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Walk to the Church of
Local Nature Reserve

Flass Vale
10,000 years ago when the ice-cap retreated it
left behind deposits of sand, gravel and clay
which now form the hills surrounding the
Vale. Pollen evidence suggests that people
started to clear woodland around 2,000 years
ago. The 1860 Ordnance Survey map shows
Flass Vale with pasture, hedges, patches of
woodland and bog. The upper part of the
Vale was deliberately flooded in winter to
form a pond for ice-skating and curling, and
sand was quarried from several places.

Ruins of

Beaurepaire Priory



The medieval estate of Beaurepaire was
created by the Prior and Convent of Durham
through the accumulation of several adjacent
blocks of land. The first grant was the village
of Crookton, south of Witton Gilbert, which
by 1267 had been abandoned. The Bishop
allowed the Prior to enclose and fence the
whole park, an area of 1300 acres. With the
dissolution of Durham Priory in 1541, the
estate passed to the Dean and Chapter.

Grazing animals were kept in Flass Vale until
the 1960s. Since then the area of woodland
has expanded, the formal gardens have been
abandoned and only traces of the orchard
remain. The route that you will follow
through the Vale is the route trod by the
Benedictine monks on their way to
Beaurepaire Priory.
Ruins of Beaurepaire Priory

In the late spring there
is a display of bluebells
to the north of the site,
and you can find wood
anemone and wood
sorrel.
Later in the year there
are foxglove, herb
bennet, herb robert,
dog rose, wild
raspberries, stonecrop Wood Anemone
and yellow flag iris.

In the middle of the estate was the Prior’s
residence, built in 1258 and for generations
used as a country retreat, both for the Prior
and for monks. Important guests were also
received here, including Edward I, Edward II
and Edward III. It was used as the
headquarters for 16,000 Scots before the
Battle of Neville’s Cross.

Witton Gilbert Dene
Witton Gilbert Dene is a small wooded dene
south of Witton Gilbert village, an oasis for
wildlife within a mosaic of arable land and
built-up areas. The village dates back at least
a 1,000 years and the Dene would most
probably have been used as a resource for
timber and fire wood, and as woodland
pasture. Its southern end is alongside the
lower end of the churchyard.
The old rectory was to the west of the Dene.
4,400 trees were planted on the east bank of
the Dene in 1828 to create a ‘wilderness’, for
use by the family in the rectory. This rectory
was pulled down in 1925 due to mining
subsidence and the beech trees were mostly
felled and removed in the 1950s, but they are
being replanted.
Watch out for roe deer, seen regularly in the
early morning and sometimes in the
afternoon. As you leave the Dene and
approach the church listen for the great
spotted woodpecker in the largest tree by the
lychgate. More than fifty different birdspecies have been identified in the Dene.
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For information on public
transport contact Traveline
www.travelinenortheast.info
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follow the Small Pilgrim Places waymark
Affiliated to the Small Pilgrim Places network,
www.smallpilgrimplaces.org.
Groups are welcome.
For further information and requests to visit at other
times, please contact the hospitallers,
tel: (0191) 371 1295, or email robin.minney@mail.ru,
pennyminney@talktalk.net, dbilton@talktalk.net
© Stuart Priestley
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Follow the guided trail round the land and
into the church.
In medieval times the church would have
been the chief meeting place of the village.
There would have been no pews, just a few
benches along the walls, and rushes on the
floor. For light they would have depended on
candles.
Some time before 1180 Gilbert de la Ley,
Lord of Witton, gave land here for the
foundation of a hospital for lepers. The
hospital of St. Peter was built alongside the
farmhouse which survives as Witton Hall
Farm, close by the church. One blocked
window is still there, in the house-wall facing
Coach Lane.
The church stands on a mound above the
floodplain of the River Browney, with streams
on two sides. The church is small and,
although altered several times over the
centuries, its south wall dates from the
twelfth century, with late Norman windows
and the remains of a doorway.

St Michael
Church of

Visit the Church of St Michael and All Angels
Open 11am-3pm on Saturdays in July and August,
and at other dates by arrangement.
The north wing may have contained the hall
and kitchen. More definitely, the south wing
was the Prior’s apartments, and the principal
ruins now visible formed the dormitory. It is
one of the most extensive manor house sites
in the North of England.

Great Spotted Woodpecker

Route 2 (easier route)
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8 mile route mainly along flat railway
paths.
The walk begins from the well signed
Broompark Picnic Area car park (1).
Consult display board (2) and follow signs
for Lanchester Valley Walk (the old
railway line). After about two miles (3)
you will see on your right the bridge over
the River Browney and the ruins of
Beaurepaire. Continue along the railway
path for approximately a further mile and,
taking the footpath on your right signed to
Witton Gilbert (5), follow the field edge
footpath (6) and cross the footbridge over
the River Browney (7).

Leave gates and property as you find them.
Protect plants and animals and take
your litter home.
Keep dogs under control.
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You will approach St Michael’s Church
from the south west. A steep lane leads
alongside the churchyard wall to the
lychgate (8). Turn right, down a farm lane,
and at the foot of the hill turn left through
a chicane barrier into the southern end of
Witton Gilbert Dene (9). Follow the path
alongside Dene Burn and go through the
barrier at the northern end (10). Turn left
and continue up the surfaced footpath,
through a kissing gate (11). Continue left
to the lychgate and visit the church.
For the return journey retrace your steps.
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This farmhouse has developed from the
medieval leper-hospital, from which
this blocked window still survives
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Route 1 (harder route)
the field edge footpath (6) and cross the
footbridge over the River Browney (7).
You will approach St Michael’s Church from the
south west. A steep lane leads alongside the
churchyard wall to the lychgate (8). Turn right,
down a farm lane, and at the foot of the hill turn
left through a chicane barrier into the southern
end of Witton Gilbert Dene (9). Follow the path
alongside Dene Burn and go through the barrier
at the northern end (10). Turn left and continue
up the surfaced footpath, through a kissing gate
(11). Continue left to the lychgate and visit the
church.
Retrace your steps for the return journey until you
reach the railway path (5). Continue along
railway path, enjoying the views of Beaurepaire to
your left. Cross road, pass Aldin Grange Farm and
at the ornate black waypost leave railway path by
turning left to Durham and follow bridleway.
Cross River Browney and take footpath on
immediate right. Follow riverside track to Quarry
House Lane and A167. Cross A167 via
footbridge, continue forward and turn right into
St Monica Grove. At T-junction turn right and
follow signs to City Centre which will return you
to Waddington Street.
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9 mile circular route mainly on field footpaths,
hilly and muddy in places.
Like the monks who went to Beaurepaire, find
your own way from Durham Cathedral to
Waddington Street (see inset map).
At the top of Waddington Street, go through
King’s Lodge entrance archway (1) and, following
public footpath through Flass Vale Local Nature
Reserve, keep walking ahead (you will go down
one set of steps) until you exit the reserve.
Walk along Flassburn Road and turn left at the
T-junction into Fieldhouse Lane and then left
again into Springfield Park. At the first bend in
the road take footpath on your right (2); this
takes you to A167, straight opposite Club Lane
bridleway.
Cross with care and follow bridleway until you
reach a gate which leads onto a farm track (3).
Turn right and follow track down to bridge, past
the ruins of Beaurepaire, and over River Browney.
Continue across bridge and up track, then turn
right onto Lanchester Valley railway path (4).
Continue along the railway path for
approximately 1 mile then take the footpath on
your right signed to Witton Gilbert (5). Follow

/2 mile
Roe Deer

