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1 Introduction 

The Church of St Mary & St Michael is a Grade I listed building in the small village of 
Doddington, just north of Wooler.  It dates largely from the 12th century but is built on 
earlier foundations; it was altered and extended in the 19th century when, unusually, the 
altar was moved to the west end.  The church sits in a peaceful, leafy churchyard, which 
includes a Grade II listed watch-house, built to guard against body-snatchers in 1826.     
 
At that time, Doddington was a fairly significant settlement with local people farming and 
working in the local coal mine and sandstone quarries.  Today the population of the village is 
only about 40 and there is no pub, shop, café or other facilities; it is however well known as 
the home of Doddington Dairy, producers of cheese and ice cream.  The village lies close to 
the route of St Cuthbert’s Way, the 100km long distance trail between Melrose and 
Lindisfarne.  Local legend – much disputed – says that St Cuthbert worked as a shepherd 
boy on Dod Law, the hill behind Doddington.  
 
The church is an important asset to the village and well-loved, but it has no PCC or 
churchwardens to manage it and no provision for repairing and maintaining it.  A steering 
group of congregation and community members has been formed to explore a way forward 
for the church and hopefully secure its future. 
    
 
2 Current activities 

2.1 Worship 

St Mary & St Michael’s Church holds a Sunday morning service twice a month, with an 
average attendance of about five.  Its seasonal services, including Harvest and Christmas 
carols, attract larger numbers from across the parish, with its history, ambience and setting 
undoubtedly add to its appeal.     
 
2.2 Community and other users 

The church is not regularly used by the community for activities and events, as the facilities 
are limited and there is a community hall in the village.  Some members of the congregation 
also feel that it is not appropriate to use the building for other purposes than worship.  
Fundraising activities for the church tend to happen at the village hall, including an annual 
quiz night with supper that attracts between 70 and 85 participants.    
 
2.3 Visitors 

The church is open every day.  It is not known how many visitors come to the church 
outside of services although anecdotal evidence suggests it is visited by two or three cars a 
week.  Given the area’s popularity for walking and cycling, and the church’s proximity to St 
Cuthbert’s Way and National Cycle Route 68, other visitors may be turning up on foot or by 
bike as well. 
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Feedback from visitors directly and via the visitors book suggests that the peace and 
tranquillity of the church are highly valued, along with it being well maintained and having a 
rich and fascinating history.  It would appear that the church draws people from far and 
wide, many of whom are tracing family roots or local connections.  The churchyard is 
therefore a key part of its appeal.  
 

 
3 Current heritage experience and offer 

3.1 Access 

As noted above, the church is always open 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.   
 
However, the church is easily missed, being tucked well away from the road through the 
village with only a small sign indicating its presence off the route.  As the track narrows on 
approach, first-time visitors may feel they are heading into private property as the parking 
area is right outside the former vicarage.  On arrival, the closed gate into the walled 
churchyard is rather uninviting and the church’s two doors – an outer wire-mesh ‘gate’ and 
inner wooden door – are kept shut, albeit unlocked.   
 
Once inside, the church can be quite dark and, although visitors are welcome to turn the 
lights on, the switches are not obvious nor near the door.  Although the low light levels add 
to the atmosphere in this historic church, it does not make it very accessible for those with 
visual impairments in particular.  The nave is level but the main and side aisles are narrow; 
there are fixed pews on plinths throughout and steps up to the chancel and vestry.   
 
3.2 Interpretation 

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

 A booklet: a useful overview of the history of the parish and church, which is 
available in the church 

 The church also features in the Glendale Church Trail leaflet, part of the Glendale 
Alive Partnership, produced in 2013 

 Members of the team provide very occasional informal guided tours on request for 
individual visitors and groups 

 The church has a limited on line presence to date.  It does not have its own 
website but several others provide information about the church for different users.  
These include some limited information about the church, worship, visiting and 
history on A Church Near You (www.achurchnearyou.com/doddington-st-mary-st-
michael/), and it also features on the Glendale Church Trail 
(www.glendalechurchtrail.org.uk/gct_doddington.html) and Wooler & Glendale 
community websites (www.wooler.org.uk/churches/331-st-mary-s-and-st-michael-
doddington) 

 
3.3 Facilities 

Facilities at the church are very limited.  There are no toilets or kitchen facilities, the lighting 
is poor and heating is by portable gas heaters.  There is a small vestry, used for office space 
and storage.  There is a reasonable sized parking area in front of the old vicarage. 
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4 Current and potential users 

4.1 The congregation  

A very small but stable attendance of about five to twice monthly Sunday services.  Seasonal 
services at the church are largely well-supported by local people and some also attract 
visitors.  The appeal of the church is inevitably limited by its lack of facilities, including 
lighting and heating; an issue in particular for families and older people and in wintertime. 
 
