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The work to stabilise the east wall of the chancel was completed just before 
Christmas 2020, bringing a much welcomed closure to a threat that has been 
hanging over the church for 6 years. 

It was late 2014 when concerns were aroused that old cracks were widening and 
new cracks appearing between the east chancel wall and the remainder of the 
building. This was a significant dent in our euphoria of the then recent renewal of 
the north roof only a year before which had at last stopped years of a leaking roof 
with a challenging price tag and fundraising of about £80000.  

Advice was sought from the Diocesan architect on the cracks and for the next 3 
years the movement was monitored by way of telltales fixed across the principal 
cracks inside and out to accurately measure movement through monthly readings, 
in order to assist professional advisers in their assessment of the nature of the 
problem. The photos below show telltales on fixing in 2015 and a reading 4 years 
later showing the crack opening by 25mm. 

After reviewing the monitoring reports in autumn 2017, the architect recommended 
that a structural engineer with experience of medieval churches be appointed to 
undertake a preliminary investigation, with trial pits dug which showed: 
1) Although the chancel dates from 1240, it was extensively remodelled by the

Victorians in 1870. The dig showed that their remodelled wall rested on footings
only 18 inches deep, with no spread beyond the wall width and on clay subsoil.
Underpinning of the affected wall was recommended by reinforcing support with
a new concrete footing in front of and “toed” under the existing Victorian footing.

2) The investigation exposed that the rainwater drainage disappeared into the clay
ground, but went no further than 2 metres with no soak-away. This was



therefore keeping the soil around the wall very wet with the inevitable swelling 
of the clay subsoils contributing heave to the inadequate foundations and the 
distress of the east chancel wall. Drainage improvement to move rainwater 
away from the church to soak-aways 10/15 metres away was recommended as 
a key component of rectification.  


Whilst there could be no certainty of how long before the structural failure passed 
the “tipping point” to ultimate collapse, it was evident that time was of the essence 
to rectify before parts of the wall became unstable with an exponential impact on 
the cost of remediation and the risk of church closure. Any delay might push the 
budget beyond the PCC’s reasonable fundraising expectations. 

At the beginning of 2018, the architect and structural engineer were instructed to 
prepare plans and specification with a view to securing tenders for the work, 
information that was essential to a competent fundraising campaign. Fortunately 
the PCC was in a position to finance the almost £5000 to complete the 
investigations, design and tender work. Tenders were received in autumn 2018. 
The three tenders ranged from circa £30000 to £109000! The first budget 
anticipated costs of about £40000 based on the lowest tender, ex VAT, fortunately 
from a reliable and competent contractor known to the PCC and architect. 

Whilst this work was in hand, 2018 
proved a particularly long, hot 
summer which dried the clay subsoil 
and accelerated the movement of the 
wall to four times the rate of 
movement of the previous three 
years, as measured by the telltales. 
The cracks widened to up to 3 inches 
and more, larger pieces of masonry 
fell regularly in the chancel, 
reinforcing the urgency of the work. 
At the end of 2018 we asked Historic 
England to review our situation and 
St Edmunds was returned to the “At 
Risk” Register, a status we hoped 
would reinforce the urgency of our 
approaches to potential grantors. 

In autumn 2018 the hard work of 
fundraising began. Our PCC was in a 
reasonably healthy financial position 
for a small rural parish and, having 
spent £5000 on preparatory work, it 
could commit a further £7000 to the 
works. However, this was not enough 
to meet the first criteria of most 
charities - that the applicant 



must have 50% of funds committed before an application will be considered. 
Potentially we might not get off the start line. 

Fortunately our dilemma was solved through two positive responses at the 
beginning of our campaign: 
1) Suffolk Historic Churches Trust grasped our challenge, visited the church to

discuss and within a few months offered a grant of £9000, giving us a lifeline.
2) The timing of our campaign coincided with a government initiative to

encourage maintenance of historic churches and the Taylor Review Pilot
Project had identified Suffolk for one of it’s two trials. Within 3 months we had
an offer to fund our drainage work at a cost of about £9000, reducing the
balance to be funded.  (Note:  The Taylor Review pilot ran from September
2018 to March 2020 and has now ended.  The Evaluation Report can be
accessed via historicengland.org.uk/advice/caring-for-heritage/places-of-
worship/churches-sustainability-review// )

We also made an application to the Heritage Lottery Fund, hoping they might 
provide a significant element. This was not straightforward because their criteria 
had changed from 6 years earlier and a community project was now an essential 
component of any bid. To achieve this, the PCC partnered the parish council to 
promote a community heritage project - Hargrave Heritage - to record the village’s 
history through the contributions of past and present residents. Unfortunately 
although the merits of the application were considered good, we did not express 
the VAT status of the project with sufficient clarity and, on this basis, the 
application (and the 6 weeks of application preparation) were rejected. We were 
successful with a second application, albeit it 12 months later.
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18 months, succeeding ultimately with 10. 
Finding organisations to approach is a 
challenge as you venture in to this 
unfamiliar territory, but SHCT, our district 
and county councils, and several others 
offered suggestions/lists. It is a hard slog as 
each fund has their own criteria and 
application form, so working through one by 
one just takes lots of time and patience. It is 
important to ensure you have all the 
supporting information to hand in electronic 
and paper form (including good quality 
photos) to process as efficiently as possible.


