
1 
 

Heritage Activity Stage One Draft Report 
St Michael & All Angels, Alnham 

Draft 1 

Inspired Futures 
Heritage Activity Stage One Draft Report 
 
St Michael & All Angels, Alnham 
Draft 1, Jo Scott 
 
 
1 Introduction  

St Michael & All Angels’ Church is tucked away in the small and scattered upland village of 
Alnham in the foothills of the Cheviots.  It stands on the edge of Northumberland National 
Park and close to the source of the River Aln.  The church, which has Saxon foundations, 
once stood in the heart of the medieval village.  It is flanked by the equally historic 14th 
century vicarage, a fortified tower house that is now a private home.   
 
The church is part of the Upper Coquetdale Parish.  It has a small but growing congregation, 
and is very well attended at key services such as Christmas Eve, Easter and Remembrance 
Sunday.  It is also used occasionally through the year for community events and educational 
activities and offers a useful starting point and welcome shelter for walkers and hikers 
exploring the Cheviot hills.  
 
It also draws visitors with family links and those with an interest in its long and rich history.  
Its tranquil atmosphere, stunning setting and fine acoustics also add to the church’s special 
qualities and appeal. 
  
 
2 Current activities 

2.1 Worship 

St Michael & All Angels’ Church holds a Sunday service once a month, with an average 
attendance of about 20-25 people.  Its seasonal services are very well attended, with around 
100 attending at Easter and up to 160 on Christmas Eve.  The church is also used 
occasionally for baptisms, weddings and funerals. 
 
2.2 Community and other users 

The church is also used for a number of community activities and events.  These include: 
 

 Visits several times a year by Kings Priory School, Tynemouth, for music 
rehearsals, performances and services; the school uses the nearby old Alnham School 
building as a base for residential musical and outdoor activity courses 

 Occasional use by the local scouts (a group of about 10-15) and other groups 
 It is the starting point for commercial and informal guided walks; a network of 

footpaths and bridleways radiate from the village, giving good access into the hills  
 

2.3 Visitors 

The church is open every day and the visitors’ book attests to the positive experience of 
visiting this peaceful and historic church and its atmospheric churchyard.  It is not known 
exactly how many visitors come outside of services and events however, but numbers are 
estimated at about 300-400 per year.   
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3 Current heritage experience and offer 

3.1 Access 

As noted above, the church is open every day and thus available to anyone looking for a 
place for quiet prayer or contemplation, wanting to enjoy its history, following family links or 
simply looking for shelter from the weather. 
 
The church stands on a no-through road and is signposted from the minor road through the 
village (NB the sign is a standard white road sign rather than a brown sign that would 
indicate a site of heritage interest for any passing traffic).  The road through Alnham is also 
the route of National Cycle Route 68, the Pennine Cycleway. 
 
Once at the church, there is limited parking on the grass verge in front of the churchyard, 
which not suitable for all vehicles and is an issue for larger events.  There is a conspicuous 
National Park lectern style graphic panel near the church entrance, providing information 
about the two local men who died in a blizzard on the hill and the walk up to the cairn set up 
in their memory1.  There is an attractive lych gate into the churchyard, which is kept closed 
but unlocked, and a rough paved path leads up to the unlocked and often open church door.   
While the main door standing open is inevitably inviting, some additional welcome signage at 
the gate and/or door would help to draw people in.  However, access up the gravel path to 
the gate and then along the paved path for those with limited mobility is difficult.   
 
Inside, the nave is level and easy to move around but there are steps up to the altar.  There 
are tables just inside the door with leaflets, books and local produce, which help welcome 
visitors.  The nave has fixed pews but there is some space at the rear and in the south 
transept for displays and storage.  The north transept gives access into the vestry area, 
which is also used for storage and preparing basic refreshments.  Lighting and heating are 
limited and there is no water. 
 
