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1 Introduction  

The Church of Our Lady is an ancient and atmospheric Grade I listed church that stands in 
the grounds of Seaton Delaval Hall, in a quiet rural spot close to the coast between Blyth and 
Whitley Bay.   
 
The church was built at the end of the 11th century as the private chapel for the Delaval 
family and was used by them for around 800 years, until it became the Parish Church of 
Delaval in 1891.  Its long history is evident, with its Anglo-Saxon origins, two striking internal 
Norman arches, 13th century effigies, classical Georgian ceiling, Victorian stained glass and 
its colourful Delaval and Astley family hatchments.   
 
The church is part of Delaval Parish and, though it does not serve a particular settlement, 
has a loyal congregation and is a popular wedding venue.  It is also a visitor attraction in its 
own right and as part of a visit to the neighbouring Seaton Delaval Hall1, recently restored 
and opened to the public by the National Trust.  The church draws those with an interest in 
its long and rich history as well as visitors with family links, and its tranquil atmosphere and 
peaceful rural setting add to the church’s special qualities and appeal. 
 
However, the parlous state of the historic fabric means that the nave and eastern end of the 
church have been out of bounds to worshippers and visitors recently.  The church team and 
its dedicated and knowledgeable band of volunteers have however continued to welcome 
people, developing a well-received programme of informal guided tours that take in the 
church porch, the building exterior and the graveyard. 
 
 
2 Current activities 

2.1 Worship 

With access being currently restricted to the west end, worshipping has struggled to 
continue at Our Lady.  Holy Communion was held on the first and fifth Sundays of the month 
and there was morning prayer each Wednesday.  This has also meant that weddings, 
baptisms, funerals and other social and community events have had to stop here. 
 
Until the restrictions were put in place, the congregation numbered around 12 to 15 for 
services (mostly older people).  The nave seats around 70 people and it would be filled for 
parish gatherings such as Christingle.  It is also a very popular wedding venue and anecdotal 
evidence suggests that some local couples are delaying their weddings in the hope that the 
church will soon be accessible once again. 
 

                                           
1 The present Hall was built between 1718 and 1728, replacing an earlier manor house on the site 
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2.2 Community and other users 

The church was also used for a number of community activities and events until access was 
restricted, including welcoming schools and other groups for guided tours and activities.  
This has mainly been the local first school and special schools, and the church provides 
worksheets for the children.  The site is also a very popular destination for special interest 
groups such as archaeologists, conservation architects and historians. 
 
There is a very active Friends of Our Lady group, whose primary aim is to preserve the 
ancient building.  The group is a registered charity, producing an occasional newsletter and 
holding fundraising events.   
   
2.3 Visitors and volunteers 

Members of the Friends Group also act as guides to visitors, with the aim of opening the 
church on Fridays, Sunday afternoons and Bank Holiday Mondays during the summer 
months (and at other times when volunteers are available and by appointment). 
 
The volunteers tend to be older retired people, and the group is constantly trying to recruit 
new members.  There are about 12 regular volunteers currently helping with the guided 
tours. 
 
The volunteers work hard to keep track of their visitor numbers, taking manual counts and 
encouraging all comers to sign the visitors’ book (they estimate that about 90% do).  The 
team has been particularly diligent in collecting visitor numbers since temporary closure was 
implemented at the beginning of March 2014 and between then and the beginning of August 
2015 they estimate to have welcomed 10,000 visitors, just five or six at a time, into the 
church porch.  The team is to be commended for managing their visitors so effectively 
during the closure and for both the positive feedback and close monitoring of numbers.   
 
The church is clearly benefiting from its proximity to the National Trust’s Hall, which is open 
from 11am to 5pm at weekends in winter, from Thursday to Monday for much of the rest of 
the year and every day over Easter and in high summer.  Admission to the Hall and grounds 
is £6 for adults and £3 for children. 
 
