Design stories

St. John the Baptist Church
& Village Hall, Stadhampton
At St. John the Baptist, the church joined forces with the Parish
Council and the local community to upgrade the building and enable
it to work effectively as both a church and a village hall.
The Place of Worship

St. John the Baptist Church is a Grade II listed building in Stadhampton, a village in
Oxfordshire, on a site where a church has sat for over 900 years. The 15th century
church was restored and enlarged by local Gothic Revival architect, E.G. Bruton, in
1875. A fine historic building in good repair, the church found itself with a
dwindling congregation and unable to update its facilities.

The need for change

The project to bring the village hall into the church emerged from
a consultation with local people led by the Parish Council in 2009
about the best way to achieve their objectives for a new village hall.
While past plans and funding had been put in place for a new
building, 90% of the villagers who participated in the consultation
felt that it would be better to situate the village hall in an existing
building, that could accommodate or be adapted to support a range
of functions and activities.
Discussions with the guardians of St. John the Baptist revealed that
although the church building was structurally sound, it would require
a number of alterations and improvements to facilitate dual use and
to create a more user-friendly and sustainable building. These
included the installation of gas, water and drainage services, as well
as toilets and kitchen facilities, repairs to the roof and making the
space more accessible.

Key principles & vision

The vision was to bring together the functions of the church and
village hall in a respectful and sustainable way. The project leaders
were mindful that any changes to the church should enhance, and
not compromise the building as a worshipping space. At the same
time, the building would need to be functional and flexible in order
to cater for a range of activities, and feel warm and welcoming to all,
whether part of the congregation or users of the village hall.
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St. John the Baptist Church & Village Hall,
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Engaging the community
Mobilising community skills and assets
The project grew from a consultation and conversation within the
community, so from the outset, it brought together local organisations
and members of the community who were committed to making this
change. A huge amount of volunteer time was invested and various skills
were drawn upon in areas including project management, fundraising,
accounting and financing, technology and media.

Developing a shared vision and design brief
Combining the church and village hall required changes that would both
accommodate a range of activities and help to change local perceptions
of the building. The church, parish council and community volunteers
worked together to build a shared vision for the building, and agreed that
the sense of welcome and warmth should be integral to its design. There
was also a strong commitment to using high quality materials and
craftsmanship.

The group sought funds from grant-giving bodies, but also valued and
continued to organise fundraising events, which not only helped resource
the elements of the project that did not meet funding criteria, but also
kept local people active and invested in the project.
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This led to the decisions to invest in better external pathways and lighting
to improve access, and to bring a new tailor-made kitchen into the north
aisle, both to signal and facilitate welcoming people to the building.
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A warmer floor
The original tiled floor in the
church was in very poor
condition, so a new floor was
essential. The group chose a stone
in a light, warm colour that would
blend well with the walls of the
space and this combined with good
lighting, has made the church feel
larger and lighter. As a new floor
was going in, they also took the
opportunity to invest in underfloor
heating, which has made the space
much warmer and more efficient to
heat.
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Flexibility in the main spaces
The fixed pews were removed from
the church to create an open and
flexible space. Most were sold to
raise money for the project, but a
few were kept and positioned at
the edge of the space as a
reminder of the traditional
seating. The removal of the pews
and the installation of a new floor
have had an enormous impact
on the accessibility, usability and
flexibility of the space, enabling a
range of church services,
community activities and social
events to flourish in the space.
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Key design features

Relocation of the font
The font, which was centrally
positioned inside the ceremonial
entrance at the church’s west end,
was repositioned closer to where it
would have originally been located
in the church, allowing for greater
flexibility and accessibility in the
main space.
In its new location, the floor
around the font has been
decorated with a mosaic pattern
made from the original floor tiles
of the church. This helps to mark
the significance of the font, as well
as referencing the church’s past.

Provision of new toilets
A new extension was designed to
accommodate accessible toilet
facilities. As part of this, a new
doorway was created through what
was previously an exterior wall.
The extension was carefully
designed making reference to the
style and materials of the existing
church and drawing on local
craftsmanship to ensure a high
quality finish.
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Reflections from St. John the Baptist Church
“The new Village Hall at St John’s, located inside the body of the
village church in Stadhampton, opened in October 2013. Four
years on, it takes bookings for parties, meetings, concerts and
fundraising events and seven new interest/activity groups now
use it on a regular basis. The magical thing is that it can instantly
turn back into the village Church, so it is able to continue to
support the community with Sunday services, religious festivals,
weddings, christenings and funerals, as it has done for hundreds
of years.
The building now looks more loved and welcoming and it is a joy
to witness so many new activities across all the generations. In
a time where people seem to rush from A to B in their cars, it is
wonderful to be able to socialise, be informed, entertained or just
keep fit, in an informal, warm and beautiful setting, that is within
walking distance of home. By coming together in this new
community space, we are definitely increasing awareness of
needs within the village and beginning to rekindle our community
spirit, so despite the hard work, it was all worthwhile.”

Top tips
•
•
•
•

•

Visit other places and learn from
their examples and experiences
Have a clear vision and narrative
The project needs a strong leader
with a solid team behind her/him
The project also needs champions,
and you need to constantly ensure
that they are still working hard to
support you project
Collaboration opens doors

•
•
•
•

Keep local people informed to
prevent rumours from developing
and spreading
Use technology and social media
well
Invest in high quality and where
possible, local craftsmanship
Talk to funders to help them
understand your needs and to help
you understand what they will fund
or not

Learn more about St. John the Baptist Church & Village Hall at:
www.stadhampton.org/village/village-hall-at-st-john-s

This is one of a series of stories written by Louise Dredge and Sophia de Sousa
(The Glass-House Community Led Design) and Stephen Smith (Wright & Wright
Architects) on behalf of the Empowering Design Practices project.
Empowering Design Practices is a five year collaborative action research project
that explores how community-led design can help empower those who look after
historic places of worship to create more open, vibrant and sustainable places
that respect and enhance their heritage. empoweringdesign.net

Our thanks to St. John the Baptist Church for their generosity in welcoming our
team to their space to learn from their experience of undertaking a design
project.
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