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Welcome 

Welcome to the Saxon Church of St Peter and St Paul.  

Christians have been worshipping here for over 1,200 

years, and there is a special quietness about the 

church and surrounding landscape that is common to 

places which are made holy by the prayers of 

generations of people.  Take time to allow the peace 

and tranquillity of the surroundings to still your heart 

and mind. 

You, Lord are in this place 

Your presence fills it 

Your presence is Peace. 

 

You, Lord, are in my heart 

Your presence fills it 

Your presence is Peace  

 

You, Lord, are in my mind 

Your presence fills it 

Your presence is Peace  

 

You, Lord, are in my life 

Your presence fills it 

Your presence is Peace  

 

Help us, O Lord, to know that we dwell in 

you and you dwell in us this day and for 

evermore. 

 David Adam 

 

This church was built within a century of the coming 

of Christianity to this part of Yorkshire.  It is amazing 

to think that it was already around three hundred 

years old when the Battle of Stamford Bridge was 

fought in 1066.   We don’t know who built it, or why, 

but this guide will give some background to its origins, 

and explain the landscape and the building that gives 

us clues to its age. 

 

 

 

 

Introduction  

St Peter and St Paul’s Scrayingham is a peaceful little 

parish church, situated at the north end of the village 

on a promontory over the River Derwent.   

The guidebook written in the 1960s states 

categorically:  ‘The present building is Victorian and is 

of stone, built in the geometrical, decorated style, 

with chancel, nave, south aisle, south porch, and a 

western turret with two bells.’  It had always been 

assumed that the church’s foundation was older than 

this, as the line of Rectors can be traced back to a 

Henry de Stuteville in 1208.   

But until the summer of 2009, no one had any inkling 

that the church was in any way architecturally and 

historically significant.  That all changed when 

Buildings Historian, Peter Ryder, visited the church.  

His jaw literally dropped open when he saw the North 

wall of the church.  With its large stones, and 

characteristic tiny windows, it was so different from 

the thirteenth century building he had been led to 

expect.  

The church is early – it is hard to put an exact date, 

but evidence is pointing to it being built before the 

end of the 8th Century.  This puts it only a century or 

so after the initial mission to the Saxons in the 650s.  

And it is large, very large for such an early building, 

and at one time contained some extremely fine Anglo-

Saxon carving, which experts think date to around 

800.  So the mystery deepened.  There must be a 

reason for such a high status building on this site. Why 

is it here, and who built it?   

To understand this, we need to look into the historical 

context of the area, which provides some tantalising 

clues, and it is to this we turn first. 

Historical context 

There is lots of evidence that people have lived in this 

area since the last ice age.  Early settlers have left 

mysterious earthworks which are still visible on the 

Yorkshire Wolds.  And there is good reason.  The soil is 

easy to work, fertile and good, and there is a good 

network of waterways for transport.   

So when the Romans settled upon Eboracum (York) as 

their main garrison town in the North of Britannia, it 

was a good place to be.  At times there would have 



What is a Lewis Hole? 

A Lewis hole is made into a large piece of 

stonework.  When the Lewis key is placed in 

the slot and the weight taken by a crane, it 

grabs the stone, thus lifting it up using friction.  

This device was used extensively by the 

Romans, and is diagnostic of masonry 

originally used in Roman buildings 

 

A Lewis Hole in the West Wall of the church, 

indicating re-used Roman masonry  
photo by Gavin Wakefield 

 

 

 
 

The probable area of Northumbria, around AD 800.  

Boundaries were fluid at that time, with continuous 

power struggles between overlords, but this gives 

an idea of its size. 

been thousands, possibly tens of thousands of soldiers 

passing through, and a large local population to 

support them.  The land round about was settled and 

cultivated - the grain going directly to the bread ovens 

of York to feed the garrison town and its shifting 

population of soldiers.  The whole area is criss-crossed 

with Roman Roads, and remains of large stone 

buildings, now robbed out for building stone, have 

been found.   Some of these building materials, with 

their characteristic Lewis-holes, must have been 

quarried from a considerable distance, as the local 

area does not have sandstone quarries.   