Although the church is operated separately from the Hall and its associated facilities, it is 
promoted by NT as a highlight and is clearly regarded by visitors as integral to the 
experience.  It is also interesting to note that visitor numbers to the church over the last 
year are only slightly lower than the total of those visiting the Hall; this is particularly 
interesting given the much more modest opening times of the church.  
 
 
3 Current heritage experience and offer 

3.1 Access 

As noted above, the church is only open currently on Fridays, Sundays and Bank Holidays in 
summer and access to the building has been severely restricted by its condition since last 
spring.  Therefore, the building is not currently available to people looking for a place for 
quiet prayer or contemplation, wanting to enjoy its history or following family links, although 
the volunteers do their best to provide a high quality visitor experience when on site. 
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There is a brown sign to the church from the main coast road, and there are some parking 
spaces beside the road so that visitors can park and walk up the drive to the church.  While 
there are a few parking spaces right outside the church, this is not obvious to first time 
visitors; indeed there is little to encourage or reassure visitors at this key point (especially 
when the wrought iron gates are closed).  However, the church is well promoted as part of 
the National Trust’s Hall experience and there is footpath access to the church through the 
Hall grounds.  The gravel paths between the church and Hall are reasonably level and can be 
negotiated by wheelchair with care.  The church also features on some of the recommended 
walks on the Trust website. 
 
When volunteers are on site the church door stands open currently, giving access into the 
porch area where leaflets, booklets and other items are available for sale.  However, all 
access to the porch has to be carefully monitored and visitors are not allowed beyond the 
archway into the nave at the time of writing.  
 
The nave has fixed pews but there is reasonable level access once inside, although there are 
steps and uneven levels at the altar.  Access to the vault, where Delaval family members are 
interred, is in front of the altar (currently covered).  Lighting and heating are limited and 
there is no toilet, running water, kitchen or meeting facilities in the church. 
 
3.2 Interpretation 

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

 A comprehensive black and white booklet about the church, published by the 
Friends and for sale at £1.50; this was first produced in 1997 and has been regularly 
revised and reprinted since  

 Some A4 black and white printed sheets about the church’s links with Magna Carta 
 Several other leaflets and booklets, including booklets about Seaton and Seaton 

Sluice 
 Informal guided tours for visitors, special interest groups and schools, as 

described above 
 Several websites provide information about the church for different users.  The 

parish website (http://www.delavalparish.org.uk/index.html) introduces the three 
churches in the parish and provides a useful mix of information about worship and 
mission as well as a fairly comprehensive history of Our Lady Church, the most 
historically significant of the three, and information about the restoration project.  A 
Church Near You (http://www.achurchnearyou.com/delaval-our-lady/) contains a 
similar overview of the building’s history and significance.  Interestingly neither 
website makes clear that access to the church is currently limited nor promotes the 
guided tours or the links with Seaton Delaval Hall    
 

3.3 Facilities 

Facilities at the church for the congregation and other users are limited, particularly under 
the current limited access scenario.  Parking, as noted above, is modest at the church and 
on the road outside.  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.   
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4 Current and potential users 

4.1 The congregation 

As noted above, the congregation of 15-20 is small but loyal and attendance at key seasonal 
events such as at Christmas are well attended.  The church is also a very popular venue for 
weddings in particular, but the majority of these activities have had to cease since temporary 
closure was introduced last spring. 
 
4.2 The community and other users 

There are three churches in the parish.  While Our Lady is the most significant historically, it 
does not serve a particular community (the village of Seaton was demolished in 1959).  By 
contrast, St Paul’s Church serves Seaton Sluice and St Michael & All Angels serves New 
Hartley.  Both have been reordered in recent years to facilitate worship and community use, 
and are well used by local people for a variety of activities and events, including Messy 
Church and Youth Groups. 
 
