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One Honorary Freeman Down
A long and full life

------------------------------ Peter Sherred -------------------------------

On  the 22nd O ctober 2020 
D over lost one o f its 

d is tinguished citizens w hen  
th e  Revd M ichael G eorge 
H inton, H onorary  F reem an 
of the town, died. H e was in 
m an y  w ays a com m anding  as 
w ell as a m uch  respected  and 
adm ired  local inhab itan t and 
his life o f som e 93 years was 
hallm arked  b y  the m any  and  
varied  roles th a t he p layed in 
the com m unity  o f D over and 
elsew here. H e was, arguably, 
best know n in  D over for his 
C hristian w ork as w ell as for being a form er 
H ead of the D over G ram m ar School for Boys 
w here he  served for eight years. In recen t 
years he m oved from  his flat in  The G atew ay 
to a clergy re tirem en t and  care hom e, St 
Barnabas, in  Lingfield, Surrey, w here he died 
peacefully  after a b rie f  spell in  hospital. He 
had  hoped  he w ould re tu rn  to D over for his 
fu n era l serv ice  b u t b ecau se  o f th e  
C oronavirus pandem ic  restrictions a service 
in  thanksgiving for his life and  m in is try  was 
held  at th e  Kent and  Sussex C rem atorium  
Royal Tunbridge Wells on T hursday  29th 
O ctober a ttended  by  four o f his five children 
together w ith  th e ir  fam ily m em bers.

Known to m an y  people sim ply as Michael, 
he was bo rn  in  Bristol on 25th M ay 1927, the 
e lder o f two brothers. His father, George, was 
a schoolm aster, his m other, M innie, a nurse. 
M innie died in  1940 w h en  M ichael was ju s t 
aged 13, b u t he w as fo rtunate in  th a t his 
fa ther was able to secure the services of a 
devoted housekeeper -  Mrs Louisa Sutton -  
w ho cared for the fam ily for m an y  years. 
M ichael a ttended  Bristol G ram m ar School 
w here he  w as so happy  th a t the shape of his

fu ture life as a teacher was 
decided. D ue to his young 
age th e  d isruptions o f the 
Second World War affected 
h im  only m arginally, and  in 
1945 he w en t up  to M erton 
College O xford w ith  a 
p o stm aste rsh ip  (academ ic  
award) and  a local authority  
scholarship . At M erton he 
read  h istory  and  continued  
h is in v o lv em en t w ith  th e  
Scout M ovem ent w hich  had 
begun  in  1935 and  was one of 
the ch ie f strands of his life 

from  th en  to his seventies. W hile at M erton 
he m e t and  fell in  love w ith  Jean  Lee w ho he 
m arried  in  1950. It w as a m arriage th a t was 
to last for 59 years and  they  w ere devoted to 
each o ther throughout.

T here  followed, in  M ichael's ow n words, 
“four h ap p y  if  poverty-stricken years" in  
Reading, du ring  w hich  tim e  M ichael and 
Jean 's  first child, C hristopher, w as born . 
Also during his period  in  R eading M ichael 
w rote his first book A History o f the Town o f 
Reading. In  1953 he w as appo in ted  H ead  of 
H isto ry  a t L ancaster Royal G ram m ar School 
and  during his tim e there  his and  Jean 's  
second and  th ird  children, D avid and  Mary, 
w ere born . M ichael also com pleted  a Ph.D. 
he  h ad  b e g u n  in  R eading  en title d  The  
General Elections o f 1806-1807. A bout this 
qualification  M ichael w as to w rite, “T here 
was a time, now  past, w h en  I knew  m ore 
about the G enera l E lections of 1806 and 
1807 th an  anyone else in  the world". To 
augm en t the fam ily incom e he  becam e an 
exam iner, and  la te r a ch ie f exam iner, in  
history. T he am o u n t o f tim e his out-of­
school activities took th rew  even  g rea ter
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responsibilities upon  Jean, w ho bore them  
heroically.

