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“St James’ would make an ideal centre to promote and celebrate the rich heritage and culture of Benwell and the west end.  It is in an ideal position in the heart of the community.”
(Local resident)

“I visited St James’ Church last week and I thought it was amazing.  But it needed some changes.”

(Local resident – aged ten)  

Introduction
St James’ Church in Benwell is a historically significant and beautiful building, with many special features.  It is one of the few heritage buildings to have survived successive waves of clearance and re-building in the area.  This report is about a plan to develop a Centre for Culture and Heritage at St James’ Church.  It describes what is proposed and why this is happening now.  

The vision for the St James’ Centre for Culture and Heritage is ambitious but it is also very practical and achievable, rooted as it is in existing experience, strengths, and opportunities.  These proposals have come about as a result of a major consultation and research exercise carried out during 2009.  The study identified four pillars on which the project can be built:

· a vibrant and active local community with a strong sense of pride in its history, coexisting with a willingness to embrace new challenges

· an experienced and innovative voluntary and community sector

· an outward-looking church community which has been at the forefront of working with local residents and other organisations to tackle the multiple social and economic problems the area has faced over the decades

· a location that places the church itself right at the heart of a major multi-agency regeneration programme aimed at transforming the area.

The choice of culture and heritage as the focus of the development is not a vague dream.  It is based on the evidence of an extensive local consultation process about local needs and demands, on the experience of what is known to work and to successfully engage the enthusiasm of local residents, and on the character of the area with its rich history and its record of community-based cultural activity.  

A longer version of the findings is available on request.

Contact details

Revd Catherine Pickford

56 Dunholme Road

Newcastle upon Tyne

NE4 6XE

0191 2735356

Catherine_pickford@yahoo.co.uk 
© Judith Green, 2010
What is the Centre for Culture & Heritage?

The Vision

The vision is to create a beautiful space that will host a variety of activities focused on culture and heritage that will serve the whole community of Benwell and the surrounding areas of the west end as well as attracting people from further afield, and will sit at the heart of an active network of organisations and community groups sharing a commitment to celebrating and delivering culture and heritage in the widest sense.
The idea is to restore and improve a beautiful and significant building in order to create a multi-purpose venue for a variety of activities focused on culture and heritage.  The Centre would be developed primarily to meet the needs of the local community of the west end.  It would serve all ages and sections of the community, and would be a valuable resource for local schools and other community groups and organisations.  The evidence of the feasibility study suggests that such a Centre would also attract people from other parts of the city and further afield, and this could be significant in underpinning its sustainability.  The range of activities proposed would include the following:

Local history and heritage

There will be a range of activities and resources linked to local history and heritage, such as displays of old photographs, group activities and events, talks and courses, special projects, resources (such as educational packs, trails, archive photographic and moving image material, and historical records), and information and advice on family history research and related topics.  In addition, the church and graveyard represent in themselves valuable resources embodying the social history of the local area (and indeed of Victorian Tyneside), whilst there will be scope also to promote and facilitate access to other local sites of historical interest such as Hadrian’s Wall or the big houses and mansions of pre-industrial Benwell.
Art and crafts

The Centre will contain good quality facilities for displaying paintings, crafts, sculpture and photographic work.  This will include exhibitions of the work of community groups and also of local working artists.  There will also be group activities and courses available, and the Centre will be a base for special projects and events.  Part of the ethos will be to have professional artists working alongside members of the  community, both formally as artists in residence or more informally through events or simply co-location.

Drama, music and dance

There will be a large performance space at the centre of the building which will be available for use by other organisations as well as for performances developed on site.  Drama, creative writing, music, singing and dance will feature in the programme of activities and events.  There is great potential for linking such activities with local history and heritage themes as a means of promoting wider engagement.

Film and moving image

Creative activities and showings involving film and digital media will be an integral part of the programme.  This will link with the local history and heritage aspects of the project by collecting and showing archive material and also by actively documenting historical reminiscence and contemporary change. 

Learning and sharing information and ideas

An important aspect of the Centre’s work will be to disseminate and share information and ideas across the community, between groups and organisations, and among a wider audience.  This will be achieved through various means including talks and events, exhibitions, and publications.  The availability of a good quality space with audio-visual equipment will mean that it is suitable for major community events and conferences.  

