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Rising out of the surrounding trees in the wide East
Anglian landscape, the pinnacles of St Michael’s church
act as a magnet to visitors just as much as the great
towers of Booton’s famous medieval neighbours, Salle
and Cawston. It is remarkable that a late Victorian
Norfolk church should do this, especially one not
designed by an architect and which, after being a
quarter of a century in the building, was only in parish
use for some eighty years after its completion – but
Whitwell Elwin, its rector and designer, was a
remarkable man.

Booton, Norfolk
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law – and his elder brother Marsham for the
church – but having met and fallen in love with
his cousin Frances in 1834, he realised that the
church promised a more immediate income than
the law; particularly as a cousin, Caleb Elwin the
patron and rector of Booton, had promised a
curacy there to Marsham. So Whitwell Elwin
was ordained in 1840. Caleb, perhaps doubting
the motivation for all this, refused to budge, so
Whitwell’s first curacies were served at Walcot

near Bath and at Hemington with Hardington
near Frome. (Hardington church is also now in
the care of The Churches Conservation Trust.)
In 1849 Caleb died and the Whitwell Elwins came
to Booton where they stayed until his death on
the first day of the new century, 1 January 1900.

An early task was to build a rectory. This still
stands, to the west of the church. It was
designed by Thomas Allom and paid for by
Mrs Elwin’s dowry. Until the very end of Elwin’s

WHITWELL ELWIN
Elwin was born in 1816 at Thurning nearby and
was educated, like Nelson before him, at the
Paston School in North Walsham. His family had
been landowners in Norfolk since the 15th
century and probably long before that. A direct
forebear who bought the property of Booton in
1713 was great-grandson of Pocahontas, the
American Indian Princess who lived briefly in
England but whose features later Elwins were
quick to observe in themselves and their
relatives. They had been parsons, lawyers and
soldiers, but seemed to have a hereditary dislike
for having any less local greatness thrust upon
them. Elwin felt this strongly and was very much
impressed at his ordination by the words of
Bishop Law: ‘I was once a country parson, as
you will now be, with a wife and children, and
the sun never shone on a happier man; but in an
evil hour I was tempted to take the office of a
bishop and have been a miserable man ever
since. Now, take my advice; never accept
preferment; remain as you are and you will be
happy.’ (1)

Later in Elwin’s life moves were made to offer
him preferment. This, with some hesitation, he
declined. Yet one senses, over a century later,
an intelligent and exuberant man – restless,
physically brave, with a loud voice that
delighted in discussion but cared rather less for
contradiction – constantly trying to burst
beyond the constraints of a remote country
parish. It is not fanciful to see much of this in
the church he built.

From North Walsham Elwin went to Gonville
and Caius College, Cambridge and studied just
enough, according to his son, to obtain an
ordinary degree. He had been intended for the
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life it was undecorated, with no curtains, carpets
or heating, but with an inordinate number of
books. This perhaps suited an evangelical
element that was stronger in Mrs Elwin’s
make-up than in his, but it came as a shock to
some of their more worldly visitors.

For Elwin had not remained just a country parson.
At Hemington he had submitted an article to
the Quarterly Review and become a regular
contributor. This immensely influential High Tory
journal was then edited by JG Lockhart, the
biographer of Sir Walter Scott. He was very
excited by the quality of his new contributor’s

writing. When he was ill he persuaded Murray,
the publisher, to have Elwin stand in for him and
Elwin became editor when he died. From 1853
to 1860, therefore, this important journal was
edited by an ex-Whig from Booton Rectory at a
time when the Tory party had been split by Peel,
unnerved by alliance with Disraeli and was
unsure of where it was going. Elwin is credited
with having brought the Review’s attitude up to
date, improved the quality of its writing and both
the range and distinction of its contributors.
It was the volume of editorial correspondence
that forced the Post Office to install the letter
box at Booton.

