
 
 

NOW AVAILABLE
Sunderland and its Origins: Monks to Mariners (VCH Studies series: Phillimore 2007)
 

The first book from the England’s Past for Everyone County Durham project has now 
een published. b 

Sunderland and its Origins: Monks to Mariners chronicles for 
the first time the story of Sunderland, from pre-historic to 
early modern times.  Authors Christine Newman and 
Maureen Meikle consider the great history of Sunderland, 
from the scholarly world of Bede and the Wearmouth 
monastery to the development of river settlements and the 

creasingly important coal trade. in 
“It ought to be possible to tell the history of the nation from 
any one place, and this fascinating and accessible portrait of 
Sunderland more than meets that challenge”.  
Michael Wood, TV Historian and author of the book’s 
foreword.  
The publishers, Phillimore & Co. Ltd, are offering a special discount price of £12.49 
inc P&P to members of the VCH Trust, compared to the normal retail price of £14.99. 

lease send a cheque for £12.49 made payable to The History Press to:  P 
Sales (Phillimore & Co. Ltd) 
Cirencester Road 
Chalford 
Stroud 
Gloucestershire 
England 
GL6 8PE                                            Please quote “EPE County Durham offer”  

 
CHAIRMAN'S REPORT TO ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING, NOVEMBER 2007 
The report this year will concentrate on the efforts the trustees have been making to 
secure funding for the future. Gill and others report elsewhere on other activities and 
the progress of the research.  
Efforts to secure continuation funding have continued throughout the year. We were 
in discussion with both Gateshead Borough Council and Durham County Council 
about the development of volume VI after the completion of the history of Sunderland, 
and had retained Stuart Davies Associates to advise on the development of a strategy 
and plan for fund raising over the five years from 2008. Since then Gateshead has 
told us that it does not wish to be involved and Durham has said not yet.  We are in 



discussion with Rosemary Laxton, now Head of Libraries, Learning and Culture, 
about future possibilities in East Durham, but not the immediate future. We met Stuart 
Davies in December and he submitted an Interim Report at the end of April.  The 
burden of his advice, for the longer term, was that we should seek further Heritage 
Lottery Funding at a regional level. 
It has, however, become apparent that Heritage 
Lottery Funding, through England’s Past for 
Everyone, is a double-edged sword.  Gill, 
Christine and everyone else involved has done 
some fantastic work in Sunderland, a 
considerable amount of material is on-line, the 
first of the paperbacks has now appeared, and 
important links have been developed with the 
community.    However, and this is the other 
edge, it has been at the expense of work on the 
main history, the big red volume, which is falling 
behind schedule.  The editorial board is not now 
expecting publication until 2011. Given that the 
demands of England’s Past for Everyone have 
been the main cause of the delay, the Trust was 
reluctant to go down the path of Heritage Lottery Funding again. It decided, therefore, 
to concentrate on the alternative of extending links with one or more of the regional 
universities, as is the case with several other current county organisations (eg 
Staffordshire and Wiltshire), supported by a renewed effort at fund-raising.  

 