Meeting and celebrating

An integral objective of the Centre’s work will be to enable people to meet and socialise in a comfortable and attractive environment.  This will be achieved by the provision of informal social spaces and through interaction in the process of participating in activities and events.  It is not intended to provide explicit meeting places such as a community café, but the provision of refreshments and the sharing of food will be important elements across the range of activities.  Bringing people together to celebrate particular events, achievements or topics will be a cross-cutting theme of the project.
Green spaces and biodiversity

The plans for St James’ include restoring and improving the churchyard in order to create a pleasant green space of historical significance which can be enjoyed by the community as a place of reflection and tranquillity in the heart of the urban area and also utilised as a resource for understanding local heritage and researching family history.  The churchyard is also a valuable site for biodiversity and a haven for many forms of wildlife such as butterflies and birds, which adds to its significance as a resource for learning and pleasure.
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Worship

The Centre will still remain the home of St James’ Church – a place for regular worship and for baptisms, weddings and funerals, as well as church-run activities such as Summer and Christmas fairs, harvest meals and children’s holiday clubs, and use by the wider community including school carol services and other celebrations.  It is intended that St James’ will continue to accommodate up to 300 people for worship, since it is the only church building in the area capable of seating more than 150.
The key characteristics
There are four key characteristics of the project.  
1.  Landmark.  The evidence shows that St James’ is a landmark building within the local area, seen by the community as a vital part of its heritage and sense of place.  Historically and architecturally, it is a significant building both in local and regional terms.  Physically, it occupies a dominant position, being visible from the A1 to the south of the Tyne, for example, as well as being seen as a key place marker for the Benwell area.  Strategically, it occupies an important location within the Benwell Scotswood regeneration area, and has the potential to contribute in a significant way to the transformation of the area as well as to benefit from complementary developments.  
2.  High quality.  The proposal is for a high quality development that will raise the profile of the area and alter external perceptions about it, as well as impacting significantly upon the aspirations and opportunities of its residents.  The pride and sense of ownership that is evident within the local community will be given a visible focus.  The high quality of the refurbishment will also help to ensure the long-term sustainability of an important and valuable historic building which is currently at risk.
3.  Partnership.  The project will exemplify in practice the strong traditions of partnership working and networking that characterise the local voluntary and community sector, and which are also typical of St James’ track record.  The core tasks of planning, development and delivery of the project will be driven by a partnership comprising a number of key partner organisations working alongside the church, and a wide range of other local groups and organisations will be involved in provision of services and activities.
4.  Community cohesion.  The project as envisaged will aim to promote inclusion and cohesion across the community of the west end.  It will serve all ages, providing activities and resources for different age groups and promoting intergenerational work.  The community of the west end is ethnically diverse and includes a range of faiths and cultures, and the Centre will be inclusive in its remit, taking a broad view of culture and heritage as reflecting and celebrating this diversity.  It will also seek to include and provide for the specific needs of other sections of the community who are socially marginalised, such as those with mental health problems or learning disabilities.

The building

The idea that will underpin the development is that it should seek to maintain and enhance what is architecturally and historically significant about the church.  The vision is to restore a beautiful and historic building in order to contribute to the quality of users’ experience as well as to preserve a valuable heritage asset.  
This means that the following principles should underpin the re-development:

· Retaining the entire fabric of the building as found, without any substantial structural alterations or additions

· Restoring the most significant features such as the stained glass windows, the wooden ceiling and the clock

· Opening up the interior of the building to restore its integrity, rather than dividing it into separate sections
· Maintaining the capacity to accommodate several hundred people for the purposes of worship, performance, and other collective activities. 

