History of Staplehurst Free Church
(Written in 2018)
This church was founded in 1968 by three families who moved into the village not
previously knowing one another, but finding no evangelical witness in their
perception, and amazingly meeting one another, started a house church in their own
homes. The founding families were Stan and Doff Twort, John and Irene Dolding and
Robert and Marion Taylor. Church services and Bible studies were held in one
home, while Sunday school was held in another. As the church grew, an extension
was added to act as a meeting room at the rear of one of the homes in Thatcher
Road. The church continued to grow and they hired a variety of buildings in the
village to hold services including the scout hut.
Robert Taylor decided to move from Thatcher Road to larger premises, “Tall Trees”,
in Station Road which had previously belonged to a toy maker who had converted an
old stable block in the grounds to a factory and shop to make and sell his toys. This
old stable was in turn transformed into useable premises for the church to hold
services, Sunday school and midweek bible studies and youth meetings and
included a baptistery for the baptism of adult believers to follow the Lord Jesus
through the waters of baptism.
Some 30 years ago the church was remarkably able to purchase the village hall
which was up for sale.

This in turn had been built in 1925 using the framework of a 1914/18 world war
aircraft hangar. But perhaps we should go back to the Opening Ceremony of the
Staplehurst Village Hall in April 1925 at 5pm. It was described as the fine NEW
Village Hall, erected “at an inclusive cost of nearly £1200, of which about £500 has
been raised.” It was 60 x 30 feet, 20 feet high, a wooden building on brick
foundations “and quite a model for other villages of a similar type,” with up-to-date
heating and a stage from the Arts League Service diagram. This stage was most
unusual because it was raked, higher at the back than at the front, just like a
professional theatre. The hall had an excellent colour scheme, said the Kent
Messenger. It was connected with an annexe by a covered in way, having connected
the main hall to an old Methodist Mission Hall which having served a useful purpose
in the village for some years had now became integrated into the new building.

The Corridor connecting the annex to the main church building
A wish-list of future hopes was read out: “there will be a reading room and a club for
men and women, and there will be various games and amusements, including
billiards etc.” The committee was to be representative of the whole village and the
village club was re-starting. In the evening, after the tea, there was a highly
successful concert which mingled popular London actors with home-grown
performers (such as Mr TW Cole, accompanist, and Mr Stanley Ladd, who sang a
solo). And on Thursday 24th April there was a grand opening dance with the music
supplied by the Palais Dance Orchestra from Maidstone.

Colonel Cornwallis, who performed the opening ceremony, praised it as “one of the
first examples of village community effort”, and independent of government help,
most praiseworthy. The Annexe had come with the site, but the new building behind
it was two-thirds of an aeroplane hangar, a little rotten around the bottom edges,
which had therefore been trimmed and heightened by the brick wall foundations. Its
height indoors made it perfect for badminton, as the bowstring roof trusses were
tucked well up. Later on a ceiling was added, which made badminton play more like
table tennis!
In February 1988 at a meeting in the old School (opened in 1873) it was decided to
buy those buildings for the parish, and to sell the Village Hall, which needed urgent
restoration. The roof of the former aircraft hangar was crumbling, so were the
foundation walls and the various joints between the disparate buildings which made
up the total area. It was, however, seen as a very useful site by the UK
Evangelisation Trust to which the Free Church members had become affiliated,
especially as they were now outgrowing the facilities afforded them in the old stable
block at “Tall Trees”.

The church building inside during a wedding service
In 1989 they bought the Village Hall in spite of the fact that it had a limited life
expectancy. With care and application it lasted a further 20 years, which isn’t bad
going.

Robert and Marion Taylor felt “called” to move on to a new area and a part time
pastor was appointed, Tony Willis, who served for five years before he retired. The
church had now grown to around 60 or 70 people with a number of children and as a
result the church stepped out in faith in 2000 to “call” their first full-time pastor, Clive
Jones who came with 26 years ministry experience in an evangelical church in
Surrey. During the following years the church continued to grow until numbers
topped the one hundred mark with families and children involved.
By 2005 the church building, despite our loving care and attention had become
dangerous and we took the decision to demolish and rebuild. We did not have a very
large building fund, indeed it only amounted to £11,000 but we stepped out in faith
and prayed for God’s provision, implementing a number of fund raising activities. We
put together a team of people who helped us through this building phase period
which included members who were builders, a project manager a company director,
and a solicitor etc., who working together took a great weight of responsibility and
steered us carefully through all the necessary arrangements to form a company and
to arrange for the new building to eventually take place.

The “Final Fling” inside Staplehurst Free Church before demolition
During this period which in the end amounted to five years, we were most grateful to
be able to use the local school for morning services and special events, the village
hall for our toddlers club and youth activities, and the United Reformed church for
our evening services and any midweek activities.

Demolition of the old village hall/Free Church 2005

Ground-breaking ceremony with Helen Grant MP Eric Hotson Mayor, Richard Lusty,
Borough Councillor and Clive Jones Pastor in March 2011

We were thrilled to open the new building in time for Christmas 2012 at the cost of
one million two hundred thousand pounds just four months before Clive Jones retired
in April 2013.

The new building under way
While we have a mortgage to pay for the final amount still outstanding we were
grateful to the Lord that finance was always available to pay the various bills as they
arose. While we did have some gifts from various churches, individuals and grant
making bodies, 66% of the monies came from church members themselves, who
gave sacrificially.
The new pastor Ryan Ahern, who took over was inducted the following week after
Clive’s retirement having served as assistant pastor and a deacon for a number of
years.

Clive Jones and Ryan Ahern, pastors at SFC 2000-2017
Ryan steered the church through its early days with a new building which we had
built with a desire to be a real service and blessing to the community. He himself was
called to another church in Surrey in March 2017.

The new building in 2013

A new period of ministry and adventure for the church recently begun in June 2018
with the coming of the latest addition to pastoral leadership in the person of Dhenis
Stafford.

Dhenis and Emma Stafford
(Prepared at the request of the Staplehurst Society by Rev. Clive Jones June 2018.)