3.2 Interpretation 

The church offers a small number of ways to find out about its mission, special qualities and 
history, including: 
 

 A leaflet, which the team has already identified as being in need of upgrading or 
replacement; plus various leaflets and booklets provided by others about the area  

 A noticeboard in the porch, which includes information about the church mission as 
well as information about worship, local walks, activities and events 

 Members of the team provide informal guided tours for visitors, special interest 
groups and schools; these are well received but are not a regular or formalised offer 

 Several websites provide information about the church for different users.  The 
parish website (coquetdaleanglican.org/alnham/) provides a useful mix of information 
about worship and mission as well as a fairly comprehensive history of the church; 
however, some of the information needs updating (e.g. it was still showing Christmas 
2014 events under Parish Life at the time of writing).  A Church Near You 
(www.achurchnearyou.com/alnham-st-michael-all-angels/) provides a very brief 
overview, service information and contact details but could include more information, 
particularly about features and facilities.  It also features on Keys to the Past, the 
regional archaeological website 
(www.keystothepast.info/Pages/pgDetail.aspx?PRN=N1381) 

                                           
1 Details available via VisitNorthumberland: http://www.visitnorthumberland.com/guided-walk-
tours/salters-road-the-shepherds-cairn 
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3.3 Facilities 

Facilities at the church for the congregation and other users are limited.  Parking, as noted 
above, is not ideal.  There are no toilets or kitchen facilities and the current heating and 
lighting systems are poor.  There is a small vestry that is also used for storage and ‘back of 
house’ functions but it is not suitable for meetings or other activities.  Local produce, 
particularly homemade jams, are offered for sale via an honesty box system. 
 
 
4 Current and potential users 

4.1 The congregation 

Attendance has risen in recent years to about 20-25 at monthly services, with much larger 
numbers for seasonal services.  There is a good relationship with Kings Priory School, who 
use the church several times a year for services and music rehearsals.   
 
Local community use and visiting schools engagement are regarded as the most significant 
opportunities to encourage people to make greater use of the church and become more 
regular members of the congregation. 
 
4.2 The community and other users 

The community around St Michael & All Angels’ Church is small and dispersed.  There are 
only about 33 houses in the village and environs and around a third of those are holiday or 
second homes.  At the time of writing, there are only about a dozen children in the village 
and most are already involved in the church in some way. 
 
There is nowhere else in the immediate area for the community to congregate, so there is a 
considerable opportunity for the church to take on this central role as an open and inclusive 
gathering space and central resource for local people.   
 
The team is well aware that there is great potential to engage more actively with the 
community and provide a place for Alnham’s residents to come together.  However, they are 
currently constrained by the lack of facilities in the church and, although the team is dynamic 
and determined, they are few in number and would benefit from additional support. 
 
4.3 Visitors 

As noted earlier, the numbers and nature of visitors to the church is uncertain beyond 
services and events.  However, with its remarkable history, setting and unique ambience, the 
church has the potential to increase visitor numbers and to offer a more engaging heritage 
experience through enhanced facilities, new interpretive provision and comprehensive 
publicity.  The church team has a good relationship with the National Park and is already 
exploring opportunities for working in partnership with them. 
 
Building on its excellent relationship with Kings Priory School, the team has also identified 
opportunities to develop a more comprehensive offer that will increase its appeal for visiting 
schools.  The team is to be commended for already making contact with local schools, and it 
has been talking to the DAC education department to ensure any new provision in the 
church will meet curriculum needs. 
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The team has also identified a number of other opportunities for attracting local people and 
visitors, from a more comprehensive musical programme to celebrating and sharing local 
heritage and craft skills. 
 
4.4 Volunteers 

The dedicated and loyal core church team offers a range of very useful skills, not least their 
knowledge of and enthusiasm for the church and commitment to developing and sharing its 
mission, special qualities and stories.  Practical skills such as computing, social media and 
education have proved invaluable to date. 
 
Attracting new volunteers has proved challenging, however, not least because the 
community is so small and spread out.  Raising awareness of the vision for the building and 
the skills gaps may help draw in new support, and the team should continue to pursue 
partnership opportunities in order to help spread the load. 
  