Nevertheless, as a back-up, we put in a ‘pre-application’ form to the regional HLF.  
This is in effect a notice of intention and starts a dialogue about a bid.  We were, 
however, informed that no future funding could be considered until the existing project 
had been completed and signed off.  This matter has been taken up by the VCH 
central office, and I understand that the decision could be reconsidered.  It is now, 
however, too late to make any bid in time for renewed funding after 31 August 2008. 
There is therefore even more pressure on Plan A.  It soon became clear that the only 
University that would be prepared to consider taking on the VCH is Sunderland. We 
have been discussing the situation with Peter Durrans, an assistant dean in the 
department in which Gill is based, and I have now written to Professor Fidler, the Vice 
Chancellor, to request the University to continue its funding after 31 August.  If the 
University does continue to support the VCH it will be as part of their ‘Reach-Out’ 
agenda and involvement in the local community, and would be linked with an 
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engagement with the City’s heritage strategy. The University would also expect 
matching funding; everybody does. 
To that end we are in discussion with the City.  Gill and I met Councillor Melville 
Speding, chair of the leisure and culture committee, in October about continuing its 
financial support. It gave us £50,000 over five years in 2002. Councillor Speding was 
encouraging and on his suggestion we have drawn up and submitted to the council a 
proposal and business plan. It was made very clear to Gill and me that the days of 
open-ended grants have passed. We have to offer a service in return.  This too will be 
linked with the city’s heritage agenda, but also feed into local education. 
Thirdly we have taken steps towards launching a direct appeal.  In September we met 
Kate Tiller, chair of the Oxfordshire VCH Trust, which has raised significant sums to 
support the Oxfordshire project.  Oxfordshire is one of the few remaining counties 
where the editor is employed by the county: they are thus in a rather more favourable 
position than we are (and, it has to be added, can tap into a different kind of county 
society). The meeting nevertheless encouraged us to go ahead with an appeal. 
£3,000 is available from EPE to pay for an organiser, more in hand from a Northern 
Rock grant and there are further funds into which we can call for materials.  
At the time of writing we are in discussion with Gerry Beldon of 26-01, a professional 
fund-raising group, to design and manage the appeal. We are hoping to launch it in 
April/May. Gerry will have met with the funding committee of the Trust and we 
anticipate that he will have already started work on the appeal by the time you read 
this. We are planning to mobilise our patrons and other prominent figures to endorse 
it, and are compiling a list of potential donors.  We will be calling upon you to help us 
in this and perhaps put in a personal word when it comes to the time. Last year we 
were urged to approach Sunderland Football Club, to develop contacts with local 
societies, and to encourage bequests. We will do all of this as part of the Appeal.  
Our Business Plan proposes the employment of an editor and assistant editor over a 
five-year period.  The total cost, including that borne by the University of London in 
publishing the volumes, is something of the order of £550,000: a daunting sum. If the 
University of Sunderland and City make the contributions we have requested, we will 
still need to raise £300,000 over five years. Included in the plan is making a start on 
East Durham, upon which the assistant editor would be employed form the beginning. 
It is unlikely that the appeal will be able to fund continuation of the work immediately 
from 1 September, so we will depend on the University and City of Sunderland in the 
first instance.  The first target and priority is to raise enough income first to finish the 
history of Sunderland.  
You will, therefore, appreciate the challenge we face.  The early months of 2008 will 
be crucial. We are aware that the package of funding we are hoping to put together 

 3



will still involve the editorial staff in additional work to meet commitments to University 
and City.  They are keen to do this, a continuation of what has been started under the 
auspices of England’s Past for Everyone.  Gill has assured me, however, that it will be 
nowhere near as time consuming as the present highly bureaucratic burden.  I am 
confident that under these arrangements she and Christine would be able to do the 
basic work required to complete volume V and start on volume VI. 
 
Sadly two friends of the VCH have died since we last met: Geoff Milburn and Enid 
Hart.  We are very grateful to Mrs Milburn who has kindly lent and donated to us 
some of Geoff’s research material before it joins his archive in Durham University 
Library. Enid was one of the moving spirits of the revival of the VCH in the county.  
She was the first subscription secretary, and it was through her tireless work that we 
came into existence as a body.  I remember that in the first decade, when we still had 
not reached the point of appointing an editor, she continuously reminded the trustees 
of the patience and long-suffering of subscribers who had not yet received anything 
for their money.  Finally, I am delighted to report that David Blair, an executive of 
Darlington Building Society, has agreed to join us a trustee. He is involved in a charity 
engaged in the regeneration of East Durham: his enthusiasm for the VCH and his 
expertise will be significant assets both in fund-raising and in making the case for 
support for volume VI.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
EDITOR'S REPORT TO ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING, NOVEMBER 2007 
 

Among this year’s achievements are a substantial expansion of our presence on the 
web, and of our public profile in general. The first paperback, Sunderland and its 
Origins: Monks to Mariners, by Maureen Meikle & Christine Newman, will be 
published shortly. The work of our volunteers is paying rich dividends.  
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The Sunderland project - EPE 
 

