
Chilham Parish Design Statement



The Parish of Chilham lies in the valley
of the River Stour between Canterbury
and Ashford on the northern edge of the
North Downs. Chilham village occupies a
promontory in the river valley and is
overlooked by Old Wives Lees and
Shottenden, situated on higher ground
to the northeast and northwest, respec-
tively. Chilham is located at the junction
of the A28 (Ashford–Canterbury road)
and the A252 (Maidstone–Canterbury
road). Narrow lanes from the A252 con-
nect Chilham with Old Wives Lees and
Shottenden.

Due to its position, the Parish therefore
lies just within the northern boundary of
the Kent Downs Area of Outstanding
Natural Beauty (AONB). The Kent
Downs have been protected by the 1949
National Parks and Access to the
Countryside Act, which enabled them to
be designated in 1968 as an AONB, to
protect their diverse landscape of chalk
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Introduction

Landscape

An initiative was launched in 1996 by
the then Countryside Commission (now
Agency) to involve villages in their own
development and future planning.
Every village was encouraged to pro-
duce its own Village Design Statement,
and many have now done so. 

Chilham Parish Council set up a sub-
committee in October 2001 to organise
and implement a Design Statement for
Chilham. Because the Parish comprises
three disparate villages, Chilham, Old
Wives Lees and Shottenden, within its
boundaries, it elected to describe the
document as a Parish Design Statement.

In October 2002, following postal invi-
tations to every household in the
Parish, a Workshop was held in the
Village Hall attended by sixty people.
Children at the primary school held a
similar Workshop.

The Parish Design Statement has been
written in full consultation with resi-
dents and submitted to Ashford
Borough Council for adoption as sup-
plementary planning guidance.
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uplands, narrow lanes, sunken paths,

ancient woods and hedgerows, historic

villages and distinctive wildlife. In the

Parish, therefore, most of the views to

the south and west are over protected

landscape: those to the north from Old

Wives and Shottenden are mostly over

areas lacking any protection and under

the control of three different local

authorities. Between the two parks of

Chilham and Godmersham, along the

Parish boundary line, are exceptionally

fine views of Kentish landscape, espe-

cially of the Godmersham Downs and

mansion.

The North Downs Way runs through the

Parish from Mountain Street, Chilham,

up Long Hill to Old Wives Lees and

leaves the road near Pamphletts Green

crossing the Parish boundary into

Chartham and on to Canterbury.

According to archaeologists this is one

of the most important ‘ancient track-

ways’ in Britain because it was a main

route by which early man gained access

to Britain from the Continent. Along

Mountain Street, it coincides with the

Pilgrims route to Canterbury.

The landscape of the Parish, with its vil-

lages, downland, farmland, orchards

and the river, lakes and water meadows

along the Stour Valley, is characteristic

of the Downs. There are extensive areas

of deciduous woodland in the southeast,

south, southwest and northwest of the

Parish, of which the dominant species

are oak, ash, beech, sweet chestnut and

sycamore. At the end of Mountain

Street, Kings Wood, a working forest of

about 574 hectares (1418 acres) man-

aged for deciduous and coniferous

timber production, wildlife conservation

and recreation by Forest Enterprise, is a

treasured area of natural heritage in the

Parish, a valuable resource for parish-

ioners and visitors. 

1 Views from Old Wives
Lees

2 North Downs Way at
Mountain Street and
castle wall
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History and Development
of the Village

Pre-historic archaeological remains and
the Neolithic long barrow known as
Julieberries Grave are confirmation of the
ancient habitation of Chilham for many
thousands of years. Evidence at the cas-
tle exists of Roman foundations, thought
to be a small hill fort; and the site was
subsequently occupied by Saxon kings.

The modern village evolved from former
habitations which grew up around and
depended upon the castle for protection
and employment. The church, built on
Saxon foundations, is mentioned in the
Domesday Book, and a list of its incum-
bents starts in 1280.