4.5 Target audiences for heritage activity 

Based on this brief assessment of the mix of current audiences at the church, the community 
and context, and the team’s successes to date, the suggested target audiences for heritage 
engagement in the short to medium term are: 
 

 Local people and visitors interested in history and heritage, including special 
interest groups and general interest visitors to the area  

 Local people interested in using and developing their skills, by developing 
and promoting broader opportunities to get involved and by delivering projects that 
develop new skills for all ages 

 Young people and children, through greater engagement with schools and other 
groups and by offering family-friendly activities 

 
 

5 Heritage engagement opportunities 

5.1 Review of aspirations 

The team has identified a number of potential opportunities for encouraging more users and 
attracting new volunteers at the church, by developing the building’s role as a community 
facility and gathering place and by becoming more of a hub for visitors to the area.  It is also 
looking to build on its good existing relationships with e.g. Northumberland National Park, 
Northumberland County Council and Kings Priory School, and to develop new partnerships 
with other local schools, to develop its facilities and activities.   
 
However, the team is well aware that fabric repairs and the introduction of core facilities are 
essential to achieving this vision.    
 
5.2 Key recommendations 

The team is to be commended for its clear vision and forward plan, and particularly for 
exploring and developing partnerships in order to spread the workload.  However, the core 
team is small and finding ways of drawing in new skills and supporters is critical. 
Undertaking some modest, quick win activities and continuing to explore existing and 
potential partnerships in the short term will help raise awareness and attract new interest.  
These can also be used to test the impact and efficacy of different actions on target 
audiences and assess likely demand for other projects and activities. 
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Taking small and achievable steps will help raise the profile of the church and its activities 
and events, demonstrate to local people and visitors that change is afoot and hopefully 
stimulate new interest in getting involved with the life of the church (whether as a visitor, 
participant or a volunteer).  Importantly it will also continue to provide valuable feedback on 
the demand for new facilities at the church. 
 
5.3 Opportunities for engaging with the church’s heritage 

These opportunities build upon existing successes and new ideas identified by the church 
team and during discussion with the Inspired Futures consultants.  The short term proposals 
here are a suggested list from which the team can cherry-pick, in order to test different 
approaches to engagement with the church mission, building and heritage.  Inviting 
comment and feedback at every stage, and evaluating each project against clear targets, will 
provide robust guidance on how best to target effort, resources and funds in the future. 
 
The short term activities recommended here are designed to raise the profile of the church 
and test sample events.  It is hoped that this will encourage new volunteers as well as 
potentially attracting other folk who would be interested in taking on the development and 
delivery of some of these new activities in the medium and longer term. 
 
The medium and longer term projects suggested here will be dependent upon the successes 
or otherwise in the short term, and the team should remain open to developing and adapting 
its vision to respond to findings and feedback.  All these elements are suggestions only and 
should be explored and reviewed at each stage within the parameters of the church mission, 
other projects and activities and the overall vision for the site. 
 
 
Suggestions for short term / quick win actions and activities: 
 
 Welcome, we’re open – consider a robust banner, A-frame, panel or other sign at the 

Lych Gate and/or at the church door to tell people that the church is open (especially 
since the gate is kept closed, albeit unlocked, and the door, while always unlocked, is not 
always standing open); this will reinforce the message that the church is open to all 

 
 Consider offering free / donation refreshments and a comfortable seat for anyone 

calling in e.g. walkers seeking shelter, someone seeking a quiet space for reflection or 
someone wrestling with a personal issue.  Ensure practical information and interpretation 
are on hand.  This may need to be a longer term aspiration because of limited facilities 
currently, but providing a kettle, bottled water, disposable cups and drink sachets could 
make people feel very welcome and encourage visitors to linger longer even in the short 
term 

 
 Creating a welcome and orientation point – the church has already been in 

discussion with the National Park about becoming an information point for NNP.  This is a 
great idea and the ideal opportunity to develop interpretation of the church, village and 
setting as part of this process; thus providing insights and inspiration for the building and 
area as well as the wider Park.  In the short term, this could be as simple as a NNP pop-
up banner about the Park and a selection of key local leaflets; in the longer term this 
could feature more comprehensive bespoke displays about the church, village and Park, 
supported by e.g. access to on line resources via a touchscreen or terminal 
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 Communication and promotion – it will be essential to continue to keep local people 
and visitors informed about current and future activities and developments at the church 
at every stage.  The team already has a good network and should continue to make use 
of the following: 

