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1 Introduction 

St John’s, known as the Railwaymen’s Church, stands on a prominent site at the junction of 
main roads on the eastern side of Darlington town centre.  It is a striking building with a 
distinctive truncated-looking tower (the intended spire was never built), and it is visible from 
the road and the nearby railway line.  
 
It sits within a small but attractively planted site, surrounded by railings and with an open 
aspect at the front but hemmed in by buildings at the rear, including a Scout Hut.  Parking is 
very limited and there are steps at each entry point into the church.  
 
The church has a loyal congregation of around 50-60 people, is very well used for weddings, 
baptisms and funerals and attracts regular school visits.  There is also an excellent organ and 
a talented organist.  The church also draws visitors with family connections and those with 
an interest in its history, including its role as association with the construction of the railway.  
It is also renowned for its eye-catching nativity scene displayed outside the front of the 
church each year. 
  
 
2 Current activities 

2.1 Worship 

St John’s Church holds services every Sunday, with an average attendance of about 50-60 
people, and a midweek Eucharist.  It is popular for its seasonal services and its Christmas 
Journey installation, the latter using six themed gazebos at the back of the nave and which 
attracts around 300 Year 2 children each year.   
 
The building size, location and ambience also make this a popular choice for weddings, 
baptisms and funerals.  There are currently around eight baptisms a month, and regular 
traveller community funerals which draw in particularly large numbers.  The church can 
regularly host up to 2,000 people a month coming to these different services.   
 
Baptism preparation is well attended by families and there is also a Junior Church.  The team 
also holds occasional services at local care homes, with congregation members being trained 
to lead these, and runs an after-school Bible Club (delivered by the church team but held at 
a local school). 
 
The church team has developed a very attractive welcome pack for people coming to the 
church for worship or other services for the first time.  This excellent resource provides 
information about the mission, ethos and activities of the church, and is made up of easy-to-
update A5 printed sheets in a plastic wallet.  
 
The church has also been very inventive in terms of fundraising in the past, including 
abseiling (and teddy-bear descents) from the tower. 
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2.2 Community and other users 

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

 A weekly luncheon club 
 A weekly Rosary Group prayer and reflection meeting with lunch 
 A weekly Knit and Natter group 
 Weekly handbell ringing sessions 
 Weekly Rainbows Club meetings for girls aged 5-7 
 Weekly Brownie meetings 
 Monthly Mothers Union meetings 
 Monthly Women’s Fellowship meetings 

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

The church is not usually open outside of services, due to concerns about theft and 
vandalism, and its façade and closed doors make it looked closed even when activities are 
going on inside.  Access for most activities other than services is through the rear door 
anyway and therefore out of sight. 
 
There are few visitors passing on foot through this part of town.  When the church was 
formerly kept open on a Wednesday afternoon, very few people came along and it was 
decided to discontinue it.     
 
It is not known how many visitors come to the church outside of services and events, but 
numbers are inevitably limited by the fact that the church is mostly closed.  However, the 
World War One exhibition that was held in the church was very well received and well 
attended [numbers tbc], suggesting that suitable activities and events on the right topic 
could attract local people and visitors, particularly if well promoted and publicised. 
 
The World War One display was a travelling exhibition developed by Head of Steam, the 
Darlington Railway Museum, and was held in the church over three days in 2014. 
 
 
3 Current heritage experience and offer 

3.1 Access 

As noted above, the church is not generally open and thus not available to people looking for 
a place for quiet prayer or contemplation, wanting to enjoy its history or following family 
links or researching their own history outside of service times except by appointment. 
 
The church is very visible but often looks closed even when events are on, although the 
team is to be commended for addressing this with new and colourful banners displayed 
prominently on the railings to highlight upcoming services and activities.  Parking is limited at 
the church, and the small car park is often busy with non-church related vehicles. 
 
The main pedestrian access to the front of the church is via locked gates and a set of steep 
stone steps, although there is level access to the building from the pavement via a side gate 
(also currently kept locked).  There are also steps up to all the church doors, which can be 
daunting, although moveable ramps are available as required. 
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Access to the meeting room, kitchen, toilets and offices is from the rear of the church, with 
steps up to the door and down into the corridor.  The facilities in this area are well used and 
in reasonable order, although the low ceiling, lack of natural light and built-in storage 
collectively make this a rather enclosed, oppressive space.   
 
