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1 Introduction 

St Cuthbert’s Church, the ‘Mother Church of Redesdale’ or ‘Cathedral of the Rede’, stands 
overlooking the large village green in the heart of Elsdon, an historic village that is the 
largest settlement in Northumberland National Park.  The large Grade I listed church was 
largely built in the 14th century, although it includes elements of an older Norman building, 
and stands on the site of an earlier church said to have been one of the resting places for 
the body of St Cuthbert. 
 
The church has a small but loyal congregation and is regularly used for weddings, baptisms 
and funerals.  It features prominently at the annual Elsdon Fete and holds a popular flower 
festival each year.  It also draws visitors with family connections and those with an interest 
in its long and rich history, including its well documented headstones, links with the Battle of 
Otterburn and the mysterious horse skulls found in the tower during 19th restoration.  Its 
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 Cuthbert’s Church holds a communion service every second Sunday of the month and a 
matins every fourth Sunday, with an average attendance of about 10 people.  Its seasonal 
services are very well attended, and the atmospheric carol service is particularly popular.   
 
The building’s history, ambience and setting also make this a popular choice for weddings.  
The church can accommodate around 200 people and is often full for weddings and funerals.  
Parking on the village green is not easy and is discouraged, which can be an issue for large 
services and events, although there is parking at the nearby village hall. 
 
2.2 Community and other users 

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

 Hosting a number of stalls during the annual Elsdon Fete, also known as St 
Bartholomew’s Fair; the funds raised at the fete are shared with the village hall 

 Occasional meetings; the Parish Council used to meet here once a month, for 
example, although these meetings have recently relocated to the refurbished village 
hall 

 Displays and exhibitions: there is currently a World War One exhibition in the church 
and a temporary display about the Lindisfarne Gospels, which add to its appeal for 
visitors and local people   

 Occasional musical events e.g. a piano recital held in the church in June 2015 
attracted an audience of around 100 

 Other events, such as activities associated with archaeological digs on the village 
green 
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The church is also on the route of a 13 mile festival walk to celebrate St Cuthbert’s Day in 
September.  This event, which links the three parishes of Elsdon, Corsenside and Bellingham, 
draws in walkers of all ages, including local families and those from farther afield.  In 2014 
around 65 people took part. 
 
2.3 Visitors 

The church is open every day.  It is not known exactly how many visitors come to the church 
outside of services and events but numbers are estimated at about 1,000-1,200 per year.  
Church talks and guided tours are offered occasionally and on request; in 2015 church 
guided tours were also added to the programme of the annual fete [how many people took 
part?].  The team has recently added a small self-service refreshment point, which adds to 
its welcome and appeal. 
 
The historic village is a highlight of Northumberland National Park, offering a number of 
heritage attractions for visitors, including the church and neighbouring pele tower, the 
fortified vicarage.  There is also a Norman motte and bailey and a number of historic 
features on the green, such as a bull baiting stone and a pinfold,.  There is a village trail, 
which leads visitors around these features; some copies can still be found locally even 
though the leaflet has been out of print for some years.  Visitor facilities in the village are 
limited to a small café popular with cyclists and the well-used village hall; the latter has 
publicly available toilets and parking.  
 
Until very recently, visitors to the village would be forgiven for not realising that the church 
is always open for visitors and for quiet prayer.  The gate into the churchyard and the church 
door are usually kept closed; the latter for the practical purpose of keeping out swallows and 
swifts.  The team has recently added a second small noticeboard beside the gate, which 
states that the church is open and welcomes visitors, which is to be commended.  However, 
more eye-catching signage, good communication and plenty of publicity would almost 
certainly increase numbers for general visitors and for all church activities and events. 
 
 
3 Current heritage experience and offer 

3.1 Access 

As noted above, the church is open every day and available to people looking for a place for 
quiet prayer or contemplation, wanting to enjoy its history, follow family links or research 
their own history.   
 