4 The towers under construction in 1897
(reproduced by courtesy of Ivan Jeckell)

Right: Exterior from the west (Boris Baggs)



The old church at Booton seems not to have
been particularly noteworthy. It consisted of
west tower, nave and chancel without aisles and
a north porch. Elwin’s church followed its lines,
actually encasing the previous building in its
walls. To its plan were added the large baptistry
at the west and a large vestry on the south side.
It was in elevation, rather than plan, that the
new building chiefly differed, with two towers
set diagonally to the main structure at the west
end; a pinnacle, almost a minaret, between

them; further pinnacles on the east gables of
nave and chancel; and yet more on the
buttresses of chancel, nave and vestry, those on
the nave being barely higher than the eaves.
Outside, to the east, stables were provided,
with a harness room between them.

The church was built between 1876 and 1900.
This was, no doubt, partly a response to the loss
of three of the Elwins’ five children, Fountain,
Philip and Frances, between 1869 and 1875 as

Forster, Dickens’ biographer, had become an
intimate friend of Whitwell Elwin, as did
Thackeray who called him Dr Primrose.
Another visitor was Lord Lytton, son of Bulwer
Lytton, a Viceroy of India and Ambassador to
Paris. Lytton’s daughter Emily, who subsequently
married the architect Edwin Lutyens, had a long
correspondence with Elwin. This was published
in 1953 under the title A Blessed Girl and displays
another aspect of Elwin – the affectionate,
almost intimate, counsellor to his friends,
particularly young women. Dickens he knew,
and visited in Norwich when he first read in
public the description of Dotheboys Hall in
Nicholas Nickleby. Echoing the career he might

have followed, he became a close friend of two
Lord Chancellors, Lord Lyndhurst and Lord
Brougham. Through the latter he met the
Countess of Westmorland and wrote with her a
defence of Raglan’s performance in the Crimea.
It is significant that there are more references to
Elwin in Shannon’s biography of Gladstone than
in Chadwick’s The Victorian Church.

Elwin was remarkably insulated from the
ecclesiastical disputes of the time. Inclined by
background to the evangelical tradition, he
found his distrust of the Tractarians gradually
eroded through the influence of his second son,
Philip, and for a time he endeavoured to
embrace high church practices. The liturgical
arrangements at Booton reflect Elwin’s
aesthetics and his respect for liturgy rather than
a bias towards any of the parties in the church.
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of hard cement and soft stone was protected by
slate pegs and exceptionally thin joints. On the
other hand his use of very large pieces of stone,
not always correctly bedded, has led to
lamination, splitting and some falls of masonry.

The mason carrying out repairs a hundred years
later was eloquent in his praise for his
predecessors’ work. The angels in the roof
were carved by James Minns (1824–1904), a
well-known master carver. His carving of a bull’s
head is still the emblem on Colman’s mustard.
Nellie Peeling, a local girl, posed for one of
them, according to her great grandson. In the
1940s Mr Bunn, who screwed them so that the
fixings could not be seen, was still ready to
demonstrate how he had done it. These angels
were designed to hold hanging lamps, like the
censing angels above the west door at Salle.

The best of the furnishings of the old church
had been removed to Costessey. The font is at
St Mary Magdalene in Silver Road, Norwich.
For his new church Elwin designed pulpit,
reading desk and lectern in keeping with the
importance he attached to preaching and the
Bible. The cupboards in baptistry and vestry
display a lighter touch and a sharp eye for the
practical. The wooden furnishings were made
by A J Howard of Norwich. Much of the stone
carving, such as the priest’s door and the
sanctus bell turret, is the work of Robert Flood,
also of Norwich.

well as an outlet for energy that had been
absorbed earlier by his literary work. He was
not an architect and was unable to draw, but his
interest in architecture went back at least to his
Somerset days when he visited many old
buildings with Davis the Younger, later City
Architect in Bath. He built up a sound collection
of architectural books and in 1877 he toured a
number of cathedrals in the company of Miss
Elizabeth Holley and a Miss Roberts. Miss Holley
was the daughter of a neighbour and colleague
from Elwin’s earliest days at Booton. She is
believed to have contributed £1,500 a year for
twenty years to the cost of the church, money
thought to have come from the sale of land to a
railway company. For her Elwin designed the
house at the corner where the road turns off to
Cawston. Indeed, so much of the modern
Booton has Elwin connections, that the original
Bota’s Tun could well be renamed Elwin’s Town.

