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St Margaret of Antioch, Tanfield 
 
Tanfield parish church consists of a four-bay aisled nave with a western tower with a two-
storeyed vestry on its north,  and a three-bay aisleless chancel with an organ chamber and 
vestry on the north. 

 
The Tower of 1853 (left) is built of  close-jointed 
sandstone ashlar in courses that vary in height, 
similar in character to the fabric of the earlier nave. 
It has three floors but rises in one unbroken stage 
externally, above a two-stepped chamfered plinth; 
at the western angles are stepped diagonal 
buttresses that rise to around half its height. The 
lower stage has a Romanesque doorway on the 
south, holding boarded double doors on foliate iron 
hinges, under a semicircular arch of  two orders. 
The inner order has stop-chamfered jambs and a 
shouldered head with an open tympanum/overlight 
holding leaded glazing, whilst the moulded outer 
order is carried on jamb shafts with slightly 
eccentric ’scalloped’ caps and moulded bases. 
Above the doorway is a rectangular tablet inscribed: 

 
THIS TOWER ERECTED 
BY JOHN EDEN ESQ.R 

BEAMISH PARK 
ANNO DOMINI MDCCCLIII. 

 
On the first floor of the tower is a large west window, again of Romanesque form, with two 
round-arched lights set in an arch with similar detail to the south door; on the north and south 
at this level are narrow shoulder-topped lancets. Higher are there belfry openings on north, 
south and east, each a pair of shoulder-headed lights; on the west at the same level is a clock 
face in a moulded circular surround, under a moulded hood with turned-back ends. The tower 
is topped by a bold oversailing parapet with a crenellated chamfered coping, set on moulded 
corbels. 
 
The Nave is built of coursed ashlar with a light diagonal tooling, above a single-step 
chamfered plinth (not visible on the north), and has a broad square-section projecting band at 
around two-thirds height, and a short section of moulded cornice (as if it were the capital of 
an angle pilaster) at each corner.  The actual coping of the end walls is of 19th century date, 
when the roof pitch was raised, although the stonework of the consequent heightening has 
been carefully matched in so that the change is no longer apparent.  At the west end of the 
south wall, just below the band, is an incised inscription: 

 
  This Chapel was rebuilt and enlarged by voluntary  

Contributions Anno 1749                                           
 

Each side wall has four square-headed windows, cutting through the band, each is of two 
trefoiled ogee lights with trefoiled ogee sub-lights above and a moulded hood with turned 
back ends; in their original form these were round-headed Georgian openings and the turning 
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of the earlier arched heads (to which the band formed imposts) is still traceable; the 
projecting sills seems to survive from the 18th century windows. The doorways of the 1749 
nave were set beneath the western window on each side; their positions are now only 
discernible as a patches of lighter masonry, otherwise well-matched with the older walling. 
The east gable has a coping that is chamfered on its underside, and a cross finial. 
 
The Chancel is built of yellow sandstone ashlar of 19th-century character, and is of three 
bays, articulated by  two stepped buttresses that rise to two-thirds of the height of the wall. 
There is a chamfered plinth, and each bay has a plain lancet window; there is an oversailing 
course to the eaves. The east end has diagonal buttresses and three stepped lancets, with a 
further small lancet in the gable above, which has a coped gable on moulded kneelers and a 
wheel cross finial.  

 
On the north of the chancel, the 
east end of the Eastern Vestry is 
set back slightly from the line of 
the chancel east wall; the vestry is 
built of similar materials to the 
chancel. Its east end has a single 
lancet window with an opening to 
the boiler house beneath. The north 
wall is in two parts; the eastern 
third has a 20th century door in an 
older opening, and to the east a 12-
pane sash window (with horns); a 
patch of new masonry below its 
sill shows that this was also a 

doorway until recently (1995) the taller western part (the organ chamber) has its upper 
section carried on a moulded oversailing course at the level of the eaves of the eastern part, 
and has a 12-pane sash near its west end. 
 
The North-Western Vestry has its roof pent against the tower, and is not  quite as tall as the 
nave; it is constructed of light-coloured ashlar like that of the  chancel, and has a chamfered 
plinth. On the north there is a part-glazed door in a chamfered  Tudor-arched doorway  with 
sunk spandrels, and a small chamfered loop to the west. The west side has a square-headed 
window to each floor, the lower of two trefoiled round-arched lights, and the upper of two 
trefoiled ogee lights under a hood with turned back ends 
 
The church roofs are of Welsh slate. 
 