The church is in an attractive and prominent location on the village green, so does attract 
passing interest and a discrete new notice at the gate lets people know it is open.  However, 
parking on the village green outside is not ideal and the gravel path up to the door is 
challenging for visitors with mobility difficulties, particularly those with pushchairs and 
wheelchairs.   
 
There are seating and noticeboards in the porch, which include a useful plan of the graves in 
the churchyard.  The closed door presents rather a mixed message, but a notice explains the 
risk of birds flying in and it is fairly easy to open. 
 
Once inside, the church suffers from a number of different floor levels, although access 
around the nave and amongst the fixed pews is reasonable, even with a wheelchair.  The 
vestry, which is also used occasionally for meetings, is very difficult to access as it is up 
several steps.   
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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, which has been produced recently by the team to guide visitors around the 
church and explain its highlights.  These are for sale at 20p and several hundred 
have been purchased in the 12 months since it was produced  

 A guidebook; this booklet about the church and village is interesting but is several 
decades old and ready to be updated or replaced 

 Occasional exhibitions: the main graphic elements of a 2014 World War I exhibition 
prepared by members of the community are still in place, along with a temporary 
pop-up display on the Lindisfarne Gospels at the time of writing.  The church has 
previously hosted a facsimile copy of the Gospels and a display relating to the 
anniversary of the King James Bible.  Visitor numbers for these special exhibitions are 
not known  

 As noted above, 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 

 The church and/or parish do not have their own website.  However, several other 
websites provide information about the church for different users, including some 
limited information about the church, worship, visiting and history on A Church Near 
You (http://www.achurchnearyou.com/elsdon-st-cuthbert/), VisitNorthumberland 
(http://www.visitnorthumberland.com/historic-sites/st-cuthbert-s-church-elsdon) and 
the National Park (http://www.northumberlandnationalpark.org.uk/places/elsdon/).  
The church also features on the Spirit in Stone website 
(http://www.spiritinstone.co.uk/historic-sites/st-cuthbert-s-church-
elsdon&ssid=83739).  

 
3.3 Facilities 

Facilities at the church are limited.  The lighting system has recently been much improved 
but there are no toilets, kitchen facilities or reliable heating.  There is space for meetings in 
the vestry, but access is limited by the steps up to it and it gets very cold (as indeed does 
the whole church).   
 
There is a useful space in the south transept, where there are no fixed pews, which is 
increasingly being used for meetings and displays.  Again, however, changes of level in this 
part of the church do make access difficult. 
 
 
4 Current and potential users 

4.1 The congregation 

A small but stable attendance of about 10 to twice monthly services, with much larger 
numbers for seasonal services, weddings, baptisms and funerals.  Weddings and baptisms 
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 church serves a small, remote and very rural population.  The village comprises about 
70 houses and the whole parish has less than 250 residents.  The community largely 
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comprises older adults, many of whom are retired.  There is just a handful of families with 
young children in the village currently.  There are primary schools at nearby Cambo and 
Otterburn, but both these villages have their own active places of worship and community 
facilities. 
 
Both the church and the recently refurbished village hall can each accommodate around 200 
people, and do succeed in attracting these numbers for some key events and activities. 
Seasonal services at the church, and events in which it features such as the recently 
revamped village fete, are largely well-supported by local people and some do attract visitors 
as well.    
 
Northumberland National Park is a popular destination for visitors and the historic village is 
promoted as a highlight.  However, the village has suffered with the recent loss of one of its 
tearooms and the pub, and the toilets at the village hall are only kept open to the public by 
the hard work of volunteers.   
 
There is clearly great potential for the church to play a more active role, both for local 
people and visitors, and is a heritage highlight worth celebrating and promoting more 
effectively.  Recent activities and events have shown that there is interest in the church as a 
venue as well as a heritage asset.  The key for the team will be in working effectively in 
partnership, primarily with the village hall committee and with the National Park and other 
local attractions and organisations, to ensure activities and events are complementary and 
add value for the community and visitors. 
 
While the church team may feel constrained by currently having such a small pool of 
volunteers and modest facilities, they are to be commended for their determination to make 
positive changes in the short term and their commitment to achieving their longer term 
vision for the site. 
 
