
Tracing information on Durham parsonage houses 

Some printed and manuscript sources in Durham University Library and 
elsewhere for researching the history of a Church of England parsonage 
house in the Diocese of Durham 

N.B. Where classes of material among the Durham Diocesan Records (DDR) 
and other collections are mentioned below it should be assumed that they 
refer to both County Durham and Northumberland unless otherwise stated. If 
a DDR series in Durham University Library contains only County Durham 
material the matching series for Northumberland will generally be found in the 
Newcastle Diocesan Records in Northumberland Record Office.  

General 

• Older editions of the Durham Diocesan Directory (County Durham only) 
give the date (sometimes approximate) of the first incumbent of a 
parish, which gives some indication of when a parsonage house or 
'house of residence' (not necessarily the present house) might have 
been built. Note, however, that some livings did not acquire a 
parsonage house immediately or in some cases, for instance when the 
incumbent was an absentee, the house fell into ruin. 

• Pevsner's Buildings of England series, especially the latest editions of 
the volumes for County Durham and Northumberland (ASCRefP PEV). 
This mentions parsonage houses which are of particular architectural 
interest. 

• Printed local histories, directories etc. sometimes mention parsonage 
houses.. 

• Topographical prints (loose and in volumes; for pre-1860 material see 
the Pictures in Print project). These may occasionally depict parsonage 
houses. 

• It is also worth checking the various photographic collections held by 
the Library. 

• Local newspapers sometimes refer to the building or sale of a 
parsonage house. 

Parsonage house sites 

• Durham Chapter Muniments (DCD: these may contain records of some 
medieval and post-medieval grants of land for the sites of parsonage 
houses, especially in cases where the Dean and Chapter of Durham 
(previously Prior and Convent of Durham) were patrons. 

• The main series of deeds for the diocese of Durham (County Durham 
only), chiefly post-medieval and including some grants of sites for 
parsonage houses etc., is kept in the Durham Diocesan Office at 
Auckland Castle, Bishop Auckland. ASC holds photocopies of the 
index to these deeds up to ca.1979 (in Margaret McCollum's filing 
cabinet).  

http://www.dur.ac.uk/picturesinprint


• DDR/EA/DDS/2/1 Index to Durham diocesan deeds (County Durham 
only), 1719 and 1769 (Sunderland) and 1810-1911.  

• DDR/EA/DDS/2/2 Index to Durham diocesan deeds (County Durham 
and Northumberland), ca.1869-1874. Note that the County Durham 
entries are duplicated in the previous volume. 

• DDR/EA/DDS/1/1-2 Registers of Durham diocesan deeds and 
mortgages etc. (County Durham and Northumberland), 1799-1836. 

• The main series of diocesan deeds for Northumberland both prior to 
and after the creation of the diocese of Newcastle in 1882 will be either 
with the Newcastle Diocesan Registrar or else with the Newcastle 
Diocesan Records in Northumberland Record Office. 

• DDR/EA/PHS/1 2 folders of papers relating to the sale or purchase of 
parsonage houses, 1949-1957. 

• Patrons of livings sometimes donated or purchased the site for a 
parsonage house so relevant material may be found in collections of 
family papers, e.g. the Earl Grey Papers. 

Sources re the building, layout and contents of parsonage houses, 
including plans 

It is extremely rare to find a medieval plan of a parsonage house and it is 
often difficult to put an exact date to the building of a pre 19th-century house, 
although archaeological and architectural evidence can help with this. 

The wills of clergymen sometimes refer to parsonage houses and the 
inventories which up to ca.1720 sometimes accompany them may include a 
room by room description of the house and its contents. 

There was not a great deal of parsonage-house building in this area between 
the medieval period and the 19th century. From the 19th century onwards 
there was a great flurry of such activity. The approval of the Ecclesiastical 
Commissioners (from 1948 known as the Church Commissioners) was 
generally required for the building or sale of a parsonage house, and relevant 
material may survive among among the records of the Church Commissioners 
in the Church of England Record Centre in Bermondsey. The other half of 
correspondence among the Church Commissioners' records will often be 
found in the records of the parish concerned (or the mother parish in the case 
of new districts or parishes) in the relevant County Record Office. 

• DUL holds a small collection known as the Church Commission 
Deposit of Parsonage Houses, Benefice and Chapelry Income Papers 
(CCP), 1809-1940. This includes 19 bundles of papers and 
architectural plans, 1832-1940, each of which concerns a parsonage 
house (seventeen of them in County Durham and two in 
Northumberland) which had been disposed of by the Church 
Commissioners prior to 1971. A series of similar material for 
Northumberland parsonage houses has been deposited in the 
Northumberland Record Office. 

• Patrons of livings (see Parsonage house sites above) also sometimes 
helped to finance, design etc the building of a parsonage house. 



• Plans of proposed parsonage houses (some of which were never built 
or were not built as the plan suggests) are often found among 
architects' papers. The Library of the Royal Institute of British 
Architects in London holds many collections of architects' papers. 

Some relevant groups of architectural papers, plans etc. are also held locally, 
for instance: 

• DCD Post-Dissolution Muniments: N - Records of architects and fabric 
repairs. 

• Durham County Record Office: Plans, drawings, elevations etc. of 
Charles 
Hodgson Fowler of Durham, architect, 19th-20th centuries. 

• Wood Plans and Drawings , 19th-20th centuries. (Papers of W.H. 
Wood, an architect who specialised in ecclesiastical buildings, and of 
associated architects and architectural practices.) (Online list will be 
available soon). 

