
In 1958 The Telegraph launched the ‘Men and Buildings’ 
column on a Monday and over six and half years John 
Betjeman used it as a platform to raise issues on the care 
of historic buildings. In 1960 a series of articles, 
‘Restoration has its Limits’, went to the heart of a growing 
concern on how far stone replacement should be used on 
our heritage buildings. Betjeman particularly referred to the 
refacing of the Oxford Colleges and how “the life goes out 
of the architecture” when there is an excessive amount of 
stone replacement. This was a result of changes in texture 
and style due to the fact that the “new carving is dead 
because the original artist worked in different conditions 
and had an entirely different mind.” 
 
During the 1960s and 1970s the repair and protection of 
historic stonework rather than replacement was beginning 
to develop with trials being carried out at Wells Cathedral 
with a number of different systems. The challenge to 
conserve in situ vulnerable and friable stone and detail was 
a huge challenge due to the complexities of working in an external environment with all the 
constant changes in temperature and moisture. In 1975 after much debate a surface repair and 
protection system developed by Professor Baker using lime-based mortars was given the go-
ahead to conserve the sculptures on the west front of Wells Cathedral. This drew a line in the 
sand and defined the approach to stone conservation from the 1970s until the present day.  
 
However in 1975 the conservation programme at Wells was just beginning and the full potential 
of the lime repair system was not yet widely understood within the heritage industry. In the same 
year the campaign to save St Mary’s Church, Iffley was launched due to great concern over the 
condition of the stonework on the tower and west front. The Parochial Parish Council (PCC) 
were tireless in their efforts to raise funds and later that year the first phase of works was carried 
out on the upper section of the tower which comprised a programme of comprehensive stone 
replacement to the 12

th
 century architecture. Although the standard of craftsmanship was 

exemplary there was immediate concern 
over the overall aesthetic impact of the new 
stonework against the remaining 12

th
 

century detail. The PCC were committed to 
raising further funds for the general fabric 
and the west front but initially met with 
criticism from the Department of the 
Environment (DoE) and the Society of 
Antiquaries. The DoE commented that “the 
work on the tower already carried out has 
seriously impaired its historic and 
architectural interest.” 
 
The mood was changing during these 
critical few years which fashioned future 
policy on the care of historic buildings. 
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Minimum intervention and maximum retention of historic stonework was becoming the favoured 
approach as the full potential of the lime method of repair and protection was being realised at 
Wells Cathedral. The PCC made a convincing case that they had sought approval and all the 
heritage agencies had been consulted and at last their efforts were rewarded with further grants 
and funds becoming available in 1978 to continue the project.  
 
A condition of the DoE grants was that Professor Baker was engaged to advise on a 
conservation approach to the intricate 12

th
 century detail of the West Front. He produced a 

specification to conserve the historic detail followed by the suggestion that a thin coat of lime 
render should be applied over the walling to draw attention to the carved detail and the overall 
design of the west front. The reintroduction of a lime render was based on clear archive evidence 
of the remains of render there. The general repair of the fabric would continue under the main 
contractors Joslins with advice on the mortars from Professor Baker. He and a small team,  
carried out the conservation programme to the west front using the lime repair system during 
1981 and 1982. No replacement of the carved detail was considered necessary and only two 
ashlar stones were replaced with an axed finish to create the right texture.  

 
In a matter of a few years the transition and change in policy from stone replacement to minimum 
intervention and the retention of as much original detail as possible was played out at St Mary’s 
Church, Iffley.  
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Sally worked with Professor Robert Baker on conserving St Mary’s in the  

early 1980s and continues to work with lime-based conservation techniques.  


