
PARTICULARLY IN REFERENCE TO THE MAISON DIEU
From a talk given by John R Clayton 

at the Dover Film Festival 2008

I am  a Chartered Civil Engineer, not 
specifically qualified to pontificate on 
ancient buildings. However as, for 14 
years, D irector of P lanning  and 
Technical Services to Dover D istrict 
Council I led  a team  w hich was 
responsib le  for the  care and 
m aintenance of the Maison Dieu and 
sim ilar buildings.

Additionally, for the last ten  years, I 
have been  a m em ber of the C anterbury 
Diocesan Committee, w hich advises the 
Com m issary General, His Hon. Judge 
Richard Walker, on all church building 
and m aintenance proposals w ithin the 
Canterbury Diocese.

My aim  today is to rehearse some of the 
challenges ancient buildings pose and 
then  invite you to jo in  in a 
discussion. It m ust be 
understood  th a t the 
opinions expressed are m y 
personal views.

When, in  1985, I arrived in 
Dover, th is w onderful 
building, the Maison Dieu, 
a schedu led  m o n u m en t 
and grade 2 listed building, 
was no t in  a good 
condition. It had b een  built 
by  the Constable of Dover 
Castle, H ubert de Burgh, in 
1203 as a rest house for 
foreign pilgrims travelling

to Canterbury. This religious use was 
discontinued in 1534, after which, for 
the next 300 years, it served as a brew  
house, b akery  and  finally  a naval 
victualling yard.

The building was bought in 1838 by the 
Dover Council and they  appointed one 
of the leading architects of the day, 
Ambrose Pointer, to tu rn  it into a town 
hall. Sadly the Council could not raise 
the funds to proceed, and by the tim e 
they  had, Ambrose had disappeared.

The Dover Council of the  tim e 
obviously was prepared to pay for the 
best and the Architect William Burges 
was appointed in  Pointer's place. Burges 
was an architect of the highest renown, 
an associate of the architect Pugin who
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worked on the Houses of Parliam ent. 
His fame was probably partially due to 
having as patron and friend the Earl of 
Bute. The Earl was fabulously wealthy, 
owning the m ajority of the South Wales 
Coal Field, and he funded a num ber of 
incred ib ly  extravagant w orks by 
Burgess including Cardiff Castle and 
Castell Coch.

As a result, we have in  the Maison Dieu, 
a un ique  bu ild ing  w hich has only 
undergone m inor “im provem ents" 
betw een the wars.

W hen I arrived in 1985 the Maison Dieu 
was rundow n; the roof leaked, paint 
was peeling off the walls in the Stone 
Hall due to the wrong type having been  
used in  the past, abrasive dust from 
High Street traffic had led to erosion of 
the  stonew ork, the  h istoric  wall 
painting designed by Burgess had been  
over-painted, awful toilets, no access for 
those w ith disabilities, m oving chairs 
a round  was causing dam age to 
architraves and the Organ required a 
refit.

I was lucky and  the  th rea t of the 
C hannel TUnnel caused 
governm ent to look m ore kindly 
on appeals from  Dover, so 
m onies were found to:- 

Replace the roof.
Repaint the walls of the Stone 
Hall.
Repair stonework on the High 
Street frontage, where necessary 
replacing stone with stone from a 
similar source.
Provide new toilets.
Provide a lift for the disabled.
Provide a lift to enable the chairs 
to be lowered directly down into 
the area vacated by the Museum.

All of this work received approval and 
subsequent com plim ents from English 
Heritage. However, w hen a few years 
la ter the Council w ished to carry out 
fu rther restorative m ain tenance, the 
application for Scheduled M onum ent 
C onsent was blocked by  English 
Heritage. Why?

In the few years following our original 
works, m any new  groups had come into 
play. “Conservation" had changed into 
“Preservation". No longer w ere we 
expected to m aintain  the building, now 
we had to go out of our way and 
preserve the original materials.

An example was the Council's wish to 
con tinue the  repair of the exterior 
stonew ork facing Ladywell - English 
H eritage was adam ant tha t only in 
extrem e cases should new  stone be 
used, instead they proposed tha t w orn 
stone should be rem oved and tu rned  
round  by  180 degrees to allow the 
original stone to be kept in place for a 
further 25 years.

Not surprisingly the authority  took the 
view that, if the proposed works were
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not to have a life of 100 years, it would 
no t w aste the  ra te  payers ' m oney. 
H ence m in im al m aking good was 
carried out on the Ladywell frontage 
and nothing on the frontage facing the 
th en  library where, now, one does not 
n eed  to be an  expert to see the 
deterioration.

This building benefits or suffers from its 
historic status in the same way as m any 
o f the  old churches in  C an terbury  
Diocese.

The churches are faced w ith falling 
congregations. Of the  290 or so 
churches, over 100 have a "Usual 
Sunday Attendance" of 20 or less and 
about 50 have 10 or less.

Church of England “m arket research" 
has identified that there are m any more 
people in  England who have no 
experience of church attendance bu t 
who w ould be in te rested  if  certa in  
circum stances pertained. These include 
the building being welcoming, m ulti
use, warm, comfortable (not hard  pews 
built for small Victorians) and w ith good 
loos and catering facilities.

In short they want, not unreasonably, a 
building that is fit for purpose and that 
can be used for a range of events so 
enabling it to be cost effective and not a 
continual financial drag. (Ironically in 
the 1980s some churches successfully 
adopted this approach bu t the more 
rigorous “preservation approach" has 
tended  to lim it churches adopting this 
approach)

Unfortunately, m ost proposals of this 
nature lead to fierce objections from 
conservation groups such as Society for 
the Protection of A ncient Buildings, the 
Georgian Society, the Victorian Society

and, m ore significantly, existing and 
long serving m em bers of the church.

The result is clear. Increasingly, active 
church groups are forsaking the old 
churches for worship elsew here such as 
church  and  village halls w here 
constraints on use do not apply. As a 
result a vast proportion of the ancient 
church  build ings of Kent could be 
poised for redundancy over the next 
couple of decades.

Redundancy nowadays, at the best, is 
conversion to a secular use or at worst, 
in extrem e cases, being given the status 
of m anaged ruin. (Ironically, currently, 
redundancy is only being delayed for 
m any churches due to im penetrable 
ecclesiastical legal procedures. Such 
delay  leads to abortive short te rm  
expenditure w hich in  tu rn  hastens the 
closure of more buildings due to lack of 
funding.)

W hich should  have p rio rity  
preservation or use of the building? 
How do you th ink  our historic buildings 
should  be m anaged? How do we 
balance  the  com peting  and  often  
opposing dem ands of preservation and 
use?

T here followed fifteen  m in u tes  of 
in te restin g  discussion. Suggestions 
included one tha t the M aison Dieu 
should receive m ore financial support 
from  the Council and th a t if m ore 
events were staged in the building it 
would becom e m ore self funding.

Iron ically  we all decan ted  to the  
Connaught Hall to see the “Dover Film 
2007" w here the very poor level of 
support at events of all types was 
evident. There are only a few notable 
exceptions such as the Dover Regatta!


