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St John the Baptist, Edlingham 

Edlingham lies 8 km south-west of Alnwick,  in the 

valley of the Edlingham Burn, which flows north to 

join the Aln near Bolton. The church ((NU 114092) 

lies at the lower end of the single street of the village, 

about 200 m south-west of the ruined Edlingham 

Castle, home of the Felton and later Swinburne 

families. The church consists of a nave with a west 

tower, a four-bay north aisle (with a vestry at its west 

end), a south porch, and an aisleless chancel. 

Description 

The church is built of squared and coursed stone of a 

variety of types; the low-pitched roofs of nave and 

chancel re of metal, and the others of Welsh slate. 

The Exterior  

The West Tower is constructed of coursed squared sandstone  in various shades of grey, pink and yellow; at 

the foot of the wall is a bold plinth, consisting of here stepped-and-chamfered courses, with a string-course, 

chamfered above and below, directly above; on the west the southernmost block of the course above the 

plinth bears an Ordnance Survey benchmark. The tower is otherwise a severely plain piece of architecture, 

and rises in two stages, divided only by a simple set-back around a metre below the eaves.  The only 

window of the lower stage is a small and narrow lancet, with an external square rebate, set well above the 

ground.  The first floor has larger square-headed windows, in a simple chamfered surrounds, on south, west 

and north. The belfry, above the set-

back, has smaller but similar openings 

in the same three sides ï that on the 

west is set a little to the north of the line 

of the first-floor window below.  On the 

east an earlier gable, outlined by a 

raised roof-tabling, is incorporated in 

the tower, its apex rising a little above 

the set-back; the only opening is the rear 

arch of the oculus visible internally 

(now blocked), and this is quite 

remarkable, a megalithic block around 1 

m square with a circular opening c 0.50 

m across cut into it. The tower is topped 

by a low-pitched pyramidal roof. 

 

The tower from the west  
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The Nave  is built of  coursed roughly squared stone. At the base of the south-west quoin are two megalithic 

blocks, but the quoins above are shallower, although some are up to 2 m long, and might be re-used grave 

slabs; this section of walling is of very similar fabric to the tower, and may be of  the same build.  A couple 

of courses of large blocks run the length of the south wall of the nave, stopping short of the south-eastern 

quoins which are mostly normal walling stones, but at their base is a broad chamfered plinth, which abruptly 

ends to the west; has it been cut away?  The plinth returns to the north along the east wall of the nave, and 

appears to be overbuilt by the south wall of the chancel.  The wall is topped by a simple chamfered coping. 

The south porch projects from the south wall, west-of-centre; west of the porch is square-headed chamfered 

opening, now containing a c1900 timber window of two trefoil-headed lights. Above and a little to the east 

of the ridge of the porch is a small rectangular light, with chamfered jambs but a plain square lintel (with a 

socket for a central bar), now holding a small timber trefoil-headed light. East of the porch is a tall 

rectangular window with horizontally-tooled dressings of 18th-century character, again holding a c1900 

timber window; directly above it is a blocked square-headed opening with a chamfered lintel and jambs that 

look to have been roughly hacked back. Near the east end of the wall is a large window with a two-centred 

arch, of two orders, the inner chamfered and the outer with a concave chamfer, under a slender casement-

moulded hood; this all appears medieval, and it probably once contained tracery; it now holds 20th-century 

leaded glazing. At the north-west corner of the nave some substantial quoins are visible above the vestry 

roof; at the north-east corner two or three megalithic quoins survive low down, above which the wall seems 

to have been refaced; just within the lowermost quoin is a squared block c 0.40 m square projecting c 0.15 m 

from the wall face, its significance now obscure. 

The Nave from the south 

The North Aisle is built of roughly-squared and roughly-coursed stone, heavily pointed in parts. Its west 

end is largely covered by the later vestry, above the roof of which it is evident that the pitched of the aisle 

roof has been increased at some time. The north wall has been at least partly rebuilt. About a metre from the 

west end is a full-height straight joint; some distance beyond is the north door, of segmental-pointed form 
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with a continuous chamfer; it is blocked, the blocking being set c 0.20 m back, just inside its internal rebate. 

About 2 m east of the door is an area of patching, distinguished by more recent tooling. The final 2 m or so 

of wall have a chamfered plinth, which extends around a low buttress at the east end of the wall, and 

continues along the east wall, which has a square-headed window with horizontally-tooled dressings of 18th-

century character. 

The Vestry, set in the angle between the north aisle and the tower, is built of roughly-coursed and roughly-

squared stone, except for some larger blocks at the south end of the its west wall, where it looks as is some 

walling from an earlier structure may survive. In the west wall is a square window, without cut dressings, 

holding a timber quatrefoil frame, and topping the north-west corner is a low chimney stack. 