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 it is not known what percentage actually 
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 [check]: 
 

 How beautiful and tranquil it is 
 Its ancient origins and rich history 
 Family connections – many come to trace their ancestry or follow family links 

 
The village and valley have a long and colourful history and, as a highlight of 
Northumberland National Park, there is the potential for Elsdon to take a more active role as 
a heritage destination and gateway.  The church, as a focal point for the village, seems the 
obvious location for welcome, orientation and interpretation, complementing the small 
information point at the nearby Impromptu Café.  This will require careful and sensitive 
development, partnership working and effective promotion.   
 
The church team has identified a number of themes to explore, which would add to the 
experience within the church and offer partnership opportunities for wider exploration and 
activities.  These include: 
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 Developing the church’s connections with St Cuthbert.  The parish team is 
already actively engaging new and different people through the St Cuthbert Festival 
Walk, and there is the potential for the team to offer this as a guided and/or self-
guided trail beyond the festival itself.  The team could also approach other St 
Cuthbert sites in the area to develop new themed trails and/or joint activities 

 Reinvigorating and promoting the village trail.  The church is an obvious 
starting point for this trail and for other themed routes around the village.  The 
church and other village partners could look for help to reinstate the trail through the 
National Park, for example, or via sponsorship 

 Celebrating local knowledge and skills.  The church has already successfully 
hosted archaeology and musical events, and there is the potential to develop further 
activities and events that showcase other local skills and interests.  There are crafts, 
writing and other groups already active in the village and area who might be 
interested in working with the church to offer learning workshops and/or 
performances linking their skills with the local heritage    

 
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 research, exhibition 
development and networking have proved invaluable to date. 
 
Attracting new volunteers always proves challenging, but the team has already begun to 
raise awareness of their redevelopment aspirations with new displays and questionnaires.  It 
is hoped that this will both engage new audiences for worship, activities and events and 
attract new volunteers to help deliver the vision. 
  
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, including general interest 
visitors to the area and special interest groups 

 Local and visiting families, looking for activities and events in the village and 
valley  

 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, building on its recent successes with a musical evening and 
exhibition material.  It has already worked in partnership with key local organisations, 
including Elsdon Village Hall Committee and Northumberland National Park, and identified 
other possible partnership opportunities for activities and events, such as sites with links to 
St Cuthbert.  However, there is a sense of reluctance to put these ideas into motion until 
additional resources and new facilities – particularly new heating and toilets – are in place.  
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5.2 Key recommendations 

It is strongly recommended that the church team does not regard the heating and toilets as 
the only catalyst for action.  The team is already undertaking some quick win consultations 
and other activities, and should continue 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, 
participant or a volunteer).  Importantly it will also provide valuable feedback to inform likely 
demand for new facilities and activities, such as a welcome, orientation and interpretation 
point for the village and valley. 
 
The key lies in working effectively with local partners, to ensure any new facilities and 
activities will complement the existing offer and attract and engage the congregation and 
community as well as visitors. 
 
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 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. 
 
 Listening to users: ongoing consultation – the team is to be commended for 

beginning this process already and should continue to consult with the community and 
visitors on what people like, dislike and would like to see in future.  More active 
engagement brings considerable benefits in testing activities and directing future 
resources and effort and will always be welcomed by funders.  The team has already 
started the ball rolling with its online questionnaire and is inviting feedback in association 
with the temporary Lindisfarne Gospels exhibition.  Other opportunities include: 
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 A small display of ideas and opportunities in the church, 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 Village Hall, at the café; 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 

 
 Welcoming users – although the church is open every day, this is not obvious.  The 

team is to be commended for already putting out a ‘We are open’ sign in the small 
noticeboard frame at the gate but this is easy to miss.  A colourful welcoming banner, A-
frame, panel or other sign at the gate and an A-frame at the door would make it much 
more obvious that the church welcomes visitors (especially since the gate and door are 
usually kept closed, albeit unlocked1).  This could include a message about parking.  A 
longer term aspiration could be a fixed panel in the porch or near the door but an A-
board avoids fixings and faculties. 

