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1.1 What is a conservation area? 

The statutory definition of a conservation area, as 
defined in the primary legislation, the Planning 
(Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act 1990 
is:  
 

Ȱ!Î ÁÒÅÁ ÏÆ ÓÐÅÃÉÁÌ ÁÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÁÌ 
or historic interest the character 
or appearance of which it is 
ÄÅÓÉÒÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÐÒÅÓÅÒÖÅ ÏÒ ÅÎÈÁÎÃÅȱ 
 
In determining the above there are no specific set 
criteria upon which an area is designated. But there 
are several key elements that are generally 
considered. These include the topography and 
landscape, building ages and architectural styles, 
the materials used and detailing, street patterns 
and grain, land uses, the public realm, green 
spaces, boundary treatments, and views.  

The extent to which buildings and structures 
contribute generally derives from their frontages 
onto the street that is most experienced in the 
public domain. But in many places the sides and 
rears of buildings and streets can also be viewed, 
particularly in Durham City where many buildings 
and areas can be seen three dimensionally. This is 
due to how the buildings have developed in 
response to the landform and how the city has 
evolved over the centuries, spreading out in all 
directions from the peninsula. 

Spaces can contribute very positively, connecting 
buildings and places, dictating movement, and 
creating interactions. These range from key open 
historic civic spaces such as Durham Market Place, 
to the contemporary Millennium Square, intimate 
medieval streets, narrow historic vennels and green 
lanes, and the riverside footpaths.  

Green spaces are in abundance in Durham City, and 
they contribute significantly to its special character, 
distinctiveness, and sense of place. They vary 
greatly in type, use and extent, ranging from large 
areas of dense ancient woodland, local nature 
reserves, community allotment gardens, public 
parks, private front gardens in the streetscene, 
roadside verges, the riverbanks, and street trees. 

Such green assets and the wider surrounding 
landscape have high scenic and aesthetic qualities 
that enhance the setting of buildings, streets, 
spaces, and the city as a whole. All of the above, 
and the varying topography, create and provide 
different visual experiences, and ambiances, with 
notable historic landmarks featuring in a range of 
different views. 

Added to the above, the river is a wonderful blue 
asset, which has played a critical role in shaping the 
city and is a significant part of the character and 
experience of the city. The River Wear corridor is a 
ÓÐÅÃÉÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÕÎÉÑÕÅ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÇÉÏÎȭÓ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ 
environment and a significant natural component 
of the wider city that crosses and unites multiple 
conservation areas.  

It has high aesthetic, social, and recreational value 
and it provides an important wildlife corridor 
through the heart of the historic city. 

The designation of a conservation area under the 
Town and County Planning (Listed Buildings and 
Conservation Areas) Act 1990 
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1990/9/secti
on/69 gives the Local Planning Authority (LPA) 
certain statutory and general duties: 

¶ s69(1) requires the LPA to designate from 

time to time any areas which they consider 

to be of special architectural or historic 

interest as conservation areas, 

¶ s69(2) requires the LPA to review such 

designations from time to time. 

¶ s71(1) requires the LPA to formulate, 

prepare and publish proposals for the 

preservation and enhancement of its 

conservation areas from time to time. 

¶ s72(1) requires that when assessing 

applications for development in 

conservation areas, the LPA must pay 

special attention to the desirability of 

preserving or enhancing the character or 

appearance of the conservation areas.  

 

 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1990/9/section/69
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1990/9/section/69
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1.2 What is the purpose of this 

appraisal? 

The key objective of this character appraisal is to 
define, and provide an understanding, of the 
special interest of Durham City Gilesgate 
Conservation Area. It identifies and evaluates the 
different elements and features and how they 
ÃÏÎÔÒÉÂÕÔÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÅÁȭÓ ÄÉÓÔÉÎÃÔÉÖÅÎÅÓÓȟ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÏÆ 
place, character, and appearance, which justifies its 
designation. It then identifies the issues, problems, 
and potential threats the conservation area faces, 
and the opportunities, that assist to inform the 
management aims and action set out in the 
overarching management strategy document. 
 
This appraisal will be an important tool and 
ÅÖÉÄÅÎÃÅ ÂÁÓÅ ÔÏ ÉÎÆÏÒÍ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÅÁȭÓ ÏÎ-going 
management to ensure its special architectural and 
historic interest is conserved and where possible 
enhanced moving forwards. It has been prepared in 
ÁÃÃÏÒÄÁÎÃÅ ×ÉÔÈ (ÉÓÔÏÒÉÃ %ÎÇÌÁÎÄȭÓ Advice Note 1, 
Conservation Area, Appraisal, Designation and 
Management, 2nd edition. (2019). 
 
