
WOODLANDS & RIVERBANKS
PILGRIMAGE TRAIL

Dark
Entry

As you leave the Cathedral 
grounds by this centuries-old 
passage, your vision is narrowed 
and focused.

Pause for thought

• Try to focus your attention as 
well as your vision on your 
pilgrimage. 

• Pause at the bottom of the Dark 
Entry and use your senses. 
Depending on the season you’ll 
be able to smell the blossom, 
hear the sound of water, birds 
and people, see the beautiful 
view and feel the sun, wind,
rain or snow. 

• As you listen to the sound of 
the water, think about the fact 
that, like the river, life is moving 
on but you have a fi rm path to 
walk on.

Walk on the gravel path to the 
bottom of the hill by the bridge. 
Walk onto Prebends’ Bridge and 
stop to admire the views.

Viewing
Point

Retrace your steps and continue 
past Prebends’ Bridge until you 
come to a seat on your left. Look 
back to enjoy the view of the bridge 
which, like all bridges, serves to 
connect us.

Continue on the path, taking the 
left fork at the junction. Use your 
senses as you walk. The smell 
changes with the seasons – wild 
garlic in spring and leaf mould in 
autumn. You may see snowdrops, 
daff odils, garlic, rhododendrons, 
mock orange, ivy, evergreens, 
raspberries or holly berries. 

Notice the sparkle of light on the 
water; it’s more evident in winter 
when the trees are bare. Winter 
reminds us that we can trust nature 
to continue – branches will be 
green again, buds will come, fl ora 
and fauna will return, fruit will 
ripen, leaves will turn and fall. 
Enjoy the season. Listen out for 
birdsong and the sound of falling 
water created by the cascade. 

Walk to St Oswald’s Church, staying 
on the path by the river. When you 
reach the church, take the path into 
the churchyard, which is kept as 
a wildlife haven and wildfl ower 
meadow. It’s particularly beautiful
in the sunshine.

Prebends’ 
Bridge

This Durham City landmark off ers 
fabulous views of the Cathedral 
and riverbanks. It was built in 
the 1770s after an earlier bridge 
was swept away. The design and 
position of the new bridge was 
conceived as part of an 18th-
century romantic landscape that 
included the planting of many of 
the trees that can be seen today. 

Pause for thought

• Does anything in your life need 
renewal or refreshing?

• The fast fl ow of the river can 
make refl ections of familiar 
things look diff erent. Maybe 
this walk will be a chance to 
see something in your life 
diff erently? 

• Notice the tree roots; trees need 
water to survive. Ask God to 
root you deeply and securely in 
his love like a tree by water.

• Enjoy the colours of the season. 
Can you see more when the trees 
are bare? Sometimes when our 
lives feel stripped bare we may 
experience greater insight. 

Walk across the bridge and turn 
right, past the boathouse and 
round the back of the Old Mill.

St Oswald’s 
Church

St Oswald, King of the 
Northumbrians, is remembered
as a Christian king who brought
St Aidan to this region to preach 
the gospel to the King’s people.
St Oswald died fi ghting the
pagans in 642. His head is buried
in St Cuthbert’s tomb in
the Cathedral.

Pause for thought

• Sit or stand in the clearing and 
enjoy the surroundings. Think 
about what you’ve seen so far. 

• What’s your destination in life? 

• Who has been important in 
helping you fi nd the way in your 
life? Who can you help to grow 
in faith?

When you’re ready, turn around 
and retrace your steps. Walk back 
towards Prebends’ Bridge. Don’t 
hurry – the journey back allows us 
to see things from a new angle.

The Old
Mill

You’ll see that there’s been some 
pruning here to help our woodland 
continue to thrive. Listen to the 
city: it can seem distant even 
though it’s close by. If you hear the 
Cathedral bells ring, think of the 
monks who lived here; the bells 
called them to the prayer which 
punctuated their day. 

Pause for thought

• Does anything need to be 
pruned in your life so you can 
live more productively?

• How do you keep time with
God in your day?

• Notice the solidity of the 
Cathedral. What are your 
foundations in life?

• On the opposite bank you’ll 
see the Old Fulling Mill, where 
water power was used for 
cleaning and scrubbing cloth. 
You’ll also notice the boathouse 
– part of Durham’s long rowing 
history. What’s been important 
in your life for a long time?

Return 
Journey 

When you reach the bridge, look at 
the view of the Cathedral. 

Pause for thought

• Think about the commitment 
and determination of the people 
who built it. They wouldn’t have 
been able to see the culmination 
of their work, the glorious 
building we see today. We’ll 
never know the outcome of our 
lives; what seems mundane or 
tedious to us may bear fruit that 
lasts for generations.

• As you leave the bridge, 
compare the peace and 
tranquility of the south side
with the busy city to the north. 

