In the Beginning
St Michael’s stands on rising ground to the north east of the earlier
Roman cavalry fort of Bravoniacum, just outside the Vicus, or village,
formed round the fort. The fort itself, founded c 80 AD and rebuilt
in stone in the 2nd century, had a garrison of perhaps 500, protecting
the junction of the York – Carlisle road (part of the modern A66) and
the Maiden Way over the Pennines to Whitley Castle and Hadrian’s
Wall. The next fort on the Carlisle road a few miles to the north is
Brovacum, later Brougham Castle built in the 13th century by the
Clifford family, (notably, with Appleby Castle, home of Lady Ann
Clifford in the mid 17th century) with links to Ambleside and the
Roman port at Ravenglass. Thus the village of Kirkby Thore marked
an important link in the Roman communications network in the
north.
The first mention
of St Michael’s is
in 1179 with the
grant of land by
the Lord of the
Manor (the Whelp
family) to build the
church. But surely
there must have
been a wooden
church on or near
the
site,
or
perhaps
a
‘preaching post’
on the adjacent
village green. (Hence the name of the road – Cross Street). The 12th
century church, using stone from the Roman fort, followed a simple
Norman plan of nave and chancel with 2-stage tower at the west,
supported by stepped buttresses. Most of this church was

destroyed two hundred years later in a Scottish raid into
Westmorland, probably in 1388 when the raiders sacked Brougham
Castle and fired the town of Appleby. Some lower parts of the
tower and western nave remain, including a 13th century single
lancet window to the west of the South Porch.

Change with the Times – 1400 to 1700
No one approaching the church from the church gate can miss the
signs of rebuild and replacement shown by the filled in windows in
the nave and chancel walls. The present windows on the south and
north walls are ‘Decorated’ in shape, from the 14th century or later
copies, but behind these on the south wall are blocked windows of a
simpler earlier design; and also, filled in along the chancel, are two
huge square windows with hood mould tops. These would have
provided much more light in the choir area of the church but may
have de-stabilised the wall itself, which over time has moved
outwards with severe cracking inside and outside the church. High
up on the south wall, where the nave ends and the chancel begins, is
a small square window, now blocked, which would have lit the Rood
Screen (long gone if it was ever there) and the royal banner of
Charles II, to whom Thomas Machell, Rector (1677 – 1699) was
chaplain.
What has been changed to the building is easier to understand than
when. First was an almost total rebuild at the end of the 14th
century after destruction by the marauding Scots during the
intermittent Border hostilities. Soon after, the south porch and
north aisle were added, the chancel extended and roof raised.
With the new porch, the west door was no longer needed and at
some point a third stage was added to the tower. Later still, in the
1470’s the Rector Henry Wharton - a younger son of Gilbert de
Wharton , Lord of the Manor – established the Wharton Chapel in
the north aisle and created the inside ‘window’ between the chapel

and the nave, giving a view of the Priest ’s stall. On the north side of
the church, the ‘Priest’s Door’ was walled up when the vestry was
added in 1878.

army under Bonny Prince Charlie as the latter retreated from Derby
back to Scotland in the 1745 rebellion, no damage was done to the
church. The next major change came towards the end of the 17th
century, when another younger son, Thomas Machell, chaplain to
Charles II, antiquarian and local historian, gave the fine furniture the
church still enjoys: altar table and rails, pulpit and font (but without
the intended mechanical doves rising and falling above it).

19th Century
Some time in the 19th century the window glass on the north side of
the church was replaced to match the existing bordered coloured
glass elsewhere in the church, but the most significant restoration
took place under the rectorship of Charles Barham (1848 to 1852).
In a very short time he transformed
the inside of St Michael’s, as well as
undertaking substantial repairs at
Milburn church. (For much of St
Michael’s history the Rector was
responsible for chapels of ease, later
parish churches, at Milburn, Temple
Sowerby and Newbiggin).
In 1540, when Shap Abbey was closed by King Henry VIII, the Abbot,
who had seen this coming and had ‘arranged’ to become Rector of
St Michael’s, brought with
him not only a pension
from the king but also the
bell, Big Tom, from the
abbey, raising the height
of
the
tower
to
accommodate it.
Although men from Kirkby
Thore took part in the
harrying of the Scottish

The church had fallen into some
disrepair and the Rector started by
holding a Public Vestry to “consider
restalling and new flooring for the
church”. The new pews were now to
be free and the Wharton Chapel and
screen removed. The restoration did
not stop there. The chancel ceiling was raised, cutting out part of
the roof beam supports, the pointed ‘gothic’ arch, reinforced plaster
of no structural purpose, was put in together with plaster
architraves by way of decoration, and the four light East Window
was replaced with the taller three light one we have today.

The changes were
not popular with
the members of
the church (most
of the village), who
raised very little
towards the costs
of £550, paid in the
end by Barham
himself.
The
Nicholson
picture (on the
choir south wall)
shows the look of the church before 1850, with the Machell Arms in
place where the arch would later be. The floor and pews would be
replaced and Machell’s font moved.
Later, in 1897, the
Rector Alexander
Curwen and the
schoolmaster T. E.
Etchells were more
successful in raising
funds for a tower
clock to mark the
Queen’s
Jubilee,
using Big Tom for its
chime. The other
bell in the tower
bellcote came from
the old school in
the Foresters Hall.