Sunderland and its Origins: The first Sunderland paperback is now in production, with 
proofs expected shortly and publication promised by Phillimore by the end of the year 
[and is now available – see the announcement on the front page of this newsletter]. 
Progress has been much slower than hoped and expected, with a number of changes 
of plan and direction introduced by the editorial board, on top of the revisions imposed 
by design changes, reported last year. This has inevitably swallowed time and energy 
which has had to be diverted from other parts of the project. 
The paperback is impressively researched and offers much new material. Applying a 
VCH focus to this long and important period of Sunderland’s history has been very 
interesting and productive. Besides our own two authors, Maureen and Christine, we 
have benefited enormously from outside expertise. Christine brings to any project in 
the bishopric, an extensive experience of bishop’s boroughs and a deep knowledge of 
the Durham archives; Maureen has introduced a new angle on 17th century 
developments by going beyond the county boundaries – and the national boundary – 
in search of sources about the Civil War and Scottish incursions, and tells a 
fascinating story.  
The new scheme devotes a chapter to Anglo-Saxon Monkwearmouth, with Rosemary 
Cramp’s archaeological findings incorporated into Alan Thacker’s narrative on the 
history of the monastery. This consolidated chapter is a synthesis of previous 
scholarship with new findings and expert views. We hope that this definitive version 
will be used in the campaign for World Heritage status for Wearmouth and Jarrow. 
The lavish illustrations and explanatory panels (formerly text boxes) (a double-page 
spread of images with an extended explanatory caption) should give the book a wide 
appeal to a non-specialist readership. On the other hand, the depth of research 
behind the book will come into full fruition, we hope, in Durham VCH volume v, 
Sunderland. 
 

Volunteers: The volunteers, their co-ordinator and voluntary leader, have reason to be 
very proud of their achievement this year. A number of volunteers work alone, quietly 
and without fanfare, mainly in Durham and Newcastle, and have transcribed for us a 
body of material which proves useful over and again, and which Christine and I would 
not have had time to copy ourselves. There is also a Washington group, led 
voluntarily by John Smith, which has met weekly in the public library there, with John 
providing training in palaeography. The group has now transcribed over 400 wills, 
from the period 1549 to 1700, and intends publishing a selection in a Surtees Society 
volume. They are currently checking and indexing their work to this end. 
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Stuart Miller’s contract as Volunteer Leader will continue this year, and he is looking 
at new projects for volunteers in Sunderland, and at how to fund and sustain 
volunteer groups in some form after EPE ends, perhaps in conjunction with 
community-based initiatives at the recently opened Donnison school behind Holy 
Trinity church. 
I would again express my gratitude to volunteers and leaders and co-ordinators for 
their largely unsung efforts. Some of their transcripts are now online, and the 
volunteers’ work is incorporated constantly into EPE and VCH text.  
 
Website: A new and seemingly unflappable EPE web manager, Andy Stokes, was 
appointed last autumn, since when the website(s) has gone from strength to strength. 
There are now two sites – the EPE http://www.englandspastforeveryone.org.uk/ has a 
sub-section called Explore – http://www.ExploreEnglandsPast.org.uk – which was 
launched by Michael Wood in June. From here, a range of text, photographs and 
other images, transcripts, fieldwork reports and other material can be accessed, by 
following a route through ‘County Durham’ and the Origins or Townscape icons. Or go 
direct to County Durham using http://www.englandspastforeveryone.org.uk/Durham 
A new Durham VCH website, http://www.victoriacountyhistory.ac.uk/Durham  
replaces the www.durhampast.net site and is not yet fully developed. The new sites 
have not been without their problems, their layout will be revised in view of user 
comments, and they certainly absorb a great deal of time in maintenance and 
updating. But clearly there is huge potential, especially with Sunderland’s current ‘e-
city’ campaign, and in feeding educational materials to schools in the city and 
elsewhere.  
Some of the text and source material online is that produced by University of 
Sunderland colleagues seconded over the past three years: Maureen Meikle, 
Gwenda Morgan and Pete Rushton, Stuart Howard and Tony Hepburn. Their efforts 
will also be incorporated into Durham VCH vol. v as it progresses.  
 

