TOUR OF THE CASTLES AND CHURCHES OF
NORTHUMBRIA, EASTER 1967

HIS report of the Society’s Easter 1967 tour has been
written by Mrs Hilda Edwards and illustrated with four of
the sketches made by Mrs M. B. O’Hare.

After a drive over desolate and snowy moorland, our first
halt was at the imposing Castle of Raby. Compared with
Middleham and Spofforth, its stonework looked far too smooth
and regular to be medieval, yet its several towers, each square
and differing in height, date from the eleventh to the fourteenth
century. There are, however, eighteenth and nineteenth century
additions. Inside, the heavy furnishings and enormous glass
chandeliers were overpowering. The huge kitchen, with its high
louvre and gaping fireplaces had the same effect, but the
entrance hall, though just as big, was dull and grim. Most
impressive of all, though not improved by a miscellaneous
assortment of chairs and settees, was the Barons’ Hall where

‘Seven hundred knights, retainers all
Of Nevill, at their master’s call
Had sat together in Raby’s hall’

—there to plan the 1569 Rising of the North. Much more
interesting than the family portraits filling the walls of the Hall
were the Stuart portraits in smaller rooms—Cromwell, the
Vanes and Barbara Villiers by Lely. We left Raby, with its
wealth of spring flowers at the foot of its walls, in a shower of
hail and with bright sunshine glowing across the parkland.

We could only spend a few minutes at the little Saxon church
at Escomb, but its serenity and simplicity appealed to us and
we often referred to it. For most of us, Lindisfarne was to be the
highlight of the tour—it was a perfect morning, bright, sunny
and windless. The tide was out; we arrived to find a bigger
population than expected—170 families—and wondered how
they made a living. The present ruins of the Priory are of a
Benedictine foundation and so we found several similarities to
Durham. There were beautiful early Norman arches and
decorated doorways and diagonal-patterned pillars. There was
no time to visit the Castle on its basalt outcrop and scarcely
any for the parish church. It was very reluctantly that we left
this Holy Island, peaceful in the winter sunshine.
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In no time at all, as we passed Bamburgh, grey cloud had
blotted out Lindisfarne and the afternoon was as grim as this
huge fortress on a crag. It is claimed that the site of Bamburgh
has held a fortress for 2,000 years. In the seventh century it
shared with York government of all land between the Forth
and the Humber. It was important to Plantagenet kings in their
Scottish campaigns and Balliol came here to surrender. It is
said that the Stone of Scone rested here on its way to West-
minster. But now it smells of restoration. A million pounds has
been spent on it and in part it is a modern residence. So it is in
very good condition, even if it contains evidence of hundreds
of years’ habitation.

If Bamburgh was the might of the Northumbrian kings,
Alnwick was the majesty of the Northumberland Dukes. We
were greatly privileged to go into Alnwick Castle out of season.
The Keep which was the only part we saw, was restored one
hundred years ago in the Renaissance style, following an
eighteenth century restoration by the Adams brothers. We
made a progress from the simplicity of the Guard Chamber
through rooms becoming more and more ornate and with
ceilings more and more richly embellished. Probably we admired
most the library with its 16,000 volumes, from Caxton’s Recuyell
of the History of Troye and the Codex Lindisfarnus to the many
English and foreign books of this century.

Finchale Priory was an unknown quantity. Set against a
background of high trees in an atmosphere of utter peace and
quiet, this was certainly a retreat for the monks of Durham.
Four of them came at a time, to join the five resident monks.
For nine monks then, the buildings need only be small. Even
so, the night stair here, like that at Lindisfarne, looked too
narrow to accommodate any full-grown man, much less one
draped in a monk’s skirts.

Brancepeth church dates from the eleventh century, but the
more modern additions seem to overshadow the early part.
Three effigies occupied almost all the floor space in the chancel;
two were wooden, of the 2nd Earl of Northumberland and his
wife, and the stone one was of the Crusader, Robert Neville.
These caught Mrs O’Hare’s eye at once, but to me they seemed
out of place so near the sanctuary. Better the Lumley warriors
of Chester-le-Street, ranged primly down the side of the nave.