Our Lady offers a very different experience for congregation, community and visitors but, 
with its considerable fabric issues and limited facilities, it is not able to capitalise on its 
unique atmosphere and ambience or on its remarkable heritage.  However, the excellent 
work of the team, Friends and volunteers, and the flourishing partnership with the National 
Trust, it is clear that there is great potential for the building to do much more for local 
people and visitors of all ages and interests in future. 
 
4.3 Visitors 

As noted earlier, visitor numbers are collected and are very respectable, particularly given 
limited opening and restricted access.  However, with its remarkable history, setting and 
unique ambience, as well as its proximity to and relationship with Seaton Delaval Hall, there 
is the potential to continue to grow 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 Trust and is already 
working well informally with them. 
 
While the priority is currently on the urgent works to the building fabric, the team has a 
longer term vision to develop its facilities and activities for congregation, community and 
visitors.  The team is doing a brilliant job of engaging with visitors currently, under very 
difficult circumstances, and the key will be to maintain this momentum and to continue to 
make visitors welcome until the building is safe and beyond. 
 
The team has already identified a number of opportunities for attracting local people and 
visitors, from extending opening times and working more closely with the National Trust to 
developing resources for schools and interpretation for visitors of all ages.  The restoration 
work also provides an ongoing opportunity to share traditional and new building and craft 
skills. 
 
4.4 Volunteers 

The dedicated and loyal church team, Friends and other volunteers bring a range of very 
useful skills, not least their extensive knowledge of and enthusiasm for the church and 
commitment to developing and sharing its mission, special qualities and stories.  Practical 
skills such as research, computing, social media and education have proved invaluable to 
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date. The Friends group is not affiliated with the church, which is a useful way of drawing in 
new supporters and volunteers of all beliefs and none.   
 
Attracting new volunteers is an ongoing challenge, particularly in drawing in younger people.  
There has also been some consternation amongst supporters that there hasn’t been much to 
show so far for the money raised for the building works to date.    
 
Raising awareness of the vision for the building, what has been achieved to date (especially 
‘behind the scenes’), inviting consultation at every stage and highlighting 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 (and not least those already 
attracted to Seaton Delaval Hall)  

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

 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 

 
 

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 both a 
community facility and gathering place and as a high quality heritage attraction for visitors to 
the area.  It is also looking to compliment and develop its role as one of three active 
churches within the Parish and to build on its excellent existing relationship with the National 
Trust.   
 
However, the team is well aware that urgent 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 hard work to date under difficult circumstances, and 
for looking hopefully towards the future so that the church can become a thriving place of 
worship, a valued and well used Parish and community asset and a welcoming heritage 
treasure.   
 
However, the core team is small and already working hard; finding ways of drawing in new 
skills and supporters is critical.  Undertaking some modest, quick win heritage activities 
alongside the fabric restoration, and  retaining a clear vision and targeted forward plan in 
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partnership with the parish, National Trust and others, should help maintain and 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. 
 
Taking small and achievable steps should help demonstrate to local people and visitors that 
change is indeed 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 and activities 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: 
 
 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.  However, it is strongly recommended that the team begins by preparing 
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. The team’s first priority is the repair of the building, but the team 
is continuing to engage very effectively with visitors even while the building remains 
largely out of bounds.  There is therefore a need to plan for today while also looking 
forward and capitalising on the church’s remarkable history, its potential as a key 
element in the local tourism offer and the opportunities for developing new and existing 
partnerships, not least with the National Trust 

 
 Consultation – the team should consider more opportunities to consult with the 

community and visitors on what people like, dislike and would like to see in future.  While 
there is some anecdotal feedback and comments in the visitors’ book, more active 
engagement brings considerable benefits in testing activities and directing future 
resources and effort and will always be welcomed by funders; it is also a key element of 
an effective activity plan.  Opportunities include: 
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 Developing a simple online questionnaire that asks how people use the building 
and site currently and invites feedback on various potential future activities and 
events; this could be circulated widely and well promoted, perhaps with an 
incentive to take part, such as a prize draw (sites such as Surveymonkey are easy 
to use and offer up to ten questions for free) 

