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By C.M. HEIGHWAY and J.W.S. LITTEN

Sapperton village lies ten miles SSE of Gloucester and six miles E of Stroud, nestling at the top
of the lush Chalford valley (SO 946034). There was a church here by the 1190s, when a priest is
recorded (VCH, 96). The church, dedicated to St. Kenelm, is cruciform in plan with a south
porch and a central tower capped by a low broach spire. It retains evidence of Norman work in
the jambs of a doorway set in the north transept, but was largely rebuilt in the 14th century,
from which time date the central tower and spire, and the roofs of the chancel and nave. The
north transept was altered in the 16th century, and has windows of that date. A major
remodelling programme was undertaken by the Atkyns family between 1686 and 1708,
involving the rebuilding of the nave and the south transept, during which time the vault beneath
the south transept was probably constructed. The windows in the nave and south transept are
round-arched, some with panes of original greenish clear glass.

Apart from the 15th-century font and the adjacent linenfold benches, no other furniture
prior to the remodelling survives. The Jacobean bench-ends, the panelling in the south transept,
the front of the gallery, and the oak cornice in the nave with its strapwork and heraldry
(Whittington quartering Pauntley) were taken from Sapperton House when it was demolished
by the 1st Lord Bathurst about 1730 (VCH, 91).

The monuments within the church commemorate the families which at different times were
possessed of the manor. Part of Sapperton Manor was in the hands of the Poole family from
1483, and was sold in 1661 to Sir Robert Atkyns senior; he bought the remaining part in 1667,
and Sapperton became his chief residence. The monuments are (1) in the north transept against
the east wall, a recumbent stone effigy of a knight in armour, a member of the Poole family,
beneath a Renaissance canopy with heraldry, dated 1574, by Gildon or Gildo of Hereford (P1
on Fig. 1, Phase V); (2) in the chancel, a tablet to a member of the Poole family, dated 1584,
again by Gildon or Gildo; (3) in the north transept, Sir Henry Poole (d.1616), with kneeling
marble effigies of himself and his family, all within a Renaissance canopy, the sculptor
unidentfied (P on Fig. 1, Phase V); (4) in the south transept, Sir Robert Atkyns junior (d.1711),
a reclining effigy described below (p. 121; A on Fig. 1, Phase VI); (5) mural monuments, tablets
to John Yarnton (d.1803), by Lewis; and (6) to Sarah Yarnton (d.1809) by Cooke.

The works which prompted this report took place in October 1985 when repairs and
restoration were proceeding under the supervision of Eric Cole & Partners, Cirencester. The
Atkyns monument was restored by Wells Conservation Centre, which has deposited a full
record of their work in the parochial archives. To alleviate problems of damp, a drainage-trench
was dug outside the church behind the monument; during the excavation, masonry walls were
uncovered, and these were recorded by C.M.H. The record was funded by the Historic
Buildings and Monuments Commission, now English Heritage. At the same time, the burial-
vault of the Atkyns family was discovered beneath the floor of the south transept (Fig. 1, Phases
V-VI), and is reported below by J.W.S.L.

Before proceeding to detail these results, it may be of interest to repeat (very largely from
Irvine Gray'’s Antiquaries of Gloucestershire (1981), 49~52) the main facts of the life of Sir Robert
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Fig. 1 St. Kenelm’s Church, Sapperton: suggested development of the plan. I and II: 12th century.
IOI: 13th century. IV: 14th and 15th century. V: 16th to early 17th century. VI: early 18th century.
Letter-symbols: V: vault under. P: Poole monument, 1616. P1: Poole monument, 1574. A: Atkyns
monument, 1711.




ST. KENELM’S CHURCH, SAPPERTON 113

Atkyns junior, author of Gloucestershire’s first printed county history. He was baptized at
Monken Hadley, Herts., on 26 August 1647, though coming of a Gloucestershire legal family of
some distinction, his grandfather Sir Edward Atkyns being a judge both under the
Commonwealth and the Restoration, and his father Sir Robert, becoming Chief Baron of the
Exchequer and Speaker of the House of Lords. The future historian, who had been at St.
Edmund Hall, Oxford, was called to the bar. Parental influence saw him knighted in 1663 at the
age of only sixteen, made an FR.S. at seventeen, and from 1673 to 1679 appointed as
Comptroller of Law Duties (probably a sinecure). He became a J.P. for Gloucestershire in 1673,
a Deputy Lieutenant in 1683, M.P. for Cirencester from 1679 to 1681, and for the county 1685
to 1687. He seems, however, to have been overshadowed by his father (who died aged 88 only
two years before his son), and they disagreed over politics. Whereas Sir Robert senior achieved
high office as a Whig under William III, his son was a Tory and non-juror, as was his uncle Sir
Edward Atkyns junior, another judge, who consequently resigned the office of Chief Baron (in
which his brother succeeded him in 1689).

