
1 
 

Heritage Activity Stage One Draft Report 
St Andrews, Auckland 

Draft 1 

Inspired Futures 
Heritage Activity Stage One Draft Report 
 
St Andrews, Auckland 
Draft 1, Jo Scott 
 
 
1 Introduction 

St Andrew’s Church, the largest parish church in County Durham, is a striking building at the 
south end of a long leafy churchyard on the edge of the village of South Church (formerly 
Auckland St Andrew).  It was built in the 13th century, almost certainly on the site of an even 
earlier church.  While the building stands proudly on raised ground overlooking South 
Church, it is hidden from view from the busy main A688 road, which cuts off the settlement 
from neighbouring Bishop Auckland. 
 
The church has a loyal congregation of around 70 people, is regularly used for weddings, 
baptisms and funerals and hosts seasonal performances by two local primary schools.  It 
also draws visitors with family and military service links and those with an interest in its long 
and rich history, including the striking Saxon cross that was found under the south transept.  
Its large and fine pipe organ and high quality acoustics also add to the church’s special 
qualities and appeal for services and musical events. 
  
 
2 Current activities 

2.1 Worship 

St Andrews Church holds services every Sunday, with an average attendance of about 70 
people.  Its seasonal services are very well attended, with 350 or more taking part.   
 
The building’s elegance, ambience and setting also make this a popular choice for weddings.  
There is a baptism, wedding or funeral here most weeks, sometimes accommodating 200 or 
more attendees. 
 
 
2.2 Community and other users 

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

 St Andrews Bell Ringing team, comprising 8-10 members who practise here on 
alternate weeks 

 Occasional musical events e.g. Carol Singing for Everyone, which attracts around 80 
people and raises money for the church and Marie Curie Cancer Care 

 School seasonal performances at Christmas and Easter, attracting 200-300 pupils, 
friends and families from St Anne’s C of E primary and St Andrew’s primary schools 

 A ‘Wise Up with the Experts’ series of talks on a variety of subjects, led by a Bishop 
Auckland PCC member, which have attracted up to 40 people per event 

 The church also hosts visits by school groups, averaging about two school visits per 
term 

 
 



2 
 

Heritage Activity Stage One Draft Report 
St Andrews, Auckland 

Draft 1 

2.3 Visitors 

It is not known how many visitors come to the church outside of services and events.  
Numbers are inevitably limited by the fact that the church is not generally left open and is 
not visible from the main road.  However, the team is very happy to open the church on 
request. 
  
The team has tried previously to open the church on a regular basis, aiming to have 
volunteers to welcome local people and visitors two afternoons a week in the summer.  
However, the volunteer stewards became very disheartened by the low turnout – sometimes 
no visitors at all – and did not wish to continue.  Last year the church was unable to attract 
enough support to open even on one Saturday a month.   
 
It is not possible to say for sure, but the small numbers coming to the church during these 
open afternoons may have been primarily due to a lack of awareness of this opportunity 
amongst local people and potential visitors.  As always, good communication and plenty of 
publicity are key for all activities and events. 
 
 
3 Current heritage experience and offer 

3.1 Access 

As noted above, the church is not generally open and thus not available to people looking for 
a place for quiet prayer or contemplation, wanting to enjoy its history or following family 
links or researching their own history outside of service times except by appointment. 
 
The church is largely hidden from view so is unlikely to attract passing interest; parking is 
limited nearby and the steep steps up to the door are daunting.  However, the team is to be 
commended in beginning to address physical access issues by, for example, clearly pointing 
out the alternative step-free access through the East Gate. 
 
The gate into the church porch is usually kept locked for security reasons.  This is a pity as 
the porch would be an ideal place to provide a warm welcome and potentially some 
interpretation, particularly during the times when the building itself is locked. 
 
There is a noticeboard in the porch area, which aims to welcome and inform but 
unfortunately presents rather mixed messages.  Several posters feature strongly worded 
warnings for potential thieves and there are several bright posters about physical access; 
these rather overshadow the welcome message, which is very hard to read.  The next 
challenge is the small door within the much larger main doors, which include a difficult 
threshold (albeit with a clear warning sign). 
 