Then, around 410 the Romans left.  Their departure 

was very sudden.  The legions were required back in 

Italy to shore up the remains of the crumbling empire, 

and Britannia was abandoned by the Empire.  It would 

be hard to exaggerate the impact on our local area, 

when the garrison at York was emptied.  For hundreds 

of years, it had been the economic mainstay of the 

community, making locals rich as they supplied its 

vast and varied needs.  Now, suddenly, the main 

source of income dried up.  Villages, like the one at 

Stamford Bridge with its impressive bath-house, were 

abandoned and fell into ruin.   Land became 

uncultivated.    

Into this vacuum poured the Angles and Saxons.  

Sailing in longships across the North Sea, they 

navigated up the major river systems of the East 

Coast, including the Humber, the Ouse, and the 

Derwent.  Bringing a new language (English), and new 

faith and culture, they settled in villages around the 

Wolds and the Vale of York.    

Dating settlements by place names is no longer 

regarded as historically foolproof, but as a general 

rule of thumb names with –ingham, such as 

Scrayingham, Lastingham, are thought to be of earlier 

origin, and indeed Scrayingham would have been a 

very good site for a settlement.  The area around the 

churchyard and old school has an obvious levelled 

platform above the river.  A question that remains 

unanswered as yet is ‘who levelled this platform, and 

when’?   Was it during the Roman period, or were the 

Saxons the first to settle here?  We may never know, 

but ongoing archaeological work may be able to shed 

light on this.   

As the Angles and Saxons became established over 

the next two hundred years or so, the great Saxon 

kingdoms of England emerged.  Our area, roughly 

corresponding to North Yorkshire, was Deira, the 

southern half of Northumbria - an enormous region – 

running East of the Pennines, north of the Humber 

and up to Edinburgh at its full extent.  It was difficult 

for one overlord to manage this vast area, and the 

history of the royal family was complex and fraught.   

But England was not cut off from the Continent during 

this time.  Back in Rome, in the late 6th Century, there 

is a lovely story which illustrates this.  Pope Gregory 

was passing the local slave market when he noticed 

some tall, blond blue-eyed slaves.  He asked who they 

were:  the reply came:  “They’re Angles, pagans from 

Deira.”  (In Latin, Dei Ira means the wrath of God).  

Gregory was struck by this play on words, and is 

supposed to have said:  ‘Not Angles, but Angels’.  



The attempted assassination of King Edwin, adapted 

from Bede’s History  

In 626, an assassin named Eumer was sent by 

Cuichelm, King of the West Saxons, to kill Edwin.  He 

was armed with a double-edged, poisoned dagger, to 

ensure success.  He arrived on Easter Day at the 

royal residence by the Derwent, (my emphasis) and 

was admitted into the king’s presence on the pretext 

of delivering a message from his master.  He 

suddenly drew the hidden dagger, and attacked the 

king.  Lilla, the king’s counsellor and best friend, 

reacted swiftly.  Having no shield to protect the king, 

Lilla interposed his own body to receive the blow; 

but even so, it was delivered with such force that it 

wounded the king through the body of his warrior.  

The assassin was immediately attacked on all sides, 

but killed another of the king’s men in the ensuing 

struggle.  On the same holy night of Easter Day, the 

queen was delivered of a daughter, to be named 

Eanfled; and as the king thanked his gods in the 

presence of Bishop Paulinus for the birth of his 

daughter, the bishop gave thanks to Christ, and told 

the king that it was Christ who had given the queen a 

safe and painless delivery in response to his prayers.  

The king was greatly pleased at this words, and 

promised that if God would grant him life and victory 

over the king his enemy who had sent the assassin, 

he would renounce his idols and serve Christ.  As a 

pledge that he would keep his word he gave his 

infant daughter Eanfled to Paulinus to be 

consecrated to Christ.  Accordingly, on the Feast of 

Pentecost this infant, together with twelve others of 

her household, was the first of the Northumbrians to 

receive Baptism.     

Bede Ecclesiastical History, Book 2, Chapter 9 
Eanfled’s Story 

Eanfled has a significant role in the later history.  She 

was taken with her mother and Paulinus to Kent for 

safety, when Edwin was killed in battle.  She later 

married King Oswy of Northumberland (the younger 

brother of Oswald, who like him had been brought 

up on Iona).  But her faithfulness to her upbringing in 

the Roman tradition of the faith caused much 

domestic chaos.  Most notably, King and Queen were 

celebrating Easter at different times.  It brought to a 

head the differences in the two traditions, which had 

to be resolved at the famous Synod of Whitby in 664. 

 

Shocked by the fact they did not know about Christ, 

he immediately set about to organise a Christian 

mission to England in 596. 