Research:  Extensive fieldwork has been a feature of the year’s research (helped by 
fine weather in spring) and some of the photos and findings are now on our EPE 
website. We have also carried out extensive investigations of images and maps and 
plans, for use in the various publications and websites. 
When Christine returns to work, she will continue research on Sunderland’s religious 
and educational history, and further update the website. 
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A second electronic database has been started, as the original became overloaded 
and threatened meltdown. As ever, we thank those many archivists and librarians 
who have assisted our research. 
A small project has been completed, using EPE funding, which charts the 
development of the Sunderland cottage through the 19th century. Its main focus is an 
architectural appraisal and systematic survey charting the spread of this unique form 
of building. This work was carried out by Michael Johnson, speaker at our AGM last 
year, and was planned in conjunction with the conservation planners at Sunderland 
City Council, who will use Michael’s findings in proposing new conservation areas. 
The report is intended to generate some income for Durham VCH Trust, and also 
publicity for our project when the council goes to public consultation, with Michael’s 
research drawn upon for the conservation area booklet.  
 

Second paperback and vol. v: Michael Johnson and Graham Potts are writing on 
architecture for the second paperback, which covers the landscape of the two/ three 
Sunderland parishes. Work is progressing well on this, though time is short to explore 
all the material available. There is much writing to complete before summer. 
 

Other activities:  We were instrumental in promoting a workshop in Holy Trinity 
church, Sunderland, in June, when our patron Sir Thomas Allen joined the community 
group Music for All. This enabled us to stage an exhibition about the VCH/ EPE.  
Our plans for an exhibition at the National Glass Centre had to be suspended, as it 
was a project too far in view of other commitments. However we have used some new 
Durham EPE exhibition materials to publicise our work at various local and family 
history events, most recently the national Federation of Family History Societies 
conference in Durham, where I also gave a paper. 
We continue to develop strong and productive links with community groups and 
societies in Sunderland. We offer talks and lectures on our local research, and help 
as much as we can with local projects, including writing letters in support to potential 
funders. 
 

The future:  Obviously our main concern is to be able to complete the Sunderland 
EPE project and find funds of our own to continue and finish work on Durham VCH 
vol. v.  
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I very much hope to be here in a year’s time to give my 10th report to the annual 
meeting. The first time I spoke at a subscribers’ meeting, in Darlington library in 1999, 
Durham VCH (in terms of research and writing at least) seemed very much a one-
woman band; Christine joined the following summer, and since then the numbers of 
contributing authors and researchers has multiplied, as well as people who advise us 
and contribute information and ideas from across the community. 
 
Thanks:  So I must extend my gratitude to contributors, volunteers, and all friends, 
university colleagues and supporters, many of whom do a great deal for us without 
expecting (or receiving) anything in return, I would like to mention a few individuals 
who have gone far beyond the call of duty:  
Christine, while on sick leave and in the middle of painful rehabilitation, nonetheless 
proofed and indexed Sunderland and its Origins. 
The Durham VCH committee and its officers, for their very constructive approach, for 
encouraging us enormously, and for convening the fund-raising group, which has 
made a lot of progress. In particular I thank Tony Pollard for the amount of time and 
energy he has devoted recently to the campaign to raise funding. We have lost a 
number of very good friends and supporters this year, but it’s quite inspiring to see the 
determined group which continues to work so hard on our behalf. 
 

Gill Cookson 
 

Publications and papers of Durham VCH editors 
Christine Newman 
Forthcoming: 
‘The Impact of Reformation on Newcastle, 1529-1660’, in D. Newton and A.J. Pollard 

(ed.), Newcastle and Gateshead before 1700 (Phillimore 2007). 
With M. M. Meikle, Sunderland and its Origins: Monks to Mariners (VCH Studies 

series: Phillimore 2007) 
Papers: 
British Association for Local History, Local History Day, London, June 2006: 

Presentation discussing the contribution of VCH Durham volunteers in open 
forum session on 'New initiatives in local history',  

International Medieval Congress, University of Leeds, July 2006: ‘Urban Origins: 
Sunderland’. 

Women's History Network Conference, Durham, September 2006: ‘Feminine Thought 
and Religious Belief: Northern Women and the Reformation.’ 
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Sunderland Heritage Festival, June 2007: ‘Sunderland’s Medieval Past’. 
University of the Third Age, Sunderland Group, June 2007: ‘The Origins of 

Sunderland’. 
 