Sir Robert Atkyns junior retired into country life and historical research. The family seat had
been at Tuffley near Gloucester, but his father had bought the manors of Nether Swell in 1659,
Sapperton in 1660 or 1661, and Pinbury Park (in Duntisbourne Rous) in 1661, and it was here
that the historian lived in later life. Little can be discerned about his personality or local
activities. There is a portrait engraved by Michael van der Gucht, which appears as the
frontispiece to The Ancient and Present State of Gloster-Shire (1712). A second portrait exists in
the form of his effigy, described below (p. 121). As recorded on his epitaph in Sapperton
Church, he died of dysentery at his Westminster house on 29 November, 1711. He left no
children, his chief heirs being his niece, Annabella, and her husband, the Rev. and Hon. Henry
Brydges, D.D., who died in 1728; he may have helped in Sir Robert Atkyns’ researches and may
have seen his history through the press after his death. In 1753, most of the Atkyns property
went to a cousin, Edward Atkyns of Ketteringham Hall, Norfolk, who died in 1804 and was
buried in the family vault at Ketteringham church; a monument by Sir Richard Westmacott was
erected to his memory in the chancel, in 1807.

Observation of the drainage-trench and its extension

The work in 1985 was followed by an extension of the trench in 1990, with results included
below. Numbers cited below, and on Figs. 2-3 are the original record numbers. The following
principal features were recorded -

1. A wall with a fine-tooled ashlar face resting on an ashlar plinth; a return angle of the same wall could
also be seen. The wall pre-dates 6, in which it is embedded.

2. Asimilar ashlar plinth to 1, underlying the east wall of the south transept.

3. Seton top of 2, a wall of coarse chisel-dressed limestone blocks, one or two with finely-tooled faces (re-
used). This wall backs the Atkyns monument. A stone (A, below) with billet-moulding was removed
from this wall when inserting a vent for the monument.

4. The wall of the chancel, made of regularly-sized mortared Oblite slabs, some Lias, and at its junctdon
with 1 two good-sized Oblite blocks with dressed faces, probably re-used. This wall was straight-jointed
to 1. Its upper part was re-faced in the 18th century (7 below), and the irregular line of the 18th-
century ground-level could clearly be seen (Fig. 3, elevation, C).

5. Foundations of the chancel wall, under 4. Large Odlite slabs, some Lias, unmortared; overlaps plinth of
1 and is built against wall (Fig. 3, section A).

6. Solid foundadon of Oblite slabs, occasionally Lias; some carry remains of dressing, clearly being re-
used; one was rebated. This foundation was bonded with buff-coloured sandy mortar, although the
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Fig. 2 Sapperton Church: plan of excavated walls, with inset showing the position of the excavated areas.
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The Atkyns Vault

The vault (Figs. 10-11), which measures 2.45 m from north to south and 2.61 m from east to
west, is situated centrally beneath the south transept, its south wall being that of the transept
itself. It was constructed between 1696 and 1708, the date of the extensive rebuilding and
extensions mentioned above (p. 111). That the entire east wall of the transept is occupied by the
Atkyns monument, together with the lack of furniture of any kind in the chapel itself, suggests
that it was designed as a mortuary chapel or mausoleum to contain the remains of Sir Robert
Atkyns and his wife, Louise Carteret (1653-1716).

A flight of nine irregular steps (60 cm wide, treads 24 to 25 cm, risers 22 to 25 cm), set within
a stair-well of irregular Oélite blocks, leads into the vault from the north-east, the ninth tread
being within the vault itself. This stair-well is set to the east of the centre-line of the north wall;
the top of the side-walls rests 5 cm below the level of the floor, enabling the opening to be
capped by three inverted headstones taken from the churchyard, later in date than the deposit of
Lady Atkyns, and supported on fragments of stone, beneath which were traces of oak fragments;
from this evidence it can be deduced that the supports of the original capping were oak beams
of 0.5 cm scantling. Against the west wall of the treads were stacked, on them, irregular pieces
of paving-stone.

SAPPERTON, ST KENELM: THE ATKYNS VAULT.

Fig. 10 Sapperton Church: plan of the Atkyns vault in the south transept (J.W.S.L.).
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SAPPERTON, ST KENELM: ATKYNS VAULT
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Fig. 11 Sapperton Church: elevaton of the Atkyns vault (J.W.S.L.).

The walls of the vault are constructed of irregular Oélite blocks, varying between 12 and 15
cm in height and 20 and 50 cm in width. The floor is of packed earth. The roof, also of
irregular blocks, is barrelled, the curve springing from the east and west walls at a height of
1.45 m from the floor. The curve is gentle and regular, the height at its centre being 2.22 m
from the floor. This curve interrupts the lower treads of the stair-well, but no attempt was made
to fashion the roof in order to afford unimpeded access, and care would have to have been taken
in entering. An attempt at ventilation had been made by removing the stone at the apex of the
roof where it abutted the south wall; it was possible to insert one’s hand into this aperture, but
there was no evidence on the outer wall as to the point of emergence. On the east and west walls
were three daub candle-holders; no trace of the stubs remained, but there was pronounced
smoke-blackening on the walls immediately above.

