
WHITWICK CHURCH



The Church of St. John Baptist 
Whitwick

The church of St. John Baptist, Whitwick, occupies a site 
which, though somewhat disfigured by the neighbourhood of a 
modern industrial settlement, is not without picturesqueness. It 
is built on the steep western slope of the narrow valley through 
which runs the Grace Dieu brook, a position originally chosen 
on account of the protection afforded by the hill to the south, on 
which there remain considerable traces of the earthworks of a 
mount-and-bailey castle. Owing to the sudden descent at the east end 
of the church, the chancel was built above a vaulted substructure, 
parallels to which exist in several English churches on similar 
sites.

The building consists of a chancel with crypt beneath, nave 
of four bays with north and south aisles and south porch, and 
west tower. Some slight remains of the quoins of an early nave 
remain at the junction of the west wall of the nave with the north 
aisle, and the south doorway, so far as it is old, is of the thirteenth 
century; but an entire rebuilding took place at the beginning of 
the fourteenth century, and most of the church, apart from 
modern restorations, is of this date.

Owing to the steepness of the hill, which falls rapidly to the 
brook below, the eastward extension of the church was cramped, 
and the chancel is unusually short. The buttresses at the east 
angles of the chancel are set at right angles to one another, but 
little old work of interest remains, and the turret on the north 
side, which contains the stair to the crypt, has been entirely 
modernised. The tracery of the five-light east window is also 
modern, though it may be founded on original work; and there 
is a modern two-light window in the south wall. Internally, 
the chancel is fitted with modern furniture of a commonplace 
type, and no old work is visible. There may be remains of a 
piscina in the south wall, where there seems to be a hollow at the 
back of the plaster.

A newel stair on the north side of-the chancel leads to the 
crypt, which is entered by a doorway with a shouldered head, and
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extends westward for some feet, beneath the east part of the nave. It 
has a three-light window in the east, and two two-light windows 
in the south wall. West of these is a doorway, close to a buttress 
at the angle between the chancel and the south aisle. The west 
portion of the crypt is unlighted, but there are slits in the vault 
close to the west wall, as though there had formerly been open 
ings from the nave above. There is now no trace of the original 
vaulting, as a barrel vault of brick covered with plaster was 
inserted at a comparatively recent date, when the walls were 
faced with similar material. This vault is a flat segment in 
section, and Welsh arches are cut in it to give headway to the 
lateral windows. The crypt at present contains the blowing 
apparatus of the organ, and is otherwise used as a coal-hole and 
lumber-room.

The lofty arch between the chancel and nave, of two 
chamfered orders, of which the outer is continuous, has been 
rebuilt. The arches of the nave have two chamfered orders: 
the piers are tall octagonal columns with chamfered bases, and 
have moulded capitals which appear to be mostly modern. The 
east arch of the north arcade springs directly out of the wall at a 
point closely adjoining the chancel arch. The corresponding 
arch on the south side, however, springs from a moulded half- 
octagon capital, which may have belonged to a former respond, 
at a point lower down in the wall, which is some little distance 
to the south of the chancel arch. Thus the longer axis of the 
nave is south of that of the chancel, and, while the north arcade 
abuts against the north chancel wall, the south arcade is met by 
an external buttress, already mentioned, close to the south-west 
angle of the chancel. Both arcades have west responds, each a 
half-octagon. That on the north has a semi-circular capital, 
which fits it imperfectly, and may have been reused from an 
older building : the base of this respond has a hollow chamfer, 
and is adapted to the square plinth by broaches at the angles.

The clerestory windows are plain rectangular lights, each 
with a dividing mullion, and are not earlier than the end of the 
sixteenth century. The two eastern trusses of the nave roof have 
traceried spandrils, and some old beams are left in the roofs else 
where.

