
  
 

Chairman’s Report, March 2012 

We have been making steady progress since the publication of the last 
Newsletter.  We are more or less on target to complete the draft of volume 5, 
the history of Sunderland by the end of September this year.  Unfortunately 
because of a queue of volumes being finally prepared for the press by the 
general editorial staff in London, the latest projection for publication has been 
put back to the spring of 2014.   Our small group of volunteers in the north 
east of the county is continuing to transcribe probate records under the 
guidance of Margaret McCollum. They have moved on from Easington and 
Washington to Gateshead. Our finances are reasonably healthy, thanks to 
your continued support.  A useful recent boost has been the receipt of over 
£3,000 from gift aid. Certainly we have enough in the bank to meet all our 
obligations.    
The principal development during the year has been to do with a new project 
with volunteers in Gainford.  The Trust has received a grant of £2,000 as part 
of the Heritage Lottery Funded Heart of Teesdale Landscape project.  It is for 
a preliminary survey, or scooping study as these things are called nowadays, 
for a new volume on the History of the Ancient Parish of Gainford. This 
encompassed the present day parishes of Gainford, Bolam, Barnard Castle 
and  Middleton in Teesdale: all the way up the north bank of the Tees from 
High Coniscliffe, but excluding Winston (although we might annexe it).  
Gainford was the centre of an Anglo-Saxon shire and principal settlement, 
until Bernard decided to build a castle on the edge of the wilderness up at 
Marwood.  It is a significant part of the county, with a significant history. The 
work will be undertaken by volunteers.  So far we have 14 from Gainford and 
the dale above Barney. We met for the first time at a very lively meeting in 
March.   Initial planning will take place in the summer for a full start in the 
autumn.  We hope to produce a detailed plan of a volume which will identify 
what topics will be covered, what new research has to be done (over the 
years quite a bit has been completed and published by individual scholars so 



we would be building on a long tradition) and what and where the sources are. 
It may well develop into the next major volume.  
One cannot be more certain than that for several reasons.  One lies in the 
longer term future of the central management of the VCH and the direction it 
will take.  Because of the financial climate the future of most VCH work in the 
country will increasingly depend on volunteers. Only one or two county 
councils now pays for an editor; universities are feeling the pinch and charities 
such as the Marc Fitch Foundation, which is funding the completion of our 
volume of Sunderland, have had to pull their horns in. Secondly the longer 
term future of the central office in the University of London, which actually 
publishes the volumes, as well as the continuation of the ‘Big Red Books’ 
themselves, is uncertain and is to be reviewed in 2014. We are confident that 
Sunderland will be published, but it could be one of the last in that format.  
On the other hand it will have the new dedication in which Queen Elizabeth II 
is to be associated with her great-great grand mother, in the following words.  

This history is dedicated by gracious privilege to Queen 
Elizabeth II in celebration of her majesty’s diamond jubilee, and 
inscribed to the memory of her late majesty Queen Victoria who 
graciously gave the History its title.  

The VCH is also producing a special booklet to mark the occasion, including a 
section on Durham.  
Sadly two of our more generous and dedicated supporters have died earlier 
this year.  Sir Tom Cowie was a generous benefactor: a gift from him saved 
the Durham VCH Trust between the end of one and the beginning of another 
income stream five or so years ago.  If it were not for him the Sunderland work 
would not have been done. I wrote a letter of condolence and appreciation to 
Lady Cowie. There was a memorial service at the Minster in Sunderland  in 
April.  
Secondly Barbara Harbottle, who was a Trustee from the beginning until 2010 
died last month.  It was she who initiated the revival of the Durham VCH in a 
conversation with Paul Harvey in 1990.  She was for many years the editor of 
the Newsletter, and always a forthright and wise voice at Trust meetings.  I 
had the pleasure of working with her on another venture in her professional 



