St Cuthbert’s Parish Church, Kentmere

Little is known of the early history of this building. It has been suggested that parts
may be of Norman or even Saxon times. It was re-roofed probably in the mid-16th
century and the present ceiling beams are thought to be of that age.

A view from the road at Cross Howe showing St Cuthbert’s Church, the Kentmere
Institute to the left and the former Kentmere School below it
The most colourful evidence is the suggested link with St Cuthbert. He lived in the 7 th
century, was a key figure in the establishment of Christianity in Northumbria and left
a very high reputation throughout what later became southern Scotland and northern
England, so lots of churches were dedicated to him, including 19 in Cumbria.
Cuthbert was already a legend in his own lifetime as a result of his saintly life as a
monk in the monasteries of Melrose, Ripon and Lindisfarne. He was consecrated
Bishop of Lindisfarne in 685. He died just two years later on 20th March 687. His all
too short episcopate was marked by great energy and missionary zeal as he travelled
widely through Northern England and the Borders. One factor was that in 875, nearly
200 years after his burial at Lindisfame, his revered and sanctified remains were taken
off by monks to escape Viking desecration and carried around the north until they
were finally re-interred in Durham in 987. For over 100 years they roamed through
Northern England and the Borders, westward and then northward, sometimes staying
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in a place a few days, sometimes settling for a few years, always keeping just ahead of
the Danes.
Legend has it that everywhere the saint’s body rested the monks raised a cross or built
a church dedicated in his name. Many "St Cuthbert" churches claimed to have been
established where the remains rested during this time, and this has been said to be true
of Kentmere. It may have been, but Cuthbert retained his fame in the north from that
day to this, so someone setting up a church in Kentmere at any time since was quite
likely to choose a Cuthbert dedication and the dedication by itself proves nothing.
Was the establishment of a church in Kentmere at some time between 875 and 987
likely on other grounds?
Of the many St Cuthbert churches in the North of England, most were dedicated to
Cuthbert after his cult became popular in the later middle ages. It is not known
whether this church in Kentmere was built around that time and given a popular
dedication, or whether there were any earlier associations between St Cuthbert and the
site. However, The building’s site, in the middle of a circular walled burial ground
next to a yew tree, which is thought to be around a 1000 years old, would suggest a
very early place of worship and its connection with St Cuthbert may be possible.
Certainly Kentmere was settled long before the time of Cuthbert. Evidence of
Neolithic, Celtic and Norse settlements have been found in the valley. Before the
building of modern roads, the church lay near to the crossing of two important routes.
The track to the west went over the Garburn Pass to Troutbeck and beyond. To the
east it went over Green Quarter Fell via Stile End into Longsleddale. The route to the
north went over Nan Bield Pass towards Shap and Penrith, while to the south the track
ran down the valley to the coast. The tracks over the hills are probably very ancient so
it is possible that the Lindisfarne monks may have passed this way on their journey to
Furness Abbey, but whether they stopped or not, and whether they established the
church on this site is not proven.
There were people in Kentmere in the 10th century, the Scandinavians who left a
settlement at Bryant's Gill and spear-heads in Kentmere Tarn, and they were probably
Christians, since they had strong links with Ireland. But none of the other chapels in
Kendal Parish can be dated before l203 (Bowness and Grasmere were by then
churches not chapels). The next, Staveley, is dated 1338, Troutbeck and Ambleside in
the late 15th century and others even later, so a 10th century date for Kentmere is
highly unlikely.
The years from the late 11th to the early 14th centuries were a time of favourable
climate, economic expansion, population growth and internal colonisation for much
of Europe including our area. In Kentdale, farming was extended both by clearing
low-lying woodland and by greatly increasing numbers of sheep to supply an
expanding textile industry. In 1332, 15 Kentmere names appear on a list of taxpayers, so if we assume there were some families too poor to pay and 5 people per
family, the population would be about 100. A chapel in Kentmere would make more
sense than in earlier periods.
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Things weren't so good in the next 200 years - bad weather, the Black Death and
Scots’ raids took their toll. But Kentmere found new leaders, the Gilpins, and a new
economic resource - war. Kentmere Hall was built in the later 14th century, probably
by William Gilpin. There were good wages and plenty of loot to be had for fighting in
the wars in Scotland, in Ireland, in France and later in the Wars of the Roses in
England. The Gilpins led the local Kentmere bowmen off to these wars and would
hope to bring them back victorious with full pockets and whole skins. The Hall was a
rallying point where they could come together and where arms could be stored and
money kept secure. It was probably at this time that Kentmere was divided into
quarters. The names of these ‘quarters’ of the valley are still used. Hallow Bank
Quarter is at the head of the valley and to the east of the river. Green Quarter still to
the east of the river, is further downstream. Wray Quarter lies to the west of the river
below the church and Crag Quarter is upstream towards Hartrigg.
The Gilpins were not Lords of the Manor of Kentmere, but they clearly ran the place.
Their power continued until the 17th century, and nothing seems more likely than that
it was they who, at some date between 1350 and 1550, organised the building of the
chapel near the centre of the four quarters, and arranged with the Vicar of Kendal
about the appointment and support of a curate.
The real evidence, such as it is, starts in 1453 when, according to entries in the
Cumberland and Westmorland Antiquarian and Archaeolocial Society’s records, the
chapel in Kentmere was licensed. Before that we can only suggest what is most likely
to have happened - or least unlikely. Later, the site was visited by The Revd Thomas
Machell, Vicar of Kirkby Thore and Chaplain to King Charles II. In his work entitled
“Towards a History of the Barony of Kendal (1691/3)” he says.
“The chapel of Kentmere is [a] large stately building with little windows
placed very high, and has not heretofore had a steeple. ……. Kentmere
[has] a large and high roofed chapel, formerly designed for lead, and has
had a steeple, but not within memory, and [is] reported to have been built
by one Airay of this dale, having stood formerly on a place called
Chapelhow between it and the Hall. This chapel looks so ancient having
also an old Yew tree in it, that there is little grounds for such reports.
[There is] one bell. Their rushbearing is on St James Day.”

