Cockthorpe
All Saints

Drawing of the Church by
Robert Ladbrooke in the 1820’s

Text by ’‘Lyn Stilgoe
Photographs by Scilla Latham and John Maddison
Design by Brendan Rallison

2

Cockthorpe All Saints
All Saints’ Church is a survivor! Cockthorpe is, and always was, a very
small village, now of about 552 acres, with two substantial houses, the
Manor and the Hall, and a handful of smaller abodes. The church has
stood here in this tiny settlement, about one and a half miles inland from
the North Norfolk coast, for nearly a thousand years. At some stages its
protection was attributed to St Andrew as well as All the Saints, but the
Patron of a church could change the names at any time, and still can!
The Domesday Book records land in Thorpe, part of the Manor of
Langham, as belonging to the Bishops of Thetford, both before and after
1066. There is no mention of a church, but this does not mean that it
did not exist. The survey was done as a record of taxable lands, which
the church might not have owned. In 1254 the place was recorded as
Cokethorp, with the addition of perhaps the name of an early owner, to
distinguish it from other “Thorpes”.

3

During the time of Henry III (1216 – 72) part of the land was held by
Thomas Bacon, of Hugh, Lord Bardolph, who held it of the Bishop of
Norwich. His son, Roger Bacon presented the parson to the church
in 1307-8. From his descendants, it came to Sir Oliver Calthorpe by
his marriage to Isabel Bacon. The other part of the village was held by
successive Ringstedes. Edmund Ringstede was buried in the churchyard
in 1483, but his land had already passed to the Calthorpes, therefore
uniting the land into one Family. In his will of 1480, Thomas de Ringstede
ordered that his body be buried at the door of the church porch.
In 1977, this Church was declared redundant and surplus to Diocesan
Parish requirements. St John the Baptist’s Church at Stiffkey is now the
ofﬁcial Parish Church for Cockthorpe’s residents. In January 1978 a
lease was granted to the Norfolk Churches Trust, who now maintain the
building. It is still a consecrated church and a number of services are held
each year, including festival services such the well attended Carol Service:
additionally occasional baptisms take place for the children of families
with close ties with the church.
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Quick resumé of things to note:
OUTSIDE: North nave wall: lower parts 11 or 12C with flint quoins,
raised by a layer of bricks and then ﬂint and brick-work with brick quoins in
15C. No windows, but an Early English blocked north doorway.
Tower and south aisle added late 13C: tower without any buttresses,
Y tracery belfry openings, 15C parapet.
South Aisle: with only one window, and that is a replacement.
Chancel: has been shortened, probably in the 17C, reusing the earlier
stonework for its east window. There might have been a chapel in the angle
between the east end of the south aisle and the south of the chancel, with
a blocked tall narrow opening. No open windows in either north or south
walls. There is a new gable cross.
South porch: protecting Early English south doorway, but the outer
entrance has a ﬂatter arch, probably from Tudor times. Following the recent
restorations, it has a new gable stone with a cross carved between the four
letters A M D G - ad majorem Dei gloriam (to the greater glory of God).
INSIDE: 1300 south arcade of two arches with one octagonal pillar.
There is an angle-piscina by the aisle window. At the east end is large
memorial on the wall to Sir James Calthorpe +1615 and his wife Barbara,
+1639, daughter of John Bacon of Hessett. Below the south window is a
16C tomb chest.
Near the tower arch, is the 15C font with carved panels on the octagonal
bowl, E. St Peter’s keys, SE Trinity
Symbol, S Instruments of the Passion, SW St James’ shells, W St Andrew’s
X cross, NW blank, N St George’s cross +, NE St Paul’s swords.
Above the blocked north doorway, are the traces of a wall painting of
St Christopher done in the 15C.
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Just east of this are the remains of a 17C panel of black letter text with the
Ten Commandments.
Above the nave, a ﬁne 15C roof, of the same sort of date as the St
Christopher. It has a frieze of carved quatrefoils along the top of the north
wall, reaching to the lower rafters. This has recently been replicated for the
south nave wall, where there was formerly a matching frieze. There are a
few late 15C benches.
Below the tower in the west window, is a panel of 15C Norwich glass,
showing a feathered angel playing a rebec.
The chancel has been shortened, probably in the 17C, and has blocked
openings in its south wall.
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Detailed explanations
of what is to be seen:
Exterior
All Saints’ Church, Cockthorpe, is listed as Grade I, so although just
a small humble parish church, it is recognised as being of exceptional
interest. The simple church, with a short chancel, nave with south
aisle and porch, and a west tower, has evolved over the centuries, with
additions and reductions. The oldest remaining part of the original ﬂint
building is the lower part of the north nave wall. Both the quoins, the
corners at either end of this wall, are formed of ﬂints, with no dressed
stone. This is a sign of early work, possibly built by the Saxons, or just
post-Conquest by the Normans. The Normans had access to dressed stone
and better transport, so they usually built their quoins, door and window
frames with cut freestone blocks. However, presumably for economic
reasons, some buildings were still made with ﬂint quoins. There are now