The partners

A project of this scale will require staffing, including specific expertise in developing and delivering arts, culture and heritage-based activities, as well as the tasks associated with maintaining and managing the building.  
But this is not a wholly new stand-alone project being developed from scratch.  The Centre for Culture & Heritage is a partnership project.  It will be able to draw on the expertise and resources of the key partners and build on their experience and existing work in the area.  The key partners to date are:
· West Newcastle Picture History Collection: a volunteer-run group which collects and manages a collection of over 14,000 photographs, maps and other material relevant to the history of West Newcastle
· Search: a Benwell-based voluntary project which provides health, leisure, training and cultural activities, as well as advice and support, for local older people, 
· St James’ Heritage and Environment Group: an independent community-based group which is active in working to improve the churchyard
· Action for Children (Families First): a locally-based project working with families from diverse cultures
· Newcastle Community Heritage Project: part of Newcastle City Council’s area-based regeneration programme, providing community-led local heritage activities 
· Local film-makers: local practitioners with experience of working with the local community on film-making and moving image projects
Collectively these organisations have a long track record of working in the west end of Newcastle, have significant expertise in the fields of culture and local history, are experienced at engaging people from diverse backgrounds, have been responsible for some innovative projects, and are widely recognised as having made a significant contribution to community life in the area.  

Creating a community hub: in addition, the St James’ project is seen as complementary to the current development of the Carnegie Centre in the adjacent former library building.  There is significant potential for sharing facilities and resources, and possibly creating a physical link between the two buildings, thus enhancing the officially designated “community hub”.  
Why here?

At the heart of the local community

“St James’ is a signal building in its local community, with a rich heritage.  Its position and heritage means it has served well generations of communities, and many people see it as a landmark for the area.”
Archdeacon Geoff Miller: Strategic plan for the Anglican Diocese of Newcastle)
“An essential focal point for the community.  Always been there.  Part of the heart of the community.”
(Local residents)

“It is an important memory of Benwell’s past – a historical landmark – and makes us think of all those who’ve passed through its doors.  I love it.”

(Local residents)
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One of the clearest findings of the consultation was the near-unanimous agreement that this is a fine building which is very much a part of Benwell.  The fact that it is one of the few remaining older buildings in the area makes people value it especially highly, and view it as an essential part of a heritage that is under continuous threat.

The church is a key local landmark both in an obvious physical sense and also in terms of people’s memories and stories about the local area and their own place within it.  This is especially true of older residents, who share a store of memories and stories, such as the day the barrage balloon knocked the top off the spire during the Second World War, the “hoy oots” accompanying weddings at the church, or the youth club in the old parish hall where many first learned to dance.  Many younger adults also share memories and experiences of the many activities such as youth groups and children’s activities that took place at St James’ in past years.  Many residents have personal and family connections with St James’, through weddings, baptisms, and funerals, even though only a small minority are regular church attenders.  In addition, a number of community organisations and individual activists have close links with St James’ which means that many residents feel a continuing sense of kinship with the church.  Even though there are relatively few groups and activities based at St James’ now in comparison with the past, it is still perceived by many people as an active and involved church.  

A historic and significant building

“A unique and irreplaceable part of our regional and national heritage.”  
“It could be an exceptional building in the city.”  

(Cyril Winskell, specialist architect and expert on John Dobson)

“I thought Benwell are very lucky to have such a beautiful church.  The atmosphere of the whole building was welcoming.  I have never ever seen a ceiling like it before, it reminded me of a galleon.  The carving of the pulpit was worthy of any cathedral and the stained glass windows were magnificent.  This church has got to be saved.”

(Local art group member)
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St James’ is the oldest church in Newcastle outside the city centre, having originally opened for worship in 1833.  Its important historical character is indicated by the fact that the building and elements of the churchyard are Grade 2 listed.  The church was originally designed by John Dobson, and contains examples of work by eminent craftsmen and artists such as Ralph Hedley, William Wailes and Eric Gill.  These and other features, taken as a whole, mean that the building represents a valuable and significant asset in itself.
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The historical significance of the church building is perhaps of even greater importance.  The fabric of St James’ church building and churchyard reflect major events and social developments within the local community and in wider society over the past 180 years.  The church was originally built mainly to serve the needs of the relatively wealthy families who occupied the large houses and estates that dominated the area in the early part of the 19th century, and they continue to have a visible presence in the form of memorials and graves.  The burial records attest to the fact that it was also the local church for pitmen and other workers and their families who lived in poor cottages scattered across the area, as well as the inhabitants of the workhouse which was within the parish boundaries.  The huge increase in population during the later 19th and early 20th centuries, drawn in to serve the burgeoning armaments and other industries along the riverside and the commercial expansion of the city, transformed the worshipping congregation into one comprising mainly industrial and white collar workers and local tradespeople and their families.  Subsequent industrial decline, urban decay and successive urban regeneration programmes during the latter half of the 20th and early 21st centuries have led to further major transformations in the local community.