4.2 The community and other users 

The church serves a small, remote and very rural population.  The village population is about 
40 persons and the whole parish has only about 150 residents.  The community largely 
comprises older adults, many of whom are retired, and just a handful of young families.  
Village children go to school mainly in Ford and Wooler. 
 
The church is clearly valued and supported by local people and it is commendable that a 
steering group has come together to take action for its future.  However, there are strongly 
differing feelings about what it appropriate for the building and site that need to be resolved 
early on.  Establishing a clear and shared vision, using ongoing consultation to involve the 
village and parish members in that process, will be essential. 
 
4.3 Visitors 

Doddington sits in an area that is popular with visitors and Wooler and Glendale have been 
working hard in recent years to develop as a destination and gateway to Northumberland 
National Park.  Initiatives like the Glendale Church Trail demonstrate the value of partnership 
working and awareness-raising, from which St Mary & St Michael’s will surely have 
benefitted.   
 
There is no doubt that this lovely historic church is a hidden gem – particularly in the spring 
when the snowdrops and aconites are in bloom – and drawing more visitors to it should 
encourage support and attract additional income.  Enhancing access, providing a warm 
welcome and celebrating the building’s history and significance will add value to the 
experience and help meet visitor expectations.  The team should also be reassured that this 
can be done in sensitive and appropriate ways that will enhance, and not detract from, the 
church’s unique atmosphere, historic fabric and attractive setting. 
 
The steering group undoubtedly feels constrained by the lack of facilities and such a small 
pool of volunteers to date, but are to be commended for their commitment to finding and 
delivering a long term vision for the site.  The key for the team will lie in engaging with the 
whole community for ideas, input, skills and time, and in identifying partnership 
opportunities to draw in more inspiration and resources.  The Glendale Gateway Trust, the 
Glendale Alive Partnership and Northumberland National Park are key organisations locally to 
approach in the first instance. 
 
Discussions to date have already identified a number of themes to explore, which could be 
used to raise the profile of the church, add to the experience within it and offer partnership 
opportunities for wider exploration and activities.  These include: 
 

 Developing village and area trails.  The church would be an obvious starting 
point for a scenic village trail, welcoming and orientating people to Doddington and 
highlighting its other points of note, and potentially as a hub for other themed routes 
around the area.  The theme of local industry – mining, quarrying, farming, cheese-
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making – could be exploited to link points of interest, as could the Christian heritage 
of the area as well as the fascinating broader history of this part of Northumberland 

 Celebrating local creativity and skills.  There is the potential for the church to 
become an atmospheric venue for celebrating the area’s creative talents, from music 
and art to local crafts and heritage skills.  Local people, and indeed people from 
farther afield, might be interested in working with the church to offer temporary 
displays, learning workshops and/or performances linking their skills with the local 
heritage    

 Developing the church’s connections with St Cuthbert’s Way and the 
saint’s story.  The church could explore creating physical and interpretive links with 
the trail and look at opportunities for celebrating St Cuthbert’s story.  For example, 
Elsdon Parish holds a popular annual St Cuthbert Festival Walk between its churches 
that attracts participants of all ages1; there is the potential for the Doddington team 
to trial something similar linking, say, Dod Law and the church to a section of the 
long distance trail as a one-off guided walk on the saint’s day. If this were successful, 
it could become an annual event and potentially a self-guided trail with a leaflet 

 
4.4 Volunteers 

There is a small but dedicated and loyal group that has considerable knowledge of and 
enthusiasm for the church and a commitment to developing and sharing its mission, special 
qualities and stories.  The research and other skills required to draw together and produce 
the church booklet demonstrates this. 
 