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no windows in this north wall, and the present stone-framed doorway,
inﬁlled with brick, is of 13C date with a pointed arch.
This early church would have had its nave the same size as the present
one, with a short chancel, possibly with an apse (curved east wall), but
with no tower or south aisle.
In about 1300AD the tower was added, with no buttresses and with
simple Y shaped tracery in the belfry openings. The west wall of the
original nave was removed to make way for the building of the foursquare walls of the tower. The coursing of the ﬂintwork in the tower is
different from that of the north nave wall, but similar work is to be seen
in the south aisle. It is likely that the addition of the aisle was part of the
same programme as the building of the tower to enhance the simple early
church. Another likely aggrandisement would have been the enlargement
of the chancel, by extending it eastwards and giving it a square east
end. As the chancel has since undergone several changes and has been
shortened, probably in the 17C, there is not much clear evidence for this,
but it was a very usual occurrence in the 13C.
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In the tower, the east belfry opening has been altered, (previous to Robert
Ladbrooke’s lithograph done in the 1820s), and now has two lights,
which extend further down the tower than the others. Just below it are the
inverted Vs of weathering, stone ledges to throw the rainwater clear from
running straight down the wall into the nave. The upper one has lost the
top of its V, but clearly it overlapped the lower edge of the present belfry
opening. These weatherings indicate that the nave had two earlier roofs
with steeper pitches, and that it was then covered with thatch. The roof
was covered with lead at the time of Ladbrooke’s lithograph, but this was
replaced by slates in 1839.
At ground ﬂoor level of the tower is a single-light window with a pointed
arch, facing west. There is a smaller lancet window, higher on the south
wall, to give light to the silence chamber below the belfry. There is now
just one bell, cast by John Draper in 1615. At the top of the tower is a
battlemented parapet, probably added in the 15C, above a stone string
course on which rest two gargoyles, one to the north, one to the south,
both off centre to the west. These are grotesque heads with water spouts
to throw the rainwater draining from the tower roof away from the walls.
The south aisle appears to be of similar date to the tower, but there have
been alterations to its walls. There is only one window, near the east
end of its south wall. It has two lights which sit below an arch with the
intervening space ﬁlled in. It is placed within the remains of a larger
opening, with the stone frame still visible within the ﬂint walls. There
must also have been a window originally in the aisle’s east wall or, more
likely, an open arch into a small chapel built in the angle between the east
of the aisle and the south of the chancel. The shape of an arch can just be
discerned within the present ﬂintwork of this east wall.
There is a south porch, protecting a doorway with a simple Early English
pointed arch. The outer arch has a wider stone-framed ﬂatter arch, more
in the Tudor style, so maybe the porch was not added till the 15C. The
sides of the porch have been rebuilt with bricks within the ﬂintwork. The
south gable has been rebuilt in the recent restorations and now has a new
stone at the top with A M D G carved between the arms of a cross (ad
majorem Dei gloriam, to the greater glory of God).
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Above this south aisle are a series of clerestory windows, three squareheaded ones of two lights set into a neatly coursed cut-ﬂint wall. Just over
them is a stone string course which also includes two lion heads with
wide open mouths (but no down-pipes!). The clerestory stage was added
in the 15C to give more light to the central nave area, though above the
string course was probably a later addition when the roof level was altered.
At the same time as the addition of the clerestory windows, the north wall
was raised by a layer of bricks along its length, then ﬂint and brick walling
above, with brick quoins built up on top of the original ﬂint ones for the
corners. At some stage the joints between the early nave and the later
tower were strengthened with the addition of brick ﬁllets built up within
the angles between the tower and the nave quoins.
The chancel is only slightly narrower than the nave, and obviously
extended further east at one time. Its north wall, at a low level, reaches
further east than the existing east wall. The east window has three
lights, of the same height, under a shallow-pointed arch, again with the
intervening space ﬁlled in. The outer two lights have cusped ogee-arched
tops, with a simpler cusped arch for the centre light. These were formed
from the stone-work of the east window of the earlier, larger chancel.
There are now no windows in the north wall, but there are signs that there
were two at one stage. The south wall now also is devoid of openings, but
again the evidence is there of a tall narrow opening in the centre, with a
stone square top to its frame, and a blocked arch to its west.
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The east wall of
the nave, above the
chancel roof, again
has indications of a
former higher pitched
roof, with part of the
stone weathering still
in place. There is also
a stone cross on the
gable. A newly carved
gable cross has been
placed on the east end
of the chancel.