capacity as an archaeologist.  I had not realised, until Rosemary Cramp spoke 
at her memorial service, that she was one of the pioneers of medieval 
archaeology, a subject largely neglected until the 1950s.  She was an 
authority on the subject for most of the north of England, and in particular 
Newcastle.  The visitor to the Blackfriars today can see what she unearthed 
there between 1957 and 1985.  She was the first county archaeologist for 
Tyne and Wear from 1975 to 1997 and President of the Newcastle Society of 
Antiquaries, 1996-98.  She stood down as a Trustee last year and will be 
sadly missed.   
Besides farewells there are also two welcomes.  Michael Stansfield, of the 
Durham University Library Special Collections, has joined the committee since 
we last met.  Bishop Justin Welby arrived in his diocese last month and he 
has kindly accepted our invitation to continue the tradition of the bishop being 
one of our patrons. 
Tony Pollard 
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St Patrick blessed us and Gainford Village was sparkling and sunny. The well-
appointed Montalbo Hall (a gift of the Edleston family – known to Dr C W 
Gibby who many will recall) was our first venue and about 30 subscribers 
attended to hear Tony Pollard, our Chairman, speak encouragingly about 
progress with the Sunderland volume with an update on plans for the next 
stage [reprinted above]. We remembered with affection and gratitude Barbara 
Harbottle who had so generously, cheerfully and perceptively helped to guide 
the Trust from its inception. We missed Gill Cookson and Christine Newman, 
sadly unable to attend, who have worked so fruitfully throughout the project 
and we sent them our best wishes, and we were able to welcome our former 
Treasurer Professor Maureen Meikle, now Head of Department at Leeds 
Trinity.  
Clarissa Milbank from Barningham provided a very delicious lunch at which 

we were joined, amongst other 
friends, by Harry Vane whose 
appointment as the 2012-2013 
High Sheriff for County Durham 
had been gazetted two 
days  before. After lunch Dr 
Adrian Green, of Durham 
University History Department 
and an early vernacular 
architecture specialist, spoke to 
us entertainingly and with 
clarity of Gainford Hall of 1605, 
of its creators the Cradock 
family, and of its distinctive 
layout. 



We visited the parish church of St 
Mary, an Anglo-Saxon foundation, 
where,  naturally, various reorderings 
over the ages had taken place, from 
a rearrangement of the pews via a 
petition to Chancellor Brookbank in 
1697, to the Edlestons’ restoration in 
the 1860s involving the removal of 
the gallery and box pews and the 
introduction of a Brindley of Sheffield 
pipe organ. The church and its 
churchyard above the river Tees 
show the care and craftsmanship with which the parishioners endow it.  
 
 
  

 



We also had the privilege of visiting Gainford Hall at the west end of the 
village through the kindness of the Marwood Estate and of David Harrison, 
whose family has lived in the Hall and farmed from it since 1886. Mr 
Harrison’s genial and open-hearted welcome enabled us to enjoy this 
spectacular manor house with its timeless atmosphere, together with the 17th 
century Dovecote with its beehive domed roof. Gainford has an enthusiastic 
history group and the Durham VCH Trust looks forward to the pleasure of 
working with them. 
Roger Norris   

     
Editor’s reportEditor’s reportEditor’s reportEditor’s report    
The big red book for Sunderland – officially, VCH for Co. Durham, volume V – 
is well on its way towards completion. Its layout is different from that of volume 
IV, Darlington. Like many VCH volumes, Sunderland is divided into Parts 1 
and 2, the former a thematic overview of the city’s history, the latter a 
collection of potted histories of significant institutions and industries. The 
introduction sets out a framework of boundary and population changes. 
We have many contributors, including Sunderland University staff seconded to 
the England’s Past for Everyone project some years ago, and others involved 
in EPE. Some have written short sections themselves, while we have drawn 
on the research of others to inform our writing. Most of the volume V text is 
the work of Dr Christine Newman (religious and medieval history); Dr John 
Flanagan (modern political and social history); or myself (anything else not 
spoken for, including medieval and modern landscape and modern economic 
history).   
The final word count is expected to be about 185,000, which sounds 
substantial, but is actually rather limiting relative to the size of 
Bishopwearmouth and Monkwearmouth parishes, an area extending west to 
the modern A19 bypass and including much of the city. Editing will commence 
shortly, a daunting task in view of the number of contributors. Identifying 
overlaps and oversights, and introducing cross-references, will occupy much 



of the summer. The volume goes into the VCH editorial process later in 2012, 
to be published by the spring of 2014.  
We are adding draft text, as well as images and news, to the Durham VCH 
website. See http://www.victoriacountyhistory.ac.uk/counties/durham 
Gill Cookson 
Consultant County Editor  