Machell’s sketch of the chapel at Kentmere in 1691/3
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Machell makes the suggestion that an Airey founded the chapel and that is possible,
for there were lots of them, two in the 1332 list of tax payers, but it seems more likely
that the Gilpins were responsible. Of course the building was probably altered several
times. It might well have started as a timber framed building with a thatched roof. The
Royal Commission of 1936 identifies its roof timbers as mid 16th century, and
suggests that the thick stone walls were at least as old as that and that the east window
is probably 16th century. The present west tower was built in 1866 as the RCHM says.
Nikolaus Pevsner in his "Buildings of England" (1967) says everything but the roofbeams is 1866 but other studies seem to disprove this.
Certainly by the mid-19th century the church was in a state of serious disrepair. A
major restoration was carried out by benefactors, of whom one, Admiral Wilson of
The Howe, Windermere, added the tower to the west end of the church although it is
clear that the base of the tower up to the present church roof level predates this
reconstruction. The bell also predates this restoration and is from the 17th century.
Before the restoration in 1866 it may well have hung in the bell cote shown in
Machell’s drawing (above). It is probably at that time that the door towards the
eastern end of the south wall was blocked up and the floor of the sanctuary was
raised. It is likely that the pews, choir stalls and other furnishings were added at the
same time. Further renovations were carried out in the later 1930s including the
construction of the altar. There is evidence to support the supposition that it was
during that period that the outside of the church was rendered thereby covering up its
stonework.
Kentmere, like Staveley, remained a chapel under Kendal until 1856, but its status
was much enhanced in 1701 when it was allowed to bury its own dead and keep its
own registers. The earliest parish register from Kentmere begins at that time. For
centuries before that, all baptisms, weddings and burials took place at Kendal and
were recorded in the Kendal Parish Church registers. All existing Kentmere registers
not still in current use have been deposited at the County Archive Office in Kendal.
Kentmere, like many other parts of the Lake District, is not a museum or a theme park
but a living community and a place where people live and work. It has a pottery that
is housed in an old saw mill – one of many water mills of different kinds along the
valley of the Kent which is reckoned to be the swiftest river in England falling about
2000 feet in 20 miles. Other mills were used for bobbin-turning or in connection with
the textile industry. In former times, “cottage industries” were common throughout
the valley. Spinning, dyeing and weaving the wool from the fell sheep were
especially important. The new cottage industries of the Lake District are often based
on fine arts and crafts.
Sheepdog trials have been held each autumn on the large field which can be seen from
the church alongside the lake. This lake is all that remains of the former Kent Mere
which was drained to give more land for agriculture, about 150 years ago. When the
lake dried out thick deposits of diatomite (a valuable insulating material) were found
in the bed. These were dredged out and processed on the site now owned by
Hollingsworth and Vose, Air Filtration Ltd. The old workings have flooded forming
a new lake.
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Kentmere Institute, a neat little village hall just past the church, was built in 1926 by
public subscription at the instigation of Kentmere Women’s Institute. Though only a
small community, Kentmere has a tradition of co-operative effort, an example of
which was the self-help group which set up television receivers and transmitters in the
valley to improve television reception in 1985. The project won a prize in the Village
Ventures competition for that year. Members of the community also organised the
renovation and refurbishment of the Institute at a cost in excess of £50,000. It was
officially reopened in 1993 and the project was runner-up in the Rural Development
Award.