Before you walk back to the 
Cathedral, either back through the 
Dark Entry, or under the archway to 
the right (Water Gate) and along the 
narrow, cobbled road (South Bailey), 
think what you are returning to and 
pause for a moment to off er God 
your daily life and work.

God of love, thank you for the beauty of 
creation and the opportunity to enjoy it.
As we leave the riverbanks, go with us
and bless us and all whom we will
meet today. Amen.

The trail starts at the entrance to the Dark Entry, in the 
Cathedral College, on the south side of the Cathedral and 
Cloister. Leave the Cathedral by the Cloister either past 
the Restaurant and Shop or by the Dean’s Walk in the 
South East corner of the Cloister.  

The Dark Entry is a passage that leads from The College 
to the riverbanks. It is on the west side of The College 
and is underneath the building with ochre render and 
castellation along its roof.

Trail  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . walking
Grade  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . easy to 
moderate
Accessibility . . . . . . . . . some steps
and short steep slopes
Distance  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.5 miles 
(2.41km)
Time  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1-2 hours

KEY

Route of trail

Footpaths on the woodlands
and riverbanks 

Direction of trail

Go back in the direction you 
have come from 

Steps 

Steep slope 
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Durham Cathedral has been a place of pilgrimage 
for nine hundred years. The fi nal part of the 
journey for Medieval pilgrims, who arrived on foot, 
was along the riverbanks and we invite you to walk 
around the woodlands and riverbanks, appreciating 
the beauty and being open to God as you do so.  

You will fi nd lots of places to pause for thought and 
contemplation. Even if you think you know the paths, 
be open to surprises – walk more slowly, listen more 
carefully, look more closely, smell more frequently, 
breathe more deeply. Experience the seasonal beauty 
of soft greens, russets and bare branches – the same 
scene in diff erent seasons can speak so diff erently of 
God’s power and love in creation.

The Bible is full of stories of people making journeys 
and encountering God in life-changing ways while 
they were on the road. Sometimes the simple act of 
walking attentively and in silence enables us to see 
and hear new things, through which God can speak 
to us inwardly. The psalmists frequently broke into 
praise or were led to ask themselves questions when 
they looked at the world which God gave them to 
enjoy: ‘The heavens are telling the glory of God and 
the fi rmament proclaims his handiwork’ (Psalm 19.1), 
‘When I look at the heavens the work of your fi ngers, 
the moon and the stars that you have established, 
what are human beings that you are mindful of them, 
mortals that you care for them?’ (Psalm 8.3-4).

Many people fi nd they feel close to God in the natural world. The 
eighteenth-century poet, Christopher Smart, who went to school on Palace 
Green, loved creation and wrote – perhaps recalling his Durham days – 

All the scenes of nature quicken,
By the genial spirit fanned;
And the painted beauties thicken,
Coloured by the Master’s hand.

Cyril Alington, Dean of Durham from 1933-1951, who loved the 
riverbanks, wrote this hymn about the beauty of creation which you might 
like to make your own prayer as you begin your pilgrimage:

Lord of beauty, thine the splendour,
Shown in earth and sky and sea,
Burning sun and moonlight tender,
Hill and river, fl ower and tree:
Lest we fail our praise to render,
Touch our eyes that they may see.

This trail is approximately 1½ miles long and can take as long as you like.
We’ll start and fi nish our pilgrimage trail at the Cathedral, and we’ll keep 
to public footpaths, but there are a couple of small hills along the way. 
There are fi ve main stops, where we’ll invite you to rest and take in the 
beauty of creation for yourself.

We hope you enjoy your visit to Durham Cathedral and its heritage 
woodlands and riverbanks. If you’d like to receive information about 
services, events and other ways of being involved with the Cathedral
such as volunteering, please contact events@durhamcathedral.co.uk
or call 0191 386 4266.

The eighteenth-century woodlands and riverbanks at the heart of 
Durham City provide a unique setting for the UNESCO World Heritage 
Site of Durham Cathedral and Durham Castle. With support from the 
Heritage Lottery Fund, Durham Cathedral’s Heritage Woodlands and 
Riverbanks Project has rejuvenated this historic landscape, creating more 
opportunities for people to engage with the area through improved 
physical access, a programme of events and outdoor education 
sessions, and other learning and volunteering opportunities.

Durham City
DH1 3EH
T. 0191 386 4266
www.durhamcathedral.co.uk

ISBN  9786000030407 ISBN  9786000030414 ISBN  9786000030421

ISBN  9786000030438 ISBN  9786000030445 ISBN  9786000030452

This trail is one of a series, to help residents and visitors to Durham become more 
aware of the rich natural and cultural heritage of the woodlands and riverbanks. 

Other trails in the series include: Geology, Photography, History and Nature.

FRIENDS OF
DURHAM 
CATHEDRA L

www.durhamcathedral.co.uk
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