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I paid my pound and the nice lady locked me in the tower. With the aid of a handrope, I hauled myself the 200 steps up the spiral staircase to emerge alone on top of the church tower, aloft with the pigeons and kestrels, gazing down over the red tiled roofs of the market town of Louth, and beyond over the hazy fields of Lincolnshire. Being locked in St James’ church tower could prove a useful shock treatment for any tendency to claustrophobia or vertigo. 
However, I was only at the foot of the steeple, The crocketed spire soared up above me, higher again than the tower on which it stands. The gothic buttresses supporting it made bridges across the narrow balcony. There wasn’t much room to squeeze around. It had been worth overcoming my inertia, to climb half way up England’s tallest medieval parish church steeple.  At 295 feet it is the sixth highest ecclesiastical building in England, and the tallest Anglican parish church in the country.
Whilst on the subject, readers might find the following list of our highest churches intriguing: After the height in feet and metres is included the date of construction:
1. Salisbury Cathedral spire  



404 ft  123 m 
   (1315) tallest 14th century structure 










in the world

2. London St Paul’s (dome) 



366 ft  111.5m   (1710)

3. Liverpool Anglican Cathedral (tower) 

331 ft  101 m     (1978)

4. Norwich Anglican Cathedral 


315 ft  96m        (1480)

5. Preston St Walburga’s  RC 


309 ft  94.1m     (1866) 

– all the more reason this church, presently under threat, should be saved for posterity
6. Louth Lincs St James’ Parish Church  

295 ft  90 m       (1515) 

7. Bristol St Mary Redcliffe Parish Church, 

292 ft  89.3 m    (1872)

8. Liverpool Metropolitan Cathedral RC (crown) 
290 ft  88.7 m    (1967) 

9. London Westminster Cathedral RC 

284 ft  86.8 m    (1903)

10. Grantham St Wulfram’s 



282 ft  86.2 m    (1450)

11. Warrington St Elphin’s 



281 ft  85.9 m    (spire 1860s)
12. London Kensington St Mary Abbot 

278 ft  85 m       (1879)

13. Lincoln Cathedral (tower) 


272 ft  83 m       (1807)
14. Boston St Botulph Parish Church (tower) 
272 ft  82.9 m    (1520) 
Lincolnshire and old Lancashire are both better represented than London in this list, though the Lancashire churches are 19th and 20th century, while the Lincolnshire ones are medieval.
Salisbury was not always England’s highest steeple. The three highest medieval spires have actually disappeared, two of them in the throes of the Protestant “reformation”. They were as follows:
Lincoln Cathedral 524 ft 159.7 metres.  From 1311 the spire surmounting the central tower was the world tallest until 1549, when it collapsed.
London Old St Paul’s 493 ft 150 m 1240-1561 (spire destroyed by lightening)

Malmesbury Abbey 431 ft 131.1 m 1180 – c.1500 (spire collapsed)

One might also mention Coventry Old Cathedral spire at 295 ft 90 m, erected in 1433. It would also have been in this list had Luftwaffe bombing not destroyed the building in 1940.
The steeple at Louth had been built between 1501 and 1515 at a total cost of £305 8s 6d, added on to the Gothic building dating from the 1240’s and 1440s

Louth’s inhabitants were extremely proud of their superb Catholic church.  In late September 1536, their anxiety over a visit of the government commissioners, sparked off the major Catholic rebellion of Henry VIII’s reign – the Lincolnshire Rising followed by the Pilgrimage of Grace.
Earlier that year, the nearby Cistercian monastery of Louth Park had been closed, to the townfolk’s dismay, and its assets confiscated. Now it survives only as bumps in cow pastures, and in the names of Abbey Park Farm and Monks’ Dike. 

Other government commissions were at work in the county, making inventories of church property and enquiring into the fitness of the clergy. Rumour had it that jewels and plate were to be confiscated from parish churches, that all gold was to be taken to the mint to be tested, and that taxes were to be levied on all horned cattle, all baptisms, marriages and burials. Every man would have to give an account of his property and income and a false return would lead to forfeiture of his goods.
Add to these the unpopular abolition of Catholic feastdays, the increase of taxation for foreign wars, the split from Rome and the divorce from Catherine of Aragon, and the question of her daughter, the Princess Mary’s status. There was strong popular antagonism to Henry’s Cromwellian regime.
On the evening of September 30th, some locals heard of the arrival of John Heneage, one of Thomas Cromwell’s “examiners.” They collected the church keys and handed them to a local shoemaker, Nicholas Melton, for safekeeping. He became known as "Captain Cobbler," the leader of the Rising. His armed supporters were paid from church funds. 

