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It’s not all in ruins!

A short reflection on the contribution of local
churches to the cultural heritage of the North
East.

Did you ever see the advert screened just before Nissan came
to Sunderland? It began with the question, ‘Why did Nissan
choose the North East?’ The camera zoomed in to the shop
floor at the Nissan plant. A worker in blue overalls shouted to a
colleague in a broad Geordie accent, ‘Hoi a hammer oer ‘ere
mate!’ Then a voice-over came in and said, ‘Because they
already speak Japanese!’

Now I'm pretty sure that you can’t seriously identify any real

traces of Japanese in Geordie dialect but if you were looking
for Gaelic, Dutch, Welsh or Scandinavian, there’s no doubt
you would be successful. True, there are variations from the
Northumbrian burr to the ‘mackems and tackems’ of
Sunderland dock. Yet even given these qualifications, there is
something generic to the nuances that makes ‘Geordie’ stand
alone and proud as the language of the North. Not, | hasten to
add, as an aberration of English but reputable English itself.
After all, you can even buy phrase books like ‘Larn yersel
Geordie’ or a copy of the Bible duly translated into North
Eastern lingo. And if you think that’s all only a bit of fun and a
spoof on any serious study, then perhaps | ought to remind
you that in 1892 R. O. Heslop published on behalf of the
English Dialect Society ‘Northumberland words. A Glossary of
words used in the County of Northumberland’ - in two
volumes, no less.

| wanted to start with this note about the common language of
the North East because, without a doubt, it is one very
tangible way in which the North East is most definitely
identifiable as a region in its own right. There’s nothing new
about that, for sure. In 1919 C.B. Fawcett, defined the ‘North
Country’ as a natural entity. His ‘Provinces of England. A Study
of Some Geographical Aspects of Devolution’ divided England



into its natural regions based upon six principles, five of which
were to do with population settlement and geography, and one
to do with ‘local patriotism and tradition’. He came up with a
‘North Country’ comprising of that portion between Swaledale
and the Tweed in the East and Westmoreland and
Cumberland (excluding the South Lakes) in the West. Leaving
out his western portions, his definition gives almost precisely
the way the North East is commonly defined today. He thought
that its rare mix of natural division and regional patriotism
supported a Northern claim to ‘provincial self-government’. It is
an idea that has seen its time come and go often in recent
history. Fawcett's North Country, in some senses strong and
vibrant, was by the 1930s struggling for its life in the depths of
depression. There are those who would argue that the region
was reborn after 1945 — wasn’t it T. Dan Smith who planned
for Newcastle as the ‘Brasilia of the North’? But this
incarnation wasn’t long lived as industry fell into serious, even
terminal, decline by the mid 1980s and even its great football
team Newcastle had sunk to the second division. At the start
of a new millennium, regionalism was again high on the
political agenda locally and nationally, yet when it came to the
crunch — the referendum — the idea faltered. No doubt it will
have its day again when the pendulum swings.

However, all this talk of the ‘North Country’ really gains its
significance not because of the structural reorganisations or
campaigns for them but rather because this regionalism taps
into the ‘patriotism and tradition’ that feeds such campaigns as
those fighting to return the Lindisfarne Gospels to their ‘home’;
that finds a smallish round and fairly flat piece of bread can
rouse quite unexpectedly fond regional pride; that has seen
millions of Geordie ‘passports’ produced, as well as car
stickers — you know those that say ‘Divvent dunsh us war
Geordies’. Even yellow and red stickers with the flag of
Northumbria have started to appear in the last couple of years.
It is a regional pride that even incomers can share and delight
in. Take some words of an illustrious predecessor of mine,
Leslie Hunter, who wrote:

‘An archdeaconry that included a commercial city and a
port with a long history, and adjacent to it an industrial
area, a large coalfield, a commuter district on the coast



and a lovely hinterland of moor and dale with ancient
churches is England in miniature — a soil in which a
stranger can happily strike deep roots .... Gladly | would
have stayed all my days in Northumberland.’?

Now | confess it is more than a respect for my office or its
former incumbents that led me to quote Hunter. He, like me,
inhabited the Cathedral Stall dedicated to St Cuthbert and St
Cuthbert, among other things, lays claim to a unique position
in the life of the region.

There are those who would tell us that it was the Venerable
Bede who first coined the term Northumbria. It is clear that by
the term he was referring to those living north of the Humber —
not so different from Fawcett’s definition. He tells us that these
ancient Northumbrians had a distinctive dialect and did some
things differently to people south of the Humber — like counting
land in hides. Nothing different there then! However, the
Northumbria that Bede tells us about was founded after a long
and difficult journey. Its birth was not through some tidy lines
drawn up by treaty nor was it really a homogenous people
who occupied a land rather it was created in the early years of
the seventh century through the forcible coalescence of two
separate states: Bernicia and Deira.

