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1 Introduction 

The ancient Parish Church of St Cuthbert in Darlington is known as ‘The Lady of the North’ 
and, with its eye-catching soaring spire, ‘The Salisbury of the North’.  It has held a 
prominent position at the south end of the town’s market place for over 800 years and there 
was almost certainly a place of worship on this site long before work began on the building 
in 1180. 
 
The church has a fairly small but loyal congregation, some of whom travel quite a distance 
to worship here, and its seasonal and civic services can attract very large numbers.  It has 
also hosted some very successful choral events and drama performances, and is well used 
by local schools.  The Church Centre beside St Cuthbert’s is also a valued community 
resource, providing useful practical supporting facilities such as toilets and catering for 
church services and events as well as spaces for meetings, group activities and social 
gatherings. 
 
St Cuthbert’s has a remarkable atmosphere, with its lofty nave and ornate chancel and 
sanctuary, and great acoustics, making it a cherished venue for services, weddings and 
musical events.  It is also home to a collection that is testament to its great age and long 
history, including a Saxon Mass dial, a hogsback tomb, medieval effigy and 17th century 
Parochial Library. 
 
The enthusiastic church team is well aware of St Cuthbert’s sense of place and special 
qualities, and its value as a place of worship, but that there is great potential for it to 
become a more active focus and resource for the congregation and community.  Alongside 
essential repairs to the historic fabric, the team is determined to reorder and develop the 
church so that it can welcome, engage and inspire local people and visitors more effectively 
and care for, share and celebrate its history and heritage. 
  
 
2 Current activities 

2.1 Worship 

St Cuthbert’s Church holds three services every Sunday and a communion service every 
Wednesday morning, with an average attendance of about 80 people on Sundays.  It is very 
popular for its seasonal and civic services , with up to 400 children and parents attending 
school carol services and around 300 at the annual Scouts Association St George’s Day 
Service.  
 
The building size, location and ambience also make this a popular choice for weddings, 
baptisms and funerals.  There are such services most weeks at the church and many draw in 
very large congregations, with around 200 to baptisms and over 500 at some significant 
funerals.  The church can seat about 350 comfortably, with more standing, so very large 
services are also relayed outside. 
 



2 
 

Heritage Activity Stage One Draft Report 
St Cuthbert, Darlington 

Draft 1 

2.2 Community and other users 

The church and church centre are used for a number of church and community activities and 
events, including: 
 

 The church choir of around 20, which practices weekly; there is also a children’s choir 
 The PCC, Friends Group and Mothers Union meet on site most months; deanery MU 

meetings can attract up to 250 people 
 Hosting temporary exhibitions in the church, led by church members and by 

organisations like Christian Aid and Mothers’ Union 
 Occasional talks and presentations by the Friends Group and other church members, 

drawing in between 50 and 70 to each event 
 Occasional musical events; Darlington Choral Society and other local choirs perform, 

with audiences of often over 150 
 Heritage Open Days; this year the church held a major event on heritage awareness 

to coincide with HOD, including entertainment, refreshments, guided tours and a 
chance to ring the bells, plus an evening concert [add numbers attending if available] 

 The church has also previously hosted drama performances by visiting companies, 
some of which attracted audiences of several hundred 

 A range of weekly, monthly and annual meetings and activities in the church centre, 
mostly booked by local organisations and community groups who are often 
independent of the church 

 The centre is booked occasionally for private events, parties and family gatherings 
 
The church also hosts education visits from various local schools by arrangement, which can 
involve up to 250 children and teachers. 
 
2.3 Visitors 

The church is open from 11am to 1pm from Monday to Friday between Easter and the end 
of September and is also opened on request.  Church members offer guided tours of the 
church on an ad hoc basis and for schools and other groups on request.   
 
The church is not usually open outside of these times, except for services and events, and is 
always stewarded when unlocked due to concerns about theft and vandalism.  The team 
would like to open on Saturdays as well but finding enough stewards is an ongoing issue. 
 