The appraisals form part 2 of the Durham City 
Conservation Area Management Plan (CAMP). Part 
1 is the Durham City Strategic Context document, 
and part 3 the Management Strategy. 
 
 
 

The documents should be read in combination, the 
purpose of the Strategic Context document is to; 

¶ Set out the approach to the protection of 

ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȭÓ ÓÅÐÃÉÁÌ ÁÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃ 

interest and how this can deliver other 

positive placemaking outcomes. 

¶ Set out an overview of the city in terms of 

its special interest, historic timeline, 

topography and landscape context. 

¶ Provide an understanding of the seven 

individual conservation areas, their inter-

relationships and how in combination they 

inform the overall heritage significance of 

Durham City. 

¶ Provide an understanding of the process 

and methodology that has been carried 

out. 

¶ Set out how the Durham City Conservation 

Area has evoloved from its original 

designation in 1968 through to its 

subdivision to seven conservation areas. 

¶ Set out the justification for the designation 

of the seven new conservation areas. 

¶ Set out how the CAMP documents work, 

and how they sit alongside other strategies 

and plans that are in place and emerging. 

Fig 1 below. The view up Gilesgate Bank of the fine historic 

streetscape enhanced by green features and an important gateway 

route into the city centre. 
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Together the conservation area character appraisal 
and wider management strategy will: 

Á Help decision makers to be able to assess the 

impact of new development proposals and 

ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÕÐÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÅÁȭÓ ÓÐÅÃÉÁÌ interest, 

character, and appearance. 

Á 0ÒÏÖÉÄÅ Á ÄÅÔÁÉÌÅÄ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÅÁȭÓ 

special interest that can be used to inform future 

planning decisions. 

Á Identify positive features to be preserved, and 

negative features to be improved. 

Á )ÄÅÎÔÉÆÙ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÆÕÔÕÒÅ ÒÉÓËÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÅÁȭÓ ÓÐÅÃÉÁÌ 

interest and character so that they can be 

avoided. 

Á Offer solutions to the issues and potential risks 

through the management aims and actions. 

Á Identify positive opportunities for change and 

improvements. 

Á Support the delivery of good design and assist in 

the preparation and implementation of 

enhancement and regeneration opportunities 

when they arise. 

 

 

 

 

Fig 2 below. The splendid view from the elevated grass verge above 

Leazes Road looking over The former College of St Hild and St Bede 

with Durham Castle and Cathedral World Heritage Site in the 

background.  
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2. Overview 
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2.1 Location and description 

Durham City Gilesgate Conservation Area occupies 
the northeastern part of the city centre. The 
boundary stretches from Leazes Road and 
Milburngate Road Bridge to the Sherburn Road and 
Sunderland Road junction and to Kepier Hospital at 
the riverside to the east. 

Gilesgate is a distinctive, and complex environment 
with a medieval single street layout at its historic 
core. This route was once continuous down 
Claypath into the Market Place. The area grew up 
around St Gilesȭ Church and the village green and is 
lined by buildings ranging from the 17th to the 20th 
century.  

The conservation area includes the historically 
important medieval Kepier Hospital site, together 
with its orchard and farmland, and the late 19th 
century former College of St Hild and St Bede 
(vacant at the time of writing). There is a series of 
characterful Victorian terraced streets such as 
Leazes Place, Ravensworth Terrace, and 
Magdalene Street, and the individually designed 
21st century riverside development along Freemans 
Place. 

 

 

 

 

A defining characteristic of the area is the 
juxtaposition of the built and natural environments 
with dense residential, commercial, leisure and 
educational development on or bordering the 
flatter open floodplain land and on the steeply 
rising land of the River Wear valley terrace.  

 

Fig 3 above and right. A selection of images showing different parts 

of the conservation area. Above, Gilesgate Bank demonstrating the 

broader landscape setting. Right top; the Victorian terrace of Ellis 

Leazes one of a series that characterise the north side of Gilesgate 

roundabout, middle; Claypath and bottom; the fine collection of 

dwellings on the south side of Gilesgate Village Green. 
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Map 1 Location plans 
A location plan of Durham City highlighted in the  

wider County Durham context (inset below) and an 

aerial map showing Gilesgate Conservation Area  

in the wider city centre settlement context. 
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2.2 Durham City Gilesgate 

Conservation Area boundary  

Boundary description 

The west boundary follows the course of the River 
Wear north from Millburngate Road Bridge up to 
Kepier Hospital. It then turns south bypassing 
Kepier Training Centre up to the A690 capturing 
the ruins of the Chapel of St Mary Magdalene. 
From here it heads east around the outer edge of 
The Sidings and the buildings on the north side of 
Gilesgate up to and including McNally Place.  