Interior
Entering the church,
there are the remains
of a 15C wall painting
of St Christopher on the north nave wall, just traces of a bluey–green
and browns. None of the original paint remains, as what is to be seen is
just the shadow of colour which seeped into the lime wash on the wall.
Paintings of St Christopher were nearly always placed opposite the main
entrance, in that it was believed that by looking upon his image, the
viewer would be saved from sudden death that day. The legend is that a
giant called Reprobus was keen to ﬁnd the strongest man in the world, but
discovered that even the devil feared God. He asked a hermit how to ﬁnd
God, and was told to fast and pray, and to serve God by carrying people
across the nearby dangerous river. One day the child he was carrying
became heavier and heavier, and later he became aware that he had been
carrying the Christ Child who had created the world. He was baptised
and his name was changed to Christopher, the Christ bearer. Here not
much can be seen of the Saint, bar his diagonally placed staff. When he
stuck this in the ground, it sprouted leaves, so he was convinced of his
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encounter with Christ. Near the top right is the outline of a local sailing
ship, and in the bottom corners are two kneeling donors, male to the left
and female on the right. Around the Saint’s legs are swimming ﬁsh, to
denote that his legs
were in water. It
has been noted that
the ﬁsh in churches
near the coast are
sea ﬁsh, whereas
further inland river
ﬁsh are portrayed!
Nearby, just to the
east, is another wall
painting, but this
would not have
been visible at the
same time as the Saint Christopher, as this was done in the 17C. At the
time of the Reformation all superstitious images had to be destroyed, and
all the wall paintings of images in the church (and there were probably
more on these walls), were covered with white limewash or otherwise
destroyed. The later painting in black letter text shows parts of the Ten
Commandments, set in a frame of scrollwork typical of the Jacobean era.
In the lower right area there are several “thou shalt not” words discernible.
( “shalt” is written with the long “s”, like an “f” without a bar). On the
lower edge of the frame is a panel saying “William Man Churchwarden”.
It is thought this display of the Ten Commandments could have been
done as part of the re-ordering of the church following the Elizabethan
Settlement, at the same time as the chancel length was reduced and a
three decker pulpit, (no longer here), was set up part way along the nave.
It was all part of the Protestant movement to stress the importance of
the Word, with much lesson reading and long sermons, and most of the
Service set within the nave.
Because the St Christopher painting is neatly framed by two wall posts
supporting the roof, it is thought this roof must have been put in position
at the same time, or just before, in the 15C, but obviously later than the
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clerestory was
added. The
three bays of the
ﬁne 15C roof
tie in with the
earlier clerestory
windows, but
there has had
to be an extra
piece of rafters
slotted in at the
west end to ﬁll a gap before the tower wall. The tall wall posts have arched
braces along the wall, which support a frieze of square panels containing
carved quatrefoils along the top of the north wall. There are eight panels to
each of three bays, with alternative shapes to the regular quatrefoils in the
east bay. Behind the pierced quatrefoils still remains part of the backing of
