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Preface 
 
Section 71 (1) of the Planning (Listed Buildings and 
Conservation Areas) Act 1990 states that 'It shall be the 
duty of a Local Planning Authority from time to time to 
formulate and publish proposals for the preservation and 
enhancement of any parts of their area which are 
conservation areas.' In fulfilment of this statutory 
obligation Alnwick District Council commissioned Robin 
Kent Architecture & Conservation, on 27 October 2004, to 
undertake conservation area character appraisals 
focusing on 8 of the Council's 10 conservation areas: 
Alnwick, Alnmouth, Eglingham, Felton, Glanton, Lesbury, 
Newton on the Moor and Whittingham.  
 
Conservation areas are built-up areas with special 
architectural or historic character, which it is desirable to 
preserve or enhance. When conservation areas were first 
introduced in 1967, designation carried no special 
restrictions. In 1974, the control of certain kinds of 
demolition and the protection of trees was introduced. In 
certain cases, Article 4 Directions may be made, 
restricting permitted development.  
 
The main aim of conservation areas is the preservation of 
buildings and the spaces between them, to suggest 
stability and continuity in a rapidly changing world. By 
preserving distinctive local character, conservation areas 
can improve the local economy, encourage tourism, 
attract grants and investment, raise property values, 
prevent un-neighbourly alterations and encourage 
traditional building trades.   
 
These character appraisals closely follow the framework 
set out in the Council's brief and the consultant's proposal 
dated September 2004, including guidance published by 
English Heritage, Heritage Lottery Fund, English Historic 
Towns Forum and other authorities. They include 
information supplied by the Council, supplemented by 
archival research and townscape analysis; nevertheless 
they are necessarily 'snapshots' of each area at a 
particular time and exclusion of any aspects should not 
be taken as implying they are of no importance. The 
commission included reviewing the boundaries of the 
conservation area, outlining other issues relating to 
management and making recommendations for changes. 
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1 Introduction 
 
About a mile inland from the sea, at the tidal limit and for 
a long period the lowest crossing point of the River Aln, 
Lesbury is sited along the north bank of the river, on the 
historic route between Alnwick and its port of Alnmouth. 
The B1339 from Longhoughton to the north follows the 
course of a tributary stream, and joins the Alnmouth road 
in the village; it forms part of the tourist 'Northumberland 
Coastal Route' at this point.   
 
'Alnmouth for Alnwick' Inter-City rail station is 0.5 mile 
away, and Alnwick 3.5 miles away by road.   
 
The 2001 census gives the population of Lesbury as 871, 
in 394 households.  The village supports a shop / post 
office and a pub. Many residents are retired, and almost 
all others work outside the village. Lesbury is now a very 
popular place to live, and some high quality houses have 
been constructed recently. 
 
The conservation area is bounded to the east by a 
designated Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty and to 
the west by an Area of High Landscape Value. Sandstone 
is available locally, and millstone grits exposed at the 
coast (known as ‘Alnmouth rocks’) have also been used 
for building in Lesbury.  
 
The conservation area was designated in 1972, and 
includes much of the historic core of the village. 

 

Reproduced from OS map. Crown 
copyright reserved  

Original conservation area 
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2 Historical Character 
 
A few stone and copper items, and cairn burials at Shell 
Law and Birney-Knowe Field, imply some early 
settlement in the area, and an (undated) defended site 
exists at Pine Hill.  
 
The name Lesbury is assumed to mean 'fortified place of 
the leech' (ie doctor), and the village probably dates from 
the Anglican period when the church, on a knoll above 
the river crossing, was the most important in the area.  
The ford and stepping stones (replaced by the modern 
footbridge) at the centre of the village may represent the 
early river crossing point; paths still connect it to the 
Longhoughton and Alnwick roads, and south of the river 
to Steppey Lane in Hipsburn. The curvilinear shape of the 
churchyard, with buildings around it aligned radially, is still 
evident on the 1844 Tithe Award map, and implies an 
early date; by 1860 buildings had been re-aligned and the 
churchyard boundaries straightened somewhat, but the 
curve at the SE corner remains, an important reminder of 
the past.  
 