Chester-le-Street was a small church with a slender octagonal
spire. The site had a long history. St Cuthbert’s body and the
Lindisfarne Gospels had traversed the north of England for
eight years before they rested here. The Danish prince Guthred,
and Alfred as overlord, gave land on which was built a wooden
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Plate 18.
ADAM AND EVE BEFORE THE FALL

Plate 19.
ADAM AND EVE AFTER THE FALL
Thirteenth century chancel arch corbels, Ponteland church




232  CASTLES AND CHURCHES OF NORTHUMBRIA

church of St Mary and St Cuthbert. For a hundred and thir-
teen years this was the cathedral church of the north of all
England until, in 995, Cuthbert’s coffin was moved to Durham.
After that time it was again a parish church. When foundations
were dug for the later stone church, the pay chest of a Roman
garrison was found. Its contents went towards the cost of
building Peterborough Cathedral. Because this was a royal
foundation, the choir still exercise the right to wear red
cassocks. Because from 1286 to the Dissolution this was a
collegiate church, the priests’ stalls are still reversed. The verger
had interesting things to say and show, not the least being
a copper-gilt alms dish made at Nuremberg soon after 1400
by the grandfather of Martin Luther.

At Warkworth next day we had to make a choice—to see the
Castle, of which there did not seem to be much, or to walk
three-quarters of a mile along the banks of the river Coquet to
the Hermitage. The castle was the second home of the Percys,
and the scene of a plot against Henry IV by the first Duke of
Northumberland and his son Harry Hotspur. Three scenes of
Shakespeare’s play are set at Warkworth. Most of us chose to
walk along the river bank and were well rewarded. We crossed
the river by boat, half a dozen at a time, and climbed up to the
rock face Hermitage, where we could only get in two or three
at a time. We shuddered at the discomfort of a life-time’s
penance and at the morbid surroundings.

In the afternoon we set off for Wallington Hall, of which we
knew nothing except that Capability Brown had lived in the
nearby village of Cambo. Of course he laid out the landscape
for the owner of the Hall. Both village and hall had been, in the
late seventeenth century, in the possession of the Fenwick
family. William Moore of Bankhall had married Dorothy
Fenwick, hoping, through her strongly Royalist background, to
recover the estates his family had lost in the Civil War. This
home of the Trevelyan family contains eighteenth and nine-
teenth century additions to what had been a rough hunting
lodge. Italian workmen devised the most delicate plaster work
on walls and ceilings. In the dining room it was white on the
ceiling, white on blue walls; in the drawing room a deeper blue,
in heavier pattern, on pink walls. The dining room was fresh
enough to have been done yesterday. Two walls were completely
covered with cases full of ‘dowry china’ which had been brought
from Cornwall. But what attracted me most was a collection of
Georgian silver; candelabra, punch bowl and salver. This
salver was presented to Sir John Trevelyan for his efforts to
promote the abolition of slavery, and it bore the motto of the
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Plate 21
ST CUTHBERT'S PECTORAL
CROSS, DURHAM CATHEDRAI

Plate 20
SANCTUARY KNOCKER,
DURHAM CATHEDRALI
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Anti-Slavery Society—a kneeling negro in chains and the
inscription ‘Am not I a man and a brother?’ The same room
contained the only portrait painted by both Gainsborough and
Reynolds. The former painted ‘Sukey’ in his usual style;
Reynolds painted out the hat and muff. The drawing room con-
tained two noteworthy tapestries. One covered a complete wall;
it showed the first Trevelyan, who swam fully armed, with his
horse, from St Michael’s Mount to the Cornish mainland.
This was by Mary, Lady Trevelyan, while the other, in shades of
blue, was a much earlier work and set on a screen. Still more to
be wondered at were the paintings in the entrance hall. This
was the original courtyard of the hunting lodge, now roofed
over. Every inch of wall from floor to ceiling was covered. At
the top, a frieze showed the story of Chevy chase. Below this
was a row of all the rulers of northern England from Roman
times. Finally, large murals showed events of local history,
such as the passing of Bede and Grace Darling’s trip to the
wreck of the Forfarshire. All the faces in these pictures were
recognisable as members of the staff or family.

By this time we had had a full day, so were not at first
enthusiastic about St Mary’s, Ponteland. Pont-e-land had once
been Pont Island—a hillock in fen-like country and Roman
remains had frequently been found there. The church was
a mixture of old and new—from Norman times through
thirteenth, fifteenth and nineteenth century additions to
twentieth century restorations. It presented a jumbled appear-
ance to tired travellers, but all of us noted with interest two
items in the chancel—the chancel arch corbels, of Adam and
Eve, before and after the Fall and several brass memorial
plates.

Finally, leaving out further details of the countryside, anec-
dotes en route (the Lambton Worm), our excellent accommo-
dation at the Ethel Williams Hall, I still cannot conclude
without a tribute to the unfaltering competence and cheer-
fulness of our guides, Miss Beck and Miss Pleasance. They
made this Easter holiday for us, and we unblushingly look
forward to the next time.