Visitors come to St Cuthbert’s for a number of reasons, including personal and family links, 
an interest its long history, the music and bell ringing traditions on site, its links to Gilbert 
Scott and simple curiosity.  General visitors are often inspired by Pevsner and the fact that 
the church is listed in Simon Jenkins’ book ‘England’s Thousand Best Churches’. 
 
The team keeps reasonable track of user numbers, carrying out headcounts during services 
and actively encouraging visitors to sign the visitors’ book in particular (it is thought that 
about half of all general visitors do so).  It is estimated that between 100 and 200 visit the 
church during the busiest months and that around 2,000 visit in total each year.  Numbers 
attracted by specific elements, such as the temporary exhibitions, are not known.  For such a 
significant historic church in a busy town centre location, these figures are modest.  
 
Numbers are inevitably limited by the fact that the church is not open all that time, and its  
imposing façade and closed doors can make it looked shut even when activities are going on 
inside.   
 



3 
 

Heritage Activity Stage One Draft Report 
St Cuthbert, Darlington 

Draft 1 

3 Current heritage experience and offer 

3.1 Access 

As noted above, the church is not always open and thus not readily available to people 
looking for a place for quiet prayer or contemplation, wanting to enjoy its history, following 
family links or researching their own history.  This is compounded by the fact that, despite 
its prominent location, the church looks closed even when events are on. 
 
Darlington is easy to reach by public transport, and the town centre location puts the church 
in easy reach of pedestrians too.  There is some parking outside the church although this is 
used by local people for non-church business.  The team is reluctant to enforce parking rules 
to avoid conflict with the community. 
 
Once on site there is good physical access to the centre, although this is more problematic at 
the church itself.  There are awkward changes of level at the main west door, although the 
team has already had plans drawn up to install exterior ramping to address this, and there is 
only limited wheelchair access once inside. 
 
Supporting facilities in the hall are generally good although ready for updating, with toilets 
(including full access) and a kitchen.  There are no toilets or refreshment facilities in the 
church.  There is also internet access in the hall and an audio loop in both buildings, and the 
team provides some of its service material in Braille and large print.   
 
The current layout of the church makes access to its features and facilities rather difficult 
and impacts on the types of events and activities that can take place here.  There are fixed 
pews in the nave.  The only place for temporary exhibitions is on the ends of the pews 
against the side walls, which makes them hard to see and read, and the off-the-shelf 
temporary display units and lack of storage compromise presentation and access for sales 
and exhibitions.  Also, there is a new lighting system in the church, which provides ambient 
light and a focus on the architectural features but does not provide sufficient light for 
displays and collection items.  This is a particular issue for visitors with poor sight. 
 
The church does have excellent acoustics, which is of great benefit for worship, music and 
performance.  The team also has access to audio visual equipment on site. 
 
3.2 Interpretation 

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

 Printed material – the team is to be commended for its range of leaflets and 
guides to the church.  There is an attractive new general leaflet1  for the church (with 
plan and self-guided tour) and a guidebook, plus copies of the general leaflet in a 
number of languages.  There is also a pair of fascinating booklets presenting ‘A 
Century of Service’ at the church, plus a parish magazine, Friends newsletter and a 
new leaflet outlining the church’s plans for the future 

                                           
1 The welcome leaflet is an excellent resource: concise, attractive and providing an excellent overview 
of the church and its highlights, and the plan is easy to use.  My only concern is that the text 
overlaying the patera illustration inside is very difficult to read.  I would recommend fading / dropping 
back the illustration in future print runs (and ranging the main text left rather than having it justified) 
to optimise access for all 
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 The church website, http://www.stcuthbertsdarlington.btck.co.uk, which includes 
information about its mission, activities and events, and a short timeline of its history.   
The team is to be commended for producing and managing this very useful resource 
in house but it would benefit from refreshing and updating.  The church also features 
on A Church Near You (http://www.achurchnearyou.com/darlington-st-cuthbert/) and 
is to be commended for the level of detail includes across all sections here.  It also 
features on the Spirit in Stone website (http://www.spiritinstone.co.uk/churches/st-
cuthberts-church-darlington&ssid=92605) and the Darlington Churches Together site 
(http://www.churchindarlington.org.uk/churches/a_st_cuthberts.htm2)  