 
 Effective promotion of all new resources and activities via the following and any other 

networks that can be identified.  As ever, there is no point in doing anything at all unless 
you let people know about it and in plenty of time! 

 
 The new church / parish website 
 The Town Crier (parish e-newsletter) 
 The Valley Rede (Redesdale newsletter) 
 Social media (an aspiration may be to have a social media presence e.g. 

Facebook, Twitter, but a team needs to be put together to make this happen and 
the ensure that there are regular updates and new posts) 

 Northumberland National Park 
 The Sill 
 Brown sign from A696 (this is likely to be a longer term aspiration and should 

perhaps not be considered anyway until the church and village visitor offer has 
been developed further) 

 
 Planning ahead: a heritage 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. 

 
 
                                           
1 We are aware that the church door is kept closed primarily to prevent swallows and other birds 
coming inside; a longer term solution may therefore be glazing to enable the doors to stand open 
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Suggestions for medium term actions and activities:  
 
 Developing a new website – the team has discussed developing a joint website with 

other local churches, which would be a very useful resource for finding both practical 
information about worship and activities as well as insights into local history and 
heritage.  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, heritage sites, attractions, 
organisations and resources in the area (not least the village hall, National Park and 
National Trust), and encourage partners to reciprocate.   

 
 Updating the village trail – the guide and discovery trail could be developing 

alongside a project to reinstate and/or update the existing village trail.  Certainly, in 
the short term there is the opportunity to make copies of the original trail available in the 
church.  Again this may require discussion with the National Park who helped facilitate 
the project originally. 

 
 Developing skills and creating new archives – consider working in partnership with 

others (e.g. a local school, photography group, the Heritage Centre at Bellingham) to 
establish a project to photograph, research and share information on the gravestones in 
the church; this would complement the existing burial plans available in the church 
porch.  This project could be used to test interest and engagement and, if successful, 
aim to develop a more comprehensive research project to collect more stories and create 
and digitise the church archives, to be made available on line through the new website.  
Relevant skills training could be offered as part of this process to encourage new 
volunteers to get involved.  These new resources could form the basis of temporary or 
permanent displays in the church and elsewhere in the community. 

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

generate oral history material, both for research and as a resource for interpretation, and 
to provide training to do this.  This is a great opportunity to engage younger people 
and to generate cross-generational engagement by getting them to record older people 
in the community about the church and village.  

 
This could also be linked to reminiscence boxes – gathering resources such as 
photographs, objects and natural materials relating to church and village life – which 
could be used to stimulate discussion as part of the oral history work.  These boxes can 
also be used to stimulate discussion at e.g. regular or occasional Chatty Lunches or 
Coffee Mornings for residents at the church (see below) and/or be loaned out or used for 
outreach work with care homes and hospitals in the area 

 
 Chatty lunch / coffee morning – invite feedback on the appeal of a regular 

programme to draw the community together, especially older people; to get the ball 
rolling, this could be themed around reminiscing.  This could be linked to the boxes 
described above, using historic photos to talk about people and places and to stimulate 
new stories and gather oral history. 
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 Engaging with the heritage: storytelling – this could be linked to archive resources, 
key characters from parish history and engage the local creative writing group and 
nearby schools.  This could be tested initially as a single event for all ages, with the 
potential if successful to develop into an annual event or festival, drawing in local authors 
and storytellers and offering writing workshops and other related activities 

 
 Attracting new audiences: Music – based on recent successes, a vibrant mix of 

music-based events could be developed at the church, including for children and 
amateurs.  Care will need to be taken to avoid any clashes with nearby Alwinton’s 
popular classical / choral programme. 

