GUISBOROUGH AND LINGDALE

 1969-76

After returning from Madagascar and working for several months on Missionary Deputation, I began to explore the possibilities of taking a pastorate somewhere in the North of England. Martin Sheppard the Moderator of the Yorkshire Congregational Union suggested that the joint pastorate of Guisborough and Lingdale, including oversight of a third small church at Eston, might suit us. 

We made the appropriate visits, I received a call and we duly agreed to go. We had got used to a fairly Spartan existence in Madagascar, so the Lingdale manse was not too great a shock, but even so it was daunting to realise that we had to provide carpets, curtains and furniture for every room, whilst the kitchen was totally empty, save for an old fitted sink. In every spare moment after that we began to haunt Sale Rooms and second hand shops to purchase all the furniture that we would need and as we bought items they were painted, polished and refurbished and stored in my parent’s garage. 

Lingdale

I was inducted to the joint pastorate in September1969. Lingdale is one of a number of former ironstone mining villages that lie adjacent to the north east corner of the North York Moors National Park. The mine and its terraced houses had been run by Pease and Partners for almost a hundred years though, by the time we arrived there, the mine had closed and the village was dominated by a towering shale heap. The husband of our church organist was employed to load shale onto large lorries that carried it off as hardcore for roads and building sites across the region, so by the time we left seven years later it had almost disappeared. Mr Found was indeed a man who moved a mountain! What remained were the long terraces of houses that had been built for the workers, mainly two or three bedroom dwellings with a backyard and outside toilets. A small new estate provided small semi-detached houses and bungalows. The local people found employment in nearby industrial Teesside, with ICI or British Steel. 

We soon discovered that most people seemed to be related to each other and that a piece of news that broke at one end of the village would reach the other end in no time at all. There were a few villains, many fine people and a lot of interesting characters. A working class village, Lingdale had four churches, a Working Men’s Club, the Lingdale Tavern and a number of traditional corner shops. On hot summer days, people would bring deck chairs out into the street and talk while their children played. Quite a number of residents had allotments where they grew vegetables, dahlias and chrysanthemums or kept a pigeon loft. Retired men spent a lot of time yarning in their sheds so as not to get under the feet of their wives. The manse, next door to the church, was one of the biggest houses in the village and the church was justifiably proud of it. Double fronted, it had three rooms and a kitchen downstairs and four bedrooms and a bathroom upstairs, but it had ill fitting windows and could be very draughty and cold when the wind blew from the east. We had a lot of snow during the winter months and on Sunday mornings when I was taking the morning service in Guisborough I sometimes had to be up in good time to dig the car out of the garage that I shared with two others and which was two hundred yards up the road from the house and down a little side track. 

One Sunday evening Margareta and I returned home from church to find that we had been burgled. A purse which had been left lying on a table and which contained several pounds had been taken. The police were called and a few days later they were back to tell us that they were confident that they knew the culprit, they even told us his name, but that there was no way of proving it so no action could be taken. About three years later, a young couple came to see me to ask if they could be married at the church. After a further meeting, as we prepared for the wedding, Margareta pointed out that the groom to be was the same young man who the police had suspected of burgling our house. I carried out the marriage ceremony anyway, with hopes that he would never offend again!

Among the more colourful characters were Mr and Mrs Bringloe a cheerful couple in their eighties who lived in a small bungalow in Skelton. They were always delighted to receive visitors there but one had to accept a degree of untidiness and the fact that it was usually scattered liberally with bird seed, for their two budgies were allowed to swoop about the room and perch on Alf’s bald head as he sat in his armchair. The Bringloe’s ran the church’s ‘1965 Club’ that provided weekly activities for many of the retired people in the village. They worked hard to give others, many younger than themselves, a regular afternoon out playing cards and dominoes and other games. They also organised coach outings for the ’65 Club members and their friends, usually taking them through the lovely North York Moors countryside and ending up at Whitby or Scarborough. One year we re-assembled at the coach after a couple of hours free time in Scarborough, to find that two old ladies were missing. It was suggested that they might be playing bingo and so I spent a frantic half hour visiting all the bingo sessions amongst the amusement arcades on the North shore. When I found them and explained that we were all waiting, they seemed totally unfazed and slowly made their way back to the coach to be greeted with somewhat less than forgiving comments. 

There were some great characters in the church. Fred Rammage conducted the Lingdale Silver Band which always played at the annual remembrance service at Lingdale’s war memorial. Alec Holmes and his wife were often called in when someone in the village died. For many years they had provided a complete service that began with laying out the body and ended with preparing and serving the funeral tea. The church treasurer, Eva Ward who worked in Anderson’s, Lingdale’s biggest shop, shared a home with her brother Owen and ‘Aunty Eva’ their late father’s sister. ‘Aunty’ continually knitted, sewed and did crochet work and embroidery. Each year at the church Sale of Work ‘Aunty’ had her own stall, which usually raised the largest amount of money. During our time in Lingdale her eyesight began to fail, but she persevered and survived both Owen and Eva. 

The Church Secretary Joy Scarth worked for the Yorkshire Electricity Board in Skelton but lived with her mother Mabel in a terraced house opposite the church. Joy’s married sister Beryl was a church stalwart too but tragically died of cancer in her early forties. The Dove’s were another key family in church life. Wilf and Grace Dove, both retired, lived with their son Brian in what was referred to as ‘Stone Row’, in contrast to the normal red brick houses in the village. Next door lived Jack and Winnie Dove. Like most people in Lingdale they had an open door policy and people dropped in at any time of day and always received a welcome. ‘Come in, it’s a shop’ was Winnie’s usual cheery comment when she answered the door. Grace, though in her early seventies, was still an officer with the Girl’s Brigade, whilst Wilf served as an ever willing church Elder with great cheerfulness. Grace’s sister Peggy was companion to an elderly lady of comfortable means in Middlesbrough and arrived by bus every Sunday for church, lunch and tea. 