This mission was centred at Canterbury, and had 

success with the Kentish royal family. When a 

Christian princess Aethelburga married the Deiran 

King, Edwin, she brought her priest, Paulinus, with 

her.  Edwin was converted to the Christian faith, and 

baptised on Easter Day in 627.   

According to Bede, this was in a wooden church 

hastily constructed in the ruins of Eboracum.  We 

don’t know quite where this was, but a stone church 

was later built on the site, and is thought to be close 

to the present Minster.   

Edwin was a powerful king – Bede tells us that during 

his brief overlordship of England, a mother carrying 

her newborn child could walk safely the breadth of 

the Land.  As Bretwalda or overlord – he would have 

held many ‘villes’, especially in his local area around 

York.  Ville is sometimes translated ‘palace’, but was 

more likely to have been a manor house.  Some think 

that one of these villes was on the site of Aldby Park.  

There are certainly some interesting earthworks in the 

grounds, which local tradition suggests are of Saxon 

origin.   It was at one of these ‘villes’ on the banks of 

the Derwent that Bede tells of an assassination 

attempt on Easter Eve.  He was saved by the bravery 

of a counsellor.  His wife, Aethelburga, went into 

labour and was delivered safely of a daughter, 

Eanfled.   

We don’t know if Edwin was staying at Aldby at the 

time, but we can be sure that there was plenty going 

on in the area in this Saxon golden age.   

When Edwin was eventually killed in battle against 

Penda of Mercia, a pagan, the Christian mission 

faltered.  For the next two years, Bede records that a 

reign of terror was unleashed.  But then God’s mission 

returned – this time from the north.  Oswald, from the 

northern branch of the Northumbrian Royal family 

was eleven years old when his father was killed in 

battle.  He fled to the royal sanctuary of Iona on the 

West Coast of Scotland.   

Here Oswald had been educated and converted by the 

Celtic community of monks founded by the Irish 

prince and saint, Columba, and presumably also 

trained in military tactics.  For when he returned to   



claim his kingdom, he won a decisive victory at 

Heavenfield, near Hexham in Northumberland.  He 

made his base at Bamburgh, on the coast.  He invited 

a group of monks from Iona to convert his people.   

Aidan, their leader, quickly developed a successful 

strategy.  He trained young Englishmen in the faith, 

and then sent them out on mission.  Included in this 

team were four brothers, including Cedd and Chad, 

who travelled widely, but most significantly for us, 

they went to Lastingham, where they founded a 

monastery.    

Lastingham is on the banks of the River Seven, which 

is a tributary of the Derwent.  We know that Cedd 

travelled around by boat – he is famous for his 

mission to the East Saxons, and there is a small Saxon 

church at Bradwell on Sea, founded by him.  Could he, 

and other Christian missionaries, have travelled down 

the Derwent from Lastingham, past Malton and 

Scrayingham, en route to the Humber and the North 

Sea?  Or would they have used the remains of the 

Roman roads, some of which we still use today?  

Travelling was a slow process, and they would have 

needed places to stay.  Could our site have been one 

of them?   

The mission spread, and Princess Hilda, another 

disciple of Aidan, founded monasteries down the 

coast, most famously at Whitby.  Whitby had various 

daughter houses, including one at Hackness, which 

had links to nearby Bossall.  Hilda trained Bosa (who 

may also have links with Bossall) and John of Beverley, 

both of whom became bishops of York around the 

turn of the 8th Century, and are closely linked with 

this southern part of the kingdom of Northumbria. 

It is probable that many churches in this area would 

have been founded during the 8th Century, which we 

will see shortly fits in well with our archaeological 

evidence.   

Saxons built their domestic buildings in wood, which is 

why archaeological evidence is so hard to come by.  

But we know that the early Saxon Christians were 

great travellers: Benedict Biscop founded the 

monastery at Monkwearmouth, Sunderland in 674 

after a trip to Rome, just two years after Wilfrid 

started building a church at Hexham.  We know that 

they brought back with them skilled workmen – 

builders and glaziers, who introduced long-lost skills.  

All these early stone churches ‘quarried’ stone from 

Roman ruins.  Biscop also brought with him new music 

– what we know today as plainchant.  The flowering of 

Saxon Christianity had begun. 