  
Sir Tom Cowie OBESir Tom Cowie OBESir Tom Cowie OBESir Tom Cowie OBE    
With sadness we heard of the death of our patron, Sir Tom Cowie, in January 
at the age of 89. Sir Tom’s donation bridged a gap in funding between the 
Darlington and Sunderland VCH projects in 2003, and without the year’s 
grace which his generosity bought, the subsequent history of Durham VCH 
would have been quite different. 
Tom Cowie, born in Sunderland in 1922, built on his father’s and grandfather’s 
interests in motorbikes – first a hobby, later a family business – to develop his 
own dealership at Millfield after wartime service in the RAF. The business, 
built on hire-purchase, thrived throughout the heyday of motorcycling. Moving 
into car dealerships in the 1960s, the Cowie group had by 1993 transformed 
itself into the largest contract hire fleet in Britain, with 65,000 vehicles. The 
group also acquired interests in coach and bus operation. Sir Tom, as he had 
become in 1992, retired after boardroom disagreements with fellow directors, 
and the company subsequently changed its name to Arriva. It moved almost 
entirely to bus and train operating, and is now owned by Deutsche Bahn. 
Sir Tom was a considerable supporter of the University of Sunderland, which 
re-named its St Peter’s campus in his honour, and of his old school, Bede 
Grammar School. He was chairman and major shareholder of Sunderland 
AFC in the late 1970s. For years he held the post of president of Sunderland 
Conservative Association.  
Sir Tom lived at Broadwood Hall, Lanchester, with his wife, Diana, who 
survives him. He leaves eight children and two step-children.  



 
 
 

The History of the High Sheriff of Durham  

The office of High Sheriff of Durham has a distinctive history deriving from the 
special status of Durham as an episcopal county palatine until 1836.  The 
palatinate was a liberty within the royal county of Northumberland, whose 
separate legal status emerged in the early twelfth century. By 1293 the bishop 
could claim that from time immemorial (in law 1189) the sheriff of 
Northumberland held no jurisdiction in his liberty, and did not make 
proclamations or arrests there. The office of a separate sheriff of Durham is 
first documented in the mid twelfth century, from which time at the latest the 
bishop had asserted his right to appoint his own man.  
The medieval sheriff in Durham held the same legal and fiscal responsibilities 
as the king’s sheriff elsewhere. He presided over the county court, where at 
first all cases were heard.  When in Durham, following the realm as a whole, 
the bishop established commissions of assize and gaol delivery (and later 
commissions of the peace), the county court lost its criminal jurisdiction and 
the sheriff his role as a judge.  However, he became responsible for 
convening and administering those courts, arresting felons by raising ‘hue and 
cry’, bringing them to justice and enforcing penalties. He was responsible for 
arraying and calling the bishop’s tenants to arms in the case of an emergency 
(summoning the posse comitatus – the able men of the county), which 
happened frequently in the period of the Anglo-Scottish wars from 1296. 
Sheriffs elsewhere were also responsible for collecting ancient royal revenues 
in their counties, converted by the thirteenth century into a farm, or fixed 
annual sum.  In Durham the sheriff collected similar revenues due to the 
bishop as well as the annual free rents paid by his tenants-in-chief. In 
Durham, unlike royal counties, the office of sheriff was combined with that of 
escheator, responsible for inquiring into the inheritances of such tenants, 
evaluating their estates on death, dealing with wardships when the heir was a 
minor and escheats (in the case of no heir) when they reverted to the bishop.   