The Interior  
 
Inside the base of the Tower, which now forms an entrance lobby into the church, the south 
doorway has a roughly-segmental rear arch (behind plaster); on the north is a doorway into 
the North-Western Vestry with above it a brass plate stating  ‘this church was remodelled, 
restored and re-seated, and a new organ placed in it by public subscription, at a cost of £ 
2,300 etc….. and was reopened in 1878'. Austin, Johnson and Hicks are recorded as being the 
architects. The base of the tower/entrance lobby has a boarded ceiling divided into nine 
panels by moulded beams, with painted flowers at the intersections. 
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The first floor of the tower is gained by a stair in the North-Western Vestry, rising to a 
doorway set towards the west end of the north wall. This floor, now the clock chamber, has 
been sub-divided by an additional floor installed in 1990. The lower chamber contains the 
clock mechanism (by ‘W Potts & Sons Leeds England 1920’) and a stair rising against the 
south wall to the new upper chamber; at this level there is a small doorway in the east wall 
opening into the roof of the main body of the church. In the lower chamber are two painted 
boards, and in the upper a further one, commemorating 19th century feats by the bell ringers1 .  
At the level of the upper chamber the heads of the windows on west, north and south all have 
simple round simple round rear arches, behind plaster. A metal stair rises to the belfry, where 
the internal wall faces are of roughly-coursed and roughly-square stone, with some large 
projecting blocks c 0.50 m below the roof, which is carried by two heavy north-south beams. 
A further ladder at the south-west corner rises from the bell frames to the tower top, where 
there are several inscriptions on the internal face of the embattled parapet. On the coping of 
the southern embrasure on the east side are the names of Benjamin Arkless and John Joicey, 
churchwardens, on the eastern merlon on the north side is an incised geometric pattern, and at 
the north end of the western parapet the initials AK in florid script, with a heart above a cross. 
 
The entrance lobby opens to the main body of the church by a pair of double doors with a 
leaded and coloured glass overlight, set within the tower arch, which is cut across by the floor 
of the clock chamber. The arch itself is two-centred and of two chamfered orders, both dying 
into a single chamfer on the jambs, under a simple hood with turned-back ends 
 

The interior of the 
church is rendered 
and colour-washed. 
The arcades of the 
Nave  are each of 
four bays, and have 
two-centred arches 
with triple chamfers, 
and hoodmoulds 
chamfered below and 
rounded above. The 
chamfers of the 
arches die into the 
circular piers which 
have no capitals, but 
do have large 
chamfered circular 

bases; at the responds the arches simply die into the wall. The aisle windows have sloping 
sills and plain inner lintels, all behind plaster. The chancel arch is of similar form to those of 
the arcades, the triple chamfers of the arch dying into the chamfered jambs. At the east end of 
the north aisle organ pipes conceal an arch into the organ chamber. There is a panelled dado 
around the side walls of the aisles. 
 
In the Chancel there is a segmental-pointed arch to the Organ Chamber, at the west end of 
                                                           
1That in the upper chamber, set above the doorway into the roof space, records that ‘ six members of Durham 
and Newcastle Diocesan Association of Ringers on Saturday April 11th, 1891, range 5040 changes in 7 methods 
of minor’. 
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the north wall, and east of it a square-headed doorway to the Vestry, in a moulded timber 
surround with a brattished coping; east of this again is a projecting piscina bowl, a relic of the 
medieval church, segmental in plan and rather like a capital in form with vertical ribs and 
lines of beading between2. The lancet windows in the south wall have plain rear arches in 
diagonally-tooled ashlar, but the triplet in the east wall have moulded rear arches on jamb 
shafts with carved capitals. There is a panelled dado  
 
The Vestry has its internal walls plastered and roughcast. There is a shallow projection at the 
east end of the south wall, and on the west a boarded partition to the Organ Chamber. 
  
The nave has a panelled flat Ceiling in four bays, each bay being divided into nine panels by 
moulded beams, with, as in the entrance lobby, gilded square flowers at the intersection of the 
beams and on the wall plats; there are similar ceilings over the aisles. In the second and 
fourth bays from the west are ventilation panels with stylised pierced tracery.  The chancel 
has a three-bay boarded wagon roof, again with large gilt flowers ornamenting the wall plate 
and the intersections of principals and longitudinal roof members. 
 
The Roof Structure of the Nave, accessible from the tower, is of four bays, and quite 
complex. It appears that low-pitched 18th-century trusses of queen post type, with a horizontal 
collar or tie between the heads of the posts, have been altered in the 19th century to carry the 
present more steeply-pitched roof. 
 