The men marched through Louth’s streets with the silver processional cross at the head, in protest, and established an armed guard over the church.
When Heneage appeared on Sunday morning, and attempted to read Cromwell’s commission in the market place, the crowd seized hold of him and imprisoned him, burnt his papers and put his companions in the stocks. This of course constituted insurrection against the Crown.
The next day, men from Horncastle and East Rasen arrived in Louth to support the rebellion. A crowd of 3000 marched on Caistor, where the King’s Commissioners were busy taking inventories of church property. The commissioners mostly fled.

By 4th October various local landowners were playing a leading part in the Rising – Sir Robert Dymoke, Lady Talboy’s men and Sir Thomas Percy.  Sir John Russell and Sir William Parr blocked the Great North Road at Stamford with a large force of armed men. They were in the way of anyone coming up from London.
This gave the Rising an air of legitimacy – not simply a mob riot, but a protest against certain royal policies.  Gentlemen held musters in their local wapentakes. The parish clergy played a leading part in rallying the people. The monks of Barlings, Bardney and Kirkstead abbeys joined the insurrection on horseback and fully armed.

The rebels demanded the repeal of Cranmer’s Ten Articles - foundational to the separated Church of England;  an end to the dissolution of  monasteries, a purge of Protestant heretics in the Government, and no more taxes in peacetime. A force estimated at 40,000 marched on Lincoln and took possession of the cathedral. They demanded the right to continue worshipping as Catholics, and protection for the treasures of Lincolnshire’s churches. 
Alerted by beacons, the rebellion spread across the Humber into Yorkshire. The Member of Parliament for Lincoln, Thomas Moigne met Robert Aske, the York lawyer, who would go on to lead the Pilgrimage of Grace, raising the whole north of England in defence of the Faith. 
Unfortunately. Henry VIII’s son, the Duke of Richmond, had died in July. Otherwise the rebels would have had a valid Catholic claimant to the throne to support, in place of his heretic father.

Meanwhile Henry had contacted the only Lincolnshire landowner he could rely on, the Duke of Suffolk, with 5000 well-trained troops. He sent word to the rebels that they must return home or face Suffolk’s army. 
The gentry now played a double game. Realising that they would be on trial for treason if they opposed the King further, they claimed to be mediating between the dissidents and the Court, and sued for peace. The commons wanted to muster at Ancaster, near Grantham, for a march south on London, and were only reluctantly persuaded to trust their betters and return home. The gentry promised that they would be remobilized, if the promised royal pardon did not become operative.

Thus the rebellion melted away. Yet north of the Humber, on 13th October the main Pilgrimage of Grace was just beginning. 
The Lincolnshire rebels’ grievances were read later to Henry in Lincoln Cathedral Chapter House. Despite his previous assurances, he gave them curt consideration. He commented that never had he heard that a prince's counsellors and bishops should be appointed by ignorant common people, and least of all by the "rude commons of one of the most brute and beastly shires in the realm.” 
In the following months, many of the participants in the Rising were arrested and executed. On 25th March 1537, the vicar of Louth, Thomas Kendall, who had been the Rising’s spiritual leader, was hanged at Tyburn. The bloodier the punishment the better, was Henry’s way for anyone who obstructed his totalitarian plans over the Church.

Louth’s fears were well-founded. In 1547 all the images in the church were destroyed. The chantry chapels were abolished in the reign of Edward VI, and the rood screen removed early in Elizabeth’s reign.
In Horncastle, St. Mary's church still displays the 13 scythe blades said to have been used in the Lincolnshire Rising. Lincolnshire is hardly one of the nation’s most Catholic areas now, yet is perhaps the richest in medieval Catholic churches. It can justly be proud of sparking off the biggest Catholic rebellion against the schismatic wife-killer Henry VIII.