The faithful band of Christians that we worked with most closely, were warm-hearted, unpretentious and generous. They had had to work hard, had never been well off, had suffered many setbacks, yet they maintained a simple optimism and a tenacity that I came to greatly admire. Together we worked on several fronts, perhaps the most important being pastoral care and concern for people in the village. The arranging of baptisms, weddings and funerals together with sick visiting took me into many homes. We also worked hard to refurbish the church, replacing the uncomfortable pews with chairs, sanding floors, redecorating the church and laying new carpets, as well as installing a new kitchen and a toilet area. The congregation grew in numbers and the range of activities was increased. Following the closure of the Salvation Army Citadel, and knowing that the village could never sustain three Free Churches, we proposed an amalgamation with Lingdale and Stanghow Methodist churches, but though some Methodists were enthusiastic, a cautious and fearful minority prevented the scheme moving forward and sadly, by the middle of the decade, both Methodist chapels had closed. 

Guisborough
Originally a market town, by the early seventies Guisborough was a growing dormitory town for industrial Teesside. New estates were springing up to provide homes for workers and managers from ICI and British Steel who wanted to live in a rural setting. The junior and middle managers tended to remain for four or five years before moving on to another posting. Church life, like the town itself, was a bit like Euston Station with movement going on all the time but it was exciting to welcome new faces and families into the church on a regular basis. There were five churches, several Infant and Junior Schools, a large secondary school, a small steel foundry, a wide range of shops and a good many voluntary and leisure groups. At weekends in the summer months the town was thronged and the roads filled with holiday traffic from Teesside heading off to Whitby and Scarborough.

V.O.G. and an Ecumenical Experiment

One of my own most fruitful contributions to the life of the town was as a founder member of ‘Voluntary Organisations in Guisborough.’ This body first arose out of co-operation between members of Rotary, Round Table and the Churches. We formed a small co-ordinating group that then met with the Cleveland Director of Social Services and with his encouragement and support we instituted VOG as a co-ordinating body that could encourage new initiatives in the town, raise money for local projects and discuss present and future needs. A local doctor Kevin Henderson and a young architect Jeremy Kendall worked with me to establish a body that would genuinely represent the views and interests of all the participating community groups.

It was very clear to me from the outset that a small growing town like Guisborough was the ideal place for ecumenical co-operation between the churches. We sought to strengthen the work of the Guisborough Council of Churches (Anglican, Catholic, Congregational, Methodist and Salvation Army) and instituted regular meetings for the ministers. In 1972, after many years of discussion English Presbyterians and English and Welsh Congregationalists joined to form the United Reformed Church, the first inter-denominational union in Britain since the Reformation. The new church was charged with seeking the wider unity of the Christian Church. Margareta and I travelled to London to share in the great service of worship in Westminster Abbey at which the new church was formally inaugurated. We then returned to Guisborough, where under the leadership of some extremely able lay leaders and with the wholehearted support of the Rev Robert Gibson the Rector of Guisborough and our Methodist colleague the Rev Malcolm Wainwright, we had already embarked on what, in those days, was called a Local Ecumenical Experiment. Our proposal was to sell the two Free Church sites in the centre of the town, build a new church in the centre of the developing estates a little further out and to run that building and the historic Parish Church as shared buildings, leading - we hoped – one day to them becoming fully united churches. 

The good will was obvious and for the most part enthusiasm abounded. Joint planning groups relating to mission, worship, buildings and publications were established. In these discussions the URC was represented by some very able people including church treasurer John McConnell who was production manager at the Guisborough foundry, Edwin Spence, John Devison, Carolyn Marshall and David and Maureen Houston among them. Regular shared worship was begun with all three congregations taking a full part. At that time there was much less experience of ecumenical action to draw on than is the case today so we were often having to confront issues about ministry and the sacraments that had divided the church for centuries and that had no easy answers. Could we share communion? How could we deal with the tender conscience of some of the Methodists regarding non-alcoholic communion wine and the Anglican view that to be authentic the wine must be fermented? Could our ordained ministries be mutually acceptable and interchangeable? Who would own the new building? How could we use the money raised from the sale of premises? A new act of Parliament about the Sharing of Church Buildings became our bedside reading. 

The scheme advanced to the point where we purchased an excellent site, drew up plans for the new church and launched a building fund appeal within the churches and to the town at large. Perhaps we were a little too proud of our achievements but in any case our fall came as the result of a sudden and persistent increase in building costs that meant that within a year the costs of the project had more than doubled and it was realised that we could not possibly afford the scheme. Momentum was lost and the more timid amongst us began to voice criticisms and opposition to the whole thrust of the project. What had seemed to many to be a crucial breakthrough in ecumenical relations and a springboard for the renewal of church life in the town never achieved its potential, even though co-operation and working together continued. 

On July 8th 1974 our son Mark was born. At nine weeks he was baptised at the Methodist church by Malcolm Wainwright and the baptismal prayers were said by Robert Gibson, so that the local newspaper reported on ‘a little piece of history called Mark.’ 

In 1976, after seven immensely busy and satisfying years, with our new family responsibilities, with VOG up and running well, and ecumenical relationships on an even keel though future developments at a stalemate, it seemed the right time to move on. We left both churches with rather larger memberships than when we had first arrived and moved from the east coast to the west, as I became minister of Churchtown United Reformed Church at the northern end of Southport. 