In  1960 M ichael w as appoin ted  H ead of 
D over G ram m ar School for Boys. T he eight 
years w hich  followed w ere so happy  for both  
M ichael and  Jean  th a t it becam e a natu ral 
decision la te r in  life to re tu rn  to the area. A 
fourth child and  second daughter, Sally, was 
bo rn  during th is tim e. M ichael com bined his 
H eadship w ith  exam ining and  w ith  being a 
D istrict Scout Com m issioner. H e also served 
as a Lay R eader at St P eter & St Paul Church, 
M innis Lane, River, an d  beg an  a long 
associa tion  w ith  th e  S tu d en t C hris tian  
M ovem ent in  Schools, la te r to becom e the 
Christian Education M ovem ent. He w rote a 
booklet titled  Ethics and  this was w idely 
used  in  school sixth forms.

In 1968 it was suggested to M ichael th a t he 
should apply for th e  H eadship of Sevenoaks 
School. H e did so and  w as duly appointed. 
Sadly, it quickly becam e apparen t th a t the 
m ove had  b een  an inappropria te  one. For 
M ichael and  Jean  the only brigh t spot o f the 
fam ily's two years at Sevenoaks was the b irth  
of th e ir fifth child, Geoffrey. It should be 
added at th is po in t th a t M ichael had  by  this 
tim e already b een  converted  to the principle 
of com prehensive education, so he w as glad 
to m ove to W eston-super-M are in  1971 to 
take on the task o f com bining th ree  schools 
to becom e a single com prehensive. M ichael 
em barked on a rapid  learn ing  curve w hich 
transform ed his views about education  and 
life and  w hich  w as to prove to be  an 
excellent p repara tion  for h is subsequen t 
church  m inistry . Life at Broadoak School 
was constantly  challenging, b u t there  w ere 
m ajor com pensations in  a flourishing fam ily 
life, happy  years at St Paul's church, and  ten  
years ' experience of dinghy sailing. M ichael 
w ro te  h is second  book, Comprehensive 
Schools: a Christian's View  and  was for som e 
years C hairm an of the C hristian Education 
M ovem ent.

From  ch ildhood  M ichael h ad  b e e n  a 
C hristian and  had  b een  a Lay R eader for the 
w hole of his adu lt life to this point, b u t it was 
no t un til 1980 th a t Jean  finally indulged his 
h an k erin g s a fte r  o rd ina tion  to the  
priesthood. From  1981 he  tra ined  for the 
priesthood in Salisbury and  enjoyed it so 
m uch  th a t he  secured early  re tire m en t in 
1984 in  order to pu rsue  a non-stipendiary, 
unpaid  and  self-supporting, m in istry  full­
tim e. H e w as ordained in  Wells Cathedral. 
The th en  Bishop o f D over enabled  th e  fam ily 
to re tu rn  to K ent w hen  he offered M ichael 
the parishes of Shepherdsw ell and  Coldred 
w ith in  a new  benefice w hich also included  
E ythorne and  Barfreston. T he ten  years at 
Shepherdswell, from  1985 to 1995, w ere 
incred ib ly  h ap p y  and  fulfilling b o th  for 
M ichael and  for Jean  and, in his view, w ere 
perhaps the best years o f th e ir  lives. These 
years w ere also th e  tim e during  w hich  
M ichael and  Jean  w elcom ed the arrival o f 
g randchildren  and  it w as during th is period 
M ichael w rote his m ost substantial book, The  
A nglican Parochial Clergy: a Celebration, 
published in  hard  cover by  SCM Press. A 
distinguished rev iew er of the book, Dr Paul 
Avis, com m ented, “This book is a treasu ry  of 
pasto ra l w isdom  and  experience . It 
en sh r in e s  th e  e ssence  o f h is to ric  
Anglicanism".

