Welcome to

St Mary’s church

Sprotbrough
Welcome to St Mary’s Church. Sprotbrough is a
Domesday Book village. Althrough there is no
mention of a church in 1086 there can be little
doubt that there was a place of worship here then.
There is a Saxon inscribed stone built into the
chancel outer wall, though this is of interest rather
than evidence for an earlier church. It may be a
fragment of a Saxon cross.
The present church is late Norman and was probably built around 1170. In the preNorman era the parish was strategically situated at the junction of Mercia and
Northumbria. Sprotbrough may have been one of a chain of ‘burhs’ or defensive
settlements designed to keep out the Viking marauders. The parish was probably
formed around the year 1000 and was held at that time by a Mercian named Wulfric
Spott or Sprott from whom it probably derived its name. After the Norman Conquest
in 1066, Sprotbrough was given to Roger de Busli and then to Fulk de Lisours.
Fulk’s grand-daughter Albreda seems to have been responsible for the building of
the present church which is affectionately known as ‘Albreda’s church’.
The original church was almost certainly small with two cells (nave and chancel). It
was narrow, tall and only two thirds the present length with a small and probably
square chancel. The design was typical of Saxon and some early Norman
churches. Since its foundation it has been radically altered. Today only traces of
the masonry of Albreda’s church remain. They are situated between the arches of
the first two bays in the nave arcades. The church as we see it today is essentially
as it would have appeared around 1520.

The North Porch (1)
A plaque over the door gives the date of construction as 1632 and bears the names
of the churchwardens of the day. The second name is Richard Foster but can you
decipher the first?

The Nave (2)
The original nave was aisleless and extended
only as far as the first two bays. It would have
been like a tall rectangular box, dark and
claustrophobic. The roof was steeply pitched,
with the nave walls the same height as today.
In 1516, the roof was replaced and clerestory
windows inserted to give more light. The original
roof line can be seen on the tower east wall. The
nave, and recently built aisles, were extended
westwards probably around 1360. The hatchment
over the chancel arch displays the Royal Coat of
Arms from the time of George I in 1714.
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The present pulpit was reconstructed in 1915
using the panels and sounding board from the original ‘three decker’ pulpit. The
octagonal font is of the Perpendicular period. The pew ends in the eastern nave
come from the panels of box pews dismantled in 1915. Their fine carvings are said
to be of 16th and 17th century origin. Those in the western nave are from the
redundant church of St Peter in Old Edlington.

The Tower (3)
The tower was built when the nave was extended. The upper two stages were
reconstructed around 1474 by the will of Sir William Fitzwilliam. The east opening
of the tower was closed when the organ was added in the early 19th century.
The finely carved heads by the small door are said to represent St John and St
Peter. Note the tower clock, installed by Lady Gertrude Copley in memory of her
husband Sir Godfrey (died 1709). The driving mechanism is now in the British
Horological Institute museum at Newark. The present peal of eight bells was hung
in 1963 replacing the six peal from 1771.

The Aisles (4)
The south aisle contains St Thomas’ chapel. It was constructed in the early to mid
14th century, doubtless for the Fitzwilliam family, who were ‘Lords of the Manor’.
Note the ‘squint’ in the corner of the east wall. This enabled the priest to observe
proceedings in the chancel during services. The chapel was refurbished in 1914 by
Sir Ninian Comper whose mark, a small strawberry, can be seen low down in the
right light of the Copley window.

During the work a lead coffin, probably that of Lady Isabel Deincourt (died 1348),
was found under the broken medieval canopy on the north wall. The fine female
effigy, said to be Lady Isabel, was originally under the ancient south wall ‘ogee’
canopy. It was later resited within the newly restored canopy in the north wall of the
chapel. More recently, the figure of a knight (said to be her son who was executed
at Boroughbridge for rebellion in 1322) was placed under the south wall canopy.
Note that Lady Isabel’s hands clasp her husband’s heart. A ‘green man’, said to
represent fertility, can be seen in the mirror at the foot of her effigy.
The inscribed medieval stone altar slab was recovered from the tower and placed
in the chapel in 1963. Construction of the north aisle soon followed the south.
Note the semicircular responds on the east and west walls and the late Norman
style capital in the eastern arcade bay. These probably came from the original
chancel arch and date the church to around 1170. Two fine windows dedicated to
former parishioners have recently been added to the aisles.

The Chancel (5)
Entry to the chancel is through the rare and possibly medieval screen. Built into
the screen are several worn misericords on which the clergy sat during a long
service. The chancel was added in the late 13th century. The arch, north and south
windows and the fine triple sedilia and piscina are of that period. The great east
window is in the Tudor style. On the wall is an outline of an earlier window,
probably the original, which was replaced when the roof was lowered. The glass in
the upper lights of the north east window is said to be ancient.
Note the superb enclosed floor brass which commemorates Sir William Fitzwilliam
(died 1474) and wife Elizabeth. A further fine brass commemorating Thomas
Maulyverer, a former rector, is by the south wall near to the altar rail. The elevated
tomb of Philip, the first Sprotbrough Copley, and his wife is built into the south wall.
Next to this tomb is the church’s oldest floor slab. It commemorates a former
rector, Thomas Fitzwilliam (died 1482). The carving is of a robed pre-Reformation
priest holding a chalice. Also notice the very rare stone ‘sanctuary’ seat which gave
respite to fugitives. It is probably a 14th century reworking of an older seat buried in
the rectory garden, doubtless during the Reformation period, and later recovered.

The Vestry (6)
This is of ashlar (faced masonry). It was probably built in the 15th century and may
have replaced an earlier vestry. There are two floors, the lower of which is said to
have been a chapel dedicated to St Nicholas. As part of the millennium alterations
it was linked to the north aisle providing welcome new domestic facilities.

The South Porch (7)
The age of the south porch is unknown but it looks to be earlier than the north
porch. Over the west window is an interesting roughly hewn lintel, reminiscent of
crude Saxon work.

Outside the Church (8)
The external masonry varies from coursed rubble to ashlar. This, together with
varying plinth heights and other characters, indicates the many alterations to the
church. On the east wall of the tower, the 12th century roof line can be seen as an
inverted V shape. This is preserved within the 1484 reconstruction of the upper
stages. The west tower doorway is mid 14th century ‘ogee’ style.
A fine sundial of unknown antiquity may be seen on the south wall. The previously
mentioned carved Saxon stone is situated low on the west buttress by the priest’s
door.
We hope you have enjoyed your visit to our church.
Please sign the Visitor’s Book before you leave.
Usual Sunday Services at St Mary’s
Holy Communion at 10.45am every Sunday except for the third.
Family Service and Baptisms every third Sunday.
Evening Prayer at 4pm with Holy Communion every third Sunday.
Details of other services and events are given in the notice sheet which is
available from St Mary’s church, St Edmund’s church on Anchorage Lane
and the Methodist church on Park Avenue.
The church is open daily from 9am to 5pm.
Please note, for security reasons the chancel area is usually locked.
Praise God who made heaven and earth who keeps his promise for ever.
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