There’s a further step up from the meeting room into the church proper but, once inside, the 
church is open, level and easy to move around.  The nave is a large and soaring space with 
fixed pews and plenty of natural light.  There is a large area at the rear of the church which 
is used for noticeboards, sales and an area for children’s play and small gatherings; this is 
large enough to easily accommodate the six Christmas Story gazebos and was ideal for 
displaying the World War One exhibition. 
 
The ground floor of the tower, which links the nave to the main church door, is used for 
storage.  Access to the nave is now via the side door. 
 
3.2 Interpretation 

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

 The church website, http://www.stjohnsdarlington.co.uk/, which includes 
information about its mission, activities and events, although nothing to date about 
the history of the church or stories about the community 

 The church also has a facebook page, www.facebook.com/stjohnchurchdton, which 
is a great way of keeping in touch and has a wonderful photographic archive of 
activities and events at the church in particular (although it is several months since 
the last posting at time of writing) 

 The welcome pack; again a great resource with information about worship and 
activities that has been designed to be easy to use and update 

 Temporary exhibitions; as noted, the World War One exhibition was particularly 
well received 

 Noticeboards at the rear of the church, used to share information, promote events 
and introduce the team; it is also used to display the results of recent consultation 
work with the congregation and community on priorities for action in the church 

 Guided tours, for schools during their visits and for other visitors and groups on 
request 

 
Members of the team are busy gathering information about the history of the church, with 
the aspiration of producing a leaflet and/or guidebook to the building and telling its stories 
and community significance. 
 
3.3 Facilities 

The church offers a good level of supporting facilities, although they would benefit from 
some updating.  They include: 
 

 Toilets, including one suitable for disabled people 
 Kitchen / catering facilities, with a servery into the meeting room 
 Meeting room, with direct access into the church 
 A small office 
 Storage on the ground floor of the tower; important storage space but blocks the use 

of the main church door 
 Limited access to the tower; not suitable for regular access by visitors 
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Parking at the church is very limited, with issues surrounding unauthorised use of the 
parking spaces and the resulting difficulties for church events. 
 
 
4 Current and potential users 

4.1 The congregation 

A fairly stable attendance of about 50-55 to weekly services, with much larger numbers for 
seasonal services, weddings, baptisms and funerals.  There is a good relationship with local 
schools, who use the church for their seasonal services and events.   
 
4.2 The community and other users 

The team notes that the census for this part of Darlington suggests a relatively young 
demographic, and the railway cottages in this area are popular today with young families.  
However, there are also eleven care homes in the Parish and a sheltered accommodation 
site stands adjacent to the church.  There is also a significant traveller community, a small 
number of whom are regular worshippers at St John’s and the community makes use of the 
church for funerals in particular.  
 
This are also some notable levels of deprivation in this part of Darlington.  The church is 
already considering a number of activities to help address some of the community’s needs, 
including facilitating clothing swaps and a foodbank. 
 
Seasonal services and events are well-supported at the church, it already offers a series of 
weekly activities and other events and there are good relations with local schools.  
Importantly, the team already feels it can attract and engage more volunteers and would 
willingly 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 

As noted earlier, the numbers and nature of visitors to the church is uncertain beyond 
services and events.  There is a visitors’ book, but few sign it; however, the comments from 
visitors do demonstrate that the church draws people from near and far for a variety of 
reasons, including an interest in the building, family connections and interest in the stained 
glass (although little is known about this to date). 
 
Anecdotal evidence suggests that visitors are most interested in: 
 

 The building and its role as the Railwaymen’s Church 
 How and why it was built 
 Its notable interior features, including its Frosterley Marble, Minton tiles, Mouseman 

lectern 
 
The railway story is central to Darlington’s story and there is great potential for the church to 
take advantage of its significant place in this key facet of the town’s heritage.  The very 
positive response to the World War One exhibition, developed by the railway museum and 
held at the church, suggests future partnerships could be explored with the museum.  It also 
suggests that temporary and/or permanent exhibitions would be appropriate for the church, 
if suitable appealing themes can be identified.  The church also stands on the edge of an 
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area renowned for its tanneries, which is a story that might also provide a topic for activities 
and/or displays. 
 
