Church of St Mary the Virgin - Sherburn Village

A brief History and Guide of St. Mary’s Church and Sherburn Village
The Village church of St Mary the Virgin has stood steadfast since its consecration in 1872
and has served all the local community well since then.
Although the roots of Sherburn are deep in the past, originally listed in a charter of the year
671 as “Scireburn” which meant “clear stream” in the 12th century Sherburn was included
with Cassop and Shadforth in Queringdonshire part of the ancient parish of Pittington. The
stream from which Sherburn takes its name still flows through the valley below the village to
join the River Wear at Old Durham.
Farming was the dominant force in the village until the Industrial Revolution brought vast
changes with large numbers of people leaving the land for industry when it was found that
the village literally stood on coal; so, it was quickly surrounded by pits, with Sherburn Hill
sunk in 1835, Sherburn House in 1844 and the Lady Durham pit in Sherburn Village sunk in
1873.
The Lady Durham Pit was short lived and closed in 1919 followed by Sherburn House in
1931; however, Sherburn Hill Pit continued to flourish for many more years.
The George Stephenson railway came to the village in 1844, it was placed at the west end of
Sherburn Village as there were so many hills in the area, and for some time this was the
main London to Newcastle line until the viaduct was built in Durham City.
Other industries grew up in the area including Parkinson’s grease factory for wheel
lubrication; a coke oven plant in connection with the collieries; and limestone quarried from
local quarries was brought to Sherburn Station for transport to other locations, as was

building sand and dolomite. Gas which was produced locally, for some time was even used
to light the parish church
Methodism sprung up in Sherburn Village with house meetings held until the Wesleyan
Chapel at the east end of Sherburn , where Chapel Court now stands, was opened in 1861,
then a Chapel for the Primitive Methodists was built at the West end of Sherburn in 1862.
When both societies united in 1953 these were closed and replaced by the Parkinson
Memorial Church in Hallgarth Street which opened in 1953; this has since closed and the site
has become housing.
In 1866 as the ancient parish of Pittington was extensive and contained no less than eight
villages, the new ecclesiastical district of Sherburn was formed. The Rev H J Richmond, who
lived in a local farmhouse, held services in the old National School in the village, with
Baptisms in his Farmhouse until St Mary’s Church was built. The old font used in the
farmhouse is still in existence today; no longer in use, it is on display in the Church entrance.
At that time Charles Baring, a member of the famous banking family of Baring Brothers
became Bishop of Durham and promoted church extension, building over a hundred
churches amongst the industrial communities in his Diocese. The suggestion to build a
church came from the local squire Mr Thomas Charles Thompson, who lived at Sherburn
Hall and at the time was M.P. for Durham City, a local Magistrate and, in 1869, became High
Sheriff of Durham County.
The Dean & Chapter in Durham (Church Commissioners) gave the site of one and a half
acres. The church cost altogether £3,500 with donations of £1,800 from Mr Thompson,
Bishops Church Building Society, the Earl of Durham and others contributed £1,650 with the
remaining £50 raised from people in the village.
So, the Church of St Mary the Virgin was built in its location about hundred yards from the
east-west road at the west end of the village. Although the design was completed in 1865,
with tenders taken the following year, it took some time to build due to several delays in
construction which led to some modification of the original design for fears of subsidence
due to the presence of a substratum of quicksand. This meant that it was necessary to stem
up the mine workings with stone and put in a platform of concrete over the whole surface.
St Mary’s, the Parish Church of Sherburn Village, was built in 1872 by architects Austin and
Johnson; Messrs R Robson & Son of Durham were the builders. The Church is a Grade 2
listed building (entry number 1159348) and is constructed of squared rock-faced stone in
narrow courses with ashlar dressings and Welsh slate roofs.
Originally the church was built to hold around 400 people; it is well proportioned and
originally consisted of a nave of three bays, a large lofty chancel and a vestry north of the

