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St Mildred's Church, Tenterden 

I wonder how many of you have considered, when looking up at the fine "wagon" ceiling of the church, 
exactly what is above it. Or, whether any of you know that you can go "downstairs" at one point in the 
building. Do you know who built our splendid church tower? I thought comments about less familiar aspects 
of the building might interest readers. 

Although a Rector of St Mildred's is first recorded in 1180 (roughly the date of the oldest visible masonry, 
though older work may well be buried within walls), it is virtually certain that a church existed in Tenterden for 
a long time before. The White Book of St Augustine's Abbey (probably compiled c.1080-1100) records a 
church already in Tenterden. That our current building is at the very summit of the hill (look and see if you 
don't believe me) reinforces the thought that the current site is likely to be the original one. St Mildred died in 
725AD. She was the daughter of Ermenburga, a princess of the Kentish royal house, and a descendant of 
Ethelbert I and Bertha. Mild.red's father was Merwald, king of a tribe from near Hereford. This is not the place 
for an examination of the history of the Kentish kingdom, but it suffices to say that the use of this "den'' by the 
men of Thanet, the fact that Mildred became Abbess in Thanet, and that she was the most prominent Kentish 
saint of the Jutish period, makes it likely that the dedication of the church is pre-Conquest, perhaps 
considerably so. It is also unlikely that a church would have been dedicated to St Mildred after the early 11 th 

century when Minster-in-Thanet Abbey became subsidiary to St Augustine's, Canterbury. The origins of St 
Mildred's, Tenterden lie in the Jutish/Saxon period. 

Switching my theme completely, many of you will be familiar with the Whitfield Tomb in St. Mildred's, the 
elaborate momnnent north of the Lady Chapel altar, with figures of Herbert and Martha Whitfield, memorial 
inscriptions and armorial bearings (including the magnificent helmet surmounting the whole). Like me you 
have probably met Martha's eye as she kneels in prayer. A rather penetrating eye you may find it. She was not 
indeed a lady to be meddled with, and if you stand where you can see her face, you are standing more or less 
on the site of one or two of her more stimulating encounters, both verbal and physical! The North chancel door 
(the small door in the Lady Chapel) was (and is) the "Vicar's door" being close to the Vicarage. The Whitfields 
had their own pew near this door, and, by some means unknown, Martha acquired a key to the door around 
1595-9. The Archdeacon was obliged in 1599 to enquire into complaints that the door was always opening and 
shutting during services, with noise and draughts. It is recorded that "T ouchinge Mrs Whitfilde shee never had 
a key till w'thin theise four years, and then shee p'cured it be a sinister & indirecte meanes". The Archdeacon 
extracted an undertaking about fit use of the door, and settled an annual gratuity to be paid for its use. More 
spectacularly, in 1610, Martha was involved in a brawl in the church "to the offence of the congregation", but 
since 1623, Martha has knelt in prayer on the monument, contemplating with beady eye the scene of her 
headline-making encounters. 

It seems reasonably certain that the man who built the splendid tower of St Mildred's was Thomas Stanley, a 
Canterbury-trained mason. He certainly built the tower of All Saints, Lydd (also with twin west doors) - a 
churc� whose oldest fabric pre-dates the mission of St Augustine! Thomas studied at Canterbury under 
Thomas Mapilton who built the south west tower of the cathedral. As in many medieval churches, the axes of 
the nave and chancel of St Mildred's are not in line, but if you stand in the centre line of the splendid tower 
arch, you will see that the mason sited the tower squarely back on the axis of the chancel at the other end of 
the building. The significance which such misalignments held for those responsible is far from clear, though 
possible explanations abound. 

Above the spectacular ceiling of St Mildred's, the space below the ridge of the roof is high enough to stand in 
(I am six feet tall) and you can easily walk the length of the nave, to the "Sanctus bell" in the east wall of the 
nave gable. You can see that bell from the far side of the High Street. It is by far the oldest bell in our church, 
dating from about the reign of Richard II, and was positioned so that it could be rung from the chancel arch, 
signifying to the town the elevation of the bread and wine at Mass. These days it is rung by a long rope 
running the length of the church to the Ringing Chamber in the tower, and is said to be the longest horizontal 
bell pull in the world. Also between ceiling and roof can be seen the frames of the dormer windows which 