The central core of the village forms a
square on a small plateau between the
church and the castle. It was created
during the great Tudor building era,
probably built on many of the old exist-
ing foundations. The then wealth of oak
enabled substantial timber framed hous-
es to be erected. In what is now The
Street, the fifteenth century Burgoyne
(which, like many houses in the Parish,
retains its historic name), with its
pinched Wealden front, was a farm.
Opposite is another hall house, built lat-

1 An early house of
Wealden Hall plan

2 A brickwork re-faced
timber house

3 The May Fayre in
Chilham Square 
© Countryside
Agency/Tina Stallard

The upland areas of the Stour Valley
consist of chalk deposits overlain by
clay with flints, which provide the dis-
tinctive soils of the North Downs. The
floor of the Stour Valley is composed of
alluvial soils deposited by the river over

millennia. These deposits
have long been economically

important as a source of gravel
for the building industry and indeed

continue to be worked elsewhere
in the valley. Chilham Lakes are

a legacy of earlier workings
and this area is now a wild-

fowl sanctuary and an
amenity much appreciated by

walkers, bird-watchers and fishermen.
The lakes, with their reed beds, fringing
alder trees and poplar plantation, form
a distinctive and beautiful landscape at
the foot of the Downs, despite being
bounded on one side by the railway line
and the A28. 

The three villages are united by the
landscape in which they lie and each vil-
lage has many treasured views. Any
new development should seek to pre-
serve and respect these.

1 Chilham’s symbol of
a heron reflects its
long asociation with
the ancient heronry

2 Fishing at Chilham
Lakes 
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er that century, now named Cumberland
House. In the Square, the dominant
house of Wealden Hall plan is what is
now called Tudor Lodge and Talisman
shop, thought to have been built
between 1370 and 1410. The original
farmhouse buildings of what is the White
Horse Inn public house are dated 1422.

The Norman castle was demolished in the
early seventeenth century and replaced
by a large red brick mansion, completed
in l616 for Sir Dudley Digges, and reput-
edly designed by Inigo Jones. In the
eighteenth century, a great brick wall
enclosing the castle’s grounds was built,
separating the grounds from the village.

The re-facing of the timber houses with
brickwork in the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries, plus the red brick wall
of the castle, changed the look of the vil-
lage from daub and plaster to
predominantly brick. Large dramatic
chimneys were built. 

About 1820, the village school moved
from its class in the south porch of the
church to a small brick and stone
dressed building in School Hill. Extra
classrooms were added in 1861 in a
large red and yellow brick building with
a plate traceried window.

“The promontory of the chalk downs,
overlooking a bend in the River Stour, and a
straight view down to Canterbury half a dozen
miles away, was an important defensive
position”. Pevsner N.E. and E. Kent. p.274
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Outside the centre of the village, Hurst

Farm, at the end of Mountain Street, is

Grade I Listed and is the oldest and one

of the most important set of domestic

buildings in the Parish. 

Gradually, with increased population,

many of the large dwellings were sub-

divided; infill between the existing

buildings led to a more compact village

and in the nineteenth century more cot-

tages for estate workers were built in

Mountain Street and Hambrook Lane.

Clements Cottage was built at the

entrance to the churchyard.

The twentieth century saw the final for-

malisation of the Square with the

erection in l922 of the paired castle

gatehouses, designed by Sir Herbert

Baker. Later, in the l930s, several hous-

es were built which have strong Arts and

Crafts attention to detail.

In the 1930s, Sir Edmund Davis had an

extension constructed to the seven-

teenth century rear wing at the back of

Belke House built in the Tudor style, pro-

viding a large classroom for the school.

At this time he also undertook changes

in the Square, and many of the brick

facades were removed and windows

changed. 

Post-war development  
Much new development has occurred

since the sale of the castle estate in

1949. A crisis arose for local people

when the houses they had inhabited as

tenants and employees were sold.