Gill Cookson 
Publications: 
M. Stainsby, More than an Ordinary Man: Life and Society in the Upper Esk Valley, 

1830-1910 edited and prepared for publication following author’s death (North 
York Moors National Park, 2006) ISBN 1 904622 08 9. 

Forthcoming publications: 
Entries in M. Chrimes (ed.) Biographical Dictionary of Civil Engineers of Great Britain 

and Ireland, ii, on Fleeming Jenkin and John Harris. 
'The making of Darlington', in T. Faulkner, H. Berry and J. Gregory (ed.), Northern 

Landscapes: Representations and Realities of North East England (Boydell 
and Brewer, 2007). 

In progress: 
The Townscape of Sunderland (VCH Studies series: Phillimore, 2008) 
Papers: 
5th IMEHA International Congress of Maritime History, University of Greenwich, June 

2008. Organiser and chair, VCH/EPE session: 'English communities and 
coastal trade'. 

Centre for Regional and Local Historical Research seminar, University of Teesside, 
January 2008: ‘A port of last resort: moving coal from County Durham, 1700-
1850’. 

Yorkshire Archaeological Society/ Whitby Literary and Philosophical Society day 
school, Whitby, September 2007: conference organiser and chair, ‘A new 
sense of place’ on life, landscape and society in the Esk valley before 1900. 

Federation of Family History Societies' Conference, Durham University, September 
2007: 'Family business in northern England: how genealogists and historians 
can help each other' 

Locality and Region seminar, Institute of Historical Research, University of London, 
May 2007: 'Ferry, bridge and harbour: the development of the port of 
Sunderland from the 17th century'. 

Centre for Research into Freemasonry, University of Sheffield, February 2007: 
'Freemasons and networking in 18th-century Sunderland'.  

Sunderland Antiquarian Society, November 2006, ‘Ferry, bridge and port: recent VCH 
research in Sunderland’. 
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International Economic History Association conference, Helsinki, August 2006: 
'Keeping it in the family: the role of family firms in the industrialising north of 
England, 1780-1830'. 

International Maritime Economic History Association, Kotka, Finland, August 2006: 
‘Cutting out the Middleman: The Development of the Port of Sunderland, 1715-
1850’. 

Business History Conference Annual Meeting, Toronto, June 2006: ‘Frameworks and 
freemasons: municipal affairs and business infrastructure in late 18th-century 
Sunderland’ 

Other activities:  
Member of the international advisory panel for the journal Quaker Studies; editorial 