20th Century to the Present
The 20th century brought new priest’s desks, one a Second World
War memorial, and from the Bishop’s Palace at Rose Castle a fine
small church organ, sited at the very worst corner of the church for
damp, the west end of the north aisle. The second half of the
century saw a marked decline in the condition of the church. Inside,
damp was widespread, due in large measure to the use of cement to
patch and point the walls. The stability of the fabric was increasingly
compromised by movement of the south wall and the arcade pillar.
A major restoration (2015 – 2019) addressed these problems and added a
much needed toilet and kitchen. Outside, the church including the tower
had the pointing stripped out and replaced with lime mortar. Worn
masonry
was
replaced.
The
walls and pillar
were stabilised
with sintec rods,
ties fitted across
the choir and

two buttresses
added against
the south wall.
The
work
disclosed two
large medieval
grave pits up
against the nave south wall and a marked lack of foundations (four
skeletons were carefully reburied in wool on the edge of the
graveyard). Inside plaster repair and redecoration were needed
throughout with a social area created in the north aisle to make St
Michael’s more welcoming and useful to the parish in today’s world.
The organ was moved to the back of the nave and rebuilt.

Thomas Cromwell struck. Instead, Abbot Evenwode himself came to
Kirkby Thore and stayed as Rector another 12 years.
“Without doubt the most gifted, assiduous, and illustrious of all the
Rectors of Kirkby Thore”, Thomas Machell (1677-1698) was another
younger son with home at nearby Crackenthorpe Hall. While at
Oxford he began to research the history of Cumberland and
Westmorland which became his life’s work. An ardent royalist,
following the Commonwealth restrictions, he set about reflecting a
higher churchmanship in the furnishing of the church and in
worship. In a Latin inscription on the altar rails Machell records
these gifts to St Michael’s as, Given in the xxxv (35th) year of Charles
II. As far as Machell was concerned the Civil War and Cromwell
never happened.

Some Rectors of St Michael’s
In the earliest times, the rectors of St Michael’s seem to have been
under the Abbot and monastery of St Mary of York, but the
advowson soon came to the Lord of the Manor or one of the local
families; so names such as Vetripont, Wharton, Clifford, Machell,
Crackenthorpe and Warcop appear on the list of Rectors. These will
often have been younger sons and therefore living locally and with
little incentive to move on elsewhere.
For most of its existence St Michael’s provided a good income and
was reckoned among the richest in the Diocese from the Restoration
to mid Victorian times, the parish boundary stretching from the
Eden River across the Pennines to the Tees. (definitely more sheep
than people). One man who certainly appreciated the living was the
last Abbot of Shap. He bought out the incumbent, Richard Rawson,
and was about to bring St Michael’s under abbey control when

Charles Barham (1848–1852), although an absentee rector
employing a curate, effected more change inside the church than
any other rector. He was responsible for the raised ceiling and mock
Gothic Choir arch making possible the three light East Window. Also
serving a year as MP for Appleby and High Sherriff for Westmorland,
he spent much of his time in a failed attempt to prove himself heir
to the Earl of Thanet and so rightful owner of Appleby Castle.
John Heelis (1880-1893) was the first Rector to have charge of St
Michael’s alone, without curates in Temple Sowerby and Milburn,
although Temple Sowerby and Kirkby Thore rejoined briefly in 1940.
More changes and groupings later, St Michael’s is now one of ten
churches in the Heart of Eden Benefice, now moving towards life as
part of a Mission Community. So now and for the future we share a
rector across the group of parishes centred on St Laurence at
Appleby.
A final mention is due to Hugh Prince (1958 to 1967), one of the last
‘true’ Parish Priests, who was in large part responsible for bringing
together and recording all that we know about the history of the
church; a huge undertaking and many pages of type and manuscript.

The Church Glass

A final Reflection

The conservation and repair of the church glass was a major part of
the Restoration Project in 2015. Most of the windows contain early
19th century glass with coloured borders particularly effective now
restored and on a sunny day, especially the west windows.

We welcome you to our Parish Church. May you find here a
moment of peace at one with all those who have worshipped here
over many years and have called this their home. Please have a
thought and a blessing for those who worship here now, for this
Church of St Michael and for the community it exists to serve.

The tracery glass in the east window of the north aisle is all that
remains of original early 15th stained glass,
probably showing arms of Wharton and Threlkeld.
However the quatrefoil tracery in the choir south
wall window is a fragment window made up of
discarded pieces of glass collected in a glazier’s
‘box’. Many of these pieces are medieval,
including a fragment of the ‘Lord seated on a
golden throne with a sword coming out of his
mouth’ from Chichester. The whole fragment is
probably by William Wailes of Newcastle c1890.
The East Window, the Crucified Christ flanked by
Michael and Gabriel, and the Cuthbert, Paulinus
window in the south nave, are good examples of
Victorian glass, dedicated in the 1890s.

The continued existence of St Michael’s over the centuries has
always been due to its ability to serve the community of Kirkby
Thore as its Parish Church. The Church was founded and built by
this community to the glory of God and to serve the spiritual, social
and heritage needs of all its people. It was maintained and altered
over the centuries, reflecting the changing needs of each
generation. So, over the years the Church has been village hall as
well as place of worship, community centre as well as personal
refuge. Now a small country church faced with declining numbers,
an ageing congregation and one of a large group of parishes under
the care of one priest, St
Michael’s faces an uncertain
future. The long serving and
well loved ‘parish’ model is
no longer fit for purpose and
we are looking to a new fully
ecumenical structure as part
of a Mission Community on
which to base the future.
But ultimately St Michael’s
belongs to the people in its
community and its future
welfare depends on its ability
to respond to people’s needs
and find ways to be of real
day by day use to all.

May the road rise to meet you.
May the wind be always at your back.
May the sunshine warm your face.
May the rain fall softly upon your fields until we
meet again.
May God hold you in the hollow of his hand.
(Old Gaelic)
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