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The Chairman writes: 

'Early days yet - but we are off to a splendid start. We have 
distinguished Patrons, a Trust Deed, a dedicated Committee, 
and, most of all, a growing body of subscribers. Our strategy is 
to attract as many individual subscribers as we can; then with 
this evidence of support, to approach corporate sponsors -
societies, firms and local authorities. Of course we need money 
- some £50,000 a year. But at this stage what we most urgently 
need is numbers of subscribers, so as to make the point as 
strongly as possible that the revival of the County History is 
something that is really wanted. Thus ten more people 
subscribing £10 a year each would be even more welcome than 
one subscribing £100. So, if you know anyone who means to 
subscribe but has not yet done so, or who feels that a small 
subscription would be of no real help, please urge them to 
overcome their hesitation and enrol at once. We want ideas too. 
With much kind help from many people we have tried to reach 
potential subscribers through our leaflets. We have circulated 
them to all societies in the county with archaeological and 
historical interests, have made them available at public offices 
of county and district councils, and have sent them to Church of 
England clergy throughout the diocese. The County Library 
service has issued 100,000 bookmarks which incorporate 
subscription forms. Can you suggest any further way we can 
reach more potential subscribers? 
We would be grateful too for names of people to write to 
individually. Please contact me if you think you can help. 
I hope to see you at the meeting at Auckland Castle on 27 March.' 
Paul Harvey 



A Magnificent Folly? 
The most frequent question asked of committee members is: 
What exactly is the VCH? The Victoria History of the Counties 
of England is nothing less than a project to compile an 
encyclopaedic multi-volume history of all counties in England. 
It was established in 1899, money was raised and the Queen, 
who gave it her name, sponsored the venture. Completion was 
expected within five years. But the work took far longer; the 
money ran out; and in 1933 the enterprise virtually ceased when 
the remaining stock was given to the University of London. In 
1949 the project was revived by the university which persuaded 
several counties to fund and sustain continuing work on their 
histories. Now, ninety-four years after its launch, 200 out of a 
projected total of 400 volumes have been published. There are 
fourteen complete sets covering twelve counties; twelve county 
histories are currently in progress and the histories of a further 
eighteen, including Durham, lie dormant. 
Three volumes of the history of Durham were published before 
the venture faltered in 1933. The first (1902) was a miscellany 
including a report on the geology of the county, a discussion of 
its natural history, and essays on Anglo-Saxon archaeology, the 
contents of St. Cuthbert's shrine, Boldon Book, and the history 
of schools. The second (1907) offered a general ecclesiastical, 
political and economic history of the county. And the third 
(1928) presented a parish by parish history of the city of 
Durham and Stockton Ward. When publication was suspended 
the histories of Chester Ward and Darlington Ward (less 
Gainford) were in galley proof and manuscripts of the histories 
of Gainford and the fourth ward, Easington, were ready for 
printing. 
The editor of the incompleted history was William Page, the 
first general editor of the whole project. The galleys and 
unprinted manuscripts, still in the possession of the University 
of London, will be the starting point for the writing of the 
volumes to be published. Since almost all the completed 
research was based on the public records in London, there is 
still much to be done locally. 



And in the last sixty years scores of historians researching 
county history have transformed our knowledge of Durham's 
past and opened up a vast range of new sources. Completing the 
task left unfinished by William Page will present a formidable 
challenge to his successor. 
The format of the Victoria History was fixed in 1900. Its 
parochial and manorial framework reflects the interest in 
antiquarian and county family histories that was then pro-
minent. Although the scope and range of the histories have been 
greatly expanded to reflect more recent trends in historical 
scholarship, the basic framework remains the same. To some 
contemporary eyes it might look hopelessly outmoded, but like 
a great medieval cathedral, the Victoria County History is being 
built for posterity. When it is complete it will stand as one 
uniform whole; a monument to our age and an indispensable 
work of reference for centuries to come. Idealistic optimism? 
Perhaps. But surely there is something magnificent these days 
in maintaining, and in our case reviving, a project that has 
higher aspirations than mere passing fashion. 

Subscribers and Friends Meeting, Auckland Castle, 27 March 1993. 

The Bishop of Durham, one of our patrons, has kindly made the 
throne room of the castle at Auckland available for the first of a 
series of meetings for subscribers and friends. There could be 
no more appropriate venue. The meeting, which will start at 
11.00 am, will focus on the rich and varied work currently being 
done on the history of the county, and upon which the revived 
Victoria History will heavily draw. Two short talks will be 
given, one by Mr John Smith reviewing recent research; the 
other by Mr Alan Heesom on Durham MPs. Local societies have 
been asked to mount poster displays illustrating their activities. 
Lunch, for those who want to stay after 1.00 pm, will be 
available. 
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STOP PRESS 

Charitable Status 
We have applied for charitable status and are awaiting 
confirmation. As soon as we are registered we will send you a 
covenant form. As you will know, if you pay income tax, a 
covenant allows a charitable trust to receive the tax equivalent -
33.33 pence for each pound donated a year at no extra cost to 
you. We hope you will want to do this. 
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