Beyond the church itself, Benwell is an ancient area of settlement which has been a site of significant developments since the period of Roman occupation.  There are extensive archaeological remains, and its historical assets include part of the Hadrian’s Wall World Heritage site.  It is also the site of many big mansions and private estates, home to some of the richest and most influential characters involved in the development of Tyneside during the 18th and 19th centuries.  Among those buried at St James’ are the builder and developer Richard Grainger, and John Buddle, called by his contemporaries “King of the Coal Trade”.
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The most significant feature remaining from the original Dobson building is the wooden ceiling with its elaborate joinery work and use of decorative colours and shapes. 
The historical and architectural significance of the building is beyond dispute.  Its current condition, however, seriously limits its potential use.  Significant investment is required to bring the building up to 21st century standards and, whilst the building is structurally sound, there are major problems that require remedial work.  
An active and engaged church

St James’ is one of a team of churches in the Benwell area, which also comprises St John’s, the Venerable Bede and South Benwell Community Church.  Historically the ‘mother church’, St James’ still has the largest congregation, and is used for large services of as many as 300 people.  It has a growing congregation which has significantly increased in size over recent years.  A survey of the worshipping congregation, carried out for the feasibility study, showed that it reflects the wider community in which it is located, and includes people from diverse cultural and ethnic backgrounds.  Average attendance at Sunday worship is around 60 adults, with up to 20 children attending the Sunday School and crèche.  St James’ has active connections with local churches of other denominations, and the wider community is regularly brought into the church through a variety of activities such as holiday clubs for children, events for local schools, fairs and coffee mornings, and heritage open days.  
One of the strengths of St James’ Church is its proven track record of outreach work in the local community in response to changing needs.  It is widely recognised as having made a significant contribution to tackling the serious social problems faced by the local community over recent decades, and it is respected for its long-term commitment to the area.  Its community projects have included:

· Cornerstone, set up in the 1980s by St James’ in partnership with others as a result of a church planting initiative, and still operating today as an independent registered charity run by a management committee of local residents most of whom are linked with the church.
· Pendower Good Neighbour Project,  set up in the 1990s, and also now functioning as an independent voluntary project with continuing involvement from St James’ members.  

· A project which provided supported accommodation for young mothers during a period when the area had one of the highest teenage pregnancy rates in the country. 

Individual members of St James’ Church have also played a significant role in the wider community and voluntary sector.  Almost half of the congregation of St James’ are active in a voluntary capacity within the local community or in other roles outside the church.  
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   Founder members of the local credit union.
In summary there is clear evidence that St James’ has considerable experience in and commitment to working with its local community.  It embraced the key message of Faith in the City, that the essence of urban mission is about becoming part of a wider community and serving that community in a spirit of mutual care rather than about recruiting more people to the Church of England.  This is an “incarnational” or “embodied” model of Christianity which means that Christian mission cannot ignore the social and physical conditions under which people live.  It is also about working in a way that empowers local residents and works with the local community to explore people’s needs and problems and to develop solutions to these.  

A strong but disadvantaged community
Benwell parish is located in the heart of the inner west of Newcastle, a dense residential area with a population of over 35,000.  There is a significant ethnic minority population, predominantly of South Asian backgrounds but including more recently significant numbers of asylum seekers, refugees and economic migrants from Eastern Europe, Iran, Iraq and Africa.

The area’s traditional industrial base – concentrated around heavy engineering – has suffered long-term decline, and unemployment has been a serious and persistent problem for most of the postwar period, whilst many of those in work have been concentrated in low wage, insecure and often part-time work. Over this period also the area has experienced successive programmes of housing clearance and re-development.  Currently much of the inner west is affected by major programmes of refurbishment and housing demolition prior to re-development, linked to wider plans to reconfigure local services such as education, transport and health.  Many older residents of the area have moved homes several times during their lifetimes as a result of successive regeneration programmes.