 
 The church website 
 Email databases 
 Social media 
 The local hunt network 
 
The church team should of course also continue to engage with schools, the National 
Park and the County Council, both to identify partnership opportunities and to share and 
promote resources and activities 

 
 
Suggestions for medium term actions and activities:  
 
 An activity and interpretation plan – the church team has already identified a series 

of opportunities for developing heritage resources and activities, and these are noted and 
explored below, as well as putting together an excellent Five Year Plan.  It is important 
that the team has a robust plan for activities and interpretation to ensure the most 
appropriate activities have indeed been identified and to help phase the work and plot 
the necessary aims, actions and outcomes. 

 
In particular, I would recommend the team tests out some of the ideas under discussion, 
particularly to explore the pros and cons of different media and developing digital 
interpretation.  Points to consider regarding choosing media and developing technology 
for the church: good quality interactives, particularly those using technology, need to be 
well planned and executed to the highest quality if they are to increase engagement and 
add value when compared with other potential media. It is strongly recommended that 
the team review this aspiration before proceeding to commission it.  First tasks should be 
to agree a clear aim and objectives for this project, understand the needs and aspirations 
of the target audiences and then to begin identifying and gathering suitable content.  
The team should then ask themselves carefully whether a computer interactive or app is 
the most appropriate way to deliver the aim and objectives and whether there is 
sufficient resources and budget to create something properly effective and engaging for 
the audiences identified.   

 
Expectations of digital interactive media are very high so the team needs to be sure their 
material will look great, work well and deliver content.  And any medium is only ever as 
good as the content, so getting that right should be the first priority.  Visit heritage sites 
and churches already using digital technology and apps to see what they do and how 
they work; which, if any, meets the needs of this site and its stories?   
 
Also the team identified that peace, tranquillity and sense of place at Alnham are key, so 
it is important to find out whether computer access, app interpretation, audio elements 
etc. will sit comfortably in the space as a regular offer to visitors or whether these should 
only be part of special events, school visits and other group activities. 

 
 Review the Upper Coquetdale website – consider whether to work on updating this 

website (still showing Christmas 2014 event information at time of writing) and/or to 
develop a new church and village website.  Either way, this should be lively, engaging, 
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informative and up-to-date and there should be a small team responsible for maintaining 
and updating the site as required.  There is the opportunity to incorporate more 
information and interpretation, including offering a number of the new resources 
suggested below as links and downloads 
 

 Self-guiding tour leaflet – the team has identified the need to update the church 
leaflet, to provide an engaging guide for those who want to explore and find out more; 
this should be a clear, simple guide to the highlights inside and out, using friendly and 
accessible language 

 
 Guided tours – the team offers guided tours of the church on an ad hoc / on request 

basis but the potential exists to offer tours on a more formal basis and/or as part of an 
events programme.  New volunteers may be attracted by opportunities for relevant 
training, such as welcome host, tour guiding and archive research; the team should 
promote the skills development and social aspects of being part of the volunteer team 

 
 Interactive computer / DVD / (app?), with opportunity to print off relevant 

elements / outcomes as a souvenir.  The church team is aiming to provide free wifi on 
site, which will make an app or web access to these resources very easy for all potential 
users.   

 
It is recommended that the content be developed through workshops and other heritage-
related activities, inviting people to share reminiscences, historic photos etc., as this 
would be an excellent way of engaging local people with and enthusing them about their 
heritage.  This could include oral history and digital archiving training (see below).  All 
new content could also be made available on the church website. 
 
We commend the team’s intention to work closely with schools and DAC education team 
to ensure any new content is relevant to school groups and related to curriculum needs, 
and this approach should apply to this project as well 
 

 New schools resources – the church already has good relations with several schools 
and would like to develop links with more educational institutions.  As noted earlier, we 
commend the church’s intention to work closely with the schools and DAC Education 
team to identify the most relevant and appropriate content and media.  

