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PRESS RELEASE
Theft threatens to derail essential repairs to Britain’s oldest parish church

In November 2007, thieves attempted to steal new lead sheets that had just been laid on the roof of St Mary’s Stow, the ‘mother church’ of Lincoln Cathedral. The sheets that were not removed were damaged beyond repair as the robbers attempted to peel them from the roof, shredding the ends. Although insurance should cover the additional £18,000 required to replace the lead, a similar spate of thefts across the country has created a shortage in supply. This setback is the latest in the long and difficult process of trying to rescue this important church that dates back almost a thousand years.

By designating St Mary’s one of the world’s 100 Most Endangered Sites in 2006, the New-York-based World Monuments Fund (WMF) recognised not just the church’s perilous condition, but also its wider architectural significance. This Watch listing ranked St Mary’s alongside Battersea Power Station and Stowe School in the UK, as well as international icons such as Emperor Qianlong’s Lodge of Retirement in the Forbidden City, China, and the Aboriginal Rock Art Site at Dampier in North West Australia.

WMF subsequently made a grant of £50,000 towards emergency repairs to the roof of St Mary’s and the development of a maintenance plan. The overall cost of repairs for the entire project is estimated at £2.5 million and is supported by English Heritage and the Historic Churches Preservation Trust. Work on the roof commenced in late 2006, and subsequently revealed that the roof timbers joining the sections of the transept roof had been badly damaged by water ingress and were rotted away.  In addition, the high-level masonry of the tower was also in worse condition than expected. 

“St Mary’s is a test case for many of the UK’s parish churches, where diminishing, isolated congregations are faced with the complex and very costly burden of repairing what is essentially the UK’s greatest architectural legacy,” commented WMF Britain’s Chief Executive, Dr Jonathan Foyle.

“The story of St Mary’s begins with its mythical founding by St Etheldreda in 7th Century, on the spot where she planted her ash staff for shelter. The church has everything: Viking graffiti of an eleventh-century ship, remains of a painting of Thomas à Becket, relics, as well as fine Norman, Medieval and Victorian architectural features. The local community are doing an excellent job with the resources available, but this project needs a national effort. We cannot let the current phase of emergency roof repairs grind to a halt.”

WMF Britain is seeking to raise an urgent £35,000 to cover the additional costs to the roof of the north and south transepts.

Dr Jonathan Foyle will highlight the plight of St Mary’s in his lecture  at 7.30pm on Thursday 24th January about ‘How Walls Speak: The Language of Ancient Buildings’ at Gainsborough Old Hall, Parnell Street, Gainsborough, Lincolnshire, DN21 2NB. Tickets £10/£5  for WMF Members from the contact below. 

For further information call Will Black on 020 7730 5344 or will@wmf.org.uk  or visit www.wmf.org.uk