Mediaeval Lesbury seems to have grown more or less 
organically to either side of the church, along the road 
between Alnwick and Alnmouth.  This route has been 
important since the 12th century, when Alnmouth grew in 
status as the port for Alnwick. The straight section of road 
crossing the stream to the east of the church, with its odd 
alignment around the churchyard and sudden bend at 
Townfoot which is so important in the character of the 
conservation area, may date from this period. 
 
The important 15th century Lesbury Bridge makes use of 
an island in the river at the west end of the village; until 
1864 it was the lowest bridge over the Aln.  From the 13th 
century a corn mill was located just across the river until 
the mid 20th century, when the 18th/19th century buildings 
burnt down. 
 
The village stretches between two farms, Townhead (at 
river level, by the bridge and mill) and Townfoot (up the 
hill at the east end of the village); as they cannot be 
topographical, the names seem to imply that the mill / 
bridge end of the village was considered to have a higher 
status.  Lesbury House with its walled grounds is situated 
here, the present building dating from the 18th century. A 
planned group of cottages associated with Lesbury 
House was demolished in the mid 19th century, but the 

Conjectural road layout of Anglian 
Lesbury - church site blue, road from 
Warkworth crosses the ford and splits to 
Alnwick, Longhoughton and Alnmouth. 
(old CA boundary) 

Early C19 Lesbury, based on 1844 Tithe 
map (old CA boundary) 

Stepping stones at the ford may denote 
an ancient crossing point 

View of church before construction of 
tower roof and Old Vicarage 

The same view today 
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site has recently been redeveloped in an echo of the 
original layout. The 1844 map also shows the village 
extending along the road to the north of Townfoot Farm, 
although these buildings had been removed by the late 
19th century.  
 
The bridge was widened to the east in the 19th century 
but its alignment made it dangerous for modern traffic, 
and in the early 20th century a passenger died after being 
thrown off a bus into the river.  The modern bridge, 
opened in 2004, re-aligns the road over the site of 
Lesbury Mills, directing traffic away from the village and 
promoting the old bridge to a public amenity space.  
 
In 1839 it was noted that 'Lesbury is a village between 
Alnwick and Alnmouth: it contains nothing remarkable.'  
The arrival of the railway in 1848 does not seem to have 
affected it directly, and the construction of the Duchess' 
Bridge in 1864 effectively bypassed the village, although 
traffic from Longhoughton still comes through it.  
 
For much of its history the village (apart from Garden 
Terrace) has been part of the Duke of Northumberland’s 
estate, and in the mid 19th century, many cottages were 
rebuilt in the Estate style. The Percy crescent, still visible 
on some buildings, is a reminder of the historic 
connections with the Estate, which carried out major 
improvements to its properties in the village in the early 
1970’s, adding bathrooms etc.  The Duchess closed one 
of the two pubs in the early 1880’s, and constructed a 
reading room in a barn at Townhead farm (converted to a 
house in 1984), presumably in an attempt to improve the 
character of the inhabitants.  
 
 
 
 

 
Summary of historical features: 

 
• Importance of bridge and ford, denoting historic relationship with river. 
 
• Central importance and curvilinear form of ancient churchyard. 

 
• Street alignment, particularly the tangential routes to the old bridge and ford. 

 
• Influence of Northumberland Estates 

 

The old bridge 
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3   Architectural and Townscape Character 
 
Townscape  
The conservation area is aligned along the gently 
undulating road, which with its pavements, wide verges 
and stone boundary walls provides a directional but open 
and informal setting to the small-scale buildings scattered 
along it. The road is broken by sharp bends at the bridge, 
by the church and on the hill leading up to Townfoot, 
which slows progress and gives a sense of expectation 
and interest. Variety and a sense of place is provided by 
constrictions and contrasts, such as the opposition of the 
churchyard with its curved wall and Vicarage Cottage (the 
old Poorhouse) with the open spaces on each side. In a 
few places there are panormic views over the river valley 
to the south, but the general character is enclosed. 
 
Small groups of buildings create localised areas of closer 
texture, either organic as at the The Square and the 
outbuildings to Lesbury House, or more formal at Alnside 
Court and Townfoot Steading (the latter outside the 
conservation area).  
 
The church and churchyard is key to the whole 
composition, both its position (central, with the 
churchyard in jutting into the road) and its size 
(emphasized by contrast with the surrounding buildings). 
 