Kentmere Church in springtime with wild daffodils surrounding the ancient yew
The population of the Parish of Kentmere including children is less than 100 souls.
The village school – opened in the late 1800s - catered for about 30 pupils in the
1930s and 40s and was housed in what is now School Cottage which nestles below
the Kentmere Institute close to the south west of the church. The school closed in
1957 and since then most young children from the valley attend school in Staveley
and the older ones attend secondary schools in Kendal and Windermere. There is
nursery provision in Staveley for the very young.
You enter the church through its only remaining door from the porch in the south wall
(note Machell’s drawing on page 3). Evidence of the other doorway was uncovered
during repairs to the external rendering of the church in 1969.
The present entrance doorway into the porch is flanked by two large tombstones dated
1764 and the early years of the 1800s, the latter recording the vicar’s loss of his wife
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and three children in the space of 4 years. The door leads you into the simple country
church, though an internal porch which was gifted to the church in 2008. The church
is a large barn-like structure with little decoration and plain glass in the windows. The
east window in particular gives magnificent views of Green Quarter Fell which rises
to 426 metres above sea level.

The second door is very low
and entered the church behind
the present choir stalls. Some
evidence can be identified in
the internal plasterwork
beneath the windows in the
south wall.

Before the refurbishment of the 1860s it is assumed that the interior of the church was
an open space with no seating except perhaps for benches around the walls. The floor
would be flat – no chancel step or step into the sanctuary and the altar would probably
be in the middle of the church around where the chancel step is now. The small
doorway, now blocked up, would probably be the priest’s entrance. The body of the
building to the west of the altar would have been a public place where meetings and
even markets would be held.
A recent minor floor collapse in the chancel has revealed the simple construction of
boulders standing on the earth with slate flagstones laid across them, covered by a
plaster screed and the Victorian tiles.
The refurbishment of the 1860s would include the installation of furnishings such as
pews, choir stalls and a pulpit. The tower was also added at this time. The removal of
one of the choir stalls to make space for the organ would be around 1912.
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The interior of the Church about 1905 (from a collection by John Marsh 1992)