The first group of buildings to be built

was Herons Close in 1953. Great atten-

tion was paid to this first new local

authority building in Chilham; its

design won an award at the time. 

The second phase, Felborough Close,

although using bricks and clay tiles,

used 1960s pattern book designs of

suburban scale, with no reference to

location or traditions of the area. 

The third phase of building (1980s) of

brick and tiled low dwellings for elderly

residents, sits appropriately at the foot

of Felborough Close; its scale and

grouping has been placed thoughtfully

in the landscape.

Ribbon development has occurred in
Hambrook Lane, with a mixture of mod-
ern and copybook design housing
styles. The flat roof of the doctor’s sur-
gery built about 1960, now looks out of
keeping in Chilham. A fire station was
built at the bottom of Taylors Hill and a
police house in Bagham Lane. Recent
additions to the village include the
Sports Hall in 1998 and, in 2002, one of
the war-time air raid shelters at the
school was converted to a classroom
and ICT suite for use by the school and
the community. 

The village has two public houses, the
White Horse Inn and the Woolpack Inn,
and is the only one of the three villages
to have retained some shops including
the Post Office.

The village remains relatively unspoilt,
but constant vigilance to retain its beau-
ty is required. The Parish values its
history and the recording of archaeolog-
ical investigations at buildings and
landscape when work is being undertak-
en should be encouraged.

Chilham Castle and keep
The Norman keep (under separate own-
ership from the castle), Grade I Listed,
was built for King Henry II and dates
from 1174 but archaeological excava-
tions suggest that it stands on the

by John Tradescant (senior), were

redesigned in the eighteenth century

under the guidance of Capability Brown

and include a fine terrace leading down

to a fishing lake. 

After its sale in l949, the fabric of the

building gradually deteriorated. On its

re-sale in 1997, the new owner under-

took restoration work. As English

Heritage was not involved, much of this

required re-visiting and when the castle

was again sold in 2002, a major restora-

tion was undertaken, and completed in

October 2004. The main gates have

been altered to enable the house to be

seen, so re-connecting it visually to the

Square. 

The gardens too are being restored.

The landscape historian John Phibbs

has researched and written the history

of the park and garden, and his results

will inform the planned restoration. The

avenue of lime trees destroyed in the

1987 gale was apparently replanted

with an incorrect species. The front of

the house is being replanted with sin-

gle trees to replace the feeling of a

park. 

The estate since 1949 has greatly dimin-

ished in acreage. However, the

remaining grounds constituting the

major part of the Chilham Conservation

Area include an ancient avenue of chest-

nuts, a lake and heronry. An appraisal of

ecological interests by Landscape

Architects dated 2003 notes the exten-

sive area of “lowland wood-pasture and

historic parkland, included in the Kent

Biodiversity Action plan as priority habi-

tat”. The eighteenth century wall

surrounding the estate is an important

feature but listed only down School Hill

and on either side of the gatehouses. Its

loss would be greatly regretted by the

village, however, the present owners are

maintaining it under the Countryside

Stewardship Scheme. 

St Mary’s Church
There has probably been a church on the

site since the seventh century. The pres-

ent church, built of flint in the English

Perpendicular style, is of an unusual size

for a relatively small village. 

In 1534, the church was left a legacy
towards the construction of the great
perpendicular west tower, 68 feet tall,
which dominates the village to great
effect. It is chequered with flint and local
stone and also contains some Roman
bricks or tiles. It has magnificent view of
the Downs, the beautiful Stour Valley,
and even of the Bell Harry Tower of
Canterbury Cathedral.

The clock was made in 1727 but had no
minute hand until 1790. The fine peal of
eight bells weighs nearly four tons alto-
gether.

Chilham Mill
Chilham Mill is located between the River
Stour and a carrier stream and has been
situated at the mill race for many cen-
turies. The present mill is thought to
stand on the site of a Saxon mill and is
the last survivor of the six mills record-
ed in the Domesday Book. 