 The church also has a colourful Facebook page, 
www.facebook.com/StCuthbertsChurchDarlington, which is a great way of spreading 
the news about activities and events, including the forthcoming Big Draw event at the 
end of October.  There is the potential to add more heritage and community 
information to this page as well as images of activities and events, but this does 
require time and resources 

 Temporary exhibitions; the team is currently keeping visitors aware of 
development proposals using temporary display boards as well as developing its own 
heritage displays and facilitating displays by other schools and appropriate 
organisations  

 Noticeboards inside and out, used to share information and promote events 
 Guided tours, provided on request for schools and other visitors and groups on 

request 
  
3.3 Facilities 

As noted above, supporting facilities are limited in the church but provided at the church 
centre.  These include: 
 

 Toilets, including accessible toilet 
 Kitchen / catering facilities 
 Large and small rooms for hire 
 Internet access 
 Audio visual equipment 
 Parking 

 
In the church, the west end is used for sales, displays and an area for children to play and 
read, but there is no storage.  The mix of furniture, display cases, panels, noticeboards and 
storage boxes all around the west door does detract from the impact of arriving in the lofty 
and atmospheric nave.  
   
There is are vestries for clergy and choir off the chancel, with access to the organ lift, bell 
tower and roof via spiral stairways off the south transept. 
 
There is new lighting in the church and an old, inefficient and expensive-to-run heating 
system. 
 
 
  

                                           
2 NB the church team may wish to review the CTiD site as there is some inconsistency about opening 
times on the St Cuthbert’s page 
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4 Current and potential users 

4.1 The congregation 

A fairly stable attendance of between 12 and 80 to the Sunday and Wednesday services, 
with much larger numbers for seasonal services, weddings, baptisms and funerals.  There is 
a good relationship with local schools and the Scout Association, who use the church for 
their seasonal services.  The vicar is also Police Chaplain, so the Emergency Services Carol 
Service is held in the church each year, and Cooperative Funeral Care holds a carol service 
for bereaved families. 
 
In the past, the church was used more regularly for civic services.  With reordered spaces 
and enhanced facilities, there is the potential for the building to develop new and existing 
relationships with local organisations to host more in future. 
 
4.2 The community and other users 

St Cuthbert’s central location, landmark status and size make it ideal for civic events, large 
services and community events.  Although it holds a number of these already, there is clearly 
potential to develop this role.  Seasonal services and events are well-supported at the 
church, it hosts a growing range of events and there are good relations with local schools, 
the council, local library and other key organisations.  The church centre is also a valued 
space locally, with a range of groups using for meetings, activities and events. 
 
The community is changing in the centre of Darlington and the church has the opportunity to 
capitalise on this.  The development of Feethams, with a new hotel, cinema, restaurants and 
parking, will draw more people into the town centre, and the church is on a key route 
between Feethams and the market square.  Creating a more welcoming environment around 
the building, including colourful signage that promotes opening times, will help raise 
awareness of the church and draw people in, particularly if supported with extended opening 
times and a broad mix of activities and events.     
 
The growing interest and new investment in Darlington is largely in response to the many 
issues that its community faces.  There are high levels of deprivation locally, including 
unemployment, poor health and education and antisocial behaviour.  The churchyard is a 
gathering place for the homeless and the environs suffer from vandalism and misuse.  
Increases in footfall around the church as Feethams develops and the town centre is 
upgraded should help make it less appealing as a place to gather or misuse.  At the same 
time, the church can look for new opportunities to engage with the community and address 
some of its social issues, for example by using heritage activities to offer informal education 
and training and build skills and confidence in a welcoming and inclusive environment. 
 