From this point it crosses over to the Sunderland 
Road and Sherburn Road junction continuing 
around Vane Tempest Hall and The Laurels. It 
then heads west around the grounds of The 
former College of St Hild and Bede down to the 
river up to New Elvet Bridge where it follows 
Leazes Road back to the road bridge.  

There is a large gap in the boundary between 
Gilesgate and the river as it excludes the area of 
modern residential housing and student 
accommodation at The Sands that includes 
Wearside Drive, Ferens Close, Ferens Park and 
Orchard Drive. 

Gilesgate Conservation Area shares common 
boundaries with four other Durham City 
Conservation Areas that provide a major part of its 
setting. 

 

In the east it bounds Old Durham Conservation 
Area, in the south at the river it bounds Elvet 
Conservation Area, with the rest of the south 
boundary informed by Leazes Road bounding the 
north edge of the Peninsual and Riverbanks 
Conservation area, while in the west it bounds 
Framwellgate Conservation Area again at the 
river. 

The following provides a list of the key points that 
have informed the Durham City Gilesgate 
Conservation Area boundary identification 
process: 

¶ The historic core is focussed on the 

medieval street pattern that is part of the 

ÃÉÔÙȭÓ ×ÉÄÅÒ ÍÅÄÉÅÖÁÌ ÔÏ×Î ÐÌÁÎȢ 

¶ The area is loosely informed by the 

ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃ ÂÏÒÏÕÇÈ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙ Ȱ3Ô 'ÉÌÅÓȭȱ 

established by c.1250. 

¶ The boundary is drawn to include the 

medieval site of Kepier Hospital that has a 

direct historic connection with 3Ô 'ÉÌÅÓȭ 

Church. 

¶ The north, west and south boundaries are 

naturally defined by the River Wear.  

 

 

 

 

¶ The boundary excludes the student 

accommodation at 3Ô 'ÉÌÅÓȭ Studio, the 

modern filling station and local retail 

centre as they are modern developments 

of no special interest 

¶ The early 20th century terraced housing at 

Wynyard Grove is excluded as it is 

segregated from the historic core by the 

20th century filling station. It is a limited 

contributor to the street scene and is 

heavily altered lacking historic integrity. 

¶ The boundary has been rationalised to 

terminate at the end of the village green 

that is the principle historic identity of 

Gilesgate. 

¶ The Sands is included as a historic open 

green space with the river corridor route 

an important historic connection to 

Kepier. 

¶ The purpose built student 

accommodation at Chapel Heights has 

been excluded as it is of no historic 

interest and is architecturally neutral.  

¶ The Army Reserve Centre is included as a 

prominent site, of distinctive 1950ȭs 

municipal architecture with high social 

and communal values. 
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¶ The boundary has been drawn to capture 

the small housing estate at McNally Place 

as a good local example of 1950ȭs social 

housing. 

¶ The Sidings is included as despite being a 

modern housing development, its location 

within the historic townscape has been a 

factor in the good quality pastiche design. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The conservation area represents an important 
piece of $ÕÒÈÁÍ #ÉÔÙȭÓ townscape, topography 
and landscape that is intrinsic to its character and 
sense of place. It has significant historic, 
evidential, aesthetic, and communal/social values, 
to merit designation, which deserves careful 
management to preserve or enhance.  
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Map 2 Conservation area boundary  
A detailed map of the conservation area boundary 

(red) with the main streets identified.  

1. Upper Gilesgate (east) 2. Former College of St Hild 

and St Bede 3. Leazes Road 4. Lower Gilesgate (west) 

5. Claypath 6. Providence Row 7. The Sands 

8. Kepier 
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Map 3 Conservation area boundary  

(aerial map)  
The aerial map shows the boundary in detail and the 

distinction between the urban and natural 

environments with the surrounding city faded out to 

give greater clarity. 
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2.3 Summary of special interest 

 
Architectural interest   

o The areaȭs high architectural quality and 

diversity ranging from medieval barns,  

gatehouse and church to Georgian 

townhouses, Victorian terraces, 1950ȭs 

social housing, and individually designed 

contemporary developments. 

o The notable historic landmarks of 

individual design including 3Ô 'ÉÌÅÓȭ 

Church, United Reformed Church, 

Durham 6th Form Centre, College of St 

Hild and St Bede, and Vane Tempest Hall. 

o The high number of listed buildings, 

locally listed buildings and non-

designated heritage assets combining to 

generate a high-quality townscape. 

o The variation in architectural style, 

character and distinctiveness moving from 

place to place. 

o The prevailing use of traditional building 

materials, techniques, architectural 

features, and detailing. 