The present building was rebuilt in the
mid-nineteenth century, and is consid-
ered to be the best preserved of its kind
in the South of England. It is known as a
French mill as the six pairs of grinding
stones came from France. It ceased pro-
duction in l934 and nowadays is a
pumping station. 

It is a striking building of brick and
white clapboard, with an adjoining low
brick miller’s house. The mill is a splen-
didly restored piece of English industrial
heritage.
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1 1820 new school
2 Hurst Farm, the

oldest dwelling in
the Parish

3 1980 dwellings for
retired residents

4 1953 Herons Close

3

2

4

foundations of a much older Anglo-
Saxon fortification, possibly dating from
the fifth century. There is evidence of
earlier Roman habitation in the vicinity.
Stonemasons and carpenters from
Canterbury Cathedral have recently
restored the fireplace canopy and
doors, and installed appropriate iron-
work. The donkey house over the well is
also listed.

The Grade I Listed Jacobean building,
now known as Chilham Castle, was
constructed in 1616 for Sir Dudley
Digges. It is one of the finer mansions
in the South-East and commands
exceptional views across the Stour
Valley. The gardens, originally laid out

1

1 St Mary’s Church
2 Chilham Mill and mill race
3 Engraving showing

Chilham Castle: the
Norman keep and 
seventeenth century
house

2

1

3
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frames painted black and opening

lights painted white. The houses gener-

ally front directly on to the streets,

with only the occasional small front

garden behind low walls or timber pal-

ing fences. High warm red stock brick

walls surround the castle with occa-

sional gateways leading to the castle or

other properties, which were once part

of the estate. Most of the roads have

views closed by buildings but occasion-

ally, as on School Hill, vistas open up

across the Downs.

Chilham’s special sense of place is at

present preserved by orchards, woods

and trees surrounding the village.

Characteristic features

� Materials

The palette of materials and colours

used in Chilham is restrained. The dis-

tinctive red bricks and clay tiles have

ensured a visual cohesion of the village.

Red brick faced houses and their chim-

neys, red tiled roofs, and occasionally

hung tiles, form a warm counterpoint to

the now stained black timbers and white

infill panels of the other buildings.

Flint has receded as an important mate-

rial, and now occurs only in the Norman

keep, the church, a few remaining

plinths on which the timber frames

stand, and some walls. Stone is used

sparingly, as roughly dressed blocks in

the keep, the chequered decoration in

the church tower, as dressings to win-

dows and doors in the castle and its

gatehouses, and a few other buildings.

There are a few examples of painted

weather boarding which is not a charac-

teristic feature of the village but there

are several examples of painted brick-

work in Chilham, notably on the two

public houses.

The character of the mediaeval Square

is marred by its surface which is grey

patched municipal tarmac.

� Windows

The windows in the village are extreme-

ly varied and reflect the changes that

have been made to the houses over the

centuries. Original mediaeval windows

were high and small and placed between

the timber framing, often in an informal

1

2

1 The Old Vicarage:
stone Venetian
window over stone
pediment of
doorcase

2 Woolpack Inn
3 White Horse Inn

and irregular way. Evidence of such win-
dows remains in some of the old houses
where they have been filled in.

The seventeenth and eighteenth centu-
ry brick facing of dwellings enabled the
enlargement of windows to be made
and their arrangement formalised.
Classically proportioned sash windows
or casements were often inserted.

The large two storeyed bay window of
the Woolpack Inn was built in the nine-
teenth century, with stone mullions and
a stone battlemented parapet. 

Clements Cottage has triangular leaded
lights in iron frames, as do some other
properties. The back of Belke House,
clearly visible down School Hill, has
modern coarsely proportioned fanlight
windows.

The windows in some houses in the
Square were restored during the twen-
tieth century and have rubbed brick
mullions and labels. Timber oriels were
inserted in several houses at about this
time. The mid-twentieth century houses
built for castle estate staff, such as
Belwether and Castle Oak, have rectan-
gular leaded lights in iron frames. 