Once inside, the church is open, level and easy to move around.  There are toilets, including 
disabled facilities (although informal storage in this toilet has reduced the useable space), 
and a useful kitchen area.  The church has fixed pews, although these have been removed in 
the north transept to create a carpeted space for activities and meetings.  The church is 
heated but, despite a modern boiler, the old radiator system make it inefficient and 
expensive to run. 
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3.2 Interpretation 

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

 A leaflet and guidebook, both of which are rather dated and the booklet is out of 
print.  A set of the guidebook pages have also been laminated and are available for 
visitors to use while exploring 

 Laminated labels have been developed for the artefacts at the back of the church 
and to create a display board about the stained glass windows; these are a very 
useful resource but inevitably have a temporary / ad hoc feel 

 Historic labels and information have been retained in some places e.g. alongside 
the new labels with the artefacts.  While these features have historic interest and 
curiosity value, there’s little benefit in having both as this creates extra clutter 

 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 (http://bvemv.orpheusweb.co.uk/StAndrewsParish.html) provides a 
useful mix of information and history but looks very dated and the information needs 
updating (e.g. it was still showing Christmas 2014 events at the time of writing).  A 
Church Near You (http://www.achurchnearyou.com/auckland-st-andrew/) provides 
an overview, service information and contact details but could include more 
information, particularly about features and facilities.  The comprehensive village 
website also includes a page about the church (http://www.south-
church.co.uk/south-church-history/st-andrews-church/), as well as images, 
information about some of its key features and an archaeological report   

 
3.3 Facilities 

Despite the team’s concerns about the limitations of their facilities for the congregation and 
other users, arguably the church offers all the basics to a reasonable level.  These include: 
 

 Toilets, including one suitable for disabled people, which are a great asset but double 
up as storage space 

 Basic kitchen facilities; limited but with the potential for some simple upgrades 
 A very small vestry area; again space and storage are a challenge here 
 A useful carpeted space in the North Transept, suitable for meetings and activities 
 A meeting room on the first floor in the tower which is not usable because of the 

difficulty of access 
 Parking – there is parking at the church but it is very limited on site and also difficult 

in the immediate area 
 
 
4 Current and potential users 

4.1 The congregation 

A fairly stable attendance of about 70 to weekly services, with much larger numbers for 
seasonal services, weddings, baptisms and funerals.  A good relationship with local schools, 
who use the church for their seasonal services and events.   
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Baptisms and school engagement are regarded as the most significant opportunities to 
encourage people, particularly families, to return to the church and become more regular 
members of the congregation. 
 
4.2 The community and other users 

The Anglican parish, which includes the whole of Bishop Auckland, has two churches: this 
one and St Anne’s.  St Anne’s central location in Bishop Auckland seems key to its loyal 
congregation, greater number of volunteers and more active programme of events and 
activities, including its open door policy and twice-weekly market day café.   
 
The community of South Church is described by the team as mixed, including significant 
numbers of older people and transient residents and some notable levels of deprivation.  
There is currently no village hall or other community centre to bring people together or offer 
a venue for events and activities.  
 
At St Andrew’s, the seasonal services and events are always well-supported and there are 
good relations with the local primary schools in particular, but the team is struggling to do 
more beyond its central mission and these core activities.  They recognise that there is great 
potential to engage more actively with the community and provide a place for South Church 
residents to come together, but feel constrained by currently having such a small pool of 
volunteers and modest facilities. 
 