The team is understandably concerned about their modest current capacity and the 
challenges of attracting new volunteers and additional support even to maintain the status 
quo, let alone to coordinate fabric repairs and develop new initiatives.  Working together to 
establish a vision for the church will help provide a focus for the team’s efforts; consulting 
local people and trialling some modest activities will help raise awareness of the 
opportunities, aspirations and benefits for church and community.  It is hoped that this 
would begin to 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 of all ages, including those coming to 
the area for walking and cycling 

 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 people and visitors interested in culture and the creative arts; people 
of all ages interested in discovering, taking part in, sharing and celebrating music, 
art, writing and craft skills inspired by the area’s cultural and natural heritage 

                                           
1 The 13 mile walk each September links the three parishes of Elsdon, Corsenside and Bellingham and 
draws in walkers of all ages, including local families and those from farther afield.  In 2014 around 65 
people took part. See http://northumberlandrector.blogspot.co.uk/2015/09/st-cuthberts-festival.html  
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5 Heritage engagement opportunities 

5.1 Review of aspirations 

As noted previously, the team is at a very early stage in exploring opportunities for heritage 
activity alongside the key task of maintaining the historic fabric of the church, churchyard 
and watch-house.  A consensus needs to be reached with the congregation and community 
about what is appropriate for the church and site in future, alongside its core mission; once 
this has been established, key heritage-related initiatives can be explored, trialled and 
developed.  It is acknowledged that the lack of facilities currently will impact on what can be 
achieved in the short and longer terms but addressing this should be part of the vision. 
 
Some heritage-related ideas have already been brought to the table by members of the team 
for discussion.  These include a new leaflet, interpretation of the significant stained glass and 
memorial plaques, celebrating seasonal highlights and holding appropriate musical events. 
 
5.2 Key recommendations 

It is strongly recommended that the church team does not regard the lack of facilities as a 
barrier to action.  This is the perfect time to begin undertaking community consultations and 
quick win activities, to find out what congregation and community would like to see and 
would support at the church and 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 any 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 facilities and activities, such as . 
 
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. 
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It is acknowledged that the team has limited resources currently so it could usefully use 
some of its funds to employ a facilitator / project manager to help get some of these 
projects off the ground.   
 
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. 
 
 A heritage activity and interpretation plan – while the church team’s main priority 

is restoring the church building and watch-house, 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 – the church is at an early stage in terms of understanding 

what the community and visitors would appreciate alongside the congregation’s needs 
and wishes, so simple and cost-effective ways are needed to gather comments, 
suggestions and feedback.  Active engagement with the community and visitors on what 
people like, dislike and would like to see in future brings considerable benefits in 
identifying priorities, testing activities and directing future resources and effort and will 
always be welcomed by funders.  Opportunities 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 

 Some ‘Find out what we’re up to’ events, offering free refreshments, at the church, 
village hall and other local venues, ideally when people are gathering in the village 
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 any activities in or group visits to 
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 

 
 Welcoming users – the opportunity to display ‘welcome, we are open’ signage, such as 

a banner on the railings and/or an A-board at the church door, making clear that the 
church is open.  The team may even wish to consider an A-board or similar at the 
junction with the main road – at weekends and for special events only in the short term 
perhaps.  A longer term aspiration might be to signpost the church from key routes e.g. 
St Cuthbert’s Way, Cycle Route 68, using real and virtual signposting to lead visitors 
towards the church.  
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 It is also strongly recommended that the team considers offering free / donation 

refreshments and some comfortable seats for anyone calling into the church, from 
walkers and cyclists sheltering from the weather to those seeking a quiet space for 
reflection or wrestling with a personal issue, along with practical information and 
interpretation to add value to their visit.  This may need to be a longer term aspiration 
because of limited facilities currently, but providing a kettle, bottled water, disposable 
cups and drink sachets could make people feel very welcome and encourage visitors to 
linger longer even in the short term (with information about where the nearest public 
toilets can be found, which may require making an arrangement with Doddington village 
hall or another local venue or business until facilities are in place at the church).   