� Doors and door frames
A few original and some reproduction
mediaeval shaped door frames remain,
namely at the Talisman shop, Vergers
Lodge and Cumberland House. Little
Belke has a four centred basket arch.
Doors require replacing over the years,
and many in Chilham are of nineteenth
century plank and stud design. Some
good examples of appropriate replace-
ments are seen in Taylors Hill and
Church Hill.

� Porches
The predominant form of porch in the
centre of Chilham is a flat lead covered
hood, occasionally with moulded sur-
rounds, supported on brackets. Elsewhere
the porches are mostly of brick.

� Roofs and chimneys
The huddled roofs and dramatic brick
chimneys are a strong architectural fea-
ture of Chilham. The warm orange hue
of the Kent peg tiles is a cohesive and
distinctive feature of the village. Some
roofs have decorative ‘fish tail’ tiles in

rows. Burgoyne still retains its original
shaped hall house roof without chim-
neys. Slate is little used. 

� Walls and boundaries
The red brick wall partially surrounding
the castle estate is a strong element. It
is listed only down School Hill and on
either side of the gatehouses, and these
sections are in good repair. The low brick
wall opposite, on the boundary of Castle
Oak, continues the theme round into
Hambrook Lane.

In the Square itself, the frontage of
most of the houses is about one metre.
Boundaries are characterised by link
chain and posts, picket fences and low
walls or planters. 

The post-war houses of Felborough
Close all have front gardens, with gen-
erous swathes of public grass in front of
many of the dwellings.

� Street furniture
The Square, has in the past been
marred by the use of inappropriate,
poorly designed contemporary planters
and it is hoped that the street furniture
would be appropriate for a Conservation
Area with the use of wood and cast iron. 

� Lighting
The Square is at present lit effectively
from individual properties; this creates
a natural and rather magical effect,
especially when the church is floodlit. It
would be regrettable if this level was
increased. An orange street light at the
bottom of School Hill lights it sufficient-
ly, especially as it is supplemented with
lighting from the school and Castle
Oak. Felborough Close necessarily has
a high level of lighting in a suburban
rather than rural manner. All light fit-
tings should be appropriate to a
Conservation Area.

� Trees
Chilham is particularly rich in mature
trees. Its entrance along The Avenue is
lined on each side with full grown limes,
and there is also a row of extremely tall
and dramatic limes by Herons Close.
The pleached limes in front of
Cumberland House are an unusual fea-
ture. The ancient yew in the churchyard
has died but still stands; a young
replacement has been planted.

3

1

1 Brick porch
2 Doorway at Belke

House
3 Doorway at the

Talisman shop
4 Early nineteenth

century Clements
Cottage 

x2

x3

Qualities and Character

The Square and the
Conservation Area
The village still retains the appearance of
a strategic settlement rising from the
rural Stour valley, crowned by its church
and castle, surrounded by the huddled
roofs of its mediaeval houses. Recent
housing running down the east side of
the hill on which the settlement stands
has not, so far, detracted from the sense
of the village as an island. Narrow steep
lanes rising from the valley emerge, one
to each corner, into a unique and beauti-
ful square, formed by mediaeval houses
on its north and south sides, and the
entrance to the castle on the west and
the church and graveyard on the east.
Most of the buildings in the Square and
in the four streets leading to it are black
and white, half timbered structures,
some faced with brick. Almost all are
listed buildings and the greater part of
the village is a Conservation Area, under
the 1972 Act. Chilham Square is consid-
ered by many to be one of the most
perfectly preserved mediaeval settings in
the country but is currently predomi-
nantly used as a car park. Chilham
Parish Council has set up a committee
which is working to improve the appear-
ance and function of the Square.

Roofs within the Conservation Area are
largely steeply pitched with clay tiles
and a variety of red brick chimneys.
Windows are normally timber sashes or
timber casements, often with the

4
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