Importantly, the team already feels it can attract and engage more volunteers and do more 
for congregation and community with some help and guidance.  It is recognised that the 
facilities and spaces within the church are not ideal, but the team does not appear to be 
overly constrained by these limitations. 
  
4.3 Visitors 

While Darlington is unlikely to become a major tourism destination, new investment and 
opportunities will inevitably increase its appeal as a place to live and visit.  It is already 
popular for a day out, with good transport connections, shopping and heritage highlights in a 
characterful market town setting.  It is also renowned for its links with the development of 
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the railway and it has a railway museum, Head of Steam.  It is also worth noting that there 
is a very good, easy-to-find trail for Darlington town centre 
(www.darlington.towntalk.co.uk/trail/) and the church is already a highlight.   
 
The closure of the town museum some years ago means that there is no heritage centre in 
Darlington that tells the story of the town.  There is clearly an opportunity here for the 
church to act as a welcome, orientation and interpretation point for the town.  Indeed, the 
church already displays some collection items, such as a church model, that were donated 
when the museum closed.   
 
There is also clearly an appetite locally for finding out about Darlington’s history and 
heritage; the recent excavations at the Bishop’s Palace were extremely popular3 and the 
archaeological collection and new discoveries are not currently displayed anywhere.  The 
team could make links with the University of Durham to explore the potential for displaying 
interpretation and collection items from the dig on a temporary or longer term basis (there 
was a display at the time of the dig in the local library).  The team should also make contact 
with the very active Historical Society (https://darlingtonhistoricalsociety.wordpress.com/ ) 
who might be interested in working with the church for e.g. delivering talks in the short term 
and perhaps being involved in the longer term on research projects and/or developing 
exhibition material. 
 
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 
research have proved invaluable to date. 
 
The team has been struggling to keep up the stewarding numbers, with existing volunteers 
getting older and new recruits hard to find.  However, the Friends group has brought in 
some new stewards who are not part of the congregation.  Raising the profile of the church 
and developing more activities and events should all help attract new volunteers and other 
support, both from within and outside the congregation. 
  
4.5 Target audiences for heritage activity 

Based on this brief assessment of the mix of current audiences at the church, the Darlington 
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, including special interest groups 
and general interest visitors to the town and area; local history and heritage may also 
be a useful tool for engaging with local older people through activities at the 
church and in its outreach work  

 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 

 Local families and young people, through greater engagement with schools and 
by offering family-friendly activities and developing the programme of music, arts and 
other creative elements 

                                           
3 Archaeologist Niall Hammond, who led the dig, did a talk about the excavations at Darlington Library 
which was hugely popular, attracting around 80 people 



7 
 

Heritage Activity Stage One Draft Report 
St Cuthbert, Darlington 

Draft 1 

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, and the current vision is to consolidate the historic fabric and to 
create a much more welcoming, inclusive and comfortable environment within the church 
that is suitable for a wide variety of activities and events alongside its core mission of 
worship.  Specific proposals include: 
 

 Improved physical access 
 Reordering the building to create usable, flexible spaces 
 Increased opening hours and plenty of well-trained and enthusiastic stewards 
 High quality exhibitions and better presentation and interpretation of the building 

and collection 
 Developing an enhanced on line presence and new resources 
 Developing new and existing partnerships with local individuals and organisations, 

such as the council, library, railway museum, local history group and university 
archaeology department, to share resources and develop activities 

 
5.2 Key recommendations 

While the church’s longer term aspirations to improve its welcome and enhance its facilities 
are to be welcomed, we recommend the team continues to develop its events programme 
and undertakes some other modest, quick win activities as well.  These can 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 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 
worshipper, visitor, participant or a volunteer).  Importantly it will also provide valuable 
feedback to inform likely demand for new or different facilities, building on the consultation 
work already achieved to date. 
 