 
 
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 
 
 Sharing stories with a new church and village booklet – the church has recently 

developed a new leaflet, which is already helping to guide visitors around the building, 
and has a longer term aspiration to update the parish guide.  It is recommended that the 
guide be developed in partnership with other individuals and groups in the village to 
create an attractive souvenir guide to the church, village and parish.  The aim should be 
to add value to a visit, promote links and encourage exploration, and the resulting guide 
should be attractive, friendly, accessible and easy-to-use.  Local artists and 
photographers could be involved to provide images.  There may be value in talking to the 
National Park to see if they could advise or assist in the development of this guide.  

 
 Engaging families: a new children’s discovery trail – a new family-friendly guide to 

the church and churchyard would be an engaging way to encourage exploration, 
especially if it promotes wildlife watching alongside other heritage highlights.  There 
could also be a complementary ‘village green, burn and beyond’ trail, taking in the other 
natural and cultural heritage highlights in the heart of the village.  The trail leaflet(s) 
should be developed in consultation with local families and schools and drafts should be 
given to some local children to test out before committing to a final print run.  If 
successful, the team might wish to work in partnership with local schools to see whether 
there would be any benefits in developing education resources for the church that will 
meet the schools’ particular needs and increase its appeal as a destination for groups. 

 
 New interpretation in the church: The Story of Elsdon exhibition – taking 

inspiration from the feedback on the projects delivered to date and resources gathered 
as part of the proposed community history project above, 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 historians and any other interested 
members of the community to develop the content; focus on creating a scheme that 
provides optimum flexibility and complements active worship and ambience. 
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These displays should be designed to appeal to visitors of all ages and abilities and to 
incorporate interactive elements and temporary display material.  This might include a 
dedicated display area in the south transept and/or a series of smaller interpretation 
features dotted around the building that can be moved / stored away as required.   
 
It is also strongly recommended that any interpretation in the south transept is designed 
to be moveable, so that this space can be used for other events and activities as required 
e.g. display boxes 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. 

 
 Temporary exhibition resources – it is also recommended that the team considers 

investing in temporary exhibition resources as well e.g. moveable display units and 
graphic templates, to make it easy to for the team to easily mount their own high quality 
exhibitions alongside the more permanent displays, and to accommodate exhibitions and 
displays by other groups, such as local artists, as part of a changing programme  

 
 Engaging with the heritage: guided tours – the team offers guided tours of the 

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

 
 Engaging with the heritage: performance potential – local creative writers, local 

historians, schools and others may be interested in writing and performing a 
community play in the church (or starting from the church as a ‘walking performance’) 
about the village’s rich heritage and changing community.  This could also draw in local 
craft groups and/or workshop sessions to make masks, costumes, paint a set etc.  The 
whole process could be recorded (e.g. diary, blog, recording, filming) by community 
members to create a further new resource and archive 

 
 Crafts related activities – the team should use the various consultation methods 

described above to determine levels of interest for craft-related resources and activities 
in the church.  For example: 

 
 Activity packs for children.  While there are few children in the village currently, 

there is the potential to develop resources at the church that would attract local and 
visiting families, such as activity packs for a range of ages.  These could be bags of 
different blocks for smaller children so they can look for these shapes in the church; 
magnifying glasses, binoculars, mirrors for older children to encourage searching for 
details and looking at spaces in different ways; inspiration bags that include copies of 
artworks, poetry, stories and music to encourage creativity.  A further opportunity 
exists to engage other local people by holding a workshop or series of craft events to 
make colourful and attractive activity bags to hold the packs 
 

 Establish or develop a craft group – trial a new ‘knit and natter’ type group with 
social and craft aspects where people gather regularly in the church over a shared 
regular activity (for adults and/or children).  This could be linked initially to the 
activity bags, for instance, as the first project to get the group off the ground.  If 
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successful, the aim could be to perhaps work on a new piece, such as a new altar 
cloth, a story quilt or a knitted church or parish timeline.  Occasional events could be 
associated with the craft group such as an ‘embroidered creatures trail’ in the 
churchyard (done successfully by Wallington Hall in 2015, with several craft days 
resulting in handmade creatures that were then hung along a woodland walk). 
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Appendix – Supporting information and useful contacts 
(to follow) 
 
 
 


