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The following survey has been undertaken in response to concerns about the current

and progressive deterioration of the beak-head doorway to the north side of St
Mary’s church. There is evidence that deterioration of both this and of the west

doorway of the church is in a process of acceleration. It is our opinion that this must
be analysed now prior to immediate remedial treatment.

Both the beak-head doorway and the west doorway date from the earliest years of

the Priory church, being Early English in style, if not transitional between Norman
and Early English. The beak-head and subsidiary chevron embellishment suggest

that the doorway of which they are a part is perhaps slightly earlier than the west
doorway itself. It is not in its original location and some, at least of its beak-head

voussiors seem highly likely to have been replaced, probably at the time of its
reassembly in its current position. The span of the arch is less than that of the
opening and the abaci of the imposts of this opening form corbels when they should
not, or, at least, would not have been expected to. The doorway and arch, therefore,

seem to form a composite of two recycled openings, or else always possessed the
‘squinch’-like profile seen today.

George G. Pace identifies this doorway as having been that which “once gave
entrance to the south-eastern corner of the cloister” (Brief Guide to St Mary’s Priory
Church, p8) and mentions an early C19 cast-iron gate within, no longer present. The
gate may have dated its relocation, although, if the arch was tranposed from the

cloister, as seems likely, then this will have occurred in or around 1732. It seems
absent, however, from a late C18/early C19 etching of the church (see below).

Whilst the lower section of the wall that runs eastward and at right-angles to the
doorway, on its north side, is very likely an undisturbed remnant of the north wall of

the north aisle, the doorway as a whole stands in what was previously part of the
north aisle itself, well to the west of the original intersection of aisle and transept.

The Gilbertine Priory at Old Malton was founded circa 1150 and was quick to acquire
land around and property within the Borough of New Malton, the economic rise of
both Priory and Borough going hand-in-hand thereafter.

By the time of the dissolution of the Priory in 1539, the Priory owned much of the
building stock in New Malton and may very well have built much of it, controlling and
profiting from much of its trade.

The Priory site seems to have escaped immediate or extensive quarrying and the
church dwindled to its currently diminished form and proportion by attrition. The

North West tower had burned during the C15 and had likely not been rebuilt by

1539, although the westernmost bays of the arcade were remodelled around the turn
of the 15th and 16th centuries (Pevsner, North Yorkshire p233).
The central tower of the church was deemed unsafe, and was pulled down, in 1636.
General repairs to the surviving fabric were carried out in 1670 and between 1730
and 1780 the cloister, choir and transcepts were removed, the nave curtailed, its roof

lowered and a new east window installed. A Faculty for the alterations to the church
was obtained in 1732.

Priory church and cloister, 1728 (courtesy Ian Wray). Note doorway in north-east
corner – possibly the beak-head door.

It is quite possible that the beakhead doorway was removed from the cloister and resited in its current location at around this time. It may not have travelled so far,
however, the construction of the east end having commenced around 1150. The

claustral buildings were completed c.1190, before the west front some ten years
later (G.G. Pace, p5).

Major restoration work was carried out after 1877 (when the beakhead doorway may

have been relocated, or the arch, at least, added to an already relocated opening)

and the last major repair programme was in 1959, with further repair works in 1961
and in the early 1980s, During one – or all – of these 20th century interventions,

significant volumes of magnesian limestone, as well as cementitious mortar, were
introduced into the mainly Hildenley limestone masonry of the external walls.

Priory church after removal of cloister and alteration, probably later C18 or early C19
(courtesy Ian Wray). Note absence of beakhead doorway at this time.

Hildenley limestone is a fine-grained limestone formed in the midst of, and at the
same time as, the Malton Oolite limestone formations. The quarries lie to the west of

the Castle Howard Road, close to Swinton Grange. It was used extensively
throughout

the

medieval

period

in

and

around Malton,

particularly

upon

ecclesiastical buildings in the area, as well as for the vaults of many of the stone
undercrofts within the medieval boundaries of New Malton.
Whilst Hidenley limestone is generally fine, there were coarser, more shelly beds. In
the opinion of Richard Myerscough of the Yorkshire Vernacular Buildings Materials
Research Group, these coarser beds have tended to be the more durable in use (pers
comm).

Both coarse and fine Hildenley limestones appear in the beak-head doorway (see

attached drawing of the doorway’s geology). In this instance, at least, the finergrained stone has endured generally better than the coarse. The distribution of

stones from the different beds suggests that the masons themselves saw little
difference in their relative performance- the label mould, for example, has examples
of both when, had one been considered more durable at the time of construction,

then this would surely have been used throughout for such an important weathering
detail.
The imposts also contain three stones of another, strongly oolitic limestone. This has
degraded quite significantly to the north side and probably relates to repair works

carried out in the more distant past, perhaps in the C19. More recently a new

replacement stone has been added to the north impost, another limestone, probably
Clipsham. This has not weathered very much at all since its introduction in either
tone or texture.