From the very beginning the sheriff of Durham was usually, as elsewhere, 
drawn from the ranks of the leading county gentry. The office was both an 
honour and a source of income, though not all occupants were honourable. 
Sir William Claxton of Horden, for instance, sheriff 1416-20, was probably 
dismissed because of his treatment of his wife whom he abandoned for his 
mistress (the abandonment was the scandal), exacerbated by embezzlement. 
Occupants such as Claxton notwithstanding, over the centuries the status of 
the office was enhanced.  A document in 1605 referred to the then holder as 
plain Mr Sheriff; during the reign of Charles II, after the Restoration of the 
monarchy, a successor was styled High Sheriff, a form of address that seems 
to have been standard by the eighteenth century, and which clearly 
distinguished him from his deputy, the under sheriff.  The under- sheriff, 
invariably a man with legal training, did most of the work.  He employed a 
team of bailiffs and constables to carry out his duties. Constables, for 
instance, were responsible for delivering felons to the county gaol under the 
sheriff’s jurisdiction, there to await trial.     
The biggest difference between Durham and most other counties was that 
whereas elsewhere, as a result of opposition to the crown’s centralising 
ambitions, the office became an annual appointment, in the palatinate the 
term of office remained at the pleasure of the bishop. As the bishop’s officers, 
sheriffs were thus not pricked as elsewhere.  This continued beyond the 
parliamentary act of 1536. The act substituted writs in the king’s name for the 
bishop’s in the palatinate, but in other respects made no difference to the 
structure of the courts, the nature of the law administered and the role of legal 
officers such as the sheriff.  Indeed by the end of seventeenth century it had in 
effect become an office for life and a sinecure. In the eighteenth century, 
following the Hanoverian succession, it was to all intents and purposes the 
hereditary office of three generations of the Williamsons of Whitburn (from 
1723 to 1810).  During the interregnum (1649-60), when the palatinate was 
temporarily abolished, the office had been an annual appointment, which it 
became again when the palatinate was finally dismantled in 1836, and has 
been ever since.  By the middle of the nineteenth century leading industrialists 
and professional men began to be appointed and the first woman served in 
1974-5. 



By the late-twentieth century the office was largely ceremonial. Over the years 
the duties of office had gradually been removed.  They were at first 
augmented in 1673 when Durham was enfranchised and elected its first 
members of parliament; the sheriff then, as elsewhere, took on the role of 
returning officer for the county MPs.  But at more or less the same time the 
office of escheator was abolished when an act of parliament finally removed 
all the feudal income of the crown.  The sheriff remained, however, the chief 
law enforcement officer and convener of the courts throughout the eighteenth 
century.  Expenses claimed from the crown (and frequently unpaid) in the 
eighteenth century for the costs incurred in running the gaol, came to be 
known as the Sheriff’s cravings. With the development of modern policing in 
the nineteenth century he lost his powers of arrest and surrendered control of 
the county gaol.  However, one duty remained until the abolition of capital 
punishment; the responsibility to deliver the writ from the Home Office 
authorising an execution and the requirement to witness the execution.  The 
last hanging in Durham occurred in 1958, though by that date the under sheriff 
carried out the unpleasant duty.    
Today the High Sheriff attends the Lord Lieutenant on royal visits to the 
county and acts as host for High Court Judges when they are on circuit. 
Supporting the Crown and the judiciary remains a central element of the role. 
He gives backing and encouragement to the police and emergency services, 
to the probation and prison services and to other agencies involved with crime 
prevention, especially among young people. Particular focus is given through 
the annual Shrieval Awards in Durham Castle to The Durham Agency against 
Crime, Crimestoppers and National Crimebeat and the High Sheriff plays an 
increasingly active role in promoting the voluntary sector and lending active 
support to local authorities, all recognised church and faith groups and the 
armed forces. 
Tony Pollard 

 
 



 