 

 

Historic interest 
o The areaȭs importance as an intrinsic part 

of the wider medieval town plan. 

o The surviving and legible medieval layout 

and plan form, including the burgage plot 

pattern, vennels and village green. 

o The high significance of the medieval 

Kepier Farm group and its historic 

connection to 3Ô 'ÉÌÅÓȭ Church.  

o The high significance of the collection of 

buildings forming The former College of 

St Hild and St Bede, and in being part of 

Durham University. 

o The legible 19th century residential 

expansion and the character this 

generates. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     Fig 4 above. An image of Vane Tempest Hall of 1863 the 

Durham Militia headquarters, now a community centre. 

Topography and setting 
o The unique and varied topography 

ranging from flat open floodplain land at 

The Sands, undulating farmland at Kepier 

and the steep sides of the river valley 

rising to the Gilesgate ridge line. 

o The value of the topography constraining 

and shaping the built environment. 

o The areaȭs significant value as an intrinsic 

part of the setting to Durham Castle and 

Cathedral World Heritage Site, and the 

other Durham City Conservation Areas. 

o The importance of the topography in 

terms of the views it creates, and the 

significant role the landscape plays in 

views. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      Fig 5 above. The view from Green Lane of the parkland at 

the  College of Hild and Bede and the buildings lining the  

Gilesgate ridgeline. 
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Green and blue infrastructure assets 
o The abundance, variation and high 

aesthetic quality and value of the green 

spaces and features. 

o The green assets of higher significance 

with social and communal values such as 

the historic village green, The former 

College parkland, and The Sands including 

the mature trees along the riverside. 

o The value of the green spaces in terms of 

enhancing the setting of historic buildings 

and providing important natural 

separation.  

o The areaȭs intrinsic and inseparable 

relationship with the river, surrounding 

countryside, woodland, and hills. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 6 above. A view of the flat green open  

space at The Sands 

Views and vistas 
o The wide variation of views and the 

changing visual experiences they provide 

including views of significant historic 

landmarks. 

o The strong visual relationship between 

the area, the Castle and Cathedral, and 

other Durham City Conservation Areas.  

o The outward views of the surrounding 

landscape giving a hint of the hills and 

ridges that contain the historic city core. 

o The high value of the historic streetscape 

views and their architectural diversity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       Fig 7 above. The view of Durham Cathedral between the 

buildings and above the rooftops from Gilesgate Bank. 

Public realm 
o The high quality public realm such as the 

village green, spaciousness around Leazes 

Road, and the riverside walks. 

o The visual experiences, ambiances, and 

senses of place, which change with 

movement along different routes, streets, 

and spaces.  

o The good connectivity and accessibility 

the area has with other parts of the city, 

including the river and peninsula.  

o The mixture of traditional and high quality 

contemporary hard landscaping. 

Community and intangibles  
o There is high significance in the life of the 

student communities at the former 

College of St Hild and St Bede. 

o The importance in terms of the collective 

memories of college life for students and 

staff. 

o The importance of The former Colleges as 

part of the historic and internationally 

known Durham University. 

o The significance of the working class 

terraced houses behind Claypath that hold 

and trigger the memory of industry and 

manual labour within the city. 
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2.4 Topography and setting 

The unique topography (the physical form, 
features, and appearance of land surfaces for 
example rivers, valleys, hills) of Durham City is one 
of its most significant and striking features, 
shaping its plan, and built form and is a defining 
characteristic of its special interest  

The city lies within a wide belt of coal measure in a 
broad valley at the confluence of two rivers, the 
River Browney, and the River Wear. In the Ice Age, 
glacial deposits of sands and gravels were left and 
choked the river valley. To avoid the buried river 
valley, the river cut into solid rock and created a 
narrow steep-sided gorge, resulting in the 
dramatic meander around the peninsula. 

The historic core of the city is focussed on this 
deeply incised gorge forming a tight bend in the 
river which provided a strong defensive site and 
an arresting setting for the Norman Castle and 
Cathedral. The medieval city lay on the peninsula 
behind its defensive walls, spreading out across 
the neck of the peninsula and onto the opposing 
riverbanks from Framwellgate and Elvet Bridges 
and up the ridge to the north-east at Claypath and 
Gilesgate. 