 A small display of ideas and opportunities in the church porch and/or in the Hall, 
other public locations and the other churches in the parish, with an invitation to 
leave comments and vote on preferred ideas 

 Some ‘Find out what we’re up to’ events, offering free refreshments, at the 
church and elsewhere locally e.g. in the Hall, at the other churches, ideally when 
people are gathering there anyway; take along some archive material and things 
to look at and do, for participants to browse through, and a simple display of 
proposals to discuss and invite comments on 

 Encourage feedback and support during and after all activities and events, 
including guided tours; provide very short questionnaires for people to complete 
before they leave (give out cards and pencils at the end); consider a supermarket 
style voting system to keep it even simpler (some Perspex or plastic boxes with 
simple options showing development options, different activities or asking simple 
questions, then give each person a token to vote with) 

 Talk to local schools, special interest groups and other potential partners to tell 
them what you’re planning and invite their input on needs and expectations; 
garner their support and respond to their suggestions 

 
 Welcome signage – consider the opportunity to display ‘welcome, we are open’ 

signage at the church door, at the junction with the main road and at the gate from the 
Hall, whenever the church is open.  This might be a longer term project, given the 
limited access to the building currently, but worth considering in the short term too, 
given the high quality experience visitors receive from the stewards even while the body 
of the church remains largely out of bounds 

 
 Guided tours, short term – continue to develop tours in line with access to the site 

and audience needs; encourage new tour guides and provide training and opportunities 
to take part in research (and promote skills development and social aspects of being part 
of the team); develop a guides’ manual that provides the facts, figures and stories that 
the guides should base their tours upon, keep this up-to-date and make easily available 
(develop as a PDF, for example, so it can be updated and circulated easily) 

 
 Developing links and creating trails – begin exploring ideas for linking with other 

historic churches and heritage attractions in the area.  This could begin with simply 
cross-promoting the sites through an exchange of leaflets and setting up web links.  In 
the longer term, this might reveal opportunities for creating heritage trails and ‘days out’ 
itineraries.  Again, working in partnership will help spread the load and pool resources  

 
 

Suggestions for medium term actions and activities:  
 
 Guided tours, longer term – continue to work in partnership with NT to identify the 

most effective ways to offer face-to-face interpretation and guided tours.  For example, 
can NT tour guides be trained to take visitors into the building if / when church stewards 
are not available; is there potential to develop a more regular programme of costumed 
guided tours of Hall, church and grounds? 
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 New volunteer stewards might also 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.  Training 
opportunities could be explored in partnership with NT 

 
 Special access days – explore the potential for offering special access on occasions to 

parts of the church not normally accessible e.g. the vault; promote these widely as a rare 
and exciting opportunity (may attract new and different visitors and also potentially 
complements and adds value to a visit to the Hall)  

 
 Self-guiding tour leaflet – for those who want to explore under their own steam or 

when stewards are not available; a clear, simple guide to the highlights inside and out, 
using friendly and accessible language 

 
 Children’s discovery trail – to include the church and churchyard (promote wildlife 

watching alongside other heritage highlights); link to and/or complement any similar 
resources being produced by NT for the Hall; a central activity could be to ‘design your 
own family hatchment’ 

 
 Graves project – the team aspires to photograph all the gravestones to accompany the 

existing information about them; consider developing this as a skills development 
opportunity with training in photography, digital archiving and potentially oral 
history.  This could be used as an opportunity to test the appeal of skills training and 
research projects for new and existing Friends and other community members, with the 
new digital resources being made available on line (see below re website).  This could be 
a partnership project with the local history society 

 
 Restoration diary / blog – explore whether a small team can be put together to 

continue recording the restoration work (building on existing photographic record), with 
the aim of keeping a diary of the work as part of the heritage record and with the 
potential to produce a regular blog to tell people about the work being done on site; this 
could be done via the parish website or on Facebook or similar; good for profile-raising, 
skills development and to attract repeat visits 

 
 Website development – the current parish website is a useful place to find practical 

information and some insights into the history of the parish and individual churches.  
However, a longer term aspiration could be to develop more on line resources relating to 
the church and its setting, either as part of this website or as a new site (with links to the 
former).  A new website offers opportunities for controlling content and adding and 
updating as required.  Putting archive material and other heritage resources on line is 
recommended, and an attractive and engaging website will help engage with remote 
users and encourage visits. 