To the east of the church the road drops sharply to 
Longhoughton Burn and the road junction, winding up the 
opposite bank, the changing levels and stepped buildings 
present views of chimneys and gables, giving it a more 
open and relaxed character. 
 
Key buildings 
The architectural character of the conservation area is 
one of small-scale vernacular buildings scattered 
apparently at random along the road; apart from the 
Grade II* listed  church, none is of outstanding size or 
importance., and only a few others are listed  
  
 
The plain, serious character of Garden Terrace contrasts 
well with the more relaxed cottages surrounding it and is 
in keeping with the importance of its central site next to 
the church and school. 
 
Vicarage Cottage (the old Poorhouse) provides an 
important focal point in views to the east. 

Townfoot Steading marks the end of the 
village - Bridge End, looking east 

Group of buildings - The Square 

Buildings strung along the road - Bridge 
End, looking west 

The church, set back in the ancient 
churchyard 

View to south - Alnside Court 
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'Townfoot Steading' (outside the conservation area) is 
important in views from the conservation area; it defines 
the village boundary to the east, as does the important 
and prominent wall of Lesbury House to the west. 
 
Alnside Court is well designed, the houses on the road 
being very much in tune with the character of the 
conservation area. 
 
Green spaces, trees etc 
The conjunction of stone walls and luxurious vegetation 
gives the conservation area much of its individuality, and 
serves as a reminder of the interplay between man and 
nature which underlies the history of the village.  
 
Large, mature trees are a special feature of the 
conservation area, providing focal points along the road. 
Trees behind the wall of Lesbury House are important in 
marking the bend in the road at the west end of the 
village.  The churchyard and riverbanks are heavily 
planted, as is Longhoughton Road. Many cottages have 
hedges of varied species.  Taller mixed hedges are also a 
feature of side and rear property boundaries, such as at 
the path to the footbridge, Riverside and Orchard 
Terrace. 
 
The small park across the road from Alnside Court 
provides a breathing space and contrast to the high wall 
of Lesbury House opposite, its tree adding to the sense of 
place, acting as a marker along the road and reflected by 
the tree at the other side of the road junction. 
 
The river forms the S edge of the conservation area and 
is only accessible on foot. Two important public open 
spaces have been formed beside the old bridge and the 
footbridge, emphasising their importance. 
 
The pedestrian paths leading to the footbridge, with their 
intimate scale, railings, hedges and green open spaces, 
provide both a foil and introduction to the relatively 
untamed river bank. The slope down to the river adds to 
the drama of the approach. 
 
The old bridge and VE Memorial Park form an intimate 
enclave, away from the road yet visible from it, with 
distant views to the west past the new bridge. The 
contrast between the open boundaries of the park and 
secluded, mysterious riverbank below, with its tall trees, is 
particularly obvious here.  
 

Nature tamed by paths and railings - 
footbridge 

Informal grass verges, mature trees 
contained by stone wall - Riverside 

Culverted stream - Longhoughton Road 

Hedges - path to footbridge 

View east from the old bridge: Rural 
character 
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Running water is also important along the Longhoughton 
Road where the stream runs alongside the pavement by 
Bridge End Cottage and the lane down to the river, giving 
an intriguing foretaste of the river and emphasising the 
rural character of the area. 
 
Built form 
The typical building in the conservation area is 1½ or 2 
storey, detached or in short terraces, built parallel to the 
road behind, in a small walled front garden. Steep gabled 
roofs have fairly tall chimneys and gabled wallhead 
dormers. Window openings are vertical or divided 
vertically. This mid 19th century 'estate cottage' style has 
been copied very successfully in several places 
throughout the conservation area. 
 
Materials, colours 
The predominant walling material is buff sandstone which 
weathers to grey, laid as coursed, squared rubble.  Roofs 
are of Welsh slate, often with plain stone ridges.  
Windows are timber vertically sliding sash and case, 
painted white, and doors vertically boarded. Gutters, 
downpipes and bargeboards are generally painted black. 
 
Details 
Decorative details tend to be very restrained, but items 
such as carved bargeboards and datestones, kneelers, 
ventilators and slit windows add interest to many 
buildings.   
 
Several front garden walls have gateposts formed from 
single stones with semi-circular tops, similar to those at 
the old Poorhouse. The remains of pants or pumps and 
the stonework of the culverted stream add interest for 
pedestrians and act as reminders of the past. The railings 
on the path to the footbridge are a successful blend of 
rural and urban style, very suitable for their location. 
 