Bernicia was the more northerly kingdom covering the area
around the Tyne but stretching as far north as the Firth, and
Deira the more southerly, covering much of what we
remember as the East Riding from the Tees, which then as
now formed the boundary, to the Humber. Our knowledge of
the fledgling Northumbria is sparse and we know even less of
the beginnings of its component parts. What is clear is rather
like the more recent trends in regionalism so the joining of
these two ancient states waxed and waned

Bede’s account shows that the conquest of Deira by Bernicia
was no easy task and certainly was no quick one. Tensions
remained — perhaps they still do! There was always a

1 Quoted in Strategist for the Spirit pg 50



tendency to separatism and the Bernician aristocracy had to
work hard to be accepted. Strategic marriages and links often
made in exile helped forge a fragile unity and there is much
credit to be given to the peace-weaving qualities of some
Deiran princesses. However, the church also played its part
and in a variety of ways. Not least the church provided a non-
threatening place for some royal men and women to work
from. Hilda of Whitby — who was in fact daughter of a nephew
of Edwin — must be the greatest example but there were
others who continued to influence from other great religious
houses such as the monasteries at Gilling, Monkwearmouth,
Lindisfarne and Jarrow.

And of course highly influential in all of this early history were
other key church figures such as the great Aidan, Ceolfrith,
Benedict Biscop.

All of this brings me to good old St Cuthbert and his own
significant role in aiding the formation of Northumbria. | am
indebted to notes of a lecture given by Dr Rollason, of
University of Durham, to mark the 1300" anniversary of
Cuthbert’s death. In it he contended that Cuthbert became the
most popular saint of Northumbria not simply because of his
unquestionable holiness but because:

‘It is just possible that Cuthbert was being deliberately
presented as a Northumbrian Martin, a patron saint for
Northumbrians as Martin was for the Franks. Such an
emphasis is certainly in tune with Bede’s wish to present a
unified Northumbria.™

Cuthbert the patron saint of the Great North who provided no
mere token patron to the fledgling nation but a Christian soul
at its very heart; an ideal to inspire and aspire to, a moral
appeal, a common personality at the very core of the region.
Speaking of ‘culture’ is a notoriously complex pastime. (In
1952, Alfred Kroeber and Clyde Kluckhohn in Culture: A
Critical Review of Concepts and Definitions compiled a list of
no less than 164 definitions.) However, among its most
common usage is the idea of a set of shared attitudes, values,

2 Rollason p 20
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goals, and practices that characterise an institution,
organization or group. Not so different to Fawcett’s ‘patriotism
and tradition’.

It is my contention that if you want to understand and
appreciate the Great North, you must pay due respect to its
roots — not in the sense of school boy (or girl) history but in the
culture heritage that holds it together rather like a community
glue or perhaps even more pertinent, its DNA. And further |
would contend that once you try to analyse the DNA code you
will find a dominant ‘Cuthbert’ gene, a kind of icon which
points to the Christian heritage inherent in making the Great
North what it is ... and what it could be.

This heritage is easily evidenced in the spirit of the people
and the communities that continue to call this place home: at
best a fighting spirit, even a grim determination, good humour
and a feistiness, a generosity of spirit, a hopefulness even
when faced with adversity, a creativity and a civic pride but
also on occasion an inability to blow its own trumpet and at
worse a humility that has turned into a lack of confidence and
self-esteem.

It is also evidenced in the landscape and the built
environment. That is nowhere more so than in the Christian
churches that remain dotted about the region, in village after
village and neighbourhood after neighbourhood persevering in
their testimony not only to a proud past but pointing to a
hopeful future.

The Diocese of Newcastle has in its care some 239 churches
scattered throughout Newcastle and Northumberland (the
Bernician part of the ancient kingdom). They are an
impressive cultural heritage portfolio. No less than 64% of
these buildings (that is 167) are listed, 26% being Grade | or
I1* (62).

[In passing | ought to mention that other faith denominations
are also custodians of a significant number of listed buildings
RC 48, Methodist 26, URC 14 as well as Baptist and Quaker
buildings. Source EH 2009]



In 2009 English Heritage estimated that the vast majority of
these buildings (and they were considering the whole of the
503 listed places of worship in the North East) were in a fair
condition; more importantly less than 6% were thought to be in
a poor or very poor condition.