As 2019 progressed the distress in the wall 
became more apparent and concerning. We 
had in our budget a provision for a borehole 
test to inform in more detail the nature of the 
subsoil with bore samples taken all around 
the chancel wall, but at £1000 had accepted 
advice to delay. With the deterioration, the 
PCC took the decision to bring this work 



forward to give a clearer picture of the ground conditions. This revealed that the 18 
inch footings were not founded on undisturbed clay but previously filled ground, 
probably old graves, and the engineer had to revise the underpinning design at 
additional cost. Planning work in the ground always has the highest risk because 
you do not know what is there until you open the ground. If I was doing the same 
work again, I would bring forward borehole investigations to ensure design and 
budgeting is as well informed as possible to avoid surprises mid-fundraising. 

In autumn 2019 the contractor 
started the drainage improvement 
work, finishing in late November. 
By the end of 2019 we had 
amassed sufficient grant offers to 
instruct the contractor to proceed 
with the balance of the work, the 
underpinning and remedial work. 
He moved on site in December but 
was immediately confronted by 
one of the wettest winters for many 
years, making excavation for 
underpinning impractical until late 
March 2020. Just as he started 
digging, the first Covid-19 
lockdown occurred. Fortunately 
this was not a major problem as 
our contractor was a “one man 
band”, able to distance at our 
remote rural church. He also had 
the presence of mind to pre-order 
all materials before lockdown 
closed most builders merchants. 
We understood from our architect 
that we were then one of the few 
building sites still working. 

Underpinning was completed in May 2020, and the repair of cracks and other 
consequent issues by July. The structural engineer then recommended that the 
works were allowed to “settle” and dry out for 3 months before final redecoration 
and finishing was completed October/December, a welcomed Christmas present to 
this 6 year marathon. 

As might be expected with a major intervention to an ancient structure, there were 
a few surprises as the works progressed, such as: 
1) Under the middle of the chancel wall, an unknown brick vaulted tomb was

uncovered, directly in the path of the underpinning. The archeologist advised
that it was early 19th century. A “bridging” structure had to be designed to
leave it intact whilst preserving the structural integrity of the underpinning.



2) Excavations under the two corner buttresses revealed no foundations. These
features, which should reinforce structural stability, were no more than
decorative. The buttresses were taken down and rebuilt on new foundations.
Not all the fabled Victorian engineering was great!

3)When the contractor cut
back the main cracks, he
discovered that major
settlement had occurred
previously but then the
fractures had been filled
with loose rubble and

plastered over, leaving the chancel wall 
structurally unconnected to the remainder of 
the church. 

4) As 2019 progressed, increasing distortion of
one of the main chancel windows resulted
in a one inch gap between glass and
mullion. It was necessary to take down and
resize this large lead light at a significant
extra cost to restore weatherproofing.

5) Within the chancel are three Georgian
prayer boards which had suffered some
damage from the movement. It was
essential that they were removed to facilitate the structural work, but when the



contractor attempted this, he found that they had been very securely fixed with 
6 inch cut nails. Further damage to the boards was necessary to achieve 
removal and ultimately the PCC were advised to employ a conservator to repair 
these precious items, at a further significant extra.  

Overall the architect recorded 19 variations to the main contract at a cost of just 
under £4000. The window and prayer boards added about £5000. We had 
included a 10% contingency in our budget but this proved inadequate for all the 
above. We were relieved that the final cost was only 10% above the budget, 
bearing in mind the “surprises” we encountered. 

Fortunately our funding pot has been sufficient to cover these unexpected costs. 
Our 18 months of fundraising brought support from the Listed Places of Worship 
Scheme, Suffolk Historic Churches Trust, our local Hargrave Charity (founded 300 
years ago), the Heritage Lottery Fund, Allchurches Trust, The Lord Belstead 
Charitable Trust, Havebury Housing Partnership, Scarfe Charitable Trust, The 
Alfred Williams Charitable Trust, The Garfield Weston Foundation, the Wolfson 
Foundation and the Taylor Review Pilot (a Government sponsored initiative now 
closed).  .  

It is notable that over the past 10 years, the PCC has raised around £150000 to 
attend to the repair of this grade 2* listed medieval building, with about 30% of 
this money raised through fundraising within our community. Our Hargrave 
Heritage project is ongoing and in October 2020 the new website went online at 
www.heritage.hargrave-suffolk.co.uk. Planning is now advancing to complete a 
permanent heritage exhibition in the church by summer 2021. 
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