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 



8 
 

Heritage Activity Stage One Draft Report 
St Cuthbert, Darlington 

Draft 1 

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 actions and activities: 
 
 A heritage activity and interpretation plan – while the church team’s main priority 

is developing the core church facilities, there is a range of opportunities for 
complementing this work, encouraging support and engaging more and different users 
through the church’s rich heritage and potential partnerships.  It is therefore strongly 
recommended that the team prepares a robust plan for activities and interpretation to 
identify appropriate heritage projects, phase the work and plot the necessary aims, 
actions and outcomes 

 
 Community consultation – provision for community activities in the area is good so 

the church team needs a greater understanding of what gaps there are in community 
provision that the church can meet and what visitors and other users would like to see 
on site.  The team has already undertaken a good deal of consultation, but more is 
always welcome especially with regard to major changes like removing pews and 
introducing interpretation.  Simple and cost-effective ways to gather comments, 
suggestions and feedback include: 

 
 Developing a simple online questionnaire that asks how people use the church and 

environs 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, with an invitation to leave 
comments and vote on preferred ideas (displays are already being offered by the 
team) 

 Some ‘Find out what we’re up to’ events, offering free refreshments, at the church 
(and at other locations like the adjacent hall and at the library), ideally when people 
are gathering anyway; feature 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 in the church; provide 
very short questionnaires for people to complete before they leave (give out cards 
and pencils at the end) 

 Continue to talk to other organisations, schools, special interest groups and other 
potential partners in the area to tell them what you’re planning and invite their input 
on needs and expectations; garner their support and respond to their suggestions 

 
 Gathering visitor numbers – the team does head counts for official services and 

invites people to sign the visitors’ book, they do not have robust figures for visitors 
coming informally to the church.  It is recommended that the team chooses a 
representative selection of days when stewards are available (e.g. wet and dry week and 
weekend days this autumn, including half term) and counts all visitors.  While only 
providing a snapshot of numbers, this will provide a clearer understanding of numbers 
currently dropping into the building and forms a benchmark against which to measure 
the impact of new initiatives such as ‘welcome, we’re open’ signage. 
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 An eye-catching welcome – given the church’s prominent location and proximity to 
the market place, consider the opportunity to display ‘welcome, we are open’ signage, 
such as banners on the railings at each entrance to the churchyard and A-boards at the 
church door(s), to be put out whenever the building is open (and taken in at the end of 
each session).   

 
The team might also consider investing in colourful freestanding banners – such as 
teardrop or feather flags4 – which could be placed near the main door for specific events 
or activities. 

 
 
Suggestions for medium term actions and activities:  
 
 Managing the church website – the church website is a very useful resource that 

contains a mix of practical information about worship, visiting, activities and events along 
with a brief history of the church.  However, the site is managed by one person, which 
puts an onus on them and restricts access to it by others.  It is therefore strongly 
recommended that a small team is established to support the web editor and help 
manage the website, particularly to take advantage of new digital resources likely to be 
created as part of the development process at the church.  It is recommended that the 
heritage pages are lively, engaging, informative and – importantly – that the whole 
website continues to be kept active and up to date5.   

 
 Using social media – the website should also feature a prominent link to the church’s 

Facebook page as the two sites should be complementary.  The team does well to keep 
the Facebook page active and lively, but again developing a group to maintain the pages 
and add regular comments and updates will help share the workload. 
 