4.3 Visitors 

As noted earlier, the numbers and nature of visitors to the church is uncertain beyond 
services and events.  There is a visitors’ book, but few sign it; however, the comments from 
visitors do demonstrate that the church draws people from near and far for a variety of 
reasons.  The three most commonly cited comments about the church are: 
 

 How beautiful and impressive it is 
 Its rich history, particularly the Saxon heritage and cross 
 The warm and friendly welcome, and the helpful and knowledgeable people 

 
This area is of considerable significance in terms of its spiritual history and there is a growing 
number of attractions locally that draw in visitors.  The church could take a more active role 
in this wider visitor offer through careful and sensitive development, partnership working and 
effective promotion.  These opportunities include: 
 

 Developing links with nearby Auckland Castle, which is currently undergoing a major 
redevelopment alongside its comprehensive events programme (it is important to 
note that the Castle had approached the church and proposed a trail linking historic 
sites in the area recently but did not pursue the idea) 

 Developing links with other significant Saxon churches in the region, including 
Escomb; St Mary’s Staindrop; St Mary the Virgin Old Seaham; St Peter’s 
Monkwearmouth; St Paul’s Jarrow; All Saints Sockburn1 

 Featuring the church within Bishop Auckland town trails and/or developing 
complementary walking routes to and from the church  

                                           
1 A very useful summary of churches with Anglo Saxon features can be found at http://anglo-saxon-
churches.co.uk/intro.html 
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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, particularly after the church 
opening and stewarding scheme faltered.  There is also a sense of frustration that other sites 
locally seem to do particularly well in attracting volunteers, including St Anne’s Church and 
Auckland Castle. 
  
4.5 Target audiences for heritage activity 

Based on this brief assessment of the mix of current audiences at the church, the South 
Church 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 families, through greater engagement with schools and by offering family-
friendly activities 

 Local people and visitors interested in history, 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 

 
It is worth noting that the church already has a strong commitment to education, influenced 
by legacy funding tied to that purpose.  Targeting facilities and activities towards these 
audiences in this way will contribute towards this central purpose. 
 

 
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, having considered, for example, a mums and toddlers’ group and 
developing more resources for schools and families.  It has also identified a number of 
potential partners for activities and events, including the Castle and the local Civic Society.   
 
However, there is a sense of reluctance to put these ideas into motion until additional 
resources and new facilities – particularly more volunteers and a new annexe – are in place.  
 
5.2 Key recommendations 

It is strongly recommended that the church team does not regard the new church / 
community space as the only catalyst for action.  This is an ideal time to undertake some 
modest, quick win activities and to use these to test the impact and efficacy of different 
actions on target audiences and assess likely demand for other projects and activities. 
 
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, 
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participant or a volunteer).  Importantly it will also provide valuable feedback to inform likely 
demand for new facilities, such as an annexe at the church or a community room elsewhere. 
 
The team may feel rather daunted by even these small first steps towards success, but using 
some of their funds to buy in help at this early stage to develop these activities will help 
kickstart the process and share the load, as well as enabling the team to focus on their core 
mission.  
 
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 who might help 
steward the church (with the aim of developing a regular programme of opening outside 
services) 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: 
 
The team has already established that providing refreshments at any activity or event at 
the church increases its appeal, particularly amongst local people.  It is therefore 
recommended that they continue to offer this, wherever possible, as an incentive. 
 
 Create a lively presence on social media e.g. a regularly updated Facebook page for 

the church.  Ensure this is widely promoted and kept fresh, and includes up-to-date 
information on all services, activities and events 
 

 Let people know when the church is open; consider creating A-boards and/or 
banners that can be easily displayed at the three entrances to the church (steps, East 
Gate and north end of the churchyard), which clearly state that the church is open and 
welcomes everyone.  Put these out for services and whenever anyone from the team is 
in the church e.g. during cleaning, flower arranging, meetings (and be sure to bring the 
signs in again afterwards).  Monitor numbers of drop-ins as a result and encourage all-
comers to sign the visitors’ book and/or leave their thoughts and comments about their 
experience and what they’d like to see or do here in the future.  Provide and promote 
free refreshments in the church if possible to add an incentive and encourage visitors to 
stay longer 
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 Hold one or two very well publicised drop-in events, targeting particular groups.  
For example, hold a mums and toddlers’ coffee morning in the north transept with 
refreshments, toys, games and storytelling or a Knit and Natter afternoon tea for 
adults; use this to find out whether the participants would be interested in making these 
a regular activity and if any of them would like to help organise and promote them; while 
the participants are there, invite their thoughts and input on other activities that would 
attract local people 