Asides from Durham willsAsides from Durham willsAsides from Durham willsAsides from Durham wills    
Until 1858 probate was administered through Church courts, and the 
procedures and forms established over the centuries remain remarkably 
familiar to those encountered today in the civil Probate Service. The records 
of some 80,000 individuals from the north-east of England can be found in 
Durham Diocese's probate collection (1540-1858): an online catalogue was 
published in 2010 (http://familyrecords.dur.ac.uk/nei/data/), and images of all the 
documents will be made available by the Genealogical Society of Utah. 
Among the great mass of conventional testates and intestates' records can be 
found documents that surprise the researcher with glimpses of lives that could 
not be confined within the bounds of the court's dry formulae. Many might 
sympathise with Robert Dixon, a lowly parson of Staindrop, who, in a letter to 
the court, excused any deficiencies in his handling of a particular case with 
the slightly back-handed piety, 'I know nothing but Chr[ist] Crucifyer' 
(DPRI/1/1609/B5). 
One such example is the 1597 will of Rychard Belassis esquire of Morton, 
with its accompanying schedule of gold and silver, later the inevitable subject 
of litigation (DPRI/1/1599/B6). This schedule is nothing less than a treasure 
map for several remarkably large caches of specie secreted in various 
ingenious places throughout his home, some 'lapped up' in thin lead sheets, 
and some, for example, 'walled upon the lefte hande and west side of the litell 
darke staire that goeth downe out of my bedde chamber at Morton into my 
studie their about three quarters of a yearde above the upper steppe or staire', 
or 'putt w[i]thin a bagge thrust into an old lether shoe and lieth within upon the 
upp[er] floore of the said presser in my studye where the glasses standes on 
the West end behinde two bookes'. (Note that the present Morton House was 
completely rebuilt in 1709!) 
The schedule is doubly interesting, as it survives only as a meticulous copy, 
what later might be called a facsimile, made by Thomas King, a notary public 
and Durham court official. The document's authenticity was challenged - the 
original was clearly a palimpsest of the testator's fluid financial and 
testamentary dispositions over the last few years of his life. In the court's copy 
each of Belasyse's own cancellations and additions is faithfully reproduced, 



both with his own contemporary subscriptions as to their validity, and with the 
additional judgements of Thomas King as to the authenticity of the handwriting 
in the original (see http://www.dur.ac.uk/library/asc/exhibitions/dotm/archive/2012/03/ ). 
Typically, such litigation produced its own subset of records, in the form of 
libels, interrogatories, depositions etc. There is a colourful story, reported by a 
Durham attorney, of a dying man's wife tearing out of his hands not once but 
twice a revision of her husband's will, 'wishing him Damnation & Invoking 
Saints & Angells not to forgive him if he made any alteration therein' 
(DPRI/1/1750/P9). 
Probate inventories and the rarer probate accounts can even supply a post-
mortem narrative of events, sometimes over a number of years if a 
guardianship existed. Particularly suggestive are the accounts of arval 
(funeral) dinners. In the summer of 1583 the life of Robert Crawforth, curate of 
Whitworth, was temperately celebrated by his friends with a feast including six 
muttons, beef, ten geese, spice and bread (£1 12s all in); no beer or wine is 
mentioned. Mourning clothing can also feature, as well as the price of making 
the coffin, carrying and washing the body, and the hire of professional wailers. 
In one case of an accidental drowning the coroner's fee is also itemised, as is 
the fee for those who searched the water (DPRI/1/1635/B2). (In the case of 
suicides, whose personal goods were forfeit to the bishop, similar inventories 
were made, but are found in a different part of the bishop's archive). 
The daily grind for a court official was not all doom and gloom. One can 
sympathise with the busy clerk, who, in the midst of a virulent outbreak of the 
plague, scribbled a Martial epigram at the foot of a will, 'Live thy life as it were 
spoil' ['and pluck the joys that fly'] (DPRI/1/1597/C2). Elsewhere, a clerk 
recorded for posterity a colleague's hangover, scrupulously dating the 
statement 19 August 1673: 'Saveing your presence I am affraid you were 
drunk yesterday', a Monday. 
Francis Gotto  
Newsletter editor: Richard Higgins (r.i.higgins@durham.ac.uk) c/o Durham University Library, Palace Green, Durham, DH1 3RN. 