some boards with traces of a red paint. Slender arched braces rise from the
wall posts to the ridge. There was formerly a similar frieze on the south of
the nave until 40 or 50 years ago, and a copy of the one on the north side
has been newly made to reinstate this embellishment.
Near the simple pointed tower arch is set the 15C octagonal font,
(although some people suggest a later date), on a shallow plinth. The
carvings on the bowl show: E keys for St Peter, SE the Trinity [symbol of
three roundels formerly painted “Pater”
“Filius” and “Spiritus” (Father, Son and Holy
Spirit), with a central roundel with “Deus”
(God). The outer ones would be joined by
the words “non est” and the inner one by
“est”, i.e. The Father is not the Son, but is
God], S the Instruments of the Passion, [the
Cross, the Crown of Thorns, the three nails,
the dice, the hammer, the ladder, the spear,
the sponge on a reed, the pincers], SW the
shells symbolising St James, W the X for St
Andrew, NW blank, N has the + cross for St
George, NE the crossed swords for St Paul.
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There are pews of various ages, which
include a few late 15C pews, with low
seats and carvings on the bench ends.
One has had a top ﬁnial added later,
with the date 1649 and W S carved on,
presumably to mark “his” pew!
Small churches did not aspire to organs
to accompany the singing, but had a
more modest harmonium. Here there are
not one, but two Victorian harmoniums,
both with foot pedals which required
energetic pumping to provide the music!
In the west window of the tower has been re-set a panel of medieval
glass, which from its shape must have come from a tracery light. It shows
a feathered angel playing a rebec, a long-necked pear-shaped stringed
instrument played with a bow. This is glass made in Norwich in about
1460, mostly yellow stained, and recognisable with the hair in tight curls
and with bags under the eyes.
The south aisle has an angle piscina, typical of the 13C in the south-east
corner, with a six-petalled bowl. There would have been another piscina,
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a drain to cleanse the Mass vessels, in the chancel, but that was lost when
the east end was removed to make a shorter chancel. This piscina has two
arches, one facing north and a smaller one facing west, divided by a single
shaft in Early English style. It is partly blocked now by a 16C tomb chest
crammed into the space below the window, which may have been moved
here when the chapel to the east was demolished. Blomeﬁeld, writing in
the 18C, says it is for Sir James Calthorpe +1589. Although there are two
shields on its face, no colour remains to indicate what was on them. They
possibly displayed the arms of Calthorpe and Garnish (or Garneys) for this
Sir James and his wife Elizabeth.
Dominating the east wall of the aisle is a grand marble memorial for
his grandson, Sir James Calthorpe Knight and Dame Barbara his Wife,
daughter of John Bacon of Hesset Esq. They had 8 sons and 6 daughters.
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The lengthy inscription states that Sir James died in 1615, aged 57 years,
and Dame Barbara, “much comforted with the sight of 193 of her children
and their offspring”, survived to be 86 years old and died in 1639. The
Calthorpe arms are Chequy Or and Azure a Fess Ermine (gold and blue
checks with a central band of ermine)and those for Bacon of Hessett are
Argent on a Fess engrailed Gules, between three Escutcheons Gules as many
Mullets Argent, (silver with a red wavy central band with three stars,
between three red shields).

