

not allow re-pointing, and the wall would need to be re-plastered. 

 

With structural work completed on the south side of the building, attention was next turned to the 

four pillars and arches on the north side. 

 

Location of work carried out on the north side pillars 

in March and April 1902 (shaded) 

On April 19th, the foundation stones of the four new pillars on the north side were laid by (west to 

east): 

¶ Mr. James Bairstow, of Sutton ς mill owner 

¶ Mr. F. G. Peacock, of Crosshills ς committee member 

¶ Mrs. Atkinson, of Headingley ς daughter of the Rev. J.T.C. Fawcett (former vicar) 

¶ Mr. Frank Lace, of Crosshills. 

At almost the same time, agreement was finally reached with the owner of the chapel in the north-

east corner of the building (the Currer Chapel) to remove a memorial located in front of the window 

in the east wall and place it on the north wall. 

This reordering of the chapel turned out to be rather fortuitous as it was quickly found that part of 

the north wall of the chapel ς the exterior wall of the building ς was leaning inwards.   

 



 

Location of work carried out on the north side of the building during May and June 1902 (shaded) 

The roof was removed and the external wall taken down.  Here again it was found that this wall had 

no foundations, having been built directly on the ground surface. 

 

Currer Chapel, looking east, without a roof and with part of the north wall taken down (June 1902) 

 