As Archdeacon for the last six years it's been my delight to get
to know (inspect) some 150 of these churches. They are an
impressive bunch! The temptation of some is to think that the
‘heritage’ is confined to the ‘honeypots’ of Lindisfarne,
Hexham or across the river Durham Cathedral, Jarrow and
Monkwearmouth. Yet as wonderful as they are they are not
the whole story. In neighbourhood after neighbourhood
churches are tremendous depositories of local culture, history,
and above story. In many places they are often the oldest
building in the locality — a place where you can touch history.
And as such are loved by locals and visitors alike. We would
surely be the worse for not being able to see the magnificent
east window of Wilhemina Geddes in St Luke’s Wallsend, or
tell the murderous story of the ‘Long Pack’ grave at
Bellingham; to stand in the windswept churchyard of
Corsenside or Heavenfield or to pause at the Beveridge’s
grave at the isolated Thockrington; to hear the story of Grace
Darling at Bamburgh or Josephine Butler at Kirknewton, or
visit Berwick with the only church to have been built during the
Commonwealth; to climb the wonderful towers of Newburn,
Bywell, Ancroft, Bolam, Illderton Warden or Cullercoats by the
Sea. Perhaps to visit St George’s Chapel at the Cathedral and
see in its windows an elegant history of the city with
testimonies to Armstrong and Parsons as well as Lord
Stamfordham and Viscount Grey — though my favourite
Cathedral memorial is to a onetime pressgang Captain John
Bover or ‘Bovver’ as | like to call him! | had better stop now,
for there are over 200 contenders for a publicity spot. | hope
that my premise of a rich cultural portfolio needs no further
evidence but permit me to draw out three fairly obvious points:

Firstly, these buildings are examples of living history because
they are all home to a worshipping community. Even more |
believe that the vitality of this worshipping community is the



key to their preservation and in many cases to their
accessibility. It is local folk who clean and tidy, who employ
architects and set about conservation projects, raise vast
sums of money — despite being forced to follow tiresome and
sometimes overwhelming bureaucratic processes such as
Faculty jurisdiction or English Heritage Funding applications.
These communities, often working in partnership with local
allies, bring to bear vast numbers of active and committed
volunteers. It is fortunate that in the main these depositories of
local culture tend to evoke much devotion.

Secondly, there is a flipside to my first point. For some
churches it is left to a small group, sometimes with little
capacity, to bear the biggest burden:

Take St James’ Benwell, a II* listed Dobson Church with a
beautiful ‘queen-post’ ceiling. Richard Grainger is buried in the
extensive Churchyard. The Benwell neighbourhood has seen
better times. Once a thriving middle-class suburb now it
perhaps one of the most deprived areas of the city. The
church and the Churchyard are in a poor state of repair. A
group of volunteers have worked hard to keep the cemetery
free from needles and the dangerous deposits of drug users.
The church itself is in major need of work and its
congregation, though dedicated, small and lacking in the
financial/project management skills needed to face the future
with any confidence. With the help — much of it pro bono — of a
conservation architect and a community development worker,
a vision for the future has begun to emerge that would not
merely conserve the building but open it up to the
neighbourhood in a fresh way as a local cultural centre. An
estimated cost would be in the region of £2M. English heritage
has just offered a grant of almost £150,000 to help get the
church watertight. To access this first grant the church will
have to raise a matching sum as well as begin competitive
tendering for its architectural services (no thanks allowed to
the pro bono work that has got them this far) and start the
process of raising the rest of the money to fulfil its vision. It is
a tall order for the 50 or so worshippers most who are
unemployed and a goodly number who are refugees.



Or take the Church of Our Lady at Delaval, a grade | listed
building adjacent to Delaval Hall which was recently taken
over by the National Trust. The parish already has two other
churches much more strategically placed for its mission and
service to the local community but there is commitment to The
Church of Our Lady (probably 12t Century maybe earlier) a
simple three cell structure includes the 18™ century tomb of
the Delaval family. Recently signs of movement in the
structure gave cause for concern. The church has spent over
£30,000 on monitoring and investigation which needed full
archaeological supervision. More investigation is needed but it
may just be necessary to embark on major building works to
ensure its survival. For the tiny congregation of no more than
a dozen the thoughts of raising a considerable amount of
money — some guesstimates are in the region of £500,000 or
more — are overwhelming.