With no architectural training and no ability as a
draughtsman, Elwin must often have found even
his exceptional energy sapped by the process of
communicating what he had in mind to local
builders who had at that stage little experience
of work of this nature and scale. Only in the
later stages of the building of the church did he
have the help of a skilled draughtsman,
Mr Horwood of Norwich. Elwin was as
demanding as a designer as he had been as an
editor, enforcing rebuilding again and again.
When the new chancel arch started to sink into
the Elwin family vaults he had the distressing
task of reburying the putrefying bodies of his
forebears and then underpinning both chancel
arch and the western towers.

Elwin was confident that, like Wren, he was
building for eternity. To some extent luck was
with him, for the combination – normally fatal –
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A remarkable feature of Booton is that for the
main features of the building Elwin used existing
models from other churches all over England.
He had a preference for the work of around
1300 when the austerity of Early English was
beginning to relax into the Decorated style.
The chancel windows are not unusual, but the
deeply set priest’s door on the south side is.
The model for it was the church at Skelton, near
York. Above it was a niche designed for a statue

of St Augustine which never materialised.
The design of the nave windows was from
Temple Balsall in Warwickshire (his eldest son
was born in Warwick), the tracery of the great
west window has affinities with St Stephen’s
Chapel at Westminster, now demolished.
Glastonbury Abbey provided the inspiration for
the west doorway and Burgh-next-Aylsham for
the north doorway. The design of the
hammerbeam roof owes much to Trunch,
another church Elwin would have known well in
his youth. The tracery in the huge opening
above the chancel arch may well have been
copied from Lichfield – appropriately enough for
a man who loved Johnson’s writings only a little
less than the Bible. The west towers may strike
an 18th-century note, possibly echoing the
north quadrangle at All Souls’, Oxford.

The earliest stained glass, in the chancel and
baptistry, is by Cox, Sons and Buckley about
1880. They were assisted by glaziers Purchase
and Booker and it was the latter who completed
the work. Elwin disliked most of the generally
admired stained glass of the day, particularly
that of the pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood; he is
said to have rejected a series of windows when
made. He saw no point in using glass to
reinforce the sacrificial elements of the faith
(after the deaths of his children he may have felt
this needed no further emphasis). So it is angels
that predominate both in the windows and the
roof – rightly in a church dedicated to St Michael
whose own image is above the north porch.
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Below: Glastonbury Abbey, doorway to Joseph’s Chapel
(© Crown copyright. NMR.)

Right: ‘Blessed Girls’ playing musical instruments
(Christopher Dalton)



Elwin himself wrote, in 1879, to the vicar of
St Peter Mancroft, ‘And when you consider how
many persons go to church; bringing with them
the frivolities, the business, the cares, and the
griefs of life, it is not a light matter that the very
solemnity of the building, as they enter it, should
awe or soothe them into a like solemnity, and
put them at once into a spirit of prayer.’ (4)

It is not through unity of design – as at Salisbury
or St Paul’s Cathedrals – that Booton awes its
visitors. Many of them lean to Lutyens’ private
opinion of it, finding that so many different ideas
sit uncomfortably alongside each other and, too
often, lack gentleness in the execution. Most,
however, respond to Elwin’s exuberance,
passion and eccentricity. Booton belongs to the
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The nave windows portray the Church
Triumphant, with angelic musicians – mostly
pretty female figures. Some of the angels must
surely be portraits of ‘Blessed Girls’, as Elwin
called his succession of young female friends.

A few monuments and small brasses were
preserved from the old church and a few,
including one to Elwin himself, have been added
since. During his repairs a mutilated 14th-century
statue of a Virgin and Child, perhaps of Our
Lady of Walsingham – with her foot crushing a
toad, symbolic of evil – was found and put in
the porch.