 
Ensure that the website offers links to other churches, organisations and resources (not 
least NT and the Hall), and encourage partners to reciprocate.  There are many benefits, 
such as linking directly to the NT’s set of local walks on their Hall pages2, two of which 
feature the church (saves the team having to provide walking trails at least in the short 
term!) 
 
 

                                           
2 http://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/seaton-delaval-hall/visitor-information/article-1355866355382/ 
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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 project, 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, reviewing the booklet guide to 

reflect changes to the site and to incorporate the graveyard and links with the Hall.  
There is the potential to develop this further to include some interpretation of the old 
village and to promote links and encourage exploration.  Again, ensure the guide is 
friendly, accessible and easy-to-use  

 
 Exhibition box(es) – consider creating one or more moveable display boxes for the 

church, which can be pulled out and opened up when the church is open for visitors.  
This is recommended as high quality wooden box units on wheels which, when closed, 
can be used stored away or used as moveable tables / work surfaces; when opened up, 
these incorporate colourful graphics, interactives, drawers and doors to explore.  These 
could be used to tell the story of the church for families in particular, and include objects 
to handle, things to read and simple games.  The unit(s) could even be used to house an 
arch-building interactive, which can be taken out and used as required (Hexham Abbey 
has recently developed a new exhibition that includes a foam arch to build) 

 
 Timeline feature – the team has expressed the desire to feature a timeline in the 

church.  One very flexible option might be to create a projected timeline, which can be 
projected onto one or more of the internal walls.  This could be a static feature that 
simply projects the key elements and/or be developed to include rolling images and text 
or a short AV presentation as required.  This could be turned on and off as and when 
required, minimising impact on the building and its ambience and limiting the need for 
fixed interpretation or large items requiring storage.  The projector could also be used for 
other activities and events as required 

 
 Performance tours, longer term – discuss with NT the potential to tap into the market 

and audiences for the Sunday performances in the Hall.  One opportunity might be to 
discuss with the NT whether to put on one-off or regular theatrical walking tours and 
school group performance activities (such as those delivered very effectively in recent 
years by The November Club3 at Wallington Hall and The Lit & Phil for audiences of 
different ages, based on comprehensive research and great heritage integrity).  These 
tours and activities could make use of the Hall, church and grounds, attracting new and 
different audiences and creating unique experiences that would be appealing for local 
people and tourists 

 
 Digitising the church archives – if the graves photography project is successful, 

consider developing this further in the longer term to include gathering and digitising 
more research to make available on line  

 
                                           
3 http://www.novemberclub.org.uk/ 
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 Establish or develop a craft group – a ‘knit and natter’ type group with social and 
craft aspects where people gather regularly; use the embroidered tablecloths as 
inspirational starting point with the opportunity to keep this resource alive and to 
perhaps work on new pieces (a story quilt, a knitted timeline?); photograph the existing 
tablecloths and make them available for visitors to view (paper copies on site and digital 
images on line); consider occasional events associated with the craft group such as an 
‘embroidered creatures trail’ in the grounds (done successfully by Wallington Hall in 
2015, with several craft days resulting in handmade creatures that were then hung along 
a woodland walk) 
 

 Local heritage walking trail – NT has a long term aspiration to reinstate the historic 
walk from Seaton Burn to the church; the church team should aim to work with the Trust 
and the local history society on this and to develop appropriate interpretation and 
promotion 
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Appendix – Supporting information and useful contacts 
(to follow) 
 