We cannot date Scrayingham church as precisely as 

Monkwearmouth – to do so, we would need a 

Yorkshire equivalent of Bede - but indications are that 

it is early.  The stone church we see today may have 

been built within a century of the death of Cedd in 

664.  The dedication to St Peter and St Paul suggests 

this:  they were common dedications in Saxon times.  

But the main evidence comes from the north wall of 

the church, and from the little stone carving hidden 

away in the vestry, and the existence of a northern 

porticus on the junction of nave with the chancel. 

We don’t know who built the church, but it is likely 

that the local Lord would have commissioned it on his 

estate.  Churches were often built adjacent to Saxon 

manor houses.  As this is a high status building, the 

local Lord is likely to have been of some standing.   

Whoever founded it, we know that this foundation 

would have been accompanied by much prayer.  St 

Cedd is recorded as proclaiming a forty day fast at 

Lastingham, before a stone was even laid for the 

church.  It is likely that such a large stone building 

would have been at the centre of a small monastic 

community.  The landscape historian, Dr Stephen 

Moorhouse, has pointed out lines in the churchyard 

which could indicate the existence of wooden 

buildings on the same orientation as the church, 

implying they were contemporary to it.   For obvious 

reasons, this is not an area that can be excavated.  We 

cannot know precisely why the church was built here, 

but we can be humbled by the fact that Christians 

have lived and worshipped here for well over a 

thousand years 

 

A Tour of the Church.  

 (For this next section of the guide, I am particularly 

indebted to Peter Ryder, Architectural Historian, and 

expert on church architecture, who discovered the 

early origins of the building, and draw heavily on his 

report on the church, dated June 2009.  I am also 

grateful to the many conversations and emails I have 

had with other experts in this field, who have added to 

my knowledge.)   

  



The Victorian Church: 

As you come down the path to the church, you will 

see the southern side of the church.  This was largely 

rebuilt in 1853 by a Colonel Chomley of Howsham hall 

at his own expense.  The South aisle was added for 

the Howsham people, who at that time walked to 

Scrayingham church along the river banks, having no 

church of their own.  However, in 1860, a church was 

built in the village of Howsham.  At the time of 

writing, we have been unable to find a drawing or 

plan of how the church looked prior to that time, and 

because the inside walls are plastered, any evidence 

that might be present above the south arcade is 

currently covered up. 

The grave on the left hand side of the porch belongs 

to our local celebrity, George Hudson, known as the 

Railway King.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Saxon Church: 

Now walk round the western and northern part of the 

church.  The first thing you will notice is that it is made 

of huge stones, far bigger than those on the Victorian 

south wall.  These are made of massive gritstone 

blocks, many with Lewis holes, (see earlier) and are 

clearly re-used Roman material.  

View of North Wall of Nave, showing gritstone blocks 

Photo by Gavin Wakefield 

The Saxon Windows 

Look carefully at the north wall.  You will see two tiny 

blocked in windows fairly high up.  (There may have 

been a third which was removed when the 

westernmost Victorian lancet window was inserted.)  

                      

A blocked-in Saxon Window 

Peter Ryder has compared these to very similar 

windows at St Peter’s Monkwearmouth which date to 

the late 7th century.   If these are of a similar date, it 

would make the original stone church very early 

indeed, and one of the first Saxon buildings in the 

area that we know to be built in stone.   

The Railway King 

 

George Hudson was born at Howsham in 1880.    

He is famous for investing in railways – from York 

to the West Riding, and to Newcastle.  Through 

collaborating with George Stevenson, he 

eventually controlled 1000 miles of railway.  He 

made a fortune, and then lost it again through 

speculation and questionable dealings.  He was 

three times Lord Mayor of York and also MP for 

Sunderland.  He died in 1871, and rests in the 

churchyard with other members of his family.  

Some of the stained glass windows in the church 

are memorials to members of the Hudson family. 

 



The width of the north wall confirms an early date.  

Roughly speaking, the earlier the building, the 

narrower the wall is likely to be.  (Perhaps as builders 

became more experienced, they realised that to build 

a stable high wall in stone, it needed to be wider than 

when building in wood.)  However, the north wall still 

stands intact, a tribute to the skill of the builders.  

The Porticus 

As you walk towards the chancel, and look up at the 

join between the chancel and the nave.  You will see a 

worn roof-line running diagonally down the wall from 

the top of the drainpipe.  This is evidence of the 

presence of a mysterious structure called a porticus.   

