
Tracing information on Durham churches 

Some printed and manuscript sources in Durham University Library 
and elsewhere for researching the history of a Church of England 
church or chapel 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. References 
given are to DUL shelfmarks and locations. 

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 church (not necessarily 
the present church) was built.  

• Pevsner's Buildings of England series, especially the latest editions of 
the volumes for County Durham and Northumberland (ASCRefP PEV).  

• The churches of the diocese of Durham, edited by J.E. Ruscoe (1994) 
[re the churches of the post-1882 diocese] (ASCRef P CHU).  

• The Newcastle diocesan gazetteer A guide to the Anglican churches in 
Newcastle upon Tyne and Northumberland, edited by S. Prins and R. 
Massingberd-Mundy (1982) (PamL 726.5 NEW/PRI).  

• Printed local histories, directories etc. are also a useful starting point.  
• Topographical prints (loose and in volumes; for pre-1860 material see 

the Pictures in Print project).  
• It is also worth checking the various photographic collections held by 

the Library.  
• Local newspapers sometimes record events such as the opening, 

reopening or demolition of a church.  

Church sites

• Durham Cathedral Muniments (DCD: these may contain records of 
some medieval and post-medieval grants of land for the sites of 
churches etc., 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 
churches 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 MSM's filing cabinet).  

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

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


• 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.  

Sources re the building, licensing or consecrating of a church or 
chapel 

It is extremely rare to find a medieval plan of a church and it is often difficult to 
put an exact date to its building, although archaeological and architectural 
evidence can help with this. 

There was not a great deal of church building in this area between the 
medieval period and the 19th century. From the mid-19th century onwards 
there was a great flurry of such activity. 

Plans and correspondence files relating to the building of new churches and 
chapels by the Church Building Commission 1818-1856 and subsequently by 
the Ecclesiastical Commissioners (from 1948 known as the Church 
Commissioners) are among the records of the Church Commissioners in the 
Church of England Record Centre in Bermondsey. The other half of the 
correspondence will often be found in the records of the parish concerned (or 
the mother parish in the case of new chapels) in the relevant County Record 
Office. See the online plans from the Incorporated Church Building Society 
(covering England and Wales for the period 1818-1982) at Lambeth Palace 
http://www.churchplansonline.org/

Plans of proposed churches (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.  

• DDR/EA/CHB/2 Church plans and drawings, 1843-1854 (re three 
County Durham churches only).  

• 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. (Plans etc by W.H. 
Wood, an architect who specialised in ecclesiastical buildings, and by 
other architects etc. associated with Wood.) 

http://www.churchplansonline.org/


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 records relating to the licensing of new churches and chapels for 
divine service and the consecration of new churches. (A church or chapel may 
be licensed for the performance of divine service before it is consecrated. It 
does not, however, legally become a church until it is consecrated. A building 
must therefore be consecrated before it can become the church of a separate 
parish). 

• At certain periods the Durham bishops' registers and act books in 
DDR/EA/ACT/1 and elsewhere (see DDR guide for details) include 
some records of licensing of church buildings and of consecrations.  

• DDR/EA/CHC/1 Consecration registers, 1747-1964 (containing County 
Durham and Northumberland material up to 1882; thereafter County 
Durham only).  

• DDR/EA/CHC/3 Consecration deeds, 1719-1967 and 1978 but mainly 
19th-20th centuries (County Durham only); online handlist available  

• DDR/EA/CHD/1 Licences for the performance of divine and burial 
services, 1825-1995.  

• DDR/EA/CHM/1 Licences for the publication of banns and the 
solemnisation of marriages, 1846-1994.  

Reports on the state of church fabrics and furnishings 

• 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 church fabrics and furnishings (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) relating to church fabrics and furnishings for 
the period up to the 16th century. (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 church fabrics, 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 
church fabrics 
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.  

• Of especial interest is AUC/1/169, 'An account of the parochial 
churches and chappels within the archdeaconry of Northumberland' by 
Thomas Sharp, archdeacon of Northumberland, based on his visitation 
in 1723, with later additions to ca.1742.  

• Durham Chapter Library (DCL): Hunter MS 6A, a copy of AUC/1/169, 
Sharp Northumberland survey, 1723, with later additions by John 
Sharp, archdeacon of Northumberland 1762-1792, which are not in 
AUC/1/169.  

• Northumberland Record Office (NRO): Hodgson MSS, an abridged 
copy of AUC/1/169, Sharp Northumberland survey, 1723, with later 
additions by John Sharp, archdeacon of Northumberland, which are not 
in AUC/1/169  

• AUC/1/179, volume containing a 'Report of church accommodation in 
the diocese of Durham', compiled for the bishop of Durham by Charles 
Thorp, official [or deputy] to the archdeacon of Durham, 1824; four 
volumes of church plans which accompany this report are in DCL (Add 
MSS 82-85).  

• Hayton, Lee & Braddock Papers [Durham diocesan architects]: Dch 
files, chiefly re quinquennial inspections of churches in the diocese of 
Durham, ca.1934-1991. These are arranged by parish number (see 
DDR guide under Administrative/Biographical History, section 6, 
Record-keeping); list has been keyed into Modes database but not yet 
checked.  

• DDR/EA/DAC: series of reports on quinquennial inspections of 
churches carried out by various architects, latter part of 20th century 
onwards (in progress), and sent to the Durham Diocesan Advisory 
Committee for the Care of Churches. The first items in this series were 
deposited with DUL in August 2000 and regular accruals are received. 
This group of records is to be arranged by parish number (see Hayton, 
Lee & Braddock papers above) but has not yet been fully sorted or 
listed (ask Margaret McCollum if you need to check to see if there is a 
report for a particular church).  

• DDR/EA/CHB/3 Photographs of church buildings, 1964-1978 and 
undated (one bundle only).  

Alterations to church fabrics and furnishings 

In theory alterations and additions to a consecrated church or land can only 
be undertaken if a faculty is obtained. Faculties are licences issued by the 
spiritual chancellor of the diocese for carrying out alterations or additions to 
church fabrics or furnishings and churchyards or consecrated ground. At 
certain dates archdeacons' certificates were issued instead of faculties for 
minor works. (For more details re faculty jurisdiction see DDR/EJ/ FAC 
section of the DDR guide). It should be noted that faculties are not required 
for churches or chapels which are merely licensed and not consecrated or for 
extra-parochial chapels. Also, until the mid-19th century the rules regulating 
faculties were not very strictly enforced and even some major rebuildings 
seem to have been carried out without the sanction of a faculty. And finally, 



even if a faculty is obtained, it does not follow that the work envisaged will 
actually be carried out. With these provisos the various groups of faculty 
records , especially those noted below, can be extremely helpful: 

• DDR/EJ/FAC/1 Registers of faculties, 1767-1919 [copies of the actual 
faculties granted] (containing County Durham and Northumberland 
material up to 1882; thereafter County Durham only).  

• DDR/EJ/FAC/3 Faculty and archdeacons' certificate papers, 1697-1999 
but mainly 19th-20th centuries (County Durham only). These are the 
papers relating to applications for faculties etc. and, in addition to 
correspondence and a petition, some include further material such as 
plans, designs, photographs and samples; online handlist available.  

• The various groups of architects' papers mentioned under Sources re 
building etc. above, and the quinquennial reports mentioned under 
Reports on the state of church fabrics etc. above, also contain some 
information re alterations or proposed alterations to church fabrics and 
fitments.  

• Various groups of material among parish records in the relevant 
County Record Office can also be extremely informative about changes 
to church fabrics and furnishings; see in particular churchwardens' 
accounts and vestry and PCC minutes.  
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