The chancel, shortened in the 17C, had much of its contemporary rooﬁng
with its lath and plaster ceiling until the recent major restoration. Now,
with the new roof, the slender, sloping rafters are exposed in the plaster half
way up, with the central plastered area ﬂat. The chancel’s south wall still
has a blocked arch and a blocked doorway, presumably from the time when
they opened into a small chapel at the east end of the south aisle. Below
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the east window, which was
formed of re-used stone when
the new east wall was built, is a
plain altar. Without electricity,
the only lighting comes from
candles, some set in a hanging
circle, known as a “corona lucis”,
(crown of light), below the
chancel arch, with another in
the nave.

Churchyard
The churchyard has no
gravestones to the north of the
church, but amongst those
on the south side are some
ﬁne ones from 1736 onwards,
with shaped heads, many carved with symbols of mortality, such as an
hourglass, a skull, a cofﬁn, the tools of the gravedigger, or with cherubs.
******
Two noteworthy Admirals were baptised in this church; Sir John
Narborough was baptised in 1640, joined the Navy in 1664 and served
under Sir Christopher Mynns (Minns, Myngs) from Blakeney in the Battle
of North Forland. He died in 1688. Sir Cloudesley Shovel was born in
1650, destroyed four pirate ships at Tripoli in 1674, was Rear Admiral of
the Blue at the Battles of Beachy Head and La Hogue in 1692, and helped
to capture Gibralter in 1704. He was Commander in Chief of the British
Fleet in the capture of Barcelona in 1705, then was shipwrecked off the
Scilly Isles in 1707 and buried in Westminster Abbey.
Repairs recently undertaken by the Norfolk Churches Trust.
Since it took on the lease in 1978, the Norfolk Churches Trust has been
responsible for the maintenance and repair of the church. The wallpainting of St Christopher had much work done on it 1990-93, by Ann
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Ballantyne, to secure the loose bits of the underlying plaster. At various
times there have been roof repairs to try to stabilise the roof, and before
the Norfolk Churches Trust took the Church on, steel tie rods had been
inserted north/south to keep the nave walls from spreading outwards.
The Quinquennial Inspection in 2008 revealed that the tower was in a
very fragile state, on the verge of collapse. Investigations found that an
earlier repair to the tower’s lead roof had put new water spouts set into the
old guttering. The old guttering had since failed, allowing the water from
the tower roof to run down inside the tower walls, which had been partly
cement rendered on the outside, so the water could not evaporate. The
tower was hastily encircled by four strong bands to hold everything together
until substantial repairs could be undertaken. When work was able to start,
on the south and west sides, the parapets and walls, down to and including
the tops of the belfry openings, were taken down and then rebuilt. At the
same time, the red brick inﬁlls of the belfry openings were removed, to be
replaced with conventional louvres to keep the birds out. A new reinforced
concrete beam was inserted near the top to support the new lead roof.
Cracks in the ﬂint-work were unpicked and rebuilt, as the walls were felt to
be too fragile to sustain the insertion of metal rods to stitch them together, a
cheaper option. The Trust received a substantial grant from English Heritage
for these repairs, which started in October 2011.
During the detailed investigation of the structure of the whole building
at this time it was discovered that the chancel roof was in danger of
collapsing and indeed daylight could be seen through its red pantiles, so
a temporary truss was inserted to hold it up until funds could be raised
for its repair. Investigations were undertaken by experts in painted timbers
(to evaluate the traces of colour on the roof timbers) and wall paintings
(to assess the status of the two major wall paintings and of the ceiling
in the chancel). The repair involved extensive work on the roof timbers,
rebuilding the top section of the north and south chancel walls which
had been pushed outwards by the weight of the roof and the insertion
of a steel framework, before reinstating the chancel ceiling. The work
took nearly a year and was completed in December 2016. This time a
signiﬁcant Heritage Lottery Fund Grant for Places of Worship made the
complex repair of the chancel possible.
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All these repairs required innovative solutions for which the Trust is
indebted to a team of extraordinarily skilled professional advisors and
contractors. Thanks to them the Church is now secure and viable for the
future. The Trust is extremely grateful for the grants received from English
Heritage and the Heritage Lottery Fund, without which these repairs
would not have been possible.
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