
Hundreds of volunteers wanted for one of largest archaeology projects in North East 

history 

Durham University has announced one of its most ambitious community archaeology 

projects, and is appealing for hundreds of volunteers to take part.  

Belief in the North East, which has been awarded a £180,000 National Lottery Heritage Fund 

grant, will attempt to deliver an overview of the heritage of religion in the region, from 

prehistory to the present. 

It will be led by experts from the University’s world-leading Department of Archaeology who 

want to share their knowledge and skills with members of the public, whether they are 

amateur archaeology enthusiasts or complete newcomers to the field.  

But rather than simply hearing of the latest discoveries from academics in the field, thanks to 

National Lottery players, an army of members of the public, potentially numbering several 

hundred, will be recruited to join the project, undertaking much of the fascinating and 

specialist work themselves, right from shaping the project, through field excavation, to 

analysis.  

There will be a wide variety of opportunities available, to suit the experience and ability of as 

many volunteers as possible. Opportunities will include: site excavation, digital photography, 

geophysical site mapping, recording archaeological finds, using historical archives and 

landscape analysis. Training and supervision from experts will be available, sometimes to 

undergraduate level standard.  

Additionally, volunteers have already been involved in shaping the project. A day school, 

which was held in October 2017 and attended by around 100 people, helped decide that the 

theme would be the heritage of religion. 

Initial workshops will be held this summer, then fieldwork between summer 2019 and 

summer 2020. Final workshops are expected to take place in summer 2021, followed by a 

major conference.  

North East schools will benefit for years to come through the creation of an online education 

pack; and an exhibition presenting the project’s findings will tour the region. 

The project’s academic leaders are now appealing for anyone interested to register with 

them, so that they can be sent further details as they become available.  

Belief in the North East will be led by Dr David Petts, an Associate Professor in Durham 

University’s Department of Archaeology. A winner of the inaugural BBC Radio 3 and Arts 

and Humanities Research Council’s New Generation Thinks Scheme, Dr Petts’ research 

focuses on the social archaeology of the first millennium AD – particularly the development 

of Christianity.  

A former winner of the Beacon North East Fellowship Award for community engagement, he 

has recently managed projects at Binchester Roman Fort, County Durham, and Lindisfarne, 

Northumberland.  

He said: “From Neolithic rock art, through stunning medieval churches, and right to the 

present day, the North East of England has a richness of religious heritage to rival anywhere 

in the world. But while many people have studied particular aspects or places, such as 



Lindisfarne or Durham Cathedral, no project has ever tried to capture an overview, right from 

prehistory to the present. That’s the task we’ve set ourselves for Belief in the North East. 

“While academic staff and students from Durham University will be closely involved, 

community engagement with the project will be vital if it is to succeed. Community members 

helped set its direction and we now need many more to join up as volunteers. 

“Belief in the North East is a fantastic opportunity to get involved in real research that has the 

potential to expand our understanding of our own history, as well as pick up advanced skills. 

Some of the training on offer to volunteers will be of undergraduate standard, delivered by 

expert colleagues who, like me, are passionate about sharing their knowledge with our local 

communities.” 

Belief in the North East will include four fieldwork modules: 

 Rock art landscapes 

This module will focus on the mysterious rock art found in numerous places 

throughout the North East of England, thought to date mostly from the Neolithic (New 

Stone Age) period, from about 4,000 to 2,000 BC. The North East of England has 

many of the best examples to be found in Great Britain. No-one fully understands 

their meaning or purpose, but they offer clues to the belief systems of those who 

created them. Fieldwork will focus on sites in County Durham and Northumberland. 

 Bronze Age burial mounds 

Hundreds of burial mounds from the early Bronze Age, from about 2,200 to 1,700 

BC, are known to exist across the North East of England. Many have been excavated 

and finds can be found in several museums. Collectively, they offer many clues to the 

religious beliefs of the people who built them and were buried with them. Fieldwork 

will include sites in County Durham and Northumberland. 

 Early medieval burial and the Northumbrian ‘Golden Age’ 

This module will concentrate on the investigation of a possible early medieval 

cemetery in north Northumberland, within the wider context of early medieval religion 

throughout the North East of England.  

 Medieval monastic landscapes 

The influence of the Church on medieval society is hard to overestimate, with 

monasteries owning large tracts of land. This module will focus on two sites related to 

the Durham monastery: Beaurepaire, near Durham, and Low Grange, Billingham.  

David Renwick, Area Director for the North of England, National Lottery Heritage Fund, said: 

“This is an exciting large-scale archaeology project led by Durham University that aims to 

recruit volunteers of all ages from across the North East to explore the heritage of religion 

from early prehistory to the modern day.  

“Thanks to National Lottery players, there will be lots of opportunities for communities to get 

involved to explore themes from Neolithic Rock art to Bronze Age burial mounds, Early 

Christianity to Medieval and Post-medieval monastic granges and we very much look 

forward to the findings of their research in a few years’ time.” 

Councillor Chris Barlow, is a Stockton-on-Tees Borough Council member for Billingham 

North Ward, which includes the Low Grange, and has assisted the project with this proposed 

fieldwork site.  



He said: “We are so pleased to be part of this project with Durham University. There is 

genuine excitement across our community, schools and local college to unveil and share 

stories about our medieval heritage. It is sure to make memories that will last a lifetime.” 

For more information or to register as a volunteer for Belief in the North East, please visit: 

www.beliefne.net.  

http://www.beliefne.net/