The heritage offer could be developed at St John’s with careful and sensitive projects, 
partnership working and effective promotion.  Opportunities include: 
 

 Developing links with Head of Steam.  In the first instance, this might include 
becoming a venue for temporary museum displays and/or activities; the museum 
could also be approached for advice and input into a temporary or more permanent 
display in the church that presents the social and community story of the arrival of 
the railway and the development of the town, to complement the museum’s themes.  
There is no town museum as such, so telling a broader community story at the 
church could help to fill this gap in heritage provision 

 Exploring links with other sites of railway heritage, such as Head of Steam and 
Locomotion, the National Railway Museum at nearby Shildon, to explore the potential 
for a railway heritage trail.  This could draw attention to a number of heritage 
highlights in and around the town, such as the museums, the church, the house of 
Edward Pease, so called ‘father of the railways’, the Skerne bridge, George 
Stephenson’s tunnel and the brick train sculpture.  This might serve to draw more 
local people and visitors to the church to find out about its railway links and would 
ideally coincide with developing and presenting its own stories on site 

 Looking at opportunities to use the church and community’s history and heritage for 
broader benefits with e.g. local schools and care homes.  Opportunities exist to e.g. 
create reminiscence boxes for dementia sufferers as part of the outreach work with 
local care homes and/or develop church resources for visiting schools and other 
groups; potential partners might be the museum, library, theatre and/or local 
heritage groups 

 
It is also worth noting that there is a very good, easy-to-find town trail for Darlington town 
centre (http://www.darlington.towntalk.co.uk/trail/) but the church is not included.  The 
team may wish to explore whether there are plans to develop or refresh the trail and 
whether St John’s could be included in future.  
 
Darlington also has an active Historical Society 
(https://darlingtonhistoricalsociety.wordpress.com/) who might also be interested in working 
with the church for e.g. hosting displays and delivering talks. 
 
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 is confident that it can attract new volunteers and other support, which is very 
positive.  It is also great to see that existing skills are being used in creative ways, such as 
inviting the Knit & Natter ladies to knit figures for the Christmas Journey. 
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4.5 Target audiences for heritage activity 

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

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

 
 

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 is considering, for example, activity sheets for school groups, 
a new church leaflet and hosting more temporary exhibitions.  It has also identified a 
number of potential partners for activities and events, including Head of Steam, the local 
Civic Theatre and the library (the latter puts on temporary exhibitions in house and could be 
approached to lend these out to the church).   
 
The team is also particularly keen to ensure the church looks active, open and welcoming for 
those passing by car, train or on foot.  In addition to its new scheme of colourful banners for 
the railings, it is also considering lighting the exterior, addressing the railings and locked 
gates and addressing parking issues with signage and/or a barrier. 
 
A key aspiration is also to enhance school events and seasonal services by introducing 
staging.  This may also offer opportunities to use the church more effectively for other 
events, such as musical evenings and theatre, particularly if developed in conjunction with 
new lighting and sound systems.   
 
It would also like to upgrade supporting facilities, such as heating and catering, as well, to 
enhance the experience for all church users from congregation to community and visitors. 
 
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 aims to undertake some 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 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. 
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5.3 Opportunities for engaging with the church’s heritage 

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

website.  The team is already amassing material for a new leaflet and/or guidebook, so 
the opportunity exists to add a few insightful paragraphs to the website.  This could 
include links to other relevant heritage resources e.g. Darlington’s railway heritage and a 
link to Head of Steam museum 
 

 Look more active and welcoming; the team has aspirations to make the church look 
more welcoming from outside e.g. with exterior lighting and perhaps a glass lobby to 
enable one of the main doors to stand open.  In the short term, the team could consider 
a photographic banner, showing a beautifully lit view down the nave, to hang over the 
main doors and give the impression that the doors are wide open and the interior is 
enticing.  Other options include moveable, colourful freestanding banners to put out at 
the doors being used whenever there is a service or event on 