The simple font is traditionally placed near to the door of the church symbolising
Baptism as the start or entry to the Christian life. The font was probably given at the
time of the Victorian restoration of the church.
The lights were converted from the original oil lamps when electric power reached the
valley as late as 1963.
One of Kentmere’s famous sons, Bernard Gilpin, was born at Kentmere Hall in 1517.
This farm can be seen from the church door to the far right and the pele tower can still
be identified. In 1691/3, Thos Machell said,
“The Hall is an old building with an ancient tower standing under a
monstrous craggy mountain out of which Kentmere water springs. It
belonged to two sisters; Sir Christopher Philipson bought half from Mrs
Copley of Hawkshead Hall. Mr George Carus, of Sellet near Kirkby
Lonsdale, has the other in marriage with Judith Nicholson. The tenants
[were] sold to Mr Fisher of Steanbank Green near Kendal. There are
coats of arms in the hall windows (one of which has the motto) ‘Fide non
Fraude’. It is reported that the first Gilpin was a Scotchman, who coming
into Sleddal (others say it was in Gilpin Beck which took its name from
thence) killed a wild boar and the king bestowed Kentmere Hall on him.
It is said they were great commanders against the Scots.”
Bernard Gilpin was a famous preacher in Henry VIII’s
time and a leading churchman in the troubled times of the
reign of Mary Tudor. He became a Fellow at Queen’s
College, Oxford, Rector of Thornton-le-Moors, Vicar of
Norton, Rector of Houghton-le-Spring and Archdeacon of
Durham but declined the bishopric of Carlisle. He was
known as the “Apostle of the North” and died at
Houghton-le-Spring, Co. Durham in 1583.
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Near the pulpit in the church is a magnificent ‘art nouveau’ plaque made in 1901 by
the Keswick School of Industrial Arts. It dedicated to Bernard Gilpin’s memory. It
reads:
“To the Glory of God and in grateful memory of his servant Bernard
Gilpin, born at Kentmere Hall of honourable lineage, he became Fellow
of Queens and Student of Christchurch, Oxford. He accepted the
principles of the reformation and was one of its noblest exponents in a
perilous time. He faced the persecution of the Church and the anger of
the Queen for truth and duty. A pattern parish priest, he was as saintly as
he was brave, as generous as he was just, as practical as he was
enthusiastic. An ardent student of scripture, he did not undervalue
primitive tradition. An impassioned missionary, he won the name
‘Apostle of the North’. Refusing all honours save the honour of serving
his master, Christ. He kept a tender conscience unspotted from the world
and left behind him an imperishable name. Na 1517 ob 1583”
Other plaques nearby refer to the renovation of the church in 1756 and again in 1866.
Near the font there is yet another plaque which records the efforts of a John Gilpin in
supporting the church in the last century and even today this church benefits from the
generosity of the John Gilpin Trust and the church is extremely grateful for the
continuing interest of the Trustees.
The piece of embroidery in the frame next to the pulpit is a pulpit fall which was
designed and made by Beatrice Munro Robinson in 1963 when she was aged 61 as a
gift to her brother and sister-in-law, Arthur and Margaret Mackenzie Robinson who
lived at Greenhead in Kentmere for over 40 years. They were both Presbyterians, but
they were devoted worshippers at St Cuthbert’s Church, Kentmere where Mrs
Robinson was also the organist.
The embroidered work hung from the preacher’s reading desk on the pulpit from 1963
until 2012 when, because it was beginning to show signs of decay, it was replaced by
new pulpit falls which match the seasonal colours of the altar hangings.
The embroidery depicts the biblical story of the burning bush which was manifested
to Moses during the journey into Caanan. (Exodus chapter 3). The symbol of the
burning bush was adopted by the Non-Conformist Churches as early as the 17th
Century.
Given the Mackenzie Robinson’s background it seemed appropriate that Beatrice
should choose it as her theme.
The altar is unusual in that it is built of stone possibly hewn from quarries here in
Kentmere and built by local craftsmen. It was built in the church in the 1930s.
The lectern bears a plaque which indicates that it was presented to the church by the
pupils of the Day School in 1906. Joseph Hayton, a local farmer, who lived at Brow
Top, carved the decorative eagles. They were added to the lectern at a later date.
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Looking westwards from the church over the former School towards Kentmere Hall
The chamber organ came from the Wesleyan Chapel in Kirkby Stephen and was
probably installed in this church around 1912. This evidence is from scraps of
newspaper used as wadding in one of the pipes and was corroborated by local
residents who remembered the installation in the church. It was rebuilt in 1982 by J P
Hall of Kendal and electric blowers were fitted at the same time. The maker’s plate
above the keyboard suggests that it was built at Wilkinson’s Organ Works in Kendal
but this plate covers a previous maker’s label and merely indicates that Wilkinsons
may have rebuilt the instrument at some stage, perhaps when it was moved to
Kentmere. The initial ‘N’ on the bellows weights suggests that organ builders
Nicholson of Worcester may have been involved in its original construction. The
organ, considered to be a fine example of its type, was completely refurbished by
Messrs Harrison and Harrison of Durham in 2008.
The Churchwardens’ Staves are a recent acquisition dedicated in 2001. The decorative
tops were carved from rams’ horn by Bob Cannan of Kendal and donated by members
of Staveley with Kentmere Mothers’ Union. The kneelers are all hand crafted by local
residents and provide a colourful welcome to all visitors to the church as well as being
more comfortable than the previous straw filled hassocks.
The churchyard is managed as a conservation area to protect the abundance of wild
flowers which grow there.
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The interior of the church at the beginning of the 21st century.

We acknowledge the invaluable help given by the late Joe Scott of Staveley, Christopher Gregory of Kentmere and
notes left by the late Joyce Bialy of Kentmere in compiling this information. We are also indebted to Iain Johnston
and Nicholas Pighills for photographs and we acknowledge the inclusion of the photograph of Kentmere Church
around 1905 from a collection by John Marsh (“The Westmorland Lakes in Old Photographs.” Published by Alan
Sutton Publications, 1992).
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