The north aisle of the nave has been largely rebuilt, and the
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side windows are modern. The buttresses at the external angles 
are set diagonally, and the north doorway, of the second quarter 
of the fourteenth century, with ogee and wave mouldings, has 
been restored. The tracery of the east window is modern, but 
externally the outer order of the arch, with roll-and-fillet mould 
ing, is partly old; and internally the rear arch has shafts with 
well-moulded capitals, small neck-mouldings, and circular bases 
with two convex mouldings. The date of this window is c. 1280- 
1300, and, though the aisle was evidently not completed till a 
good deal later, it seems probable that the work of rebuilding was 
begun at this point. The south aisle, which also has diagonal 
buttresses at the angles, retains traces of an earlier building. The 
south doorway, much restored with bad stone, is of the thirteenth 
century, and is surrounded by an unbroken edge-roll. Of the 
two orders of the arch, the inner is old, and has an edge-roll with 
a small fillet: there are two jamb-shafts on each side, with 
moulded capitals. Otherwise the fabric of the aisle and of the 
south porch, the responds of which are in part original, is of the 
fourteenth century; but the keeled string which runs internally 
beneath the windows may be old, and, if so, was re-used, together 
with the doorway. The windows are modern. A trefoiled 
piscina remains near the east end of the south wall, with a gabled 
pediment boldly crocketed: the finial has been cut off.

The arch in the east wall of the tower is of three chamfered 
orders: the innermost springs from responds with moulded 
capitals and very plain bases, while the two outer orders have 
continuous chamfers. There is a blocked shouldered opening, 
the use of which is not apparent, high up in the wall above, north 
of the centre. The tower, built about 1320, is an imposing 
structure of four stages, and of excellent stone-work, with double 
buttresses, set at right angles to each other, at the north-west and 
south-west corners. Those at the south-west angle have trefoiled 
niches with gabled heads, the sills of which are slightly below 
the chamfered off-set which divides the lowest from the second 
stage of the tower. The base-courses, for the most part cham 
fered, project boldly. The lowest stage above the base-course 
has an oblong window-opening with a trefoil head and a wide 
internal splay in the west face, set north of centre so as to leave 
room for the tower-stair in the south-west angle. Above this, in
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the second stage, is a smaller opening of the same type : there are 
similar openings in the middle of the north wall and west of centre 
in the south wall. In the third stage there are still smaller 
windows in the west and south faces, and in the north a pointed 
opening with a drop head, slightly east of centre: the east face 
is blank, and retains the housing-slot of the high-pitched roof of 
the nave, which was lowered when the clerestory was made. The 
fourth stage is treated similarly on all sides. The wall-faces are 
set back from those of the stage below by an off-set above the 
string-course, on which rest four rectangular projections, dividing 
each face into three equal parts. Each of these forms a traceried 
panel with a dividing mullion and an ogee quatrefoil in the head, 
the middle panel in each face being pierced for a window. Above 
this is a plain parapet. It is probable that the original intention 
was to crown this beautiful composition with a spire, and the 
walls thicken inwards towards the top of the tower. There are 
no obvious traces of squinches at the internal angles; but 
squinches may have been cut away when the bells were hung.

In the south aisle there is a font of the fourteenth century 
with a large octagonal bowl. The west face is blank, but there 
are carvings, flat and rather rude in execution, on the remaining 
faces: (1) N.W. window-tracery; (2) N. a shield, three chevrons; 
(3) N.E. window^ tracery; (4) E. a rose; (5) S.E. a shield, prob 
ably three garbs; (6) S.W. a shield, three lilies, alternating 2, 1, 
with three crosses flory fitchee 1, 2; (7) S.W., an escarbuncle. 
On a pedestal near the west respond of the north arcade is a large 
stone bowl with mutilated head-shaped projections, probably a 
holy-water stoup. In the north aisle there is a much mutilated 
alabaster effigy of a knight, c. 1400, with a dog at his feet: the 
helm has been badly defaced.

It may be noted that the tower, the most striking archi 
tectural feature of the church, has points of design which connect 
it with the contemporary steeples of Whissendine and Oakham 
in Rutland; and, although this may be merely a casual likeness, 
it is quite unlike any other tower in the county of Leicester, and 
may very well have been the work of masons who came from the 
area further east where architectural design flourished more 
conspicuously.
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