What is clear to me is that we expect a lot from our dedicated
church members and without them it is hard to see how these
buildings will survive.
Thirdly, our historic churches bring a valuable, though often
forgotten, contribution to the local tourism economy. Drawing
upon recent reports and strategies from Local Authorities,
Tourism Partnerships, Visit Britain, Visit England and other
sources®:
- Visits to churches are at least as popular as visits to
other historic sites. More than half of all people
making day trips visit at least one church in a year,
one in four visit two.
National tourism data suggests that all market
segments targeted by tourism destinations

3 See www.inspirednortheast.org.uk for references.
Inspired North East is a project organised by Newcastle
and Durham Dioceses in conjunction with English
Heritage to promote the use of historic churches
throughout the north east of England and | am indebted
to them for some of the research that | have relied on in
part of this talk.
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Visits to churches are integral to visitors’ experience of
destinations — many of these involve overnight stays.
People visit churches for a range of reasons — family
history, architecture, cyclists, walkers etc.

Now in suggesting that this is an often forgotten contribution |
chose my words carefully. Even a cursory glance at some
attempts to put together cultural strategies for the region
makes one think that the authors fail to see what’s under their
noses or is there another agenda?

Culture North East, the Regional Cultural Strategy for the
North East of England 2001 — 1010, was the result of three
Partner Task Groups which were comprised of 80
representatives from the public, private and voluntary sector
organisations. They distributed 50,000 leaflets through 620
centres. Yet managed only passing references to Durham,
Jarrow and Lindisfarne. They could tell us that there are 54
Historic houses, two World Heritage sites, 2 community
forests, 46 English Heritage properties, 10 National Trust
properties and 37 registered parks. And though they could
make passing reference to our Christian past they didn’t feel
the need to mention the more than 300 listed church buildings
or to include the welcome that they offer as part of potential
growth and celebration of our culture.

And if you think that with the high profile World Heritage
nomination of Jarrow /Monkwearmouth just across the river
and a change in local and national politics things could be
different now, just have a look at the draft cultural strategy for
Northumberland 2011-2016. It is promisingly entitled
‘Stronger Together through Inspirational Culture’. But I've
learnt not to get my hopes up in these matters. We’re told how
many adults visit a museum or gallery at least once a year —
surprisingly a similar number visit a church. We're told how
volunteering is good for well being and stronger in the 50 plus
age group — church communities are surprisingly good at this!
We're told that ‘Our parks, sports venues, libraries and arts
centres, museums and theatres are so often the only places
where communities come together and share experiences’ —
so obviously churches aren’t even worth a mention, even



though they clearly offer a place where people connect both
with each other and with their history. Even though they
suggest that celebrating tradition and values, cultivating a
strong sense of community identity and pride and building on
distinctiveness to further develop the tourism offer are crucial
to the strategy, they fail to acknowledge that local churches,
in spite of all they have to offer, could even play a part. Indeed
the whole draft struggles to give even the slightest nod in the
Christian direction: not even Hexham or Lindisfarne gets a
proper mention. We are not looking for gratuitous references
to churches but we do suggest that there are several places
where explicit reference would seem appropriate to reflect the
part that our churches could play in the cultural infrastructure.

Therefore as | thank you for letting me share these
archidiaconal ramblings on the rich heritage that is ours | want
to be bold enough to conclude with a simple reflection and a
warning.

A reflection: Our heritage is not all in ruins! — as important
as some of those ruins around maybe. We in the Diocese are
committed to preserving — no, more than that! We are
committed to creatively using — the wonderful churches of
which we are custodians. We are committed to encouraging
flourishing, well supported Christian communities that treasure
their local churches and offer a welcome to all who would
cross the threshold.

A warning: Our heritage is not all in ruins — YET! My plea
is that those who can influence our public agenda will look
beyond the ‘correctness’ that blinds them from seeing us as
partners in celebrating the great Northern Culture that we not
only share and shape but have a duty to pass on.
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Geoff Miller

Geoff Miller came to the
Diocese of Newcastle in
1999 to serve as a
Residentiary Canon and
Diocesan Urban Officer
and was made
Archdeacon of
Northumberland in
2005. Until then his
entire ministry had been lived out south of the Tyne, in
the Diocese of Durham. A Mancunian by birth (but a
North Easterner by marriage), his initial career was as a
teacher and he brings to his work as an Archdeacon his
educational gifts as well as his passionate commitment
to the Church’s engagement with society.

As Archdeacon of Northumberland he remains a
Residentiary Canon at the Cathedral, and he sits as a
Trustee of the Hospital of God at Greatham, the Lord
Crewe Trust and Shepherds Dene Retreat House. In the
wider community he is a Trustee of NCVS and a
member of the Urban Forum Steering Group. In the
Diocese he, like all Archdeacons, sits on a host of
Boards and Committees.

As well as a degree in Education from Durham, he holds
a Diploma in Pastoral Studies and a Masters’ degree in
Applied Theology.
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