
Thursday 12th March 2015                                                                                                                              

The MWGG getting stoned at York Minster 

Ten members met up at the West front 

of York Minster on Thursday 12th 

March for the stonemasons' Yard 

Tour" led by two volunteer guides, 

James Elliot and John Gough. John 

began by telling us that there had been 

a shift in stonework conservation 

theory over the past twenty-five years 

from near-total replacement to being 

minimally intrusive and replacing only 

what is absolutely necessary. He 

pointed out the wholesale 

replacement of the west door 

moulding as an example. 

He admitted that the results today took untidy in comparison but added that there could be better 

techniques developed in the future. This new approach was very evident when we saw where the 

scaffolding had been removed at the east of the Minster where three thousand stones were being 

replaced. Yes, it did look 'messy'. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                      

 

 

A tour of the crypt gave a view of the Norman church 

which was destroyed to facilitate the building of the 

new Minster around 1400, the walls remaining being 

of gritstone (as was the base of the Roman column 

which could be seen under the floor) and the Norman 

columns of magnesian limestone.  

 

John pointed out the high quality of the workmanship 

in this area. 

 

 

Particularly interesting was the story behind the replacement of a statue sited above the east 

window as it typifies what is to be considered for the Minster as a whole. 

 



                                                                                                                                                                                  

We were taken to a small garden nearby where a greatly weathered figure had been erected. John 

said that this had presented a problem initially which was to make a decision on whether or not the 

statue should be replaced, and continued by citing the formidable list of organisations who had to be 

consulted. Also they had to decide who the statue represented! They formed the opinion that the 

figure was of St Peter and that he should be replaced.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

That took two years. The original was made of three large blocks of stone and this form was to be 

kept. However, a new more relaxed posture was to be adopted and this would be designed by the 

Minster's Assistant to the Master Mason. Each of the three sections took thirty days to complete and 

now St Peter could gaze down on us from his lofty height. 

 

 



Then it was over to the Stonemasons' Yard. On entering we were confronted with blocks of stone 

and a huge circular saw, late of Liverpool 

Cathedral. The stone was (of course) 

Magnesian limestone from the Cadeby 

formation. John pointed out the principal 

quality of this oolitic limestone, its beautiful 

pale yellow colour. Much of the stone had 

been quarried at Warksworth but over the 

years Ketton and Clipsham had provided 

supplies too. Two quarries, in the main, had 

provided stone in Mediaeval tirnes. 

Thevesdale, near Tadcaster, operated from 

12251o 1423 (without a lunch break). The 

stone was carted to the River Wharfe then on to Cawood at the confluence of the Ouse and onwards 

upriver to St Leonard's Landing in the City. 

Huddlestone, near Sherburn-in-Elmet, was worked from 1423 to 1544, the stone being transported 

along Bishop's Dyke canal to Cawood then on to York. Transport was a major costing, hence the 

closer the quarry to the Minster, the better. 

ln the Workshop we were privileged to see the masons at work. The Banker Masons were working 

on replacement stones and we had the opportunity to chat with them. 

 

 

 

These masons work from geometric templates and carve working with traditional tools, power tools 

being of limited use. John told us that a third of the masons at present employed are female. lt was 

interesting to note that one of the masons lived in the centre of York and walked to work taking a 

route which his predecessors had most probably used. Just off the main workshop was another 

where a Carver was busily employed. The Carvers are less restricted in their work, being able to 

carve freehand and bring their imagination into play. John added that there are four apprentices in 



training at present who spend four years learning their craft at an estimated cost of £100 000 each. 

They are more often in their mid-twenties and could be post-graduates. 

ln the Setting-out Room were the replacement plans which were highly detailed drawings of the 

Minster with colour coding of stone to be replaced. A consultant architect sets out a plan of work to 

be accomplished but this can be interrupted by a crisis such as the south wall of the clerestory falling 

away after nesting birds had provided guano for a sapling to take root and push out the wall! The 

tour finished at the Museum which housed various artefacts. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

And thus ended a very splendid and entertaining two hours.  All credit to our guides. 

 