Fittings and Furnishings 
 
The Font stands at the west end of the nave close to the north jamb of the tower arch. It is an 
elaborate piece commemorating the Diamond Jubilee (1897) of Queen Victoria, although in 
addition to commemorating the dates of the queen’s accession and jubilee it also has shields 
with the dates March 1st 1877 and 1924.  The octagonal marble bowl has motifs including a 
bust of Victoria and the Sacred Monogram, and is carried on an elaborate series of marble 
shafts and a base with steps of red, green and  Frosterley marbles. 
 
The Altar Rails  have spiral-twist balusters  The openwork Chancel Screen is of late 
19th/early 20th century character and steps forward into the nave in front of the chancel arch; 
the adjacent  Pulpit , set against the eastern pier of the south arcade, is octagonal, with 
linenfold panelling and a carved and painted moulded cornice with a brattished top; it may 
well be contemporary with the screen. 
 
The Panelling in the chancel has a plaque stating that it was given in the memory James 
Joicey of Newcastle d 1863, and that the chancel was rebuilt and the painted glass window 
(presumably the eastern triplet) erected by his brothers. 
 
At the west end of the south aisle is a brass mural plaque forming a World War I Memorial . 
 
At the west end of the south wall of the chancel is an old Table of Kindred and Affinity 
and on either side of the east windows are quite elaborate Gothic Commandments Boards. 
 
The Stained Glass is of local interest. The east windows (Crucifixion centre, Resurrection on 
l. and Ascension on r.) are of mid-19th century date, and now quite badly faded; the patterned 
                                                           
2 It is presumably re-set (Surtees describes it as being in the south wall, a more usual setting for such a feature), 
although it is not impossible that medieval fabric survives in this wall.  
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glass in the three lancets on the south of the chancel is however quite good. The windows of 
the south aisle, from east to west, show various saints and scriptural scenes; the first was 
given in memory of John Eden of Beamish Park d 1885, the second in memory of Slingsby 
Arthur Duncombe Eden, also of Beamish Park, the third in memory of  Robert Clark of Lintz 
Green House, land agent, and the fourth to commemorate Captain Thomas Duncombe Shafto 
of the  Royal Fusiliers, killed in action in the Dardanelles in World War I. The westernmost 
window in the north aisle is of clear leaded glass but the other three commemorate Robert 
Davison (choirmaster) and his family (SS Andrew and Peter, perhaps midf 20th century), the  
Rev Canon Thomas Hewon Archdale (vicar 1877-1924) (SS Oswald and Cuthbert) and the 
fourth (scenes from the life of Christ, poor and now badly faded) John Joicey d 1881. 
 
The Bell Frames  are of the long-headed type and of timber, with pairs of braces from sill to 
head and intersecting (X) braces at each end; in plan they follow Pickford type 8.3; the 
frames are probably contemporary with the ring of eight Bells. Bells of the Durham and 
Newcastle Dioceses (1979) lists bells 1 and 2 as of 1894  and the remainder as of 1890, all by 
J.Warner. No 1 has an inscription stating that it was given by T.H & M.Archdall in memory 
of their daughter Ruby, and no 2 one stating that the other seven bells were given by T 
Duncombe Eden of Beamish Park. 
 
Sepulchral Monuments 
  
Re-set in the north wall of the chancel (and usually concealed by the 1922 episcopal chair) is 
an impressive ledger stone with an inscription to William Davison d.1734 and a coat of arms, 
set in a moulded ashlar architrave. 
 
 Opposite in the south wall is another re-set ledger, with  marginal inscription partly in Latin 
and one on the field, above a coat of arms.  The stone is now suffering from decay, and parts 
of the marginal inscription have gone. The whole text, as given by Surtees (1820. 221) is: 
 

 
Piæ memoriae sacrum uxor ejus chara 

Hoc fecit. Obiit 30 die Decemb. Año Dñi 1628. 
63 Aetatis sue anno. 

 
Under this hard marble lies clos’d in clay 

The Corps of that worthy Knight Sr Williã Wray 
He sent five babes to glory his way to prepare 
Moe two soñes two daughters of vtues rare.   

Behind him he left his death to bemone 
Dame Joan his wife, three sones, daughters one 

In life, a loving husband, a father deere 
The poore man’s comfort now lyeth here, 

To all a reall friend, a foe to none 
I hope to Æternal life his soule is gone    

 
Arms: Azure, on a chief Or three martlets Gules, in base a mullet, Wray; impaling, Barry of 
eight, Or and Sable, Selby    
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 Set beneath the east end of the north arcade of the nave is a ledger of Frosterley marble 
(perhaps a re-used medieval slab) now bearing an inscription to William Rippon, d 1775, 
along with a coat of arms. 
 