 
 
Suggestions for medium term actions and activities:  
 
 Enhancing the church’s on line presence – the team probably feels it doesn’t have 

the resources to develop a new church website but it is strongly recommended that a 
search goes out to find some volunteers who would be able to develop and maintain a 
site that provides a warm welcome, practical information about worship and visiting, the 
church mission, access to history, heritage and associated archives, and links to project 
partners.  This site should be lively, engaging, informative and – importantly – kept up to 
date.   

 
The website might also offer the best opportunity to promote the church as a place to 
enjoy the wonderful seasonal highlights this area has to offer, not least for its 
stunning display of snowdrops and aconites each spring.  As part of the website 
development, the team could aim to amass seasonal imagery of the church and a 
‘highlights this month’ section, encouraging visitors to visit and return.  In the longer 
term, this approach could be developed to create a series of seasonal trails in the area 
– working with partners – and perhaps even a series of downloadable routes to enjoy 
e.g. spring flowers; summer wildflowers; autumn colours, along with snippets and stories 
of the area’s long history and heritage highlights. 

 
 An engaging church leaflet – the team is to be commended for working together to 

produce a leaflet and parish history.  The current ‘short history’ guide is extremely 
comprehensive and, while written in a friendly and engaging tone, includes a host of 
terms and concepts that are not explained and may be unfamiliar to many readers.  The 
redevelopment of the church should be regarded as an opportunity to review and refresh 
the interpretive material in line with other new facilities and features. 

 
A new church leaflet should enable visitors to take a self-guided tour.  It should be a 
clear, simple guide to the highlights inside and out, using friendly and accessible 
language and ideally providing an easy-to-use plan or other device for leading visitors to 
the key features it describes. 

 
 Telling the church story – Members of the church team have differing views on what 

type of interpretation, if any, would be appropriate inside the historic St Mary & St 
Michael’s Church.  There is clearly great potential to share the site’s significant history 
and it is therefore recommended to trial some different options and gather 
feedback from congregation, community and visitors.  As a quick win, the church team 
might like to borrow the Lindisfarne Gospels pop-up banner display available through the 
Spirit in Stone project, or another suitable temporary display, to test reactions from 
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different users to having interpretive material inside.  The Glendale Trust may well have 
some temporary exhibition material the church could borrow. 

 
 The team may also wish to consider another short term opportunity: to create a 

bespoke temporary display telling the story of the church and community to visitors.  
This is also an opportunity to explore whether there are other community members who 
might be interesting in helping with research, writing, design or other aspects of the 
scheme.  Like the Gospels display, this could make use of cost-effective, moveable pop 
up banners, which can be trialled in different locations and configurations in the building.  
Use this to test people’s responses to providing additional information and whether this 
has a positive impact on the ambience of the building.  If lighting is an issue, turn this 
into an opportunity and create a memorable experience by encouraging people to borrow 
head torches to read the panels and explore the building and enjoy its treasures. 

 
 The church donations box is very discreet and perhaps overlooked by many visitors.  

Introducing a more eye-catching donations box would help to encourage support and 
this could perhaps be developed in partnership with others as an art installation, 
automata or other distinctive feature.  There is even the potential to include a voting 
element into a donation box, whereby users can indicate with their donation which 
aspects of the church they would like to see developed or enhanced   

 
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 
 
Telling the church’s story 
Depending upon the feedback on the low key, removable displays described above, the team 
could consider the following options in the longer term for sharing the story of the church 
and community on site: 
 

 To continue to use banners, which can be easily removed and/or updated as 
required 

 Consider a number of moveable interpretive features – such as attractive lectern 
panels on metal supports2 – which can be placed at relevant locations around the 
building to interpret key features.  These can be easily moved or removed during 
church services or other activities  

 Consider using the restored watch-house as a location for interpretation, 
either to complement the material in the church or as the primary location for sharing 
the story of the church, site and community.  Again, this display can be designed to 
be easily moved, stored or removed to minimise any impact on the historic fabric and 
to enable the space to be used for other functions as required.  Putting all the 
interpretation into this space has the potential benefit of providing an unusual and 

                                           
2 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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appealing experience for visitors that can be available even when the church is closed 
and/or being used for worship or other functions   

It is strongly recommended that the team works with a reputable interpretive design 
company to develop attractive, high quality interpretive features for the church and/or 
watch tower.  These displays should be sensitive to the historic fabric and distinctive 
ambience and designed to appeal to visitors of all ages and abilities.  It is also strongly 
recommended that they are all designed to be easily moved and/or stored away so that 
all spaces can remain multi-purpose.  