 

 

 

 

This is a typical position for what was a small porch.     

 

 

    

 

 

Before you go round to the East side of the church, 

turn around and look at the landscape.  You can see 

clearly how the churchyard and neighbouring old 

school are on a flat platform above the Derwent with 

a little stream running into it.  This is a typical position 

for an early church and Saxon manor house.  It is 

important to see the church in its landscape, and we 

look forward to the findings of further research.   

The Chancel 

The chancel has been rebuilt and extended, perhaps 

twice, certainly once in the 19th Century.  But you can 

still see some early stonework on both the north and 

the south sides, adjacent to the nave.   

On the East and South walls, if you look carefully, you 

can see some faint markings of carved stones.  Clearly 

the Saxons weren’t the only ones to re-use old stone, 

and some of these stones, including a little sun-dial 

with a nail tucked into the centre of it on the South 

chancel wall, are mediaeval in origin.   

Inside the church 

Now you have completed a circuit of the church, go 

inside.  You will see that the interior has been 

plastered, and at present it is impossible to find any 

clues as to the early origin of the church from the 

nave and the chancel. 

However, in front of you there is a large chandelier, 

given to the church by Sir Tatton Sykes of Sledmere.  

There is also a small painting of a church (now 

demolished) at Leppington.   

Whose foot is this?  

Not on view, but in the tiny vestry are some stones 

built into the wall.  These were probably moved from 

their site in the Victorian re-build.  Most of these are 

medieval grave covers, but there is one item that 

dates back to the church’s origins.  This is the corner 

of a larger carving.  All that remains is a foot, and 

some drapery.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What was a porticus, and what is it for? 

A porticus was a common feature of Saxon 

churches, but their function is presently 

unclear.  Were they used for high status 

burials, or maybe a kind of ossuary such as is 

sometimes found in continental churches 

today?  Perhaps they housed a shrine, or 

relics, where people could pray – again these 

are sometimes found today outside 

continental churches (Or maybe it just had a 

more prosaic use, as a glorified church 

cupboard!) The truth is, we simply don’t 

know.   

 



Is it a Christ in Majesty, or perhaps an angel, just 

alighting on the earth?  It presently has experts 

puzzled, but Professor Rosemary Cramp, from 

Durham University, thinks that a date of around 800 is 

likely.   So it is probable that our church predates this. 

What did the Church look like when it was first built? 

Fortunately, we have a good clue from another 

mysterious Northumbrian Saxon Church:  St John’s 

Escomb in County Durham has virtually identical 

dimensions to St Peter and St Paul’s, and dates to the 

same period, that is, before the Vikings first came to 

our land.  With its little windows, remains of a 

porticus on the north wall, a stubby chancel and re-

used Roman Stone, Escomb is virtually an identical 

twin to our church.      

 

St John’s Escomb. 

Photo from website, used with  permission 

 

Both churches were built during the flowering of 

Saxon art and craft.  I cannot imagine that either 

church would be furnished as plainly as they are 

today.  The recent discovery of the Staffordshire 

hoard and the breath-taking Lindisfarne Gospels show 

us the rich skills, craftsmanship, and love of colour of 

the early Saxon Christians.  To aid their worship of the 

King of Kings, we can imagine painted carvings, 

beautiful golden crosses, communion plate and 

embroidered vestments adorning our simple little 

church.  Maybe, as in St Paul’s Jarrow, there was even 

stained glass in the windows.  The worship would 

have been in Latin, with many Psalms sung in the new 

plainchant.   

In contrast, the monks and priests who served the 

village and its Lord would have lived simple and 

austere lives.  Their time would have been spent 

giving glory to God in regular worship, and going 

about teaching and preaching by word and example, 

the love of God to their neighbours.   

 

 

The Church today 

The church still serves the local community as it has 

since it was built.  It is currently part of the Stamford 

Bridge Group of parishes, and has services once a 

month, including quarterly services celebrating the 

Saxon Saints in the modern Celtic Tradition.  You will 

find details of services, and some suggestions for 

prayers in the church.                                                                                                             

 

A prayer of Blessing as you leave 

The love of the Creator fill my heart, 

The love of the Saviour fill my heart, 

The love of the Sanctifier fill my heart, 

The love of the Three fill my heart, 

The love of the One fill my heart, 

Let that love abide and never depart, 

Let that love abide and never depart. 

David Adam 

 

 

 