Between the two eastern windows in the south aisle is a mural tablet to George Rippon,  
d1817,  signed by J Jopling of Forth Street Newcastle; it carries a  broken column with the 
inscription ‘that spell is broken/that time is gone for ever/ that voice is heard no more/but still 
the recollection comes rushing by with thoughts’. 
 
In a corresponding position in the north aisle is a monument to Dorothea Methold, d.1857 
raised be her brother John Eden  ‘to record a long life of constant affection’, with a grieving 
figure alongside a sarcophagus; it is signed by Bedford, sculptor, of 256 Oxford Street 
London.  
 
Historical Notes 
 
1794 The first of the Durham historians, William Hutchinson (II 534, 1823 edition) 

states that : ‘The chapel of Tanfield hath lately been rebuilt, and fitted up in a 
handsome manner; it was formerly dependant on Chester’ 

 
1820 Surtees (II, 221) comments….’The Chapel is a very neat modern structure, 

entirely rebuilt in 1749, with the exception of some portion of the chancel, where 
a piscina remains in the South wall. The nave is supported by six light pillars; the 
whole of the windows are modern’. 

 
1857 Fordyce (II, 634) adds that ‘a tower was erected in 1854, the cost of which, about 

300l. was defrayed by Sir John Eden, Esq., of Beamish Park; and several other 
improvements were made about the same time 

 
 
Faculties and records of Structural Work 
 
These are now in Durham University Library (Palace Green section) and are coded 
DDR/EJ/FAC/3.... Only faculties which might relate in any way to the structural history of 
the building, or to archaeological matters, are listed. 
 
131 23.1.1749 Pulling down and rebuilding church. 
 
137 1792  Erecting a gallery at the west end of the chapel 
 
465 16.8.1906 Erection of vestry etc. 
 
2619 28.3.1936 Lowering of churchyard wall. 
 
3944 1.6.1957 New side chapel,…. and louvres in tower 
 
7949 1.2.1995 Replace an unused door & frame with a sliding sash window to match 

existing window in organ chamber. Match gap below cill. Plaster inside around 
window & below ledge to blend with plaster… 
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The Structural History of the Church 
 
The body of the church as it stands today is basically that of the 1749 building, although there 
is some evidence that this retains some fabric from its medieval predecessor. Surtees’ 
reference states that ‘some portion of the chancel’ of the older church was retained. Although 
no medieval features remain visible, other than the presumably-reset piscina in the north wall, 
the elongate plan of the chancel is not one that would be expected in a building of 17493; 
there is also what looks like a shallow pilaster buttress, now inside the vestry, which may be 
an older feature, although it might simply relate to the flue of a former fireplace4. The south 
and east walls are now of 19th-century ashlar without and plastered within, but may have 
simply been re-faced. 
 

The 1825 plan and elevation5 (left) 
give a good impression of the church 
as rebuilt in 1749. The nave had a 
range of four tall round-arched sash 
windows in each side wall, with doors 
beneath the western pair; the chancel 
had a similar window on the south, and 
one in the east end that was probably of 
the same type. There was a shallow 
projection in the centre of the west wall 
carrying the bell-cote, and a small 
square vestry set in the angle between 
the north wall of the chancel and the 
east wall of the much broader nave. 
There were four-bay arcades made up 
of slender piers, perhaps of  timber or 
cast-iron, and an L-plan stair at the 
north-west corner giving access to the 
western gallery and slender piers (of 
cast iron?) carried the western gallery 
inserted in 1792.  
 

Unfortunately faculty evidence does not appear to survive for the various 19th century 
changes  which the building underwent, but there is evidence in the church itself. The tower 
has an inscription dating it to 1853, although its pre-ecclesiological take on the Romanesque 
style must have already been old-fashioned by then; Fordyce states that ‘several other 
improvements’ were made at the same time. A plaque in the chancel refers to its being rebuilt 
in memory of James Joicey (d1863) and one under the tower states that the church was 
‘remodelled restored and re-seated’ in 1878 .    
 