The surrounding mature hilly landscape forms an 
almost complete circuit around the historic city 
core. It stretches from Maiden Castle to the 
southeast, via High Wood and Hollingside Lane 
above the University site at Stockton Road, 

ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ,Ï×ÅÓ "ÁÒÎȟ .ÅÖÉÌÌÅȭÓ #ÒÏÓÓȟ #ÒÏÓÓÇÁÔÅ 
Moor and Windy Hill and finishing at Aykley Heads 
above Crook Hall. The river forms two breaks at 
Maiden Castle and Crook Hall but the area in 
between completes the circuit of the bowl with 
the high ground at Gilesgate. 

Fig 8 below. A digital terrain map showing the varied topography 

of the city with the main ridges (dashed) and hills identified and the 

conservation area highlighted in red. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This topography and the scenic landscape 
background it provides contains and defines the 
historic city, with Gilesgate Conservation Area a 
significant physical component.  
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Gilesgate is unique within the city in that the main 
historic streets are laid over a ridge line where two 
sides of the steep river valley terraces meet. This 
is an intrinsic part of the complex of ridge lines 
that encircle and divide the city, and which feature 
in the backdrop of many views. There are gaps in 
the street frontages that provide important views 
out. These give a sense of the physical and visual 
containment by the surrounding landscape that 
also generates a scenic wooded backdrop to the 
historic core of the city.  

More intimately, the leafy parkland of the former 
College of St Hild and St Bede and Pelaw Woods, 
encloses views to the north-east from the Elvet 
area. In contrast the north is dominated by 
residential development stepping down to the 
open flat floodplain land at The Sands. This 
continues eastwards as part of the robust river 
corridor stretching to Kepier. Here there is a very 
open landform of undulating farmland rising up to 
the A690.  

The topography creates a series of important 
vantage points notably Gilesgate Bank, the A690 
approach into the city, and from The former 
College grounds. From such places, the Castle and 
Cathedral can be seen majestically in the skyline 
and dominating over the fragmented townscape. 

The setting of the area is very mixed. It comprises 
of the surrounding historic townscape, dense 
areas of modern housing developing from the 
mid-20th century onwards, and the ancient 
woodland at Pelaw Woods.  

Beyond the woodland is the flat open land of The 
Racecourse, the historic buildings at Old Elvet and 
modern buildings at Green Lane. In the north is a 
distinct rural landscape surrounding Crook Hall. 
Beyond this is Frankland Park comprising of open 
farmland, and ancient woodland, rising steeply to 
a wooded horizon at the railway line.  

A major positive attribute of the conservation 
ÁÒÅÁȭÓ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÃÅ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÒÏÌÅ ÉÔÓ ÔÏ×ÎÓÃÁÐÅ ÐÌÁÙÓ 
as an essential component of the largely unaltered 
medieval plan and layout of the wider city centre. 

 

 

 

Fig 9 below. The view from Kepier Lane near the A690 showing 

the topographical form and scenic rural landscape that provides 

part of the character and setting to the conservation area. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The city has retained the medieval historic street 
pattern together with its largely 19th century 
expansion, with swathes of green space that in 
places creates a semi-rural character. Whilst some 
20th and 21st century development has altered the 
townscape; it remains characterised by a wide 
variety of historic buildings of different periods 
giving it a strong identity and sense of place.  

The topography allows the historic evolution and 
multi-layered built development to be 
experienced and appreciated, while generating a 
series of high value views with Durham Castle and 
Cathedral the focus of many. 

Gilesgate Conservation Area therefore has 
significant group value, an indivisible historic 
connection and physical relationship with the 
other Durham City Conservation Areas, which 
ÉÎÆÏÒÍ ÏÎÅ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÓÅÔÔÉÎÇȢ 
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Map 4 Setting  
  
The map shows the 7 Durham City  

Conservation Areas in combination  

and the inner setting of Durham  

Castle and Cathedral World Heritage  

Site, demonstrating the intrinsic  

relationship.  

 

It should be noted that the  

World Heritage Site inner setting  

boundary is not tightly delineated but is 

more òzoneó like where the topography,  

tree coverage, buildings heights, road  

and street patterns determine the Castle  

and Cathedralõs visibility.  

 

The map on the following page shows 

Crossgate Conservation Area  

picked out to give more clarity to its  

relationship with the other conservation 

areas. 
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