The west end of Newcastle has been officially recognised as one of the most disadvantaged areas of the country through its inclusion in almost every central government area-based regeneration initiative since the 1960s.  According to the most recent official Index of Multiple Deprivation, the two wards which contain the parish of Benwell (Benwell and Scotswood Ward and Elswick Ward) fell within the 10% most deprived areas in England for all seven domains – crime, education, skills & training, employment, barriers to housing and services, income, and environment.  Together with the other riverside wards of Westgate, Byker and Walker, they comprise the five most disadvantaged wards in Newcastle.  

Despite its disadvantaged status, there is considerable evidence that the area has a strong and active community, with a powerful sense of ownership and commitment to the locality.  The area also has a wealth of diverse community groups and organisations which are recognised as a valuable resource and one of the strengths on which future developments should build.  

At the heart of the regeneration of the west end
“In ten years time there will be an invigorated population with higher disposable income” 

(Interview with representative of Bridging Newcastle Gateshead)
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St James’ Church occupies a key location within the regenerated west end of Newcastle.  There has been significant housing demolition recently across the Benwell Scotswood Area, mainly concentrated in the western part of the area, but currently plans are well advanced for a number of major new house-building programmes which will create several thousand additional dwellings across the area during the next decade or so.  Nearer to the church, major housing improvement programmes and some new house building are already underway.  The Area Action Plan projects a growth in population of 25% over the next 10-15 years.
The current regeneration plans represent a comprehensive strategy for the physical regeneration of the Benwell Scotswood area, including community and neighbourhood facilities as well as housing.  At its heart will be the District Centre - intended to function as a “Centre for Daily Life”, acting as the community and commercial hub for the whole Benwell Scotswood area, and being characterised by a clear sense of identity.  This is seen as the primary location for investment in community buildings and new social infrastructure, and transport routes and accessibility are to be improved in order to facilitate this.  St James’ Church occupies a key site within the District Heart and can already be seen as part of a cluster of facilities around the junction of two main north-south and east-west routes, including the City Council’s new Library and Customer Service Centre.
Need for a local focus for culture and heritage

“Local heritage is popular locally and regionally but there is nowhere currently which allows access to this from one place.”
(Local resident)
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At the grassroots level the west end already has a rich seam of activities focusing on culture and heritage – knitting groups, art groups, dance groups, collections of old photographs and memorabilia, local history projects and publications, and many more.  Projects such as the “Woolly West”, where local residents came together to re-create buildings and scenes from the west end in wool, testify to the strength of local interest and support for culture and heritage, especially when it creates opportunities to share and celebrate community spirit and local identity.
However there is no major venue for arts-based activities in the west end of the city unlike the east end, for example, which has several arts-based projects and galleries.  The character of St James’ building makes it well suited to serve this function.  It is also a highly appropriate setting for local history activities, in view of its historical importance as the final resting place of many of the most significant figures in the history of Tyneside and its proximity to the Roman Wall, Hadrian’s Way and other sites of historical interest.
Heritage and culture are central to the City Council’s vision for the transformation of Benwell Scotswood, and the local Area Action Plan emphasises the importance of protecting and making the most of the area’s historic and cultural assets as key distinguishing features.  

What is the evidence?
During 2009 a major feasibility study was carried out to explore the potential for developing and expanding the use of St James’ Church in Benwell by the wider community.  

The feasibility study was commissioned by St James’ Church, and funded by a Mustard Seed Grant from the Church Urban Fund, a grant from the Diocese of Newcastle’s Partners in Community Action fund, and money raised by St James’.  The study was carried out by Judith Green (an independent community researcher and development worker and Honorary Research Fellow of Northumbria University) working in partnership with members of the St James’ community.

Over 400 residents, including more than 100 children and young people, took part in the main phase of the consultation process which sought views, experiences and ideas about the church’s present and future role.  In addition, 13 local community groups and over 45 agencies and organisations contributed.  In the final phase, feedback was sought on the emerging vision of a Centre for Culture and Heritage for the West End.  More than 110 people contributed to this consultation, and almost 150 in total participated in associated pilot activities and events during this phase.