The materials Elwin used were limestone from
Bath and black knapped flints. The flints came
from the beach at Mundesley and were brought
to Booton, a two-day journey, by John Hewitt of
Southrepps (2). Lutyens found this use of
materials unsympathetic and wrong. Privately he
made it clear he did not like the building, but
more publicly he said it was ‘very naughty but
built in the right spirit’. (3)

Above left: Booton interior looking east showing the window
above the chancel arch inspired by a similar window at
Lichfield Cathedral (Boris Baggs)

Below left: Window at Lichfield Cathedral
(© Crown copyright. NMR.)

Below: Sedilia in the chancel (Boris Baggs)



mainstream tradition of British eccentricity –
A La Ronde in Devon or the Lambtons’ Greek
temple on a hilltop in County Durham –
maddening to some, lovable to others, but
inescapably a part of the national character.
It too often subverts the capacity to produce
a masterpiece; but, mercifully, it also subverts
pomposity.

Booton was never a large parish. Maintaining so
big a building became increasingly difficult,
especially when falls of laminating stone put at
risk visitors attracted by the towers and
minarets, calling to them like a muezzin across
the cornfields. St Michael’s was eventually
deemed to be pastorally redundant. In 1987 it
was vested in The Churches Conservation
Trust, for which repairs have subsequently been
carried out under the supervision of Mr Julian
Limentani of Hemingford Grey. R Hogg and Son,
of Coney Weston in Suffolk, were contractors
for the roof repairs and AJ Wood of Norwich
for the stonework.

NOTES
(1) Memoir by Warwick Elwin, published with a

new edition of his father’s essays Some
Eighteenth Century Men of Letters, 1902, p.23.

(2) Information from a note left in the church by
Irene M Bunn of Swanton Abbott.

(3) A Blessed Girl: Memoirs of a Victorian Girlhood,
1953/1989, by Lady Emily Lutyens, p.22.

(4) Quoted in Warwick Elwin, op.cit., p.326.

Additional material has been drawn from
unpublished family papers; Birkin Haward’s
Nineteenth Century Norfolk Stained Glass and
The Letters of Edwin Lutyens.

Research by Kate Weaver with considerable
help from the late Lady Harrod OBE.

14 Below left: Temple Balsall by the late FH Crossley
(reproduced by kind permission of the Conway Library and
Canon MH Ridgway)

Below right: Booton nave (Christopher Dalton)

Right: The sanctuary (Boris Baggs)



The Churches Conservation Trust is the
national charity that cares for and
preserves English churches of historic,
architectural or archaeological
importance that are no longer needed for
regular worship. It promotes public
enjoyment of them and their use as an
educational and community resource.

Whatever the condition of the church when the
Trust takes it over its aims are, first and
foremost, to put the building and its contents
into a sound and secure condition as speedily
as possible. Then the church is repaired so that
it is welcoming to visitors and those who attend
the public events or occasional services that
may be held there (Trust churches are still
consecrated). Our objective is to keep it intact
for the benefit of present and future generations,
for local people and visitors alike to behold
and enjoy.

There are some 340 churches scattered widely
through the length and breadth of England, in
town and country, ranging from charmingly
simple buildings in lovely settings to others of
great richness and splendour; some are hard to
find, all are worth the effort.

Many of the churches are open all year round,
others have keyholders nearby; all are free.
A notice regarding opening arrangements or
keyholders will normally be found near the
door. Otherwise, such information can be
obtained direct from the Trust during office
hours or www.visitchurches.org.uk.

Visitors are most welcome and we hope this
guidebook will encourage you to explore these
wonderful buildings.

NEARBY ARE THE TRUST CHURCHES OF
St Nicholas, Brandiston
11 miles NW of Norwich and W of B1149

St Faith, Little Witchingham,
9 miles NW of Norwich off A1067

© The Churches Conservation Trust 2007
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Right: The south vestry window (Boris Baggs)
Back cover: Statue of St Michael over the porch (Boris Baggs)