There are some original cobbled surfaces and kerbs in 
places, which contribute to the special character of the 
conservation area. 

 

 

Date stone 

Roof details Pant 

Typical gateposts – the old Poorhouse. 
Note also pavement edging and stone 
wall 

Typical cottage 
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Summary of architectural/townscape character 
 
• Buildings strung out along road with some grouped together 

 
• Important large trees, also hedges, and grass verges without kerbs in 

east part 
 

• Open, pedestrian areas at bridges and by churchyard.  
 

• Importance of stone walls and hedges 
 

• Small scale 2-or 1½-storey buildings, detached or in short terraces, 
parallel to street, with small walled front gardens 

 
• Walls coursed rubble buff sandstone 

 
• Roofs Welsh slated, stone ridges, stone chimneys with clay pots 

 
• Wallhead dormers. Windows vertical format white-painted timber 

sashes, wide windows divided by mullions.  Doors vertical boarded. 
Other paintwork black. 
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4 Management Recommendations 
 
In general, the conservation area retains much of the 
character and interest for which it was originally 
designated.  However, some neutral and negative factors 
can be distinguished. 
 
Neutral areas 
Alnside Court, the most recent development within the 
conservation area, has street frontage buildings that 
capture the spirit of the surroundings very successfully. 
The development to the rear is of high quality but creates 
a strongly formal, individual statement and should be 
considered as neutral in the conservation area rather than 
a precedent for future development. It also forms a barrier 
to the riverside. 
 
Orchard Terrace is also of non-traditional design but as it 
is not visible from most of the conservation area, it can be 
considered as neutral. 
 
The housing development along Riverside is completely 
out of character with the conservation area; the road is 
straight and of equal width along its length, houses are 
large and bear no relation with each other or their 
surroundings. Their backs are exposed in the view along 
the riverbank from the footbridge, adversely affecting the 
view from the south. 
 
Negative factors  
Several houses to the east of the church are of 
incongruous design, and are often placed rather randomly 
on their plots, sometimes without a garden wall.  
 
The steeply pitched tiled roofs of Lealands are discordant, 
and are particularly obvious as they rise up the hill behind 
the Coach Inn.  
 
The road is the central feature of the conservation area.  
Its tarmac pavements, in poor condition, detract from the 
quality of the area, although the old bridge site has been 
more imaginatively treated.  
 
Overhead wires and street lighting are also detrimental to 
the character of the area.  
 
Management 
There is obviously considerable development pressure on 
Lesbury, which as mentioned above, has had a negative 
impact on the conservation area in places.   

Incongruous designs - Bridgend  

Formal layout - Alnside Court 

View of riverbank partly blocked by wall 
- Alnside Court 

Large areas of tarmac - entrance to the 
church 

Incongruous designs - Riverside  
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Future development of Hipsburn or the area to the north 
of the road should be sensitive to the views out from the 
conservation area, and not appear above the skyline. 
 
Where original cobbles and other pavings still exist these 
should be preserved and repaired, and it may be possible 
to extend them and use more imaginative surface finishes 
elsewhere in the area, such as beside the Old Vicarage.  
The informal grass verges are an important part of the 
character of the area, and kerbs should not be used in 
these areas. Fittings in keeping with the historic character 
of the conservation area should be used in future. An 
integrated design guide for Areas of Outstanding Natural 
Beauty has been produced as an aid to guide new 
development. 
 
Several of the cottages have had unsuitable windows 
installed at some time in the past and the conservation 
area would be improved if the mullions could be replaced 
in the future. For this reason it could be worth considering 
the introduction of Article 4 directions in the conservation 
area.  A photographic survey of all building frontages in 
the conservation area is suggested, to act as a baseline 
for future management.   
 
At present pedestrians can walk to the footbridge, and to 
the riverbank at the old bridge.  If a path were to be 
constructed to link the two river crossings, possibly in 
conjunction with some information on the historic mill, it 
would considerably increase the amenity of the area. 
 
Trees are generally very mature, and several are coming 
to the end of their lives.  A programme of replanting would 
ensure the special character of the area is maintained in 
the future. Hedges are also an important feature of the 
area, and some are under threat from removal or 
replanting with non-indigenous species; a hedge survey 
should be carried out to evaluate their importance. 
Replanting guidelines should also be produced, and 
planting encouraged along the river bank to screen the 
gardens. 
 