Chancel aisle, before alterations were made in the 1990s to the West End to create social
space, kitchen, toilets and office area.
The main entrance is in the South Aisle with a smaller entrance through the bell tower. The
tower is 10ft square and 70ft high. The style of architecture is simple, resembling that
adopted in England about 1350. The Nave and Chancel are separated from the aisles by
arcades of pointed arches carried on octagonal piers, with very carefully moulded caps and
bases, and the Chancel arch is carried on corbels with foliaged capitals.
The east window of the Church is of three lights, with a circle in the head filled in with
trefoils, and the west window is also of three lights with reticulated tracery. The Nave has
an arch braced king post roof and the Chancel has a wood barrel vaulted roof.
The Clerestory is of small high lancets and the aisle windows of three lights under a
segmented head. The walls are faced with bedded stone from Tow Law, and the ashlar
work is Dunhowe stone
The bell turret is octagonal in the upper part with pinnacles and a spirelet with a weather
cock. It contains a bell of 5 cwt which sadly is temporarily not being rung due to structural
issues.
The reredos is of stone with inlaid panels of rich alabaster. A dignified credence with
pinnacles and gables is provided in the south side of the Sanctuary and the sill of the south
window is carried down inside to form the Sedilia
The pavement of the Chancels is of Godwin’s encaustic tiles specially arranged, the passages
in the Nave were originally laid with Staffordshire tiles which have been now been replaced
with a central carpet and stone floor.
The seats are of pitchpine throughout, those in the Chancel having rather handsome fronts
with open tracery, and the Nave is fitted with comfortable open benches.
The Pulpit of wood on a stone base is octagonal with doubly reticulated open tracery in the
upper part and linen pattern panels below
The Font is also octagonal with symbols of the Evangelists carved on it and is elevated on a
step. It was removed from its original position under the west window to the current
location between the Chancel and Lady Chapel, in front of the Chancel screen.
The first major item of expenditure for the new church was the purchase of an organ costing
£250 from Messrs Harrison and Harrison of Durham in 1874. It was the first organ to be

built by that firm in the district and is said to be the earliest still in existence, the oldest
known example of their work it is still in use today!
Since its consecration several stained glass windows, both traditional and modern, in
memorial have been placed in the church, the first being the East Window (1) in three
panels in memory of Thomas Moore Thompson, the son of Mr T C Thompson of Sherburn
Hall. The window in the North Aisle was dedicated in 1920 and presented by Mr & Mrs. A.
Wearmouth of Sherburn Farm (4) in memory of their son who drowned in the USA in 1919.
In the Lady Chapel at the end of the South Aisle the stained glass window (2)of the Virgin
Mary and child was presented in 1926 by Mr & Mrs H Smith in memory of their son who
died aged 13 years and had been a member of the choir for five years.
The original west window was badly damaged by a gale in 1953 and was replaced with a
stained glass window (3) presented by Mrs Gibson of Sherburn Farm in memory of her
husband and her father, Abraham Wearmouth.
The more recent stained glass windows are in the South Aisle of the Nave: one, presented
by Susie Whitfield, is a very attractive modern window in blues and yellows “Light of the
World” (5) alongside the second South Aisle window, which is very striking in red and yellow
“Resurrection” (6) presented by the Crawford family.
The Open Oak Screen for the Chancel was erected in 1920 as a war memorial and now
contains the names of those from Sherburn Village who gave their lives in the Great War of
1914-1918 and the Second World War of 1939 – 1945.
The Lady Chapel in the South Aisle originally accommodated the choir and was converted
into a Chapel in 1928 with the dedication of the oak screen erected two years later.
Many other gifts such as the Lectern, Altar Cross and Candlesticks, Oak reredos and altar
step, alms dish, Litany desk, along with numerous other items, have been donated to the
church through the years.
Electric light was installed and used for the first time in St Mary’s Church in 1913 and two
years later in the original old Vicarage, now a private house in Church Wynd.
Over the years several vicars have served the local community with two long serving of 32
years respectively: Charles Parkinson 1905 to 1937 and William Latimer 1937 to 1969.
St Marys is now linked with St Giles Church in Gilesgate and St Cuthbert’s Church in
Shadforth with a Priest in Charge and Curate.

There are regular weekly services at St. Marys: Holy Communion on Sundays 9.30am and
mid week on Thursdays at 10am as well as other occasional services such as Christenings,
Weddings and Funerals and special services such as the “All Souls” memorial service in
November and the Children’s Cristingle Service in December.
The Narthex at the west end of the church has enabled many social events to take place in
the church building. St Mary’s hold regular events for the local community which helps to
raise funds for the upkeep of the church. Each month there is a social event planned.
St Mary’s Church in Sherburn Village is there for everyone especially the local community:
All are Welcome

“Thanks be to God”
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