It is probable that the beakhead arch itself has been added to an unrelated opening.
Where its span should match that of the width of the opening, it does not, being
narrower. It springs uncomfortably, therefore, from the inner edge of the abaci.
The voussoirs of the arch itself would seem to be bedded in a roman cement, whilst
the imposts are bedded upon a limestone-rich lime mortar. Whilst this might

suggest that the imposts were in place long before the arch was superimposed upon

them, it is as likely, of course, that the arch was disassembled during the
replacement of some of its stones and rebuilt using roman cement, probably during

the course of the 1877 restoration work. Such roman cement is found throughout
Malton, especially in mid- to late- nineteenth century stucco work. Clays suitable for
such a cement were sourced in the Whitby area.

Whilst hard, such cements have somewhat more give and more porosity than
ordinary portland cement. The use of roman cement in the arch is suggestive of a

C19 date of relocation, whilst the presence of lime mortar in the bedding of the
imposts suggests an early date for its construction. It seems likely that some, at least

of the original beak-headed voussoirs were replaced at this time also. The four
voussoirs at the head of the arch are of a somewhat heavier character than the rest.
More than this, however, they lack the chevron carving to their soffit. This is present
on all others.

The wall and doorway have been repointed in the past, however, with ordinary

portland cement mortar. One of these is harder and darker (and probably, therefore,
more sulphurous); the other (and doubtless more recent one) resembles a 1:1:6

mortar. Both are potentially damaging to the fabric in different ways. The
deployment of both will have introduced salts, in the form of sulphates, into the
fabric of the wall. Both will inhibit the vapour permeability of the structure, trapping
moisture within it. Both will render the softer, more vapour permeable limestones
the more sacrificial element of the masonry and promote their accelerated decay.
The top of the wall has been capped with lead. Whilst a not inappropriate detail, this
turns down tight to the wall on either side, presenting neither over-hang, nor drip
and therefore encouraging rainwater or snow-melt to run down the faces (and into

the fabric of) of wall. Such moisture may tend to migrate towards the more protected
west side of the wall and arch. OPC mortar is generally more efficient at allowing
moisture into a wall than it is at letting it out again, further promoting decay in the
stone itself.
Salts that may be present from the ground, or from cement, or from atmospheric
pollution are mobilised by water and the presence of opc mortar enhances the

potential for their deposition in the stone. When this stone dries, the salts crystallise
and slowly but surely destroy the outer surfaces of the masonry. This process is
evident upon the stonework of the beak-head doorway, and quite dramatically so in
places.

Curiously, perhaps, this salt-induced decay is least evident at lower levels (where

normally one might expect it to be at its most dramatic, due to concentrations of

ground salt), and locally quite severe at the upper levels of the imposts. This may, of
course, represent the level of the ‘drying zone’, but, alarmingly rapid deterioration

has occurred to the upper side of the face of the first beak-head upon the north
springer over the last 2 ½ years.
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A sudden acceleration of salt damage to the masonry and embellishment of the west
doorway seems to suggest that there has been a shift in conditions in the vicinity of
the church – particularly that salts previously held in solution are being allowed to

crystallise more regularly. This may be a response to flood defences introduced
along the nearby river bank some 3 years ago leading to a lowering of moisture in
the ground. It may be a result of two years of unusually low rainfall in the region.

The issues around the west door require careful analysis. Those around the beakhead doorway would seem to be more straightforwardly associated with the presence
within and all around it of ordinary portland cement mortars, although it will be as
vulnerable to more ‘global’ changes also.

It would seem important to address the immediate issue as soon as possible:
It is strongly recommended that all ordinary portland cement mortar be carefully
removed from the fabric of the arch and adjoining walls.
The structure might then usefully be poulticed to reduce the salt content of the
masonry.
After this, repointing with a soft lime mortar and discreet weathering and mortar
repair should be carried out to consolidate decaying and friable surfaces.

The whole should then be given a sacrificial sheltercoat of lime and limestone dust,
of a tone and colour similar to that of the Hildenley limestone of which it is mainly
constructed.

It is our opinion that – subject to further analysis – a similar treatment may be
considered in the near future for the west doorway also. This doorway displays
strong evidence of having been limewashed in the past, as well as evidence of its

having received possibly more onerous and less vapour permeable surface
treatment, perhaps in the C19. There is no residual evidence of either surface
treatment upon the beakhead doorway, however.

Consideration might also be given to modifying the detailing of the lead coping,
providing a more robust and projecting drip, if not, indeed, to the installation of
stone copings.

