
Extract from Bigbury News Dec/Jan 2019/2020 
“There are known knowns, known unknowns, and unknown unknowns” –  
Donald Rumsfeld 
 
This is the start of a saga, the saga of the restoration of the tower and spire 
of St Lawrence, which is a project we are about to embark on, and our 
intention is to keep you up to date with the saga as it unfolds. 
The church of St Lawrence dates from the 14th century but following a fire, 
which any self - respecting church or cathedral seems to have had, it was 
substantially rebuilt in 1872.  From that date, it has looked as it does 
today.   St Lawrence is an important part of Bigbury.  It is our parish church 
and central to the community.  The church also forms an important part of 
the area’s architectural heritage.  As such it is a Grade 2* listed building – of 
all listed buildings, Grade 2* form a mere 6%.  Thus, it falls on the current 
generation to ensure the church is in a suitable state to hand on to our 
successors. 
  
Whilst the church has been maintained by dedicated volunteers over the 
years, the time has now come for some major work to make the spire and 
tower watertight, as well as restoring the bells.  Rainwater runs down the 
internal walls of the tower, causing damage to internal floors and 
woodwork, problems which now need urgent attention. That is the ‘known 
known’.  
 
Work is currently in hand to accurately assess the condition of the tower 
and the bells.  This requires the involvement of specialist professionals – and 
for specialist read expensive – in particular, an architect approved by the 
Church of England and a structural engineer.  Even to get this far has 
involved the removal of the damaged, asbestos containing, ceiling of the 
ringing chamber above the vestry to allow for a safer, closer inspection of 
the bell chamber and the inside of the tower.  Once assessed, a works 
specification will be drawn up and costs estimated. These are the ‘known 
unknowns’.  
 

All of this takes money, lots of it.  There have been, and will continue to be, 
fund raising activities.  We will be seeking money from grants, but it 
remains that we will need to ask for contributions from the 
community.  This is a community project which will need to be funded by 
the community.  Further updates about the restoration works, and the fund 
raising to finance them, will appear in the Bigbury News. In the meantime, 
all offers of help, practical or financial, are gratefully received by the 
Parochial Council Building Sub Committee: Bryan Carson 810296 
and Vic Gubbins 810651.   Until the next chapter…. 



 
The NEXT Chapter (extract from Bigbury News Feb/March 2020 
 
In December’s Bigbury News, the first article under the above title 
commenced the saga of the restoration of the tower and bells with a well-
known Donald Rumsfeld quote as a sub-title. This second report can 
announce that some ‘unknowns’ have now become ‘knowns’! 
 
The architect, Julie Boultby from a Totnes practice, inspected the tower and 
spire in early December and has been very busy – and very efficient – in 
putting together an initial works specification.  A set of drawings are on 
display in the church to better understand the works involved.  There are 3 
stages envisioned: 
 
Phase 1 involves: 
 a) erecting scaffolding on the outside of the tower and spire.  
b) taking down the ringing room floor and ceiling to allow the removal of 
the bells and bell frame to a foundry. The mild steel bell frame has severely 
corroded where it sits in the damp masonry of the tower walls, and was 
deemed in a 2009 report to be ‘dangerously weakened.’  This corrosion can 
only have worsened since.  
c) re-pointing the masonry of the entire spire and parts of the tower with 
lime mortar to replace incorrect existing cement mortar – lime mortar is the 
traditional material as it allows for movement of the stones, whereas cement 
mortar cracks and thus allows water penetration.  This gives us a deadline 
for the re-pointing work, as lime mortar cannot be applied when there is a 
risk of frost.  Whilst the tower will never be totally waterproof due to the 
porous stone used in the church’s construction, this re-pointing will vastly 
improve the current situation.  
d) replacing the lead sheeting and rotten wooden supports which form a 
gutter at the base of the spire on the tower.  
 
Phase 2 involves checking the bells, refurbishing the bell frame by 
galvanising it to be more water resistant, bringing the bells back and re-
installing them.  
 
Phase 3 involves re-instating the ceilings and floors previously removed and 
the system for ringing the bells.  
 
On the financial front, submissions to grant providing charities are being 
prepared, one such application having been made just after 
Christmas.  Whilst hoping for the best, we need to plan for the worst; 



perhaps £100,000 needs to come from our own resources.  Currently there is 
about £25,000 available.  Thus, we need funds and fund raisers.  If you feel 
you can help, with ideas, help and/or money, please get in touch. 
 
In the meantime, running alongside the church works, work is going ahead 
on drawing up the specification to restore the leaning pillar at the church 
gates. This is being funded by Bigbury Parish Council and the Friends of 
St Lawrence.  
 
All offers of help, practical and financial, with this vital work to safeguard 
our Grade 2* listed church will be gratefully received by the Parochial 
Council Building Sub Committee:  
 
 Bryan Carson - 810296  
 Vic Gubbins - 810651.  
 
Look out for the next chapter in the Bigbury News!  
 
Vic Gubbins   
 
 
	


