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Tunbridge Wells Theatre Club had
been homeless and we wanted a the-
atre.

“We were put in touch with the
Civic Society. They hadn’t got the
funds, and we hadn’t got the funds,
but we got together and between us
we got it going.”

Six months later, the commission-
ers were handed a plan to restore the
church and convert it into an arts
centre – subject to the commission
being satisfied with the finances.

Six months and a lot of hard work
later, the appeal committee had
£50,000 in its coffers. At the start of
January 1977, the church commis-
sioners accepted the scheme was
viable and the Diocese of Rochester
handed over the lease.

“It was almost a shell,” said Mrs
Elliott, remembering the beginnings
of the work. “But you could see the
potential.”

It took five years to transform the
neglected church.

The team faced dry rot and dam-
aged stonework. But the work was
done, and in 1982, the theatre wel-
comed paying audiences into its 300-
seat auditorium.

Was there much opposition to the
use of a former church as a theatre?
Mrs Elliott shakes her head.

“We hoped we were doing a social
community thing, like a church
would be doing, but without the reli-
gion. It’s a community building.”

Next, in 1984 following a grant of
£15,000 from Tunbridge Wells
Borough Council, came heating, a

licensed bar and the gallery. This
gallery is now leased to the Town and
Country Foundation, which allows
artists to hire it for free in exchange
for workshops or artwork. In 1996,
the National Lottery handed over
£600,000 for new seats, a comput-
erised box office and an access ramp.

In 2000, The Heritage Lottery
Fund financed the restoration of the

PERFORMANCES of modern classics by
Oasis and a homage to the Whoopi
Goldberg film Sister Act, were among the
events at a young people’s conference.

Students from across Sevenoaks took
part in and organised the event earlier this
month, which aimed to challenge the often
negative perception of young people by
showcasing their achievements and talents.

Cllr Pat Bosley, Sevenoaks District
Council’s member with responsibility for
young people’s issues, said: “The conference
was a fantastic experience, brilliantly
organised by Wildernesse pupils.

“I was privileged to talk with so many
enthusiastic, motivated young people who
were a credit to their schools.

“Not only did it highlight the many good
things young people are involved in, it gave
pupils the opportunity to have their say on
important issues face-to-face with influen-
tial members of the community and deci-
sion makers.”

Pupils from Bradbourne, Furness, Hex-
table, Milestone, Dorton House and Valance
schools and Swanley Technology College
joined Wilnernesse at the event.

There were live music and dance perform-
ances, with brothers Jonathan and Andrew
from Wildernesse singing Oasis and Tom
from Hextable’s rendition of Nina Simone’s
Feeling Good. Members of the Dorton
House School choir performed the homage
to Sister Act, which got everyone dancing.

Workshops included a ‘healthy lunch box
cook off challenge’ where teams competed
against the clock to create a healthy and
tasty lunch for school.

Students also had the chance to question
councillors, newspaper editors, a headmaster,
police officer, paramedic and youth worker.

A CHARITY which helps homeless
former servicemen and women has
appointed Martin & Co as its pre-
ferred letting agent.

Homes for Heroes was set up by a
group of recently retired officers with
a mission to help forces personnel
purchase property.

It also aims to donate 50 per cent of
profits to forces charities that sup-

port homeless ex-servicemen and
women, of which there are currently
about 5,000 in the UK.

For those who buy property to rent
as an investment, Martin & Co have
been chosen to provide a comprehen-
sive letting service through their net-
work of more than 170 offices nation-
wide – including one in Vale Road,
Tunbridge Wells.

In addition the agent will con-
tribute £100 for every fully managed
property instruction to the nominat-
ed charities of Homes for Heroes.

Mark Burdge of Martin & Co said:
“We are pleased to be able to support
such worthy charities that help those
who have fought for our country – 
a particularly relevant subject at 
the moment.”

Clare Grant takes a look at how a redundant church with

Agents are helping to house our heroes

Young people
demonstrate
their talents
at conference

THE square tower of Trinity
Theatre stands out on the
panorama map on the top of
Mount Ephraim, and its
black-stained sandstone
contrasts with the red bricks
and white stucco of the hous-
es on London Road.

In 1974, the Church of Holy Trinity
on Church Road was declared to be
‘redundant to pastoral needs’ by the
church commissioners. By May 1975,
draft plans were on the table for 
its demolition.

But the residents of Tunbridge
Wells were not prepared to lose
another piece of work by Decimus
Burton, the architect behind this
atmospheric Gothic church made
from locally quarried sandstone.

It was consecrated on September 3,
1829. Burton, who put has stamp
firmly on Tunbridge Wells – and also
on the seaside towns of St Leonards
and Fleetwood – was born in 1800.
His handiwork can also be seen in
Tunbridge Wells’ Hotel du Vin and in
the great sandstone houses along
Calverley Park. His town hall was
demolished in the early 1950s to
make way for the civic centre.

As a result of hard petitioning by Tunbridge Wells Civic Society,
the church commissioners stayed the execution. In October 1975,
the society was told it had one year to find a community or pub-
lic use for the church building. At this point, Tunbridge Wells
Theatre Club joined the fray. The club had been around since
1946, but had never had a place of its own.

Caroline Elliott, who was a member in 1977, said: “The

Almighty success

HOLY DAYS: Top, Trinity in its days as a church, below, contractors work
to eradicate dry rot from the roof beams during the conversion
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architectural heritage was carefully transformed into the thriving Trinity Theatre

TODAY: Rows of seats wait to be filled before a performance

tower and the stained glass windows.
Today, you are likely to find the box

office manned by volunteers; and the
ushers who shepherd you to your
seats receive nothing but a free
(standing) view of the show. Even the
present artistic manager, John Martin
is a volunteer.

From the very start, the theatre has
relied upon people who believe the
town deserves a theatre that can offer
productions that are a bit out of the
ordinary.

Many of these believers are named
on the seats – next time you catch a
show at Trinity, turn round and find
the little brass plaque that tells you
who donated your seat.

Mrs Elliott remembers in particular
one hero from the early days: “There
was a gentleman called Herbert
Storey.

“He had worked on a similar project
up north and he had the knowledge
and the skills to direct people.”

Does Mrs Elliot have any advice for
someone with a similar project in
hand? 

“Go ahead and do it. Get the support
of the community first to see that you
need a theatre, and then involve as
many people as you can from all walks
of society.”

The theatre continues to involve
people of all ages, drawing in crowds

with its varied programme of film,
music and theatre. It also runs a the-
atre workshop for young people aged
eight to 19.

Friends of Trinity membership costs
£20 per person or £35 joint, and bene-
fits include a newsletter, four free cof-
fees at the theatre café, priority book-
ing, discounts on tickets and invita-

tions to special events. The theatre
also honours people and organisations
who give larger gifts, naming them
cherubs or angels, depending on the
size of the donation. For more infor-
mation see www.trinitytheatre.net or
call 01892 678678.

If you would like to volunteer, call
01892 500677.

of community venture
One of the theatre’s best-kept
secrets is the stained glass 
window at the back of the 
stage, normally concealed by 
the backdrop. 

It is the work of Joseph Hale
Miller, who in the early 19th 
century, rediscovered lost
medieval techniques in which 
the glass was pieced together 
by lead. 

A good opportunity to see the
window in all its glory can be had
during Tunbridge Wells Civic
Society’s Heritage Open Day in
late summer.

FACT FILE

PULL UP A PEW: Right, the then
treasurer and chairman remove
pews from the church’s gallery


