
Working for the BBC 
World Service, you 
learn lots of things. 

One of the basic rules says: 
one man’s ‘terrorist’ is another 
man’s ‘freedom fighter’. Yes, 
there’s a lot in a name. So, for 
the building that is soon to 
materialise in Hawkhurst, ‘hall’ 
did not seem quite right, like its 
two previous incarnations, the 
‘Victoria Hall’ and ‘Copt Hall’. 

‘Community centre’ – yes, 
that’s got a good ring to it. 
We all know that a centre of, 
and for, our community has 
been lacking for far too long. 
Last year, when the Italian 
visitors from Hawkhurst’s twin 
community Oriolo Romano 
gave their feedback at the end 
of the visit, they all thought 
that something vital was 
missing – a building or place 
that forms the heart of the 
village and holds it together.

So now it’s really happening. 
In case you missed it, here’s 
a quick recap: in January of 
this year Hawkhurst Parish 
Council decided on the site of 
the new community centre – it 
will be built at King George V 
Playing Field on Moor Hill. After 
consultation and research a 
Client Brief was put together 
and currently three architects 
are working on an initial 
design which will be available 

this autumn for all to see and 
comment on. The tweaked final 
design will then form the basis 
for the next stage of obtaining 
planning permission, and all 
being well, the new community 
centre will have its grand 
opening in 2021/22.

GREAT DESIGN
Let’s not get too excited, I hear 
you say, the project is hardly 
out of the starting blocks. On 
the contrary, let’s get really 
excited for now we can shape 
a building which is truly fit for 
the needs and aspirations of 
our growing community, old 
and young alike. 

And what a building it can 
be! Recently I was leafing 
through a book about the best 
‘green’ buildings all across 
the world, full of amazing, 
innovative designs. It reminded 
me of the story of the Sydney 
Opera House – quite a 
controversial design initially 
but now so iconic and loved 
that it has literally put Sydney 
on the map: when you think 
of Sydney you immediately 
picture the distinctive shell 
shaped roof of their multi-
venue performing arts centre. 

Wouldn’t it be wonderful 
if the new community centre 
could do the same for 
Hawkhurst. So I personally 

hope that we will seize this 
once-in-a-lifetime chance and 
be bold and go for a striking 
contemporary, eco-friendly 
design that puts Hawkhurst on 
the map and embraces the fact 
that we live in the ‘now’, rather 
than add to the mock Kent 
architecture that is springing 
up all around our village. But 
of course, architecture is a 
marmite business – a design 
that delights one person is 
abhorrent to another. So it will 
be interesting to see which 
design will make it over the 
final hurdle.

LASTING LEGACY
Whichever way, the new 
community centre will be used 
by all of us but will also be 
the legacy we leave for future 
generations. We sometimes 
forget that we are here in this 
precise location – Hawkhurst, 
Kent, UK, the continent of 
Europe, the world – just at a 
certain point in time. Before us, 
our village of Hawkhurst has 
a rich history going back and 
after us, we trust will have an 
interesting future. 

We probably don’t think 
about the fact that the 
sedimentary rocks under our 
feet in the Weald of Kent date 
back to the Early Cretaceous 
period – roughly 125 million 

years from the present – a time 
when new types of dinosaurs 
appeared and flowering plants 
emerged for the first time. 

Fast forward to the early 
18th century and you have the 
notorious Hawkhurst Gang 
treading the same ground, 
using the lie of the land to their 
advantage when moving their 
stolen treasure: the low lands 
of Romney Marsh provided 
good cover as fog sits trapped 
in this area for longer, whereas 
Goudhurst was useful because 
of its high land ‘lookout’ points.

And today, it is you and 
I who are walking in the 
footsteps of all those before 
us, and making history with 
creating a beautiful, fit-for-
purpose community hub.

WORKING PARTNERSHIP
The Hawkhurst Parish Council 
website states: “Hawkhurst 
Parish Council will oversee 
the development and building 
of the new community hall. 
Once the new community hall 
has been built, Hawkhurst 
Community Trust 2018 
[HCT2018] will oversee the day 
to day operation of the new 
community hall.”

Let’s untangle this a little. 
The way I look at it, it’s rather 
like HPC having the baby 
(=new community centre) and 
securing the help of a midwife 
and nanny (=HCT2018) to 
prepare for the birth and be in 
charge of the infant once it’s 
born. 

So who are the actual 
people behind the project, 
driving it forward and making 
it all happen? Of course, 
the ‘parents’, the Parish 
Councillors. By their side, but 
acting as an independent 
charitable body, the Trustees 
of HCT2018. They are people 
like you and me, a bunch of 
enthusiastic volunteers drawn 
from the community, with 
diverse backgrounds and 
skills. What unites them is the 
love and care for our village 
and its people. At present, 
under chair Ruth McChesney’s 
guidance, Anita, Chris, Ellen, 
Gary, Ian, Jacqueline, Margaret, 
Marie and Sally give their time 
and expertise to the project. 
Needless to say, additional help 
is more than welcome.

Well, and now we come to 
the hard bit. The task, the job 
in hand for this small group of 

Trustees. It’s a massive task. 
A daunting task that involves 
working with the Parish Council 
to build a solid business plan 
for the new community centre, 
working with residents and 
the Parish Council to arrive 
at a design decision on the 
building, and then – wait for 
it – run the new hub. Run it well 
so that it pays for itself and 
practically runs itself. 

MASSIVE TASK
Perhaps you, like me, didn’t 
realise quite how much input 
the project needs in terms of 
voluntary man and woman 
power. Ruth and the small 
group of Trustees have already 
carried out considerable 
research into how other 
communities run their village 
hub effectively, to learn from 
their mistakes and successes. 

They have also looked at 
what leisure and recreational 
activities our villagers might 
want to see in the new 
centre – for example evening 
classes, dance, yoga, keep 
fit, weddings, parties, ICT 
opportunities, and more – 
and arrived at some basic 
conclusions as to what type of 
space(s) would be needed to 
accommodate all these various 
activities: a main hall, smaller 
hall, meeting rooms, ICT 
booths, office for the Parish 
Council, and so on.

With the basic framework 
now in place, the operational 
side has to be tackled in 
earnest. There are lots 
of questions, all needing 
an answer: What sort of 
equipment is needed? What 
about staffing and cleaning? 
What is needed for kitting 
out and running catering 
facilities and the café/bar 
area? How can we make sure 
the community centre at least 
breaks even? What do we 
need to charge those who 
wish to use the centre? How 
do we market the space that is 
available in the centre? How do 
we spread the word? 

With great British 
understatement it is fair to 
say that it is no small task. But 
worth tackling if at the end of 
it all lies a glinting new kind 
of local treasure – a fit-for-
purpose building for all of us 
to use and enjoy, the beating 
heart of our village. Roll on 
opening day... n

Hawkhurst is on the verge of
getting a brand new community centre - 

Gunda Cannon looks at what’s involved 
and the people who make it happen
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If you would like to find out more 
about the project or would like to 

get involved, contact:

hawkhurstcommunitycentre@gmail.com

www.hawkhurstcommunitycentre.wordpress.com

Geological formation, Early Cretaceous period [Wikimedia Commons]

Best of ‘green’ architecture [Grand Teton National Park Foundation]

Ruth McChesney, chair of HCT2018
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