• Tyne and Wear Archives Service: accession 52 (DT/WO) Papers of 
Wood and Oakley, architects, Newcastle upon Tyne, successors to 
W.H. Wood and previously Charles Hodgson Fowler, 19th-20th 
centuries. (See also other collections of architects’ papers in TWAS.) 

• DDR/EA/PHM/1 Series of plans of 20th-century parsonage houses 
which have been sold or otherwise disposed of by the diocese of 
Durham. This series receives regular accruals. It is not yet fully listed 
but the plans are arranged according to the parish number system (see 
DDR guide under Administrative/Biographical History, section 6, 
Record-keeping). 

• [In addition to the sources mentioned in this section see also the HLB 
Papers described below under Reports on the state and condition of 
parsonage houses.] 

• Repairs and alterations to parsonage houses 
• The various groups of architects' papers mentioned under Sources re 

building etc. above also often contain material re alterations etc. to 
existing parsonage houses. See also the HLB Papers described below 
under Reports on the state and condition of parsonage houses. 

• DDR/EA/PHL/1 Copies of mortgages of benefice income entered into 
by incumbents with the Governors of Queen Anne's Bounty (from 1948 
the Church Commissioners) to raise funds for the repair of parsonage 
houses (County Durham only), together with associated papers, 1803-
1977; online handlist available. These mortgages were regulated by 
the Gilbert Acts and occasionally by the Ecclesiastical Dilapidations 
Acts (for the latter see Reports on the state of parsonage house 
below). The contents of the papers generally include a copy of the 
mortgage deed and a bond from the nominee (a person appointed by 
the bishop, incumbent and patron to receive and account for the loan). 
Plans, surveyors' reports and correspondence may also survive, as 
well as the nominee's accounts and associated receipts and vouchers. 

• Ecclesiastical Dilapidations Act papers (see Reports on the state of 
parsonage houses below) may also contain information about repairs 
carried out to these houses. 



 
Reports on the state and condition of parsonage houses 

• DDR/EV/VIS/1 and 2, Durham diocesan episcopal and spiritual 
chancellors' visitation books, 1577-1587, 1595-1618 and 1662-1670, 
and DDR/EV/VIS/4 and 5, the main series of episcopal visitation 
papers relating to the diocese of Durham, 1668-1940, plus related 
material in other collections (see guide for details), contain some 
references to parsonage houses (see especially the visitation books for 
the 16th century and in DDR/EV/VIS/5 the churchwardens' returns to 
visitation articles). 

• Surtees Society volumes 21 and 22 include quotations from some of 
the above items and other related sources in the diocesan records (e.g. 
consistory court records) for the period up to the 16th century; some of 
these quoatations may relate to parsonage houses. (Copies of these 
volumes which have been annotated re sources are in ASCRef RES.) 

• AUC/1 and AUC/4, various sets of clergy visitation returns, ca.1732-
1949 (with many gaps). For details of the surviving returns see the 
AUC collection-level description. These returns sometimes refer to the 
state of parsonage houses, as do some of the diocese books or 
specula which are based on the returns (DDR/EV/VIS/7/1-5 and AUC, 
e.g. AUC/1/173). 

Archdeacons have always had a particular responsibility for the care of the 
fabrics of ecclesiastical buildings, including parsonage houses, and their act 
books and visitation returns are a particularly useful source for this topic. See 
DDR guide (DDR/A section) for details of surviving material in the DDR and 
related collections. 

• Non-residence material, including DDR/EA/CLN/2 Non-residence 
petitions and licences (County Durham plus some pre-1882 
Northumberland material), 1803-1916, 1941-1942; these are not listed 
but are arranged chronologically. Non-residence was mainly regulated 
by the 1838 Plurality Act and successor legislation, notably the 1885 
Pluralities Acts Amendment Act. The Acts aimed partly to limit non-
residence, and partly to ensure that assistant curates were appointed 
at reasonable stipends to minister to parishes with non-resident 
incumbents. Petitions for non-residence are generally based on 
medical grounds but sometimes state that the parsonage house is unfit 
for residence. 

• DDR/EA/BED/2 1871 Ecclesiastical Dilapidations Act papers (County 
Durham only), 1872-1911; online handlist available. Incumbents are 
responsible for any 'dilapidations', i.e. deterioration of or damage to 
fabric, to their benefice buildings and incoming incumbents can claim 
the value of any dilapidations from their predecessor. The 1871 
Ecclesiastical Dilapidations Act established a formal system of surveys 
during vacancies of benefices, so that the value of dilapidations could 
be established and reclaimed from previous incumbents. The papers 
created under the Act include orders for dilapidations, schedules of 
repairs and surveyors' certificates of completion of necessary works. 



• Hayton Lee & Braddock Papers (HLB). The largest section of these 
papers consists of parsonage-house files, known as Dv files. These 
chiefly relate to the quinquennial inspections of parsonage houses 
carried out by members of the architectural practice of Hayton, Lee & 
Braddock (and their predecessors Cordingley & McIntyre, and Hayton 
& Lee) in their role as Durham diocesan surveyors. There is also a little 
material relating to the involvement of the practice in the rebuilding of 
some old parsonage houses and the building of some new ones. Many 
files relate to houses which no longer serve as parsonage houses, over 
half of the old parsonage houses in the diocese having now been sold. 
The practice appears to have produced at least one file for every parish 
in the diocese of Durham. The contents of the files include 
correspondence, specifications, reports, accounts, plans and a few 
drawings and photographs. Most drawings have been retained by the 
practice. The date range covered is ca.1931- late 20th cent. 
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