The South Porch is built of roughly-coursed and roughly-squared stone, and has a bold chamfered plinth; 

the archway on the south is semicircular and of one square order, with imposts chamfered above and beneath 

an a slightly dropped keystone; above is an almost-square window, all but its sill cut from a single block, 

with a chamfer to jambs and head; on either side are small corbels (perhaps re-used voussoirs) with human 

heads, very worn. One of the south-western quoins,  in the second course above the plinth, projects 

southwards to form a shelf c 0.30 m square, with a central iron insert; it is not clear what it supported. 

The Chancel is constructed of coursed squared stone ï with some quite large blocks ï without any plinth of 

buttresses. Midway along the south wall is a window with a segmental-pointed head and a raised tooled 

surround of 18th-century character; below it are the jambs of a former priestôs door, with some upright 

blocks making it look like an insertion. In the east wall the only opening is a large neo-Norman window of 

1864 , with dressings of brown ashlar, a single round-arched light with a chamfered inner order and an outer 

of chevron over a roll, carried on jamb shafts with volute capitals, moulded shaft rings and bases; the 

hoodmould is chamfered above and below and has cruciform disc stops. The north wall is quite featureless; 

there is a possible disturbed area in the lower courses midway along, and, only c 0.15 m from the west end, 

an apparently straight joint between c 1.8 and 3 m above ground level. 

The Interior  

Inside the South Porch are old stone benches, chamfered on their lower edges, carried on rough stone 

supports at their ends and centres; the walls above rise to a string course, chamfered above and below, above 

which is a stone barrel vault, with large squared blocks at the sides and narrow slabs towards the apex. 

The south doorway has a semicircular arch with a roll moulding between two hollows, under a hood with 

two lines of billet; the impost band and jamb shaft capitals are all so worn as to make their original form 

difficult to discern. Inside the doorway, and slightly off-centre to the west, is a 17th century opening with a 

chamfered surround, flat-pointed heads and sunk spandrels. The threshold of the door is formed by a 

medieval cross slab 1 (Ryder 2003, 125, 1) with an incised sword flanked by a sword on the r. and a pair of 

scissors on the l. 

The Interior of the main body of the church is plastered and whitewashed, except for exposed dressings, 

which include those of several fragmentary openings in the south walls of nave and chancel, which have 

been obscured by patching and refacing externally.  

                                                           
1 Ryder, P.F. (2003) Cross Slab Grave Covers in North Northumberland. Archaeologia Aeliana 5th ser.XXXII, 125 
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The interior of the West Tower has walls of exposed stone, and a modern concrete floor.  The east wall, the 

west face of the original gable end of the nave, is of coursed roughly squared blocks, quite large, and 

markedly different in character to the south wall. The opening into the nave, on the east of the ground floor, 

I was originally the external west door of the church. It has a simple square-headed opening, with some very 

large squared blocks in its jambs, with a slightly-recessed semicircular arch and plain tympanum above the 

lintel. Towards the nave the jambs have a deep rebate, with old hinge pins on the north and a deep drawbar 

tunnel on the south (and a shallower 

socket on the north); the internal head 

is formed by heavy lintels, and there 

are more massive square blocks in the 

inner jambs.  Above the doorway is 

the original west window; its external 

opening has been somewhat 

mutiliated, but has its heads cut is a 

single block, curved on both intrados 

and extrados; its sill has been cut away 

with a large and irregular socket 

below, with remains of another at the 

same level at the south end of the wall, 

and a shallower socket below, close to 

the south end of the wall and just 

below the level of the doorway head.  

On the opposite face of the wall the 

semicircular rear arch is partly 

concealed by the western tie beam of 

the nave roof. 

                                                                           External elevation of original west end (after Knowles) 

On the south of the ground floor of the tower the lancet window has a broad internal splay with well-cut 

diagonally-tooled blocks in its sides, stepped sills and a series of well-squared stone lintels ï the windows of 

the second stage are all of this type, whilst those of the former belfry have timber internal lintels. In the west 

wall of the ground floor is a large and crude socket set centrally, taking a beam, the opposite end of which 

would have been lodged in the opening of the original nave west window. The north wall has a disturbed 

area set centrally and c 2 m above the floor, with another at the same level near the west end, and a vertical 

line of cut-back masonry a little above and to the east. 

The only floor in the tower is a modern one, of narrow boards carried on north-south beams; access to the 

area above is by means of a modern metal ladder and a trapdoor. 

The three windows of the second stage of the tower all have internal splays like that of the lancet on the 

ground floor but on the east here is an interesting small oculus window, in the west gable of the original 

nave;  the oculus, c 150 mm in diameter, is cut in the centre of a rectangular slab c 730 mm long by 430 mm 

high, the surface of which bears incised patterns, a double concentric circle around the oculus enclosing 

chevron patterns, and outside this a series of saltire crosses, a motif seen again in early Norman work at 

Bolam and Hartburn. 

  