board, Northern History; referee, Yorkshire Archaeological Journal. 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Inspired no doubt by Paxton’s Crystal Palace, Edward Backhouse produced in 1855 
this large print of his design for what would have been a monumental tribute to the 
glass and iron industries of the area. Sunderland City Museum was built near his 
proposed site, and the National Glass Museum has perhaps fulfilled his plan.  
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COUNTY DURHAM HISTORY RESOURCES AT DURHAM UNIVERSITY LIBRARY 
Durham University Library Special Collections (DULASC) includes among the 
collections in its care many relevant to County Durham. As well as church archives, 
there are papers of local institutions and families, of antiquaries who have studied the 
region, and of Durham University itself. Photographs and maps are held, and there is 
a printed local studies collection that ranges from some of the earliest works printed 
on and in the region to recently published books reflecting modern trends in local and 
family history. 
The church records cover both Durham Cathedral and the Diocese of Durham. The 
Cathedral archive is a record of the past millennium, from the monastic foundation to 
the current chapter, ranging from the major events in history to the minutiae of the 
daily running of a large complex organization. The Diocesan records are even 
broader in scope: as well as the spiritual administration of the Bishopric, there are the 
records of ecclesiastical courts (notably the Probate records preserving the wills of 
the people of Durham [and Northumberland]), transcripts of parish registers submitted 
to the bishop’s administration, marriage licence applications, and one of three sets of 
tithe maps for County Durham. Visitation returns provide a regular report of the 
incumbent on his parishioners, and faculties record all major changes to the fabric of 
each church building. 
The role of the church as the major land-owner in County Durham makes the church 
records of equal interest to local and family historians. Durham Priory (and later the 
Cathedral Chapter) and the Bishopric of Durham ran separate estates that between 
them managed more land than any other magnate in the county. In the early 19th 
century much of this passed into the hands of the Ecclesiastical (later Church) 
Commissioners, established to provide a more equitable distribution of church 
property across the nation, and as the records became no longer current they have 
been returned to DULASC. The Durham Bishopric Halmote Court produced the 
largest (but not only) group of manorial records, while a further manifestation of 
episcopal power, the records of the Palatinate administration are partly held in the 
National Archives and partly here (with microfilm copies of some material at Kew). 
Notable collections of family records include those of the Backhouse (Darlington-
based Quaker bankers), Baker Baker (based at Elemore), Clavering (of Greencroft), 
Eden (baronets of West Auckland), Salvin (cadet branch – major papers at Durham 
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CRO), Shafto (mainly the Beamish branch) and Shipperdson (Murton and Pittington) 
families. 
Antiquarian collections include the letters of Bishop Cosin, the Mickleton and 
Spearman papers (lawyers and collectors, especially of records of Durham 
administration) and the Surtees Raine manuscripts (collected by antiquarians from 
both families). Photographs primarily cover Durham City and environs, especially 
collections from two local photographic firms, Edis and Fillinghams. Manuscript and 
printed maps often form part of estate records, and include most large-scale early 
Ordnance Survey maps. 
The Local Collection consists of printed works on the North East: in addition to 
standard county and town histories, it contains local studies on many topics such as 
religion, architecture, industry or literature, as well as more ephemeral local printed 
material and journals. Early newspapers such as the Newcastle Courant, Gateshead 
Observer, The Durham County Advertiser and Durham Chronicle are held on 
microfilm, with some printed examples to convey how they would have appeared 
originally. A wide range of directories covering the region, including a run of the 
Durham directory and almanack, give a fuller picture of the local population in the 19th 
and earlier 20th centuries. 
A section of our website is devoted to the use of our collections by schools to support 
the national curriculum http://www.dur.ac.uk/4schools/ ; information about online 
catalogues is at http://www.dur.ac.uk/library/asc/about/ourcatalogues.htm/. Two 
notable projects are Pictures in print, a collaborative catalogue of pre-1860 printed 
maps and topographical prints of the county from many significant collections 
http://www.dur.ac.uk/picturesinprint/, and the current North East Inheritance project to 
catalogue online and provide digital images of the Durham wills and inventories – see 
http://familyrecords.dur.ac.uk/nei/index.html for our progress. 
 
Most collections are available for use by the public at our Palace Green site. More 
information is on our website http://www.dur.ac.uk/library/asc/ , emailing 
pg.library@durham.ac.uk or telephoning 0191 334 2972. 

 12

http://www.dur.ac.uk/4schools/
http://www.dur.ac.uk/library/asc/about/ourcatalogues.htm/
http://www.dur.ac.uk/picturesinprint/
http://familyrecords.dur.ac.uk/nei/index.html
http://www.dur.ac.uk/library/asc/
mailto:pg.library@durham.ac.uk


OF RANTING, REVOLUTION AND ROUGH MUSIC 
On a summer night in 1925 a strange pursuit took place through the churchyard at 
Chopwell: 

As soon as we knew that he’d started in the pit as a blackleg we went to the 
pit and waited for him coming out. We walked him up to the church gates and 
we sang ‘Lead kindly light’ and ‘Rock of ages’ all the way making a big noise. 
When we got to the church gates he thought we’d take him straight to the 
vicarage but instead we took him through the churchyard and some of the 
women as they passed the graves picked up the wreaths and put them round 
his neck. He had a nervous breakdown after it. So that was one blackleg we 
finished the day he started. But he really thought in his mind that he wasn’t 
going to be attacked because he was the vicar’s son. But we showed him that 
it didn’t matter who he was, if they were against the miners and what we were 
fighting for, then they were on the other side. 