A combination of methods, including questionnaires, interviews, focus groups and participatory appraisal was used in order to ensure a representative range of views and experiences.  Raising awareness among the community and encouraging people to become actively involved was an important part of the process.  Several action-research projects were included among the activities that comprised the feasibility study.  The main findings of the consultation process are summarised below.  A more detailed report of the findings is contained in Volume 4 of the full feasibility study report.
The feasibility study also involved research on other sources of information about community needs and gaps in services and provision, on relevant developments, policies and plans, and on the history, condition and status of the church building.  These findings have also informed the development of the proposals for a Centre for Culture and Heritage on this site.  
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More than 150 people contributed to the main phase of consultation through questionnaire surveys, focus groups and discussions.  During the final phase, almost a hundred people gave feedback on the emerging vision of a centre for culture and heritage via questionnaires, and many more took part in pilot activities and events.
Consulting the community
What did people think of St James’ Church?

· People’s opinions of both the exterior and interior of the church showed a combination of affection for the building, appreciation of its architectural and artistic merits, and a concern about its current poor state of repair.

· The most common words used to describe the building were “beautiful”, “lovely”, “impressive”, and “a landmark”.  

· Nine out of ten respondents considered the building to be attractive, and the remainder were concerned about its current poor state of repair rather than critical of the building itself.
· Nine out of ten said that they would personally miss St James’ if it were no longer there.

· All but one person thought that the building was an important part of Benwell.

How could St James’ building and grounds be used to meet the needs of the local community?

· Arts and crafts and local and family history activities were the main areas of activity of interest identified by respondents (accounting for 66% of all responses) when asked an open-ended question about particular activities or facilities they would be interested in using if they were provided locally.
· There were many specific ideas for the future use of St James’, but the most frequent responses related to local history, arts and crafts, dance, film and music activities. 

· Community cohesion was a recurrent theme, and there was a view that the building should serve the whole community.  It was seen as a place where a variety of activities could take place, serving the needs and interests of different groups within the community, but also bringing them together.  

· The churchyard was seen as having the potential to become an accessible, attractive and interesting green space for people to enjoy, providing opportunities for exploring and celebrating heritage and involving the community. 

What was the response to the idea of a centre for culture and heritage?

· All but one person said that they would like to see St James’ Church improved and restored.
· All but one person said that they supported the idea of making it a place for people to meet and to enjoy and take part in different activities, and there were very many ideas put forward for what could happen there.

· Most suggestions were for cultural activities in the widest sense, with specific ideas including dance, films, music, knitting groups, book groups, arts and crafts displays, sewing and crafts activities, creative writing, and poetry performances.  
· Local history was also a popular area of activity, with suggestions including local history groups, outreach activities and resources provided by other museums, and a “museum of Benwell and Scotswood”.

· There was a demand for activities for children as well as for adults, and also for intergenerational activities.

· All but one person wanted to see the graveyard tidied up and made into a pleasant green space.
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One of the themes to emerge from the community consultation was the importance of sharing and celebrating.  This was illustrated in a practical way by the success of the pre-Christmas singing event held at the church as one of the pilot activities for the final phase of the feasibility study.
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A group of women from different Arabic backgrounds visited St James’ to look around the church and hear about the ideas for its future development.  They were all practicing Muslims and were very interested to find out more about the church and to share their own experience and ideas.

Action research
    [image: image13.jpg]
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The Lillia Art Group was invited to spend a day in the church, drawing and painting as part of the feasibility study.  The group’s ideas and comments helped to shape the plans for the future of the church, and the drawings and paintings produced during the day formed part of the display of art work mounted for the feedback consultation on the vision for the church’s future.  