M ichae l and Jean H inton
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In 1995 M ichael fulfilled an  am bition  he had 
held  since 1960; he and  Jean  retired  to The 
G atew ay flats in  Dover. Flat n u m b er 212 was 
on the very  top floor o f the b lock of flats and 
offered  a co m m an d in g  view  along th e  
seafront tow ards the Clocktower. M ichael 
w as hosp italised  at th e  W illiam  H arvey  
H ospital in  Ashford and  un d erw en t m ajor 
surgery, m aking  a w onderful recovery  and 
earn ing  h im se lf the nam e of Lazarus w ith in  
the family! O nce the m ajo r surgery  w as out 
o f the way, the first years o f re tirem en t w ere 
very  happy  ones for bo th  M ichael and  Jean, 
w ith  m ore tim e to spend  together than  ever 
before and  w ith  the con tinued  opportun ity  
for M ichael to serve the C hurch in  a variety  
o f ways. M ichael played a p art in  the life of 
St M ary's Church, C annon Street, w hich 
form ed his hom e parish  and  he w as m uch  
respected  b y  all w ho knew  him  there. He 
cha ired  th e  E cum en ica l G roup w hich  
en su red  th a t the  sp iritua l d im ension  to 
Dover's celebration of the M illennium  was 
n o t lacking. H e edited the Dover Christian 
Chronicle and  beg an  to w rite  a w eek ly  
colum n in  th e  Dover Express, w hich  he 
c o n tin u ed  even  a fte r h is m ove to St 
Barnabas in  Lingfield. He was Secretary of 
D over C hristian Aid C om m ittee and  taught 
English to im m igrants. H e jo ined  the Labour 
party  and  p layed a sm all p a rt in  its local 
activities.

Priests n ev e r fully re tire  and  so M ichael led 
w orship in  m ost o f the local churches from 
tim e to tim e and  con tinued  his service to the 
Cursillo M ovem ent, w hich had  enorm ously  
e n rich ed  h is ow n sp iritu a l life. T his 
m ovem en t o f the C hurch provides a m ethod  
by  w hich  C hristians are em pow ered  to grow 
through  prayer, study and  action and  so 
enabled  to share God's love w ith  everyone.

M ichael's last m ajor literary  effort was a 
considerab le  ach ievem en t, b e in g  an 
abridgem ent o f the Bible. The 100-Minute 
Bible w as published in  2005 and  becam e an

astonishing and  unexpected  success, bo th  in 
th is coun try  and  abroad. This publication 
w as designed to bridge th e  gap th a t existed, 
as m an y  ow ned a Bible b u t few had  read  it 
from  beg inn ing  to end. Its ab ridgem en t 
m ean t th a t M ichael's publication  w as pocket 
sized and  easily portable. It w as thought tha t 
m ost people w ould be able to read  it in 100 
m in u tes , m ak ing  it a very  accessib le 
publication  and  one th a t could be read  
during rail or a irp lane journeys, le t alone in 
the com fort o f peoples' hom es. Its real value, 
however, lay in  M ichael's am azing ability to 
reduce th e  essen tia l e lem en ts o f the Bible 
itse lf to universal language, a skill given to 
few  people.

Jean 's  health  becam e uncerta in  and  from 
early  2004 w as poor. Looking a fter h e r  
becam e a prio rity  for Michael, w ho felt 
privileged to be able to repay  in  a sm all w ay 
the debt he  ow ed Jean  for m ore th an  fifty 
years o f looking after him . Jean  died in  2009. 
M ichael's own health  gradually declined and 
he  had  to lim it his activities accordingly but, 
becau se  o f w onderfu l su p p o rt from  his 
fam ily and  his C hristian friends, he  was still 
able to lead  a full and  happy  life.

T he loss o f an  eye in  a childhood accident 
m e a n t th a t M ichael w as exem pt from  
m ilitary  service. M ichael a ttribu ted  to this 
and, in  h is ow n w ords, h is  “gangling 
physique" the fact th a t he  was hopeless at 
ball gam es. Yet this fact did no t p reven t h im  
from  adoring  rugby  football, w h ich  he 
played, th en  refereed, and  finally w atched, 
avidly. H e row ed at Oxford, and  thereafter 
tra ined  schoolboy oarsm en. H e en joyed the 
th e a tre  and  th e  c in em a  an d  w as an 
en thusiastic , if  u n in s tru c ted , lis te n e r  to 
classical m usic. However, his ch ie f leisure 
in te rest was, always reading, bo th  serious 
and  frivolous. H e loved history, theology, 
Bible study and  philosophy. In  a different 
vein  he also loved thrillers, w hich  he read  in 
vast and, in  his view, excessive num bers.
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M ichael, desp ite  h is busyness, alw ays 
seem ed  to have tim e for o ther people. He 
was a leading light in  the m ovem en t to 
enable D over to becom e a Fair Trade Town 
and  was the oldest vo lun teer associated w ith 
D over Food Bank. O n a personal level, he 
proved to be  an excellent m en to r and  guide 
to m e personally  as I tra ined  for ordination 
and  he  a ttended  the ordination service in  
C anterbury  C athedral in 2000. His support 
and  advice w as invaluable. I w as delighted 
w hen , w ith o u t h is know ledge, m y  
reco m m en d a tio n  th a t h is n a m e  be 
co nsidered  to be  added  to th e  ro ll o f 
H onorary  F reem en  was accepted  by  Dover 
Town C ouncillo rs an d  I w as equally  
delighted to be inv ited  by  h im  to be his guest 
at th e  M ayor M aking at w h ich  he was 
accorded th e  ho n o u r o f H onorary  F reem an 
in  D over Town H all on 28th M ay 2018.