 
The church could provide a series of resources suitable for schools, groups and families.  
The ideas below could be integrated into the proposed DVD / app described above 
and/or be developed as separate elements using more traditional media.  The latter may 
be a good short term opportunity to test out ideas.   

  
 Discovery trails for exploring inside and outside the church, including the 

wildlife of the churchyard 
 Activity packs for a range of ages e.g. bags of different blocks for smaller 

children so they can look for these shapes in the church; magnifying glasses, 
binoculars, mirrors for older children to encourage searching for details and 
looking at spaces in different ways; inspiration bags that include copies of 
artworks, poetry, stories and music to encourage creativity  

 Geocache(s) in and around the church 
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Suggestions for longer term actions and activities: 
 
The following projects are likely to be interlinked, enabling the church to be part of a 
community history project and be able to showcase its own story and the local heritage.  It 
is also hoped that new and different volunteers would be inspired to take part and that 
sharing and developing new skills would be at the heart of this work. 
 
It is therefore recommended that the church consider drawing in specialist skills to help lead 
and develop the projects, and that the team looks for someone with experience of working 
with community groups and specialises in developing heritage-related skills and initiatives 
 
 Church guidebook – consider, in the longer term, developing an attractive souvenir 

booklet about the church and village.  This could focus primarily on the church’s story as 
well as sharing the stories of the local heritage and community past and present.  Again, 
ensure the guide is friendly, accessible and easy-to-use.  Local people and/or visiting 
schools could be invited to contribute e.g. by helping with the research or taking 
photographs or draw sketches to be included in the guidebook. 

 
 Heritage skills on display – once restoration and reordering work begins in the 

church, local people will be brought in to make new roof crosses and other items for the 
church.  Community members and visitors will be able to watch them at work and learn 
about these key heritage skills, and the church team should promote these activities and 
develop events around this 

 
 Workshops and events on rural heritage – the team has also expressed the 

intention to use the church as venue and inspiration for celebrating and sharing the 
village and area’s distinctive local heritage and traditions e.g. dialect, poetry, music, rural 
crafts, beekeeping.  Again this is an opportunity to hold test workshops, performances 
and related activities on these different themes and, depending on the response, identify 
which could be developed and/or repeated 

 
 Creating new heritage – opportunities to develop these craft and rural heritage 

workshops and activities to keep other elements of the local heritage alive and to 
develop new material to add to the heritage archive e.g. local legends and new creative 
writing and storytelling; new music; a quilting or knitting group to create a new knitted 
timeline or quilting history for display in the church and area2; writing and performing a 
village play 

 
 Music events – a vibrant mix of music-based events, workshops and performances has 

been proposed, and the team should ensure these include opportunities for children and 
amateurs to get involved as well.  As discussed, this programme should be carefully 
developed to avoid any clash with nearby Alwinton’s popular classical / choral 
programme 

 
 Oral history gathering – related to the above activities, there is the potential to 

generate oral history material, both for research and as a resource for interpretation, and 
to provide training to do this. This offers great opportunity to engage younger people – 
including Kings School and other education groups – and to generate cross-generational 

                                           
2 Darlington’s knitted 3D town map is a great example of what can be achieved: 
http://www.darlington.gov.uk/leisure-and-culture/head-of-steam/community-projects/ 
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engagement by getting the youngsters to record older people in the community about 
the church and village  

 
 This could be linked to reminiscence boxes – gathering resources such as 

photographs, objects and natural materials relating to church and village life – which 
could be used to stimulate discussion as part of the oral history work.  These boxes can 
also be used to stimulate discussion at e.g. regular or occasional Chatty Lunches or 
Coffee Mornings for residents at the church and/or be loaned out or used for outreach 
work with local care homes, hospitals and libraries 

 
 An AV system – the team could test local interest in introducing an audio visual system 

into the church i.e. a good quality screen, projector and sound system.  This offers the 
church the potential to become an effective venue for training and education as well as 
attracting new and different audiences of all ages through, for example, hosting a 
community film club and becoming a computer gaming venue 
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Appendix – Supporting information and useful contacts 
(to follow) 
 