 
 Let people know when the church is open; consider creating A-boards and/or 

banners that can be easily displayed at the various entrances to the church (front steps, 
side gate, side door and rear entrance as appropriate), which clearly state that the 
church is open and welcomes everyone.  While church opening times remain limited, put 
these out for services and whenever anyone from the team is in the church e.g. during 
cleaning, flower arranging, meetings (and be sure to bring the signs in again afterwards).  
Monitor numbers of drop-ins as a result and encourage all-comers to sign the visitors’ 
book and/or leave their thoughts and comments about their experience and what they’d 
like to see or do here in the future.  Consider providing and promoting free refreshments 
in the community room or at the back of the church if possible to add an incentive and 
encourage visitors to stay longer 

 
 Talk to the museum, library, historical society and/or Civic Theatre to discuss 

opportunities for joint working in the future, such as hosting their temporary exhibitions 
and inviting them to deliver talks and tours in the short term and/or developing more 
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permanent interpretation in the church about the building, community, town and area in 
future.  If the theatre has a youth group, for example, this may also be a catalyst to 
inspire the young people to write and perform a play about the town’s railway heritage to 
be performed at the church sometime in the future 

 
 Invite local groups and organisations to hold appropriate temporary 

exhibitions occasionally at the back of the nave, building on the success of the World 
War One exhibition last year.  Work together to facilitate exhibitions of e.g. crafts, local 
history, school projects, artworks; share stewarding duties so that the church can be 
open both for visitors to the building and the displays at agreed times; promote these 
open periods actively; gather feedback from users and partners.  In the very short term, 
the church could begin by borrowing the Inspired Futures pop-up Lindisfarne Gospels 
display and invite feedback from the congregation and attendees using the church for 
other activities and events  

 
 
Suggestions for medium term actions and activities:  

 
 Schools resources; work with local schools to develop useful resources for group visits 

to the church, e.g. activity sheets and handling boxes, to encourage more visits by 
schools and other groups.  These resources can also be made available for visiting 
families at any time and be offered at family-friendly church open days e.g. during school 
holidays.  Consider inviting the Knit & Natter group, and/or other local craft groups, to 
make appealing fabric activity bags and invite school classes to design and produce child-
friendly activities to go inside them.  Take inspiration from other users, such as the 
nursery group who bring bags of shapes on their visits so that the children can hunt for 
the different shapes in the church, and work with teachers to develop resources linked to 
the curriculum for older children 

 
 Prepare a church heritage leaflet; make use of all the research material being 

gathered to date and work with an interpretation / design specialist to create an concise 
and attractive new leaflet about the church, its stories, treasures and community.  Make 
this available on site and at other venues and attractions locally and as a download from 
the website; consider complementary design with the website and any other new 
resources; this could be an independent project or developed in association with other 
new interpretation  

 
 Approach Head of Steam, Locomotion and the historical society, to see whether 

a railway heritage trail for Darlington and the wider area would be feasible; this could be 
a simple leaflet guide in the first instance, with a brief overview of the town’s railway 
story and highlighting key points of interest, and offered as a download from the 
partners’ websites.  Ideally this would tie in with increased access to the church and new 
resources about its own heritage, such as the proposed leaflet and temporary exhibitions 

 

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

museum, library, historical society and local schools and care homes.  Aim to make use 
of all the exciting research about the church already being gathered and invite others to 
contribute to the church, community and railway heritage and social history.  This might 
begin with a focus particularly of the railwaymen and their church and, if successful, 
could be developed to include a broader record of the church and community past and 
present.  Aim to create a catalogue of historic resources that tell these stories thus 
creating a shared community archive, gathering objects, photos and stories, including 
photographs and oral history of the current community.  The church could host training 
events as part of the project so that local people could learn new skills, such as creating 
archives, scanning historic documents, gathering oral history and photography, to help 
extend knowledge, develop the archive and share it on line.  These resources could form 
the basis of temporary or permanent displays in the church and elsewhere in the 
community 

 
 New interpretation in the church; taking inspiration from the feedback on the 

projects delivered to date and resources gathered as part of the proposed community 
history project, engage a suitable heritage specialist to help develop appropriate 
interpretation for the church, focusing on the story of the church and community; work 
with e.g. the museum and Historical Society and any interested members of the 
community to develop the content; focus on creating a scheme that provides optimum 
flexibility and complements active worship and ambience.  This might include a dedicated 
display area at the back of the church or be a series of smaller interpretation features 
dotted around the building that can be moved / stored away as required 
 

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