Boundary Changes 2006 
 
The boundaries generally appear reasonable, but a few 
alterations have been made. 
 
The  boundary line followed the north bank of the river but 
as the old bridge forms part of the public area at the VE 

Unsuitable replacement windows - The 
Square 

Obtrusive poles and wires 

Surviving cobbles - The Square 

Riverbank is bare where gardens abut it 

View of trees on south bank of river 
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Summary of management recommendations: 

 
• Future development to respect the skyline to the north and south 

 
• Creation of footpath along river, joining old bridge and footbridge 
 
• Hedge survey and advice on hedge and tree planting 
 
• Photographic survey of frontages, and introduction of Article 4 

directions 
 

• Public realm audit, and improvements to street surfacing, lighting and 
overhead wires 

 
• Consider buildings for listing 

 
• Encourage planting to screen gardens on riverbank 

 
 
 
 

Memorial Park and was important in the growth of the 
settlement, and the trees along the river bank feature in 
views from the conservation area, therefore the boundary 
now includes the south bank of the river. 
 
Longhoughton Road, with its grass verges, trees and 
burn, Rose Cottage and Burn Cottage, (and both sides of 
the approaching road) were also included during 
boundary change as it was seen as significant to the   
character of the conservation area. 
 
Orchard Terrace was removed from the conservation 
area and the boundary now runs behind the bungalows, 
where it is defined by the stone walls at the back of The 
Square.  However, the hedge fronting the cottages is of 
green space interest. 

.   
  
  
 

 
 

Rose Cottage and Burn Cottage - 
Longhoughton Road 
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Glossary 
 
Public Realm Audit 
Streetscape Surveys 

A focal point of conservation area designation is the 
careful maintenance and use of public space.  This 
incorporates assesment of signage use, surface 
materials, street furniture, parking and traffic 
management issues.  A public realm audit/streetscape 
survey considers the sutiability of these elements against 
the character of the area and the practicality of their 
position and location and provides an opportunity to 
define and enhance the conservation area environment. 

Article 4 Directions 

The aim of an Article 4(2) Direction is to encourage the 
retention of high quality architectural features on buildings 
and to preserve and enhance the conservation area of 
which they are part. ‘Like for like’ repairs and 
reinstatement of architectural features will be 
encouraged, along with the removal of previously 
unsympathetic changes to buildings. 

In order to keep control over development in 
Conservation Areas and very occasionally outside 
Conservation Areas, the Council is able to make an 
'Article 4 Direction', the effect of which is to take away 
'permitted development' rights, meaning that Planning 
Permission will be required. 

Where there is not a Direction, owners of houses within a 
conservation area have rights to undertake considerable 
alterations to their property without the need for planning 
permission (Permitted Development Rights). Where these 
rights are unchecked they can undermine and erode the 
‘special interest’ of a conservation area, allowing changes 
to the windows and doors, additions such as porches and 
general lack of attention to detail. 

 
Design information and guidelines 
 
Alnwick District Council has undertaken a study of the 
district to identify the principal characteristics of the built 



 
   

           
   

environment.  This has provided the basis of three 
documents that aim to provide recommendations for new  
development and design guidelines for alterations to 
existing buildings. 

 
The following publications are available from the Alnwick 
Distric Council -   
 

• Guide to historic windows 
• Colour Schemes 
• Conversion of Rural Buildings 

 
 
A.O.N.B – Design Guide 

 
Northumberland County Council together with Alnwick 
and Berwick District Council’s, have a responsibility to 
protect and enhance the natural beauty and cultural 
heritage of the Northumberland Coast Area of 
Outstanding Natural Beauty.  To achieve this aim, a 
series of  ‘Northumberland Coast AONB Design Guides’ 
have been produced.   These guides focus not only on 
the character of traditional local buildings and their repair 
and maintenance but incorporate a strategy for quality 
housing design that benefits both the rural community 
and environment. 

 
 
Alnwick District Council - Historic Buildings Grant 
scheme. 

 
The main purpose of Historic Buildings Grants scheme is 
to ensure the continued survival of important historic 
fabric, and to enhance and preserve the appearance of 
listed buildings or buildings of architectural importance  
 


