Design stories

St Peter’s Church & The Hub,
Peterchurch

The need for change

A partnership between a place of worship and a local authority
kick-started the transformation of a historic church into a warm
community building. More than a decade later, The Hub at St Peter’s
offers a wonderful example of a church building becoming the heart
of community delivery.

In 2006, having identified St Peter’s Church as the biggest space in
the Golden Valley, Herefordshire County Council’s Early Years and
Extended Services (EYES) approached Peterchurch’s Parochial Church
Council (PCC) to invite it to start delivering key services – including
Sure Start – from the church. This opportunity was embraced by the
PCC and St Peter’s Centre was born.

The Place of Worship

A decade of austerity meant that by 2016, the services the space had
been transformed to deliver were no longer running, yet the project
has maintained its momentum. Rebranded as The Hub in 2017, this
community development project has attracted grant awards from
The National Lottery Community Fund, The Bulmer Foundation,
The Eveson Charitable Trust and My Place (a collaboration between
the Elmley Foundation and Herefordshire’s A Great Place). The Hub
now houses a community café and library, and courses, activities,
events and exhibitions take place in what remains a fully-functioning
church.

St Peter’s Church is a Grade I listed church situated in the village of Peterchurch in
the heart of the Golden Valley in Herefordshire. It is an unaisled, four cell church,
with spaces separated by fine arches, one of which is highly decorated with
carvings by the renowned Herefordshire School. The church dates from the 12th
century but foundations were found during the design project for what is thought
to be an earlier Saxon building – located nearer the River Dore.
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Engaging the community
Vision and key principles
The project has been driven by the PCC’s desire to reimagine rural ministry
as a form of wider community engagement, and by the vision of the vicar,
Simon, who is keen that the people within his rural parishes enjoy access to
a wide range of services, cultural experiences and social activities. Engaging
the church community in the secular elements of the project would not
have been possible without an open dialogue about the function of the
building as both a sacred and secular space.

Architecture as social art
During the reconfiguration process, the vision of the PCC and Simon
were reinforced by the architect appointed to work on the project, Alex
Coppock, whose view of architecture as a social act was a guiding principle.
To protect the heritage of the building, the design approach focused
on changing as little as possible of the historic fabric of the church, and
creating something that could be removed or adapted in the future without
having a major impact.
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Key design features

A box of tricks
A new free-standing structure clad in oak was
inserted in the nave which supports and serves a
huge range of uses. At ground floor it contains the
access to the lift, a kitchen and an accessible toilet.
A carefully crafted family of joinery details permits
all of the doors to close up the ‘Box of Tricks’,
making it fully secure and separated from the body
of the church when the kitchen and other
elements are not in use.
The first floor, effectively the top of the box, is
experienced as a large, open balcony that opens
up the view of the church, from a vantage point
only previously enjoyed by the Bell Ringers. This
floor provides access to the bell tower which was
refitted to become a warm, usable space
and now houses local library services.

Bringing light in
The church was a dark, cold and damp space prior
to the reordering project and the heavy pews
precluded its flexible use. A new oak floor was
added with underfloor heating, which blends
seamlessly with the oak used on the freestanding
box, its stairs and storage furniture. The internal
masonry walls were painted white.
These changes have served to draw out the
qualities of the original building more clearly:
drawing your eye up to the timber roof and
towards the deep windows with their distinctive,
stepped section profiles and stained glass.

Installlation of new services
The installation of new services was quite complex
as the rainwater pipes were found to be
discharging directly to the ground and this was
causing dampness at the building edge. A French
drain was installed to alleviate this problem by
directing water away from the building. Services
had to run through the adjacent cemetery that
dates to medieval times and archaeologists were
involved to carefully attend to ‘obstructions’.
The new underfloor heating system is connected
to a wood pellet boiler located at the edge of the
churchyard.
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Top tips

Reflections from St. Peter’s
“If all villages were this forward-thinking with their churches,
communities would be stronger, happier and the buildings would
be loved and used so much more. This is such a friendly place to
be.”
“The project has built deeper relationships amongst and between
the church community and the wider community and both are
flourishing as a result.”

•
•

•
•

“It’s the little touches: the kitchen counter features the same five
crosses as the communion table because food is communion too.”
•

Communication is key!
Agree your vision – why are you
embarking upon the project and
what do you want to achieve?
Communicating your vision through •
good theology is essential.
Reach out to others: seek advice
and support from people who’ve
•
been through a reordering process,
both within the Church community
and outside.
Build a team. Surround yourselves

with a diverse group of people with
energy, enthusiasm, commitment
and a variety of skills to drive your
project forward.
Prioritise aesthetics and high
quality design; invest in ‘big
impact’ elements and make savings
elsewhere.
Record your progress…seeing how
far you have come will motivate you
when you face challenges and need
to find the energy to overcome
difficulties.

Learn more about St. Peter’s Church & Centre:

www.wyedoreparishes.org.uk/Peterchurch.htm
www.hubcommunity.org

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. Peter’s Church and Centre for their generosity in welcoming
our team to their building to learn from their experience of undertaking a design
project.
© Empowering Design Practices
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