The community consultation indicated that arts and crafts are a popular area of activity locally and found widespread support for the idea of incorporating these in future plans for the church building..  
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The Graveyard Group came together in 2009 to explore the graveyard, initially as part of the feasibility study.  Everyone involved was a volunteer, and most were local residents with a particular interest in local history.  They shared a belief that the church and its graveyard were a valuable part of the area’s heritage, and wanted to contribute in a practical way to celebrating and improving it.  The group has recently become established as an independent constituted organisation and is seeking charitable status.  One of the most important outcomes of the graveyard project has been the evidence it has afforded of the strong sense of ownership of the church building and grounds felt by many local residents.
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The Graveyard Group meets regularly to tidy the churchyard, map the graves and collecting information on those buried there.  They also run special weekend events to involve more people from the church and the community.  A churchyard guide and website are currently in preparation.
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St James’ Church opened its doors for three days as part of the 2009 Heritage Open Days programme.  Short guides to the church building and the graveyard were produced for the event, newly created resources such as a data-base of graves were available to view, refreshments were provided, and guided tours of the church building were organised.

The level of interest shown illustrated the potential for developing the building and churchyard as a heritage centre.  As well as the many local residents who visited during the period, there were also several visitors from further afield, including some from outside the region.  Some people were attracted by special features of the church such as some of the stained glass windows and memorials; others came because they had a family connection which they wished to investigate.  Several of those who first made contact during the Heritage Open Days have continued to maintain a relationship and have contributed to the ongoing development of the project.
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David Cook, secretary of the long-established Benwell Cricket Club and author of a history of the club, uncovering the family tomb of John Atkinson Pendlington, 19th century local cricketer and inventor of an international cricket scoring system, during the Heritage Open Days.  The relationship has continued with exchanges of information and research findings, and new evidence has emerged of the forgotten relationship between the church and the cricket club. 

Consulting children
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Through targeted projects with the local secondary school and with local primary and nursery schools, more than a hundred local children from diverse ethnic and faith backgrounds contributed their views to the feasibility study.  
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Children from two local primary schools (Canning Street and St John’s) spent time in the church exploring the building, sketching, and discussing their reactions.  Following this, they  presented their own ideas through the medium of writing letters to the members of St James’ telling them what they thought of the church, how it could be improved, and what they would like to see happen there. The children’s drawings illustrated the three common themes of the poor condition of the building, the variety of attractive features within it, and its potential as a locus of activity.
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What did the children think of St James’ Church?

· The children were generally enthusiastic about the church and liked many features of the building, such as the lectern and the stained glass windows.  

· They complained about the condition of the building which they found damp, cold, uncomfortable and rather scruffy, and with an unpleasant smell.  Their suggestions for improving the building prioritised colour and comfort.
How could St James’ building and grounds be used to meet their needs?

· The children were enthusiastic about the potential of the building for activities and clubs.  
· The most popular suggestions were for arts and crafts activities.  Dance, music, cookery, and a variety of sports activities were also requested.
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As part of the consultation process, a group of pre-school children from Atkinson Road Nursery School took part in an art project creating their own “stained glass windows” out of coloured paper and talking about what they liked about the church and what they would like to see there.  

The model stained glass windows were later displayed in the church hall in an exhibition of local art work as part of a series of consultation events about the future of the building.
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A group of 13 and 14 year old students from Excelsior Academy spent a series of half days in the church over several weeks during the autumn groups working in small groups to create several exciting artworks.  After an initial session in the church, observing, exploring and sketching, they came up with their own ideas for artworks inspired by their experience of being in the church.  
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The students came back to the church later in the autumn to take part in the craft event alongside adult members of the community
Consulting stakeholder organisations
“There is a wealth of cultural diversity in the area.  People could have an opportunity to share their experiences and cultures and talents.  Arts, music, food, could be used as a way of bringing communities together, and expressing their identity.” 

(Local organisation)
During the first phase of the feasibility study, more than 45 interviews were carried out with representatives of local organisations and groups, and of agencies with an interest in services and developments in the area.  These included community-based voluntary organisations working in different neighbourhoods and with different sections of the community, service delivery organisations such as schools and pre-school providers, initiatives and programmes targeting the area, officers and elected members of the City Council, and specialist advisers working in the Newcastle Diocese.  Following this, two special meetings were held to check out responses to the emerging vision of a Centre for Culture and Heritage – one for local voluntary organisations and one for local schools – which involved 17 representatives.  
What do other organisations and agencies think of St James’ Church?

· Those who knew St James’ Church considered that it was a locally significant and historically important building.  
· Some organisations still used the church building for various activities, but felt that it was a poor quality venue in its present condition.  
How could St James’ building and grounds be used to meet the needs of the local community?