 
 Talk to the Civic Society to discuss opportunities for joint working in the future, such 

as creating temporary or permanent interpretation in the church about the building, 
community, village and area and/or creating e.g. a temporary display area for 
showcasing the Society’s work 
 

 Approach Auckland Castle, with e.g. the Civic Society, to see whether the town / 
Saxon history trail idea is still of interest and how the partners might work together to 
make it happen.  Suggest working together to prepare a trail route and leaflet for 2016 
summer season 

 
 Invite local groups and organisations to hold appropriate temporary 

exhibitions occasionally in the north transept.  Work together to facilitate exhibitions of 
e.g. crafts, local history, school projects, artworks; share stewarding duties so that the 
church can be open both for visitors to the building and the displays at agreed times; 
promote these open periods actively; gather feedback from users and partners.  The 
success or otherwise of this venture will help the team decide whether to develop 
permanent and/or temporary interpretation and displays on site.  The church could begin 
this process by borrowing the Inspired Futures pop-up Lindisfarne Gospels display and 
inviting feedback from the congregation and attendees at other events (e.g. the 
proposed mums and toddlers’ coffee morning)  

 
 
Suggestions for medium term actions and activities:  
 
 Review and update the church website; ensure the church or parish website is a 

collective effort, can be added to and kept up to date by the team as required, includes a 
mix of practical information and interpretation and feature links to other churches, sites 
of interest in the area and events information 
 

 Replace the church leaflet; work with an interpretation / design specialist to create an 
concise and attractive new leaflet for the church; make this available on site and at other 
venues and attractions locally and as a download from the website; consider 
complementary design with the website and any other new resources; this could be an 
independent project or developed in association with other new interpretation  

 
 Schools resources; work with local schools to identify and put together useful 

resources for group visits e.g. activity sheets, handling boxes, to encourage more visits 
by schools and other groups.  These resources can also be made available for visiting 
families at any time and be offered at family-friendly church open days e.g. during school 
holidays.  Consider working with a local craft or sewing group (or use this as a catalyst to 
start such a group in the church), encouraging local people to make appealing fabric 
activity bags and design and produce child-friendly activities to go inside them 
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 Trial some themed open days.  Consider holding some more trial events / activities to 
test responses from different audience groups.  These could include a Family Fun Day, 
with a treasure hunt, guided tours inside and out and storytelling and/or a Doors Open 
Day, with heritage tours, demonstrations of relevant craft skills such as stone masonry 
and woodwork, short history talk(s) by the church and Civic Society 

 
 Work with partners on a community history project; this might involve the two 

Parish churches, the Civic Society and local schools.  Aim to create a catalogue of historic 
resources that tell the story of the church(es) and community past and present, and to 
gather new objects, photos and stories, including new photographs of the village and its 
people today and oral history recordings, to create a shared community archive.  The 
church could host training events as part of the project so that local people could learn 
new skills, such as creating archives, scanning historic documents, gathering oral history 
and photography, to help establish the archive and share it on line.  These resources 
could form the basis of temporary or permanent displays in the church and elsewhere in 
the community   

 
 
Suggestions for longer term actions and activities: 
 
 New interpretation in the church; taking inspiration from the feedback on the 

projects delivered to date and resources gathered as part of the proposed community 
history project, engage a suitable heritage specialist to help develop appropriate 
interpretation for the church, focusing on the story of the church and community; work 
with local history groups such as the Civic Society and any interested members of the 
community to develop the content; focus on creating a scheme that provides optimum 
flexibility and complements active worship and ambience.  This might include a dedicated 
display area (at the back of the church, in the north transept or in a new build space e.g. 
the proposed annexe) or be a series of smaller interpretation features dotted around the 
building that can be moved / stored away as required.  This should also include how best 
to display and interpret the collection in the church, including the effigies and stonework 
 

 A new guidebook; explore whether demand exists for a new guidebook for the church, 
which could be made available on site and at other sites and attractions locally  
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Appendix – Supporting information and useful contacts 
(to follow) 
 


