 

 

 

‘Save St Magnus!’ – when the cathedral nearly fell down

St Magnus Cathedral is many centuries old. Its foundation date is traditionally given as 1137, and there was enough of the structure standing in c1150 for the consecration to take place around that time. The first phase of building comprised the choir, the north and south transepts, and the first 2-3 bays of the nave – just enough of a church to have the bishop installed and the shrine to the saint created in a semi-circular apse at the east end of the choir (where the organ pipes now stand). In c1180 the two side chapels were added to the transepts, and a few more bays were added to the nave. 

Then, in the early 13th century, a huge expansion project was started, which saw the eastern-most wall and the apse demolished in favour of an extension to the choir eastwards. At the same time, the three arches at the west gable were built, but the work ceased before they could be connected to the rest of the nave. It wasn’t until the 15th century that the 12th-century nave and the 13th-century gable end were connected. 

Concerns had been raised about the stability of the cathedral in the late 1960s. Both the cathedral custodian, Albert Thomson, and the consulting architects, Miller and Black, had monitored the building for many years, and had noticed cracks appearing, particularly at the west end.

In 1971, a full architecture survey was conducted by Alexander Heward of Miller and Black, and the report did not make comfortable reading. The weight of the central tower had been pressing downwards on the building for centuries, and there was inadequate buttressing to counteract that pressure. The cracks started to appear at the weakest point of the structure – the west end, with the first few bays leaning towards Broad Street.

An immediate response was required in order to prevent the collapse that was inevitable. The architects drew up a plan of the works that would be needed, and an estimate of how much it would cost. Kirkwall Town Council had earlier that year spent a considerable amount of money on restoring the cathedral organ, and finances were tight. There was no way that local public money could afford the huge cost of the work.

The Society of The Friends of St Magnus Cathedral stepped in. The Society had been formed in 1958, with the purpose of raising money for the restoration of the cathedral and to support capital projects. In 1971 plans began to launch the world-wide ‘Save St Magnus’ appeal, orchestrated on behalf of the Friends by a specially selected sub-committee. That committee comprised Col RAAS Macrae (Chair of the sub-committee), Gladys Leslie (administrator for the campaign), Brigadier S P Robertson, David Kemp (Hon Secretary/Treasurer), Lord Birsay (President) and Lt Col Gary Gibson. 


The campaign began in style on 18 January 1972 when a Loganair Skyvan was chartered from Glasgow airport carrying as many journalists as were available and could fit on the plane. Representatives of (amongst others) The Guardian, the BBC, The Scotsman, The New York Times, and Scottish Field were met at Kirkwall airport and transported straight to the cathedral, where they received a tour from custodian Albert Thomson. Then, inside the cathedral due to bad weather, the appeal was officially launched with speeches by the Lord Lieutenant and Chair of the Friends Henry Scarth, Col RAAS Macrae, artist Stanley Cursiter, Lord Birsay and others. Lord Birsay’s final words were; ‘And if we can bespeak your aid to keep the cathedral and all it represents for future generations, I feel this morning has been well spent. Remember Rognvald the Ballad-maker, the sailor, the fighter, the Christian, the great administrator, and Magnus who was not afraid in those bloodthirsty days to keep the vision alive. All I ask you is to help us to keep our own vision alive.’ 

After lunch, a conference took place in the Town Hall, before the members of the press were taken to the airport and flown back to Glasgow.

The campaign began to spread, and all members of the committee worked tirelessly to encourage donations. In the days before the internet, social media and emails, this meant a lot of letter writing! From a room generously offered by solicitors Foubister and Bain, missives were sent to the editors of all the UK’s newspapers (and many international publications), applications were made to the Pilgrims’ Trust and various heritage organisations, branches of the British Legion were approached – anyone who was thought to be interested in the cathedral received some sort of communication from the Save St Magnus campaign. Col Macrae drew on all his contacts in the Armed Forces, relatives abroad, and colleagues and friends in political office. An article appeared in the New York Times. Gladys Leslie remembers: ‘No businessman, no local dignitary, no journeying Orcadian was permitted to leave Orkney without appeal leaflets in his briefcase or wallet, and that was how the word was spread’.  

The money started to come in, and the first target amount of £50,000 was met very quickly, with donations arriving from far and wide. Ideas started to flow about how the local population could contribute, and the plan was formed hold a St Magnus Fortnight, at the height of the tourist season. In the second week of activities it was proposed to revive the Lammas Fair and rebrand it as the St Magnus Fair. It had been a tradition in Scotland going back to medieval times for a town or village to hold a Lammas Fair. This would mark the end of the harvest, and it comes from ‘loaf-mass’, meaning the special festival/service that was held when the first loaf of bread had been baked from the new grain. The Lammas Fair was always in August, so the first St Magnus Fair took place on 23 August, 1972. The intention was to recreate the atmosphere of an old print, showing stalls, booths, side shows, and an auction of donated goods on the steps of the cathedral. 

The contractors who were to undertake the restoration work were appointed in autumn 1972, by which point about £70,000 had been raised. The main contractor was structural engineering firm FJ Neale (London) Ltd, and they sub-contracted to eight different building companies, all bringing different skills to the project. 

There were several parts to the work, all designed to strengthen the west end and ‘tie’ the building back together again. The main elements were to install iron girders in the nave attic, bracing the walls from within. The other big element was to take the ceiling off the first three bays of the nave and replace it with fibre glass panels. From the ground, the ceiling of the nave west end just looks like plastered stone vaults (as all the other ceilings are), with stone ribs made from local red sandstone. And whilst the ribs are indeed made of stone, the white triangles that you see are actually large, shaped pieces of fibreglass. This is a much lighter material, and the effect was to take most of the weight off the west end, thus helping to halt the movement. Curator Fran Hollinrake remembers several years ago meeting a visitor to the cathedral who had been involved in the work; he was German but had moved to Scotland as a young man to work for the engineering company who made the panels. He confessed that it had been a new venture for his employers, and that they had ‘cut their teeth’ on the St Magnus project. He was very pleased to see that his work was still holding up.

All of this was very successful. But the legacy can still be seen in the ‘lean’ of the pillars at the west end, and the wonky arches of the triforium above.

The St Magnus Fair continued to be an annual tradition for many years afterwards, but it was finally brought to a close in 2003. The legacy survives though, with the Hill Race up Wideford Hill still going, and the annual Flower Festival in St Magnus Cathedral – to date, the latter has raised over £100,000 for the cathedral fund. 

Looking at the red sandstone edifice from the street, it is hard to believe that this solid structure was on the brink of collapse within living memory. We owe a great debt of gratitude to all those on that first hard-working sub-committee, to everyone who gave money, to the contractors who carried out the work, and all the visitors and local people who continue to this day to support the cathedral with their donations. 