· There was seen to be strong interest among the local community in arts and cultural activities generally, but a shortage of suitable spaces for these.  Several organisations considered that there should be more provision of cultural activities such as arts, crafts, music, dance, drama, and cinema, and these would have considerable benefits especially for particular groups such as people with mental health problems.  

· Heritage and local history were also seen as important, with some seeing the area’s wealth of history as a feature that was not sufficiently celebrated or provided for in terms of local facilities and resources.  
· The church was seen as having considerable potential as a venue for such activities and resources, especially in providing a larger space that could accommodate bigger meetings, performances, community fairs, and events.
· A particular requirement identified was for a place that was inclusive and safe, especially in view of the growing diversity of the local community.

· There were a variety of suggestions about ways in which the church might be able to meet the needs of children and young people, including work with schools.

· Many opportunities were identified for developing work in partnership with existing organisations and building on current strengths and experience.  
What was the response to the idea of a centre for culture and heritage?

· There was broad support for the vision of developing a centre for culture and heritage for the west end.

· It was felt that the area and the community would benefit from a significant venue for creative activities.
· Heritage and local history were seen as effective ways of engaging people of all ages because of the links with personal experience.

· Local schools and other organisations would find it a valuable resource and would make use of it in various ways.
· The potential for intergenerational work on the site was a particularly positive feature.
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Stakeholder organisations saw the potential for developing educational resources for schools about local history and heritage
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There was great potential for intergenerational work.

When will it happen?

St James’ is committed to working to make the vision of a Centre for Culture and Heritage for the West End a reality.  The main outcome of the feasibility study is a commitment to restore and improve the church of St James’ to create a high quality, multi-purpose venue for culture and heritage.  The launch of the feasibility study report in April 2010 is the first formal step in progressing the plan.  
Following this, a Project Steering Group will be formally established which will oversee the development of the project.  This will be a phased process.  The next step is to obtain funding to commission the services of an architect with a view to providing detailed costed plans for the capital works required to implement the vision as fully as possible.  In parallel with this, a detailed business plan will be developed, including the details of governance arrangements, staffing requirements, and other matters.  These will inform the development of a major funding bid for the development of the Centre for Culture and Heritage.

St James’ Church have decided, however, that it is not sufficient to concentrate solely during the coming period on developing the funding bids for the capital works and associated revenue costs for the Centre in its final form, since the inevitable time gap would mean dissipating the enthusiasm and relationships built up during the feasibility study and would risk disappointing those who contributed to the consultation.  The Church has undertaken to pursue a twin-track approach by seeking funding to create a post as soon as possible with the remit of working with church and community volunteers and partner organisations to develop and co-ordinate activities at St James’.
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St James’ newest project, the 2010 Noah’s Ark, involving local community groups, schools, toddler groups, churches, residents and other interested people.
Linking culture and heritage - a case study
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The Sowerby Glassworks project was an example of action-research that has demonstrated the potential for engaging the local community in activities that link culture and heritage.  During the early autumn of 2009, Northern Stage in Newcastle staged a very successful revival of a play written in the early 20th century by Githa Sowerby, In tandem with this, a new biography of Githa Sowerby written by the author and journalist Pat Riley was launched to coincide with the opening of the play.  Githa Sowerby was the grand-daughter of the Sowerby family who lived in Benwell during the 19th century in Benwell Towers.  

Only weeks before the opening night of the play, the graveyard group came unexpectedly upon the grave of John Sowerby, Githa’s grandfather and owner of a huge glassworks in Gateshead, which provides the fictional setting for her play Rutherford and Son.   Contact was made with Pat Riley the biographer, who agreed at short notice to come to St James’ to give a talk about Githa and the Sowerby family which attracted an enthusiastic local audience.  Pat Riley also made a last-minute amendment to her book, referring to the discovery of the Sowerby grave and the plans to restore the graveyard.  

Another spin-off from this has been a digital stories project linked to Sowerby glass which has been developed in partnership with the Tyne and Wear Museums Service.  Once completed, these stories will become part of the Discovery Museum’s permanent collection.
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