                                                           
3 This is again true with the nearby church of Lamesley, supposedly an 18th-century rebuild. 
4 In support of this it is worth noting that the 1825 plan shows the chancel without any buttresses, and that a 
patch of more recent slates on the roof above suggests the removal of a stack. The interior of the vestry has 
clearly been considerably altered in the 20th century. 
5Durham University Library Addl. MS 82-85PLANS AND DRAWINGS OF CHURCHES IN THE 
ARCHDEACONRYOF DURHAM, 1825-29.   4 Volumes.Drawn by John Burlison and countersigned by 
Charles Thorp, Archdeacon of Durham 1831-62 
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Pevsner & Williamson (1983, 473) date the chancel to 1864, as the plaque suggests, and the 
‘raising’ of the arcades and ‘neo-Perp’ windows of the aisles to the remodelling of 1878, 
although there seems no evidence for their suggestion that the west tower might stand on 
13th-century foundations, and their implication that the aisles were actually added in 1878 is 
misleading. The overall result of all this work was in a Georgian building being thoroughly 
Gothicised to suit Victorian taste. Whether the 1864 work in the chancel  entailed complete 
demolition of its partly-medieval predecessor  or simply external re-facing of its walls is not 
entirely clear; presumably the vestry and organ chamber were added at the same date.  In 
1878 the 18th-century arcades were replaced by ones in a more fitting medieval style, with a 
matching arch spanning in the chancel. The present tower arch is also similar; one wonders if 
a pseudo-Romanesque one of 1853  was replaced at the same time. The north-western vestry  
is dated to 1906 by the surviving faculty. Apart from the insertion of an upper floor in the 
tower in 1990 this was the most recent significant structural change to the church. 
 
The Churchyard 
 
The churchyard is of irregular five-sided plan, with the church standing to the north of centre. 
On the south, south-west and east are low walls towards roads; the gateway on the west has 
piers of 18th-century character with attached jambs and moulded capitals, although the steep 
pyramidal finials look more recent.  A second gateway on the south also looks of 18th century 
date; it has piers with attached jambs and chamfered bases, and moulded caps with pyramidal 
finials, with low quadrant walls to outer piers with low pyramidal caps. 
 
There are a number of monuments of some historic interest6: 
 
(1) A headstone on the north of the path a short distance to the west of the church tower,
 dated 1727, to ‘Bape masons wife’ 

 
(2) A tapered slab (possibly a re-used medieval piece) lying beside the south wall of the 

south aisle, with a marginal inscription of 17th century character to Ralph Cock. 
 
(3) Headstone 3 m to the south of he south-west corner of the nave, to Anne Outterside, d 

1736, with a good carved top. 
 
(4) Headstone  c 3 m south-west of (3), to Rowland Richardson d.1737, with a good 

carved top. 
 
(5) Headstone nearby to Thomas and Elizabeth Smith d 1859, but for some reason the 

upper part of an earlier stone to Thomas Wheatley, d 1737•  has been carefully fixed 
to the top of it. 

 
(6) Headstone nearby  to Anderson Phalp d.1807, with an unusual somewhat vernacular 

depiction of a two-headed figure perhaps holding a key, which has partly been 
replaced – all rather puzzling. 

 
(7) Monument some distance south-west of the church to Benjamin John Noble, d 1869, 

‘killed by falling down Tanfield Moor Pit’. 
                                                           
6Many of the headstones have recently been sunk further into the ground by the local authority, in the interests 
of safety. 
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8) Monument near south side of churchyard to James Joicey, coal owner, d.1863. 
 
(9) Headstone north of chancel, placed close to north wall of churchyard, to Rev Richard 

Ellidge, Wesleyan Minister d.1832, who ‘was suddenly cut off by the cholera’. The 
siting of this monument is interesting. As the north side of a churchyard is 
traditionally reserved for suicides and criminals, dos this say something about 
contemporary Anglican regard for a Wesleyan clergyman? 

 
 
Archaeological Assessment 
 
The church is certainly built upon a medieval site, and it is likely that some sub-surface 
remains of the older building exist beneath the present floors, although these will inevitably 
have been disturbed both by the usual burials and the construction of an underfloor heating 
system. The church now has floors of stone slabs in the aisles, and wood block under the 
benches and at the west end; the sanctuary has a marble tiled floor.  Any disturbance of floor 
levels should be accompanied by an archaeological watching brief. 
 
The above ground fabric is almost entirely of 18th and 19th century dates, but the possibility 
remains that some earlier fabric might survive in the chancel. Any large-scale removal of 
plaster should be monitored, both to investigate the fabric beneath, and also for the potential 
interest of earlier plasters and mural decoration. 

 
Peter F Ryder August 2007 
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