 
 Informal guided tours – we understand that the church team currently offers informal 

guided tours on request and for schools and other visiting groups.  There is the potential 
to develop this offer, particularly if the aim is to raise the profile of the church and 
highlighting its rich Christian heritage and architectural significance over the coming 
years, begins to draw in more visitors with general and specialist interest.   

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

 
 Children’s discovery trail – the team might also consider developing an activity leaflet 

for younger visitors, to include the church and churchyard (with seasonal highlights and 
wildlife to look out for) 

 
 Church guidebook – consider, in the longer term, developing an attractive souvenir 

booklet.  This could focus primarily on the church’s story, its long history and distinctive 
design features, as well as sharing the stories of the local heritage and community past 
and present.  Again, ensure the guide is friendly, accessible and easy-to-use.  There is 
the potential to engage members of the local community in the development of this 
guide by setting up a research team and including attractive photographs and/or 
sketches by local people 

 
 Enhancing the church’s on line presence – a longer term aspiration may also be to 

have a social media presence e.g. Facebook, Twitter, which would also be great 
places to promote the seasonal highlights theme.  However, a team will also be needed 
to make this happen and the ensure that there are regular updates and new posts. 

 
Community and partnership heritage projects  
Finding ways to engage with a small and widely spread rural population will inevitably 
require some trial and error until you light upon those activities that really hit the spot, and 
you will require time, energy and resources to make them happen.  However, take 
inspiration from the excellent work achieved by the Glendale Trust and other churches in the 
area; start the ball rolling with a few well-targeted high quality events or activities, such as 
musical evenings and seasonal guided walks, delivered with the help of partners will help 
attract new volunteers who can help share the load.  Here are some ideas that might prove 
fruitful: 
 
 Sharing stories, sharing skills – the opportunity to develop new skills and create new 

resources centred around the church archives.  The team is already active in researching 
the history and heritage of the church; there is the opportunity to invite others to be part 
of the process by aiming to catalogue the archive and make it available on line.  Offer 
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the community skills training in digitising, scanning, researching, gathering oral history 
and creating temporary exhibitions (for the church and/or other venues locally).  In the 
longer term, consider creating reminiscence / resource boxes that feature images and 
objects relating to the church and area’s heritage; these can be used for e.g. special 
needs groups, formal and informal learning and engaging older people both in church 
and as outreach 

 
 Graves project – the team has already identified the importance of the churchyard for 

visitors interested in family history.  Therefore, linked to the above, the team could 
considering creating a skills development opportunity by coordinating a project to 
prepare a churchyard plan, photograph all the gravestones and gather information about 
the burials.  This provides an opportunity to offer training in photography, digital 
archiving and potentially oral history for local people of all ages, and could perhaps 
be of interest to local schools.  This project could be used as an opportunity to test the 
appeal of skills training and research projects for new and existing congregation and 
other community members, with the new digital resources being made available on line, 
perhaps via the proposed new church website 

 
 Performance potential – members of the community of all ages may be interested in 

storytelling as an performance or creative writing workshop activity inspired by the 
church and its environs.  This may engender interest locally in writing and performing a 
community play in the church (or starting from the church as a ‘walking performance’) 
about the area’s rich heritage and changing community.  This could even 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 

 
 Develop ‘time traveller’s trails’ – the church team might consider a longer term 

project to work in partnership with others in the area to create appealing walking, cycling 
and driving routes that link different heritage highlights associated with the church and 
celebrate this area’s long and varied history.  These could be based on different themes 
e.g. a Saxon trail; Christian heritage; 7,000 years of history in an afternoon; the 
changing face of local industry   

 
These could be promoted as enjoyable excursions for visitors of different ages, interests 
and abilities.  There is also the potential to offer these or other themed routes as 
occasional special event guided walks. 
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Appendix – Supporting information and useful contacts 
(to follow) 
 
 
 