The humiliation of the vicar’s son is a story that can be peeled like an onion. First of 
all, we might ask, what on earth was the son of the Rev. Angus MacDonald thinking 
of, choosing a place like Chopwell to launch his brief career as a strike-breaker? The 
Church of England was, in any case, hardly a popular institution with Durham miners 
in the early decades of the twentieth century. Certainly there were some sympathetic 
clergymen around – William Hodgson of Escomb, Harry Watts of Shildon and 
Alexander Begg of Usworth were all enthusiastic supporters of the Labour movement 
– but the diocese was led by the despised, conservative figure of Hensley Henson, 
against whom a muddled and bungled attack was launched at the 1925 Miners’ Gala.  
Angus MacDonald of Chopwell was a clergyman very much in the Henson mold, and 
by so brazenly parading his credentials as a chip off the old political block, 
MacDonald junior was proving himself to be either remarkably courageous or 
certifiably foolish. By 1925 Chopwell was widely known as ‘Little Moscow’, many of 
the commanding heights of its local government and administration having been 
seized by Communists. In April 1925 the Spen, Chopwell and District Election 
Gazette had launched a scathing attack on the hypocrisy of parsons and others, who 
‘send your fellows to a living death’ and then hide behind charity provisions and relief 
funds to salve their consciences. In the same month the Rev. Angus MacDonald had 
been voted off the Blaydon Urban District Council and Gateshead Poor Law Union 
and replaced by radical miners’ representatives. 
But if the context of the Chopwell incident is very much one of twentieth-century 
politics, the treatment dished out to young MacDonald seems to come from a much 
earlier time. Taunted, perhaps jostled and manhandled through the churchyard, 
draped in wreaths from the graves, MacDonald was being subjected to nothing less 
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than charivari or rough music, that old staple of ritual humiliation by which 
communities since medieval times had regulated the behaviour of delinquent 
members. And who is draping the wreaths over MacDonald’s head? Why, the 
womenfolk, of course. Traditionally associated with protests about injustice in rural 
societies, women were at the vanguard of a pre-industrial ‘moral economy’, best 
described as a negotiating mechanism that enabled disputes to be resolved and 
grievances to be heard before full-scale rioting and criminality broke out. In the very 
different social and economic setting of the Durham coalfield, women continued to 
provide a noisy backdrop to strikes throughout the nineteenth century, heroically 
defying Tommy Hepburn’s plea, made in 1831, that miners in his Union should keep 
their wives under control. 
Influenced by Communists they may have been, but the Chopwell rough-musickers 
were clearly not card-carrying atheists. Young MacDonald was sent on his way to the 
tune of ‘Lead kindly light amid th’encircling gloom’ and ‘Rock of ages, cleft for me’, 
Methodist standards, both. St. John’s Church and its associated vicarage may have 
been built as a result of the Herculean efforts of volunteer labour in 1907, but to visit 
this Anglican enclave now is to be forcibly reminded of the awkward relationship 
between the Church of England and militant communities at the turn of the twentieth 
century. Isolated and remote on a hill to the north-west of the village, church and 
vicarage are visibly detached from community life, in stark contrast to the Methodist 
(and Catholic) meeting-places which are down there, at the village centre, in the midst 
of the bustle and noise. The practical argument that the Anglican community in 
Chopwell had found the last plot of land on which to build cannot absolve the Church 
of England: it was the last denomination to get itself organised in the village, and 
while it dithered the Primitive Methodists (or ‘Ranters’) were busy recruiting a 
congregation that was prepared to conform neither in religion nor in politics. 
It may be that young MacDonald’s undignified flight across Chopwell churchyard, and 
his humiliatingly brief career as a strike-breaker affords us a privileged glimpse into 
the complexities of life, labour and popular culture on the Durham coalfield. The 
1920s can sometimes appear a dour decade, overshadowed by war at one end and 
economic collapse and depression at the other. But whichever way you slice this 
story, it seems to offer something rather more colourful. Perhaps it shows us that, for 
a brief and unlikely moment, on a summer night in Chopwell, threads of connection 
between revolutionary Russia, medieval rural England and the Ranting Methodism of 
the industrial north-east were temporarily intertwined. 
Rob Lee 
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REVIEW 
Treasures of Durham University Library ed. R. Gameson (Third millennium, 2007) 
This book gives an excellent and enticing first impression. It is a colourful paperback 
in which fifty items from Durham University Library Archives and Special Collections, 
of international relevance, have been described by a large range of scholars and 
enthusiasts. The writers set each item in context and explain its detail, significance 
and influence. The scene is set by a series of photographs taken inside and out of the 
historic, panelled buildings and venerable bookcases in which most of these items are 
kept. How the public may see them is set out. 
The earliest document, described by David Thomas who works on the Vindolanda 
Roman letters, is a sheet of papyrus from Oxyrhyncus in Egypt, dating from the 
second century AD and containing a personal letter in Greek. As with many of these 
items, illustration is given equal space with text. The selection, formal and informal, 
continues with medieval and later items, texts liturgical, theological, historical, 
geographical, poetical, literary, social, artistic, biological, cartographical, political, 
musical, technical, scientific, illustrative and musical! The languages of them are 
English, French, Latin, Greek, Hebrew and Arabic, printed and in manuscript. 
Bindings and a few artefacts are included. The last item, commented upon by Martin 
Daly, is a photograph of a Dinka mother and child in about 1940, from the Sudan 
Archive, one of the Library’s many individual collections. 
The illustrations are splendid, many of open pages from directly above, give the 
reader the thrilling feeling of holding the book. The fingers shown at the edges of the 
pages of a Benedictine gradual bring home what a tiny jewel it is. Durham’s rich 
collection of illuminated manuscripts is vividly illustrated, as is its early printed range. 
Later items include Bishop Cosin’s prayer book with his annotations, which became 
the 1662 Book of common prayer, Flamsteed (the first Astronomer Royal)’s Historia 
coelestis Britannica of 1712, part of the Reverend Francis Kilvert’s diary for 1870 and 
W.H. Auden’s rare Poems published, when he was a student at Oxford, in 1928. 
This volume is only the tip of an iceberg. With the exception of Alan Heesom’s piece 
on the Grey Papers, fine collections of local family papers are omitted. Also 
conspicuously absent are the extensive manorial court records, account rolls etc. of 
the medieval and later estates of the Bishopric of Durham, and the Prior and Convent 
(later Dean and Chapter) of Durham and the Durham Diocesan and Probate Records, 
also in the Library’s care. 
This book is a joy to look through and fascinating to read. May it whet many appetites 
to come and see. The book’s price of £9.99 makes it a delightful gift. There is 
something here for everyone. 
J. Linda Drury 
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EDITORIAL 
Barbara Harbottle, who has produced the newsletter since 1998, has decided to hand 
on the task after a decade in charge. The Committee thank her for all her careful work 
on the newsletter, only part of her contribution to the running of the Trust. I would also 
like to thank the contributors to this issue, and hope that you might be interested in 
writing for the next or suggesting topics that you would like to see covered. 
 