Looking back  in  la te r years, M ichael felt th a t 
he had  had  an exceptionally happy  and  
fulfilling life. He had  found teaching to be 
rew arding and  m in is try  even  m ore so. He 
was proud  o f all m em bers o f his family, his 
children  and  grandchildren, b u t undeniab ly  
he  w as especia lly  p ro u d  o f Je a n  and  
understood  he  had  b een  incredibly fortunate 
in  his choice o f wife. In  m em ory  of Jean, 
M ichael com m issioned a un iquely  beautifu l 
carved w ooden statue o f the Virgin M ary 
holding the C hrist Child w hich  he p resen ted  
to St M ary's C hurch and  w hich  occupies a 
place in  its Lady Chapel. Above all it was 
M ichael's faith th a t had  stood h im  in good 
stead and  he rem ained  deeply  grateful to the 
countless souls w ho had  assisted h im  on his 
spiritual jou rney . M ichael said th a t his life 
had  taught h im  the e lem en tary  b u t profound 
lesson th a t w h a t really  m atters is love; 
“w h en  o ther things have b een  taken  away, 
n o th in g  is rea lly  lost so long as love 
remains".

M ichael and  I shared sim ilar jou rneys in  life 
-  w e w ere bo th  m em bers o f professions, he

in teaching, I in  th e  law. We bo th  exercised 
m in istries as Lay Readers in  the church  and 
we bo th  w ere ordained as self-supporting 
A nglican priests. As he  becam e enfeebled, it 
was m y  privilege to act as his personal taxi 
service to ecum enical gatherings o f local 
clergy. He was faithful in  his a ttendance  at 
such gatherings and  his views and  opinions 
w ere  m u ch  ap p rec ia ted  across 
d en o m in a tio n a l b a rr ie rs . H aving  b een  
p resen t at his 90th b irthday  celebrations, it 
was an ho n o u r and  privilege to be  asked by  
his fam ily to officiate at his funeral service in 
Royal Tunbridge Wells w here, although no 
singing was perm itted , w e w ere able to listen 
to th ree  hym ns M ichael had  chosen for his 
funeral service:- “A nd can it be" as we 
en te red  the chapel, “Lord o f the Dance" 
during th e  service and  “T hine be the glory" 
to e n d  th e  service. H is d au g h te r Sally 
S im m onds read  a Scripture extract from  1 
John  4:7-12, chosen by  Michael, and  w hich 
contained  the  w ords “My dear people, le t us 
love one ano ther for love com es from  God", 
w hile grandson T hom as H in ton  read  from  
The 100 M inute Bible the even t o f the raising 
o f Lazarus. Sadly, his daugh ter M ary was 
unable to be p resen t as she was h erse lf 
com ing  to th e  en d  o f h e r  life, hav ing  
te rm ina l cancer and, in fact, she died a w eek 
or so after M ichael's funeral. It is hoped  tha t 
at som e stage in  the future, circum stances 
perm itting, a service of in te rm en t o f ashes 
a n d /o r  a m em orial service w ill be held  in 
D over o r Shepherdswell.

H eadteacher, Author, Lay Reader, Priest, 
D istrict Scout Comm issioner, C hristian Aid 
prom oter, p ioneer o f Fair Trade for D over 
Town, Food Bank volunteer, Editor o f Dover 
C hristian Chronicle, w eek ly  C hris tian  
com m enta to r in  the  Dover Express, husband, 
father, grandfather - ju s t som e o f the roles 
carried  by  our departed  H onorary  Freem an. 
It w as a long and  full life and  a p leasure and 
a privilege for those of us w ho knew  h im  as 
a dear friend.


