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1. Background
1.1 Introduction

This statement supports a planning and listed building consent application to install 
a lead upstand flashing around the base of the pedestal to the cupola at St John’s 
Church, Downshire Hill, in lieu of an existing rendered upstand. The render above 
the proposed flashing is also proposed to be replaced, and its key (a metal lath on 
original timber frame) replaced with  a stainless steel lath.

The objective of the proposal is to minimise impact on the significance of the heritage 
asset and improve the weathering detail at the base of the render, which has failed in 
the past and is failing again.  

This Statement demonstrates the following: 

1. The building’s heritage is outstanding and needs to be protected. 

2. There is a justified need for the alteration.

3. The fabric will be improved as a result and become more resilient.

Some discussion around this proposal was had with the Conservation Officer (Nick 
Baxter) during June 2023.

Image 1: St Johns Downshire Hill - front elevation and cupola
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1.2 Location and Site Description

The Church belongs to the conservative Evangelical Anglican tradition of churches. 

It is only one of three remaining Proprietary Chapels of the Church of England in 
London, located in Downshire Hill, Hampstead on the junction with Keats Grove - in 
the London Borough of Camden, and within the Conservation Area of Hampstead, 
which offers considerable envoironmental quality and variety. 

A range of factors and attributes come together to create the special character of the 
Hampstead conservation area . These are principally: its topography; the Heath; the 
range, excellence and mix of buildings; the street pattern and Hampstead’s historical 
association with clean water and fresh air. 

St John’s Downshire Hill is one of only seven Grade I listed buildings in the Hampstead 
Conservation Area. And it forms the centre-piece of the Downshire Hill character 
area which is noteworthy within the conservation area for its high number of early 
19th century listed buildings, the use of stucco and the diversity of styles. N

Image 2: location plan

Image 3: map of Hampstead  conservation area 
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2. Understanding the Heritage
The Proprietary Chapel of St John’s was built in 1823 and is Grade I listed (refer to 
list entry in appendix). The building arose as a result of housing development in 
the area of Hampstead at the time, and has gained high heritage significance. The 
handsome simple classical exterior of the building is matched internally with a high 
quality classically detailed interior which remains largely original.

The church building has been subject to changes and adaptation over the years as 
well as various repairs. In 2005, a major project to deal with all external fabric was 
undertaken followed by further substantial external work in 2011/12. 

The current proposal to carry out external work to the original building follows this 
long sequence of repairs. It will enhance the fabric of the church building, and better 
sustain it into the future.

The values of the building’s founders, and what was important to them, are 
expressed in the building’s form and its architectural features. The cupola and its 
pedestal house a clock in the traditional way and and they are an integral part of the 
building and play an important role:

• Symmetry - A clear straight line runs right through the building, from entrance 
door through to reredos beyond. The cupola sits on this line of symmetry.

• Focus - The cupola is an external focal point identifying the building and its 
entrance, drawing people towards the internal pulpit which was originally tall 
and visible from all pews in the gallery and Ground Floor. Such focus was on the 
‘word’ as preached in sermon, which the cupola anticipates.

• Simplicity - Original elements of the building are few - porch, lobby and bell 
tower over, barrel vault, gallery, pulpit and vestry. The cupola supported in its 
pedestal is one of these features and its purpose easy to understand. 

Image 4: interior of the Church - focused now on the reredos
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3. Assessment of Significance
Following the categories outlined in Conservation Principles Policies and Guidance, 
English Heritage (2008) the summary of heritage values of the separate elements of 
the building are set out below. 

Significance Value
Evidential Externally the form and 

appearance of the main 
building remain intact.  Most 
of the interior detailing is also 
original.

Local Very High 

Historical - 
Illustrative

Example of an early 19th 
century Georgian church 

Regional High

Historical - 
associative 

Leslie Wright leased it to the 
congregation for a nominal 
rent and requested it should 
not be sold so long as there 
was a congregation to support 
it. St John’s remains the only 
proprietary chapel in the 
diocese of London which is 
self-supporting.

Regional Very High

Aesthetic Classical style expressed 
through symmetry, focus and 
simplicity, both externally and 
internally with fine detailing.

Regional Very High

Based on the table above it is clear that the St John’s Downshire Hill is of very high 
heritage value.

Image 5: west facade of the Church

Image 6: south facade of the Church
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4. The Cupola

The cupola with its dome and side louvres, is constructed from timber, and clad in 
lead. Its pedestal is formed from a timber frame which is clad in render on all 4 sides. 

The original render to the plinth and its key (assumed to originally be timber 
lath) has been removed over the years and repaced with a modern metal lath. So 
nothing original of the pedestal apart from its timber carcasss remains. When this 
replacement was done is not known, but is suspected to be during the 1960s. 

The lath is now rusty (see image 8), and the render badly damaged on the north 
west corner (see image 9). The upstand junction with the roof in itelf is also a very 
weak detail and has been the subject of previous repairs to the timber internally.

The lath now needs to be replaced, the render repaired and the upstand improved, 
though to replace the lath will require all the render to be replaced. These necessary 
repairs give opportunity to improve the weathering of the junction of the roof and 
the render.

Image 7: North face of cupola

Image 9: render damaged - base north west corner of cupola

Image 8: rusting metal lath
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5. Proposed Works 
The proposal alterations are to:

• Remove all render and lath on the pedestal.
• Replace the lath with a stainless steel lath.
• Carry out any repairs to the timber carcass as required.
• Install a code 4, 150mm high, milled lead upstand flashing to all four sides of the 

pedestal following the roof lines.
• Rerender the pedestal using a hydraulic lime finishing on a stop bead.
• Decorate the render (to match) with a mineral paint.

The other options considered are to 

1. Continue with, and replicate the existing detail - which is failing and has failed 
in the past; and will do nothing to improve the resilience of the fabric if retained.

2. Clad the whole of the pedestal in lead - which may provide a longer lasting 
solution but will have a far greater and potentially deleterious visual impact on 
the building.

Image 10 - existing arrangement

Image 11: details of the base 
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6. Assessment of heritage impact 
6.1 Scale of change

No Item and Impact description Scale of Impact 

A Removal and replacement of existing render and lath 
• Neither materials are now original to the building
• Hydraulic lime will match
• No visual impact
 

Negligible 
change

B Introduction of a lead ustand flashing and render stop
• Limited visual impact
• Vast imrovement to the resilience of the fabric to 

damage by water

Minor change

6.2 Conclusions

This is a necessary improvement; the options have been evaluated, and the chosen 
solution will do no damage to the signficance of