We would like to try some alternative means of delivering the newsletter to you, with 
the following options: 

1. Print. In this form, posted to you. I hope this larger format may allow the use of 
larger print, without falling foul of the Post Office’s new scale of charges for 
larger envelopes. 

2. PDF by email. The same document but in electronic form (suitable for those 
happy to receive larger emails) 

3. Notification by email of the newsletter URL on our website. Just an alert that 
the new newsletter is available for you to view in a web browser. 

This newsletter is now available online at 
http://www.victoriacountyhistory.ac.uk/website/VCH/Counties/Durham/Home/vch_durham_homepage 
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t. 

Please email me if you would be happy to receive 
the newsletter (and other communications such as 
notification of the AGM) in electronic form, letting 
me know which option you would prefer. Of course, 
to keep the existing paper version, you don’t need 
to do anything; we will only change if you request i
Producing and posting fewer paper copies will not 
only allow us to save some money, but also make 
links to websites easier to follow and allow for a 
more colourful newsletter. 
  
 
 
Richard Higgins 
Newsletter editor: 8 Kiplings Terrace, Durham DH1 3QW 
e-mail: r.i.higgins@durham.ac.uk  

http://www.victoriacountyhistory.ac.uk/website/VCH/Counties/Durham/Home/vch_durham_homepage
http://www.victoriacountyhistory.ac.uk/website/VCH/Counties/Durham/Home/vch_durham_homepage

