
All Saints’ Church Ramsholt – Tower Restoration 2015–16

Ramsholt Tower timeline
 ■ 7th century: There was an Early Saxon settlement here

 ■ 1287: A tower at Ramsholt was marked on a sea chart

 ■ In medieval times: Ramsholt was a settlement of considerable 
size and the first on the north side of the river Deben

 ■ 13th century: The tower we see today was built after the earlier 
tower collapsed – buttresses were added for greater stability

 ■ 14th century: The Church belonged to Butley Abbey

 ■ Ramsholt Church was not a plague church as has been 
suggested; it stands in isolation as the buildings that once 
surrounded it have now been demolished

 ■ Early 18th century: The building had deteriorated and the  
tower was used by smugglers as a lookout to see when ‘the 
coast was clear’

 ■ Early 19th century: The state of the building was so bad that 
daylight could be seen through the ceiling

 ■ 1892: The Quilter family acquired Ramsholt, bringing it into the 
Bawdsey estate, but the Church of England owned the church

 ■ 1913: The Quilter Trustees restored the church and tower

 ■ 1969: Thieves attempted to steal the 5cwt bell; they were not 
successful

 ■ 1970s and 80s: Restoration work on the tower was undertaken

 ■ 2015–16: Extensive tower restoration took place, with the aid 
of funds from individuals, The Round Tower Society, Suffolk 
Historic Churches, Charitable Trusts and a grant from the 
Heritage Lottery Fund

Pictures
1. Walking up the lane from the site of Church Cottages, pulled down in the 1960s.
2. Walking up from the river, through the meadow. The cottages would have been on 

the left of the church.
3. View of the tower from the west.
4. Aerial view taken from a drone, clearly shows the circular tower.
5. The bell that the thieves tried to steal in 1969; it fell through the ceiling.
6. Ramsholt Church at the time when the Quilter Trustees were restoring the church – 

note the bell by the porch for safety.
7. In the early 19th century, the state of the building was so bad that daylight could be 

seen through the ceiling.
8. View from the top of the tower today, showing the commanding view of the Deben
9. View of the tower interior, showing the variety of materials used.
10. View of the lancet window showing the brick arches, the septaria and the new lime 

mortar and flintwork.
11. The architect’s marked up photograph showing the areas identified for structural 

repairs.
12. Three generations of the Peck family who did the restoration work.

Stories about the Ramsholt Tower
Local legend says the Ramsholt tower was built by the Saxons as 
a watch tower to guard against the invading Vikings and that it is 
oval in section. The first is probably true, the second is a myth – the 
tower is actually round.
Smugglers: The church cottages below the church were pulled 
down in the 1960s. One had a cellar used by the smugglers for 
storage and they also stored their contraband in a cave in the cliffs. 
From the top of the tower they could shine a light to signal to the 
smugglers in the river that it was safe to bring the goods ashore. 
A view about the tower from Arthur Mee’s Kings of England – 
Suffolk, ‘The “queer tower” looks over Ramsholt – a remote place on 
the Deben, but a lovely stretch of river. Up a narrow winding lane, 
we climb to the church from the river, which stands commandingly 
on a hill where its 13th century tower may have been built as a 
beacon. It is an unusual tower, neither square nor round, plainly 
oval.’
In the 1850s, an Archdeacon commented, that: ‘the walls of the 
tower and church were as green as the grass with which they are 
surrounded.’ The interior was neglected and the pulpit seldom used, 
having been selected by an owl as a place of repose.

The Ramsholt Church Tower
The tower has been described as oval but this is, in fact, incorrect. 
The internal diameter north to south is 10’11’’ (3.33m) and east to 
west is 10’4’’ (3.15m) so the difference is only 7’’ (0.176m); similar 
differences are normal in other round towers. However the three 
buttresses tend to create the impression of an oval shape. The 
tower is 56’ (16.07m) high and has a wall thickness of 3’9’’ (1.14m). 
The buttresses are 2’9’’ (0.846m) wide and project more than 4’ 
(0.10m) at their bases; they extend for the full height of the tower 
and are of four stages.
The fabric of the tower is mainly septaria – a light to medium 
brown clay-like limestone with a coarse texture, found in local 
river estuaries – and flint. Some medieval bricks – their colour and 
size show that they are not Roman – were used for the ‘putlog’ 
hole frames. The pointed arches of the belfry openings are stone –
dressed and distinctly Norman in appearance, as is the SW ground 
floor window. This suggests a post Norman date for the tower – as 
does the use of medieval brick.
The buttresses appear to have been built at the same time as the 
tower. What we see today is most likely the result of rebuilding 
after the collapse of an earlier tower. This collapse may also have 
brought down some of the nave and west wall. The existing tower 
and west wall of the nave are thought to have been built in the 
late 13th to early 14th century. Medieval builders were skilled and 
thoughtful men and the use of a buttressed tower design suggests 
they had learnt from the earlier collapse and were determined that 
it would not happen again. 
When the tower was restored, the Parochial Church Council (PCC) 
commissioned an architectural and historical appraisal from English 
Heritage. They believe the tower dates from the 13th century and 
could have been constructed as a defensive feature to thwart the 
Danes rather than the Vikings. Churches were often considered to 
be a place of safety, with a bell to call people together. In the 1930s 
the Parish History of Ramsholt suggested that the tower was not 
Norman but Early English.

Why were Round Towers Built?
It was a solution to building tall structures on light, sandy ground. 
These types of tower were especially suited to places like Ramsholt 
in East Anglia, which had little durable local stone for construction. 
It is easier and stronger to build a circular structure when there is 
only a mix of loose material available. Corners in such situations 
would be awkward to handle, be weaker and vulnerable to 
weathering. Another, more superstitious idea is that they were 
round so that there were no corners in which the devil could hide. 
There would have been no drawn plans; the shape would just have 
been marked out on the ground.

How were they built?
Septaria, a form of compressed clay, is one of the main materials of 
the Ramsholt Tower. It is most likely that a lime mortar was used, 
mixed as stiff as possible, to build the inner and outer facing walls 
of flint, up to a height of about 9’’ (0.225m) at a time, as the walls 
would ‘slump’ until the mortar set. This would take several days.
Then the inner and outer leaves would be filled with rubble and the 
process was repeated to raise the height of the walls. Scaffolding 
was used as the tower height increased and evidence of ‘putlog’ 
holes, representing each ‘lift’, can be seen in the walls.
Building work would take place between the Assumption of the 
Blessed Virgin Mary, in March, and Michaelmas, in the autumn. This 
minimised the harmful effects of frost on the slow drying mortar. 
The partly built walls may have been temporarily thatched for 
protection during the winter. Ten feet in a season would have been 
good progress. It is often possible to trace each season’s progress in 
the fabric today. 
The tower is only one of two buttressed round towers, the other 
one being Beyton.
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