 Restoration diary / blog – the team could also consider setting up a small group to 
record the restoration work in the church, 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 website or on Facebook or 
similar; good for profile-raising, skills development and to attract repeat visits 

 
 Special access days – explore the potential for offering guided tours and special access 

on occasions to parts of the church not normally accessible e.g. the tower; this could be 
exciting and interesting especially if linked with a display of bell ringing6.  Promote these 
widely as a rare and exciting opportunity, which may attract new and different visitors  

 

                                           
4 Many companies produce these types of banners at modest cost.  This website has been selected 
simply to indicate the key styles of banners that might be both suitably eye-catching and permissible 
at the church entrance http://www.discountdisplays.co.uk/html/flags.html 
5 It is also strongly recommended that the team explores how to increase the accessibility of the 
website.  For example, standardising fonts and using good colour contrasts, plus ranging all text left, 
will help make it more accessible and easier to read.  The University of Stirling has produced some 
very useful guidelines: http://www.stir.ac.uk/marketing-tools/website/writing/  
6 We note that these activities were included in the recent Heritage Awareness Day; looking at the 
numbers taking part and their feedback from that day will help the team determine the success or 
otherwise of this approach 
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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.   

 
 Increasing access to the heritage in creative ways – the team has concerns that 

the new lighting scheme, designed to highlight the architecture in particular, may not be 
effective for displays in the body of the church.  While the long term ambition should be 
to ensure appropriate lighting is available for or integral to the proposed new temporary 
and permanent displays, a short term solution might be to offer head torches to visitors 
wanting to explore!    

 
Indeed, the team might want to put together ‘church explorer’ kits, suitable for adults 
and children, that include items such as torches, binoculars, magnifying glasses, laser 
pointers and ‘nose mirrors’7 to make exploring the building fun and memorable.  The 
team might even consider buying a couple of good quality folding reclining chairs 
(such as wooden garden chairs) to put out in the aisle or crossing occasionally so that 
visitors can relax and enjoy the soaring architecture and the medieval timbers in the roof 
without needing to crane their necks – a cheap, memorable and comfortable solution!   

 

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 
 
 Engaging the community and sharing the heritage through temporary 

exhibitions – the church already hosts its own and other groups’ exhibitions regularly.  
It is therefore strongly recommended that the church invests in good quality 
temporary exhibition resources e.g. moveable display units and graphic templates.  
This will make it much easier for the church team to generate and display high quality 
themed displays and/or facilitate displaying material provided by other groups more 
effectively.  However, the team will need to think creatively about how temporary 
exhibitions are designed and displayed under the current arrangement of pews; since 
community use and displays are key to the vision for the church, creating additional 
space should remain a priority. 

 
 Sharing stories, sharing skills – the opportunity to develop new skills and create new 

resources centred around the church archives; although these are comprehensive and 
available on site in a beautiful cupboard they have not yet been digitised to increase 
access.  Since the team is already active in researching and gathering the history and 
heritage of the church, there is the opportunity to invite others to be part of the process 
by aiming to develop and digitise the archive and make it available on line.  Encourage 

                                           
7 These are mirrors that can be held to the bridge of the nose that enable you to see the ceiling as 
you look forward; these are fun for children but are also very helpful for elderly or disabled visitors 
who find looking upwards difficult 
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new volunteers to take part by offering skills training in e.g. digitising, scanning, 
researching, gathering oral history and creating temporary exhibitions.   

 
 Sharing the stories of the church and town – the team has identified the 

opportunity to create permanent displays about the church and town, particularly in the 
light of the closure of the town museum.  As noted earlier, making space for new 
displays is a challenge in the short term but the removal of some pews – if permitted – 
would help create new usable spaces.  The most obvious location for a heritage display is 
the north transept, appropriate since this is where the archives are currently kept and 
has traditionally always been the home of the historic Parochial Library.   

 
It is strongly recommended that any interpretation, whether in the north transept or 
elsewhere in the church, is designed to be moveable, so that the spaces can be used for 
other events and activities as required.  For example, consider display boxes on wheels 
which, when closed, can be used stored away or used as moveable tables / work 
surfaces; when opened up, these can incorporate colourful graphics, interactives, 
drawers and doors to explore.  Some or all 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.  
Some could also be designed to display items from the church and former museum 
collections.   