Coffins and coffin-furniture

There were five coffins in the vault, all aligned with feet to east and head to west. Three, one of lead and
two of wood, had been placed against the south wall, one on top of another; further north lay a single-shell
wooden coffin and, just inside the vault at the bottom of the stair-well, a second lead coffin. At some time
the coffins against the south wall had been covered with soil to a maximum depth of 70 cm, spilling
outwards from the north and thus trespassing on the centrally-placed single-shell wooden coffin. Some
crumbs of this infilling were to be found on the treads of the stair-well.

There had been much disturbance of the original two coffins (Litten 1991, 219). Whereas one would
have expected that of Sir Robert Atkyns to have been placed off-centre to the south side of the vault (it
being the first deposit, and such being the traditional placement of a male spouse’ coffin within a vault of
intended limited occupation), it was now found hard up against the access-steps on the north side of the
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vault. The coffin of Lady Atkyns ~ the second and last intended deposit — should have been placed off-
centre to the north side of the vault; but later deposits had shifted it to a position hard up against the south
wall, on top of one of the later single-shell wooden coffins.

Without referring to the burial-register, it is impossible to say when the coffins of Sir Robert and Lady
Atkyns were displaced. Suffice it to say that the three single-shell wooden coffins date from the last quarter
of the 18th and/or the first quarter of the 19th century. None of the depositum plates survives, and it is
therefore impossible to identify the remains or to be precise as to their date of deposition. What we see in
these three single shells are non-related infiltrators, of a type more associated with churchyard burial than
vault-deposit. Families of the Atkyns’s standing would have followed the standard requirement for vault-
deposit — an inner one-inch elm coffin, enclosed within a shell of 8 b lead, with its own depositum plate,
the whole within an outer one-inch oak case, velvet-covered and set with upholstery pins, heavy grips,
grip-plates and a large plate of inscription.

Who, then, was responsible for introducing the later coffins? The finger of suspicion points either at
an incumbent or a churchwarden - in any case, at someone who knew that space existed in the vault and
that the Atkyns family had no further call upon it. The first infiltrating coffin is probably that which sits
on the floor hard up against the south wall, and it may have been then that the coffin of Lady Atkyns
was placed on top of it. The second coffin was deposited on the floor of the vault, occupying the space
formerly taken up by Sir Robert’s coffin, now or later moved towards the north stair-well. The third
coffin was placed on top of that of Lady Atkyns. At some time after the last deposit, the vault became
insanitary — it should be remembered that single-shell wooden coffins were considered suitable only for
earth-burial — and soil was heaped up against and on top of the coffins abutting the south wall in an
attempt to seal off the stench.

The movement of the Atkyns coffins has destroyed all but the most fragmentary evidence of the richly-
upholstered outer velvet-covered wooden cases; no trace remains of either depositum plates or coffin-
furniture. Sir Robert’s lead shell is flushly soldered; attached to the lid is a lead depositum plate, 265 by
255 mm, inscribed

St Robert
Atkyns Kt Died
Novbrye 29t 1711
Aectat 65.

Beneath are incised the arms of Atkyns incorporating Carteret with the Atkyns crest above. A fragment of
the outer wooden case rests on the lid above the left foot, and another above the knees.

The single-shell wooden coffin abutting the lead shell of Sir Robert Atkyns is in a dilapidated
condition. The lid has collapsed, exposing the remains of the skeletal contents, and the sides are
crumbling. The tin-dipped stamped iron depositum plate has rusted away, and all that remains of the outer
decoration are a few brass-headed upholstery pins and a fragment of an iron ‘hinge’, a decorative angle-
bracket fashioned from thin iron plate. The single-shell wooden coffin at the bottom of the stack against
the south wall remains intact, gentle probing though one of its joints proving it to be indeed a single-shell.
No traces existed of its outer upholstery; however, a simple iron grip and its associated grip-plate remained
attached to the head end.

The lead shell of Lady Atkyns was supported on top of the lower single-shell wooden coffin against the
south wall. It was, apart from its left flank, completely obscured by the dishevelled single-shell coffin
which had been placed upon it. This was in an extreme state of decay. All but the head end had collapsed,
the skull and a few ribs of the occupant being fully visible. Arguably, it was this coffin that gave rise to the
conditions resulting in the introduction of the soil. No traces existed of its outer fittings, apart from a
double row of brass-headed upholstery pins securing the faded rags of velvet.

JWS.L.
Victoria & Albert Museum,
May 1994
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