 
 Sharing and caring for the collection – the team has also expressed concern about 

the display and interpretation of collection items, including the mechanical carillon, grave 
covers and church model.  It is strongly recommended that the team seeks museological 
advice – perhaps via the council or Durham University – regarding the care and display 
of items such as the carillon; funding may be available to help with any issues arising.   

 
With regard to interpreting these features, the team’s leaflets and guides do a good job 
but other features could be considered in the longer term as part of the exhibition 
development described above.   A series of moveable interpretive features – such as 
attractive lectern panels on metal supports8 – could also be placed at relevant locations 
around the building to interpret key highlights and items from the collection.  These can 
be easily moved or removed during church services or other activities.   

 
 Extra encouragement to enter – the team could consider adding interpretation to the 

rear of its external noticeboards, assuming the backs are easily accessible to all users, to 
provide a taste of the church’s rich history and the active worship and other activities 
that go on here.  It is strongly recommended that these be good quality, well designed 
external graphic panels, robust enough to withstand the weather and accidental or 
deliberate damage, and that will convey a sense of quality that should continue 
throughout the visit.  It is recommended that the team links this project with any new 
display material for the church and works with an experienced interpretive design team 
to design and implement the scheme. 

 
 Highlighting the church’s heritage in the hall – there are many people already 

making use of the church hall, many of whom will be unaware of the long and rich 
heritage and significance of the church.  There is therefore the potential to introduce 
graphic panels or other display material in the hall to celebrate these stories and to 
encourage users to visit the church.   

                                           
8 Visit St Michael & All Angels Church in Houghton le Spring to see the moveable lecterns they have 
commissioned, as well as other interpretive solutions in this multi-use building 
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 A view over the market place – the team has also identified the viewpoint outside 
Binns as a potential location for interpretation of Darlington’s historic heart (with the 
church as a prominent landmark).  It is recommended that the team discusses this idea 
with the local council as a potential partnership project, to create a feature for the square 
and to interpret the heritage of the heart of the town.  This could be linked with, for 
example, any future review and update of the town centre trail9. 

 
 Engaging with older people – the team could consider creating reminiscence / 

resource boxes that feature images and objects relating to the church and area’s 
heritage.  Students or other volunteers may well be interested in helping put these boxes 
together, which can then be used for e.g. special needs groups, formal and informal 
learning and engaging older people both in church and as outreach; boxes like this have 
also been identified as a valuable resource for people with dementia. 

 
 Working with young people – one option to engage with schools and other young 

people might be through performance.  A local school drama department and/or drama 
or creative writing group might be interested in researching, writing and performing at 
the church.  This could also be linked to the rich musical heritage of the church, with its 
bell-ringing and singing traditions.  For example: 

 

 A performance walk, telling the story of the church and town while on the move 
around the town centre 

 A play written about the church and area’s heritage e.g. the establishment of the 
church, its historic bells 

 A storytelling festival inside and out, embracing historic writing and new pieces 
written and performed by young people  

 
A play, performance or festival could also draw in local craft groups and/or workshop 
sessions to make masks, costumes, paint a set etc.  A ‘performance blog’ capturing the 
development and performance, recorded by community members, would create a further 
new resource and digital archive. 

 
 Developing school resources – the church team already has a very good relationship 

with local schools.  Discussions with teachers and other education groups may help 
identify whether the church developing some schools resources, such as worksheets or 
bespoke tours, would help make the church a more attractive destination for education 
groups.  

 
 
  

                                           
9 On site we discussed the possibility of using geocaching as a way to attract new and different 
audiences to the church.  It transpires that there is already a geocaching trail associated with the 
town trail: http://www.geocaching.com/geocache/GC45VM6_darlington-geocaching-and-heritage-trail.  
The church may still wish to explore adding its own geocache with integral interpretation anyway. For 
more information on geocaching, visit https://www.geocaching.com/play and http://geocaching.co.uk/  
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Appendix – Supporting information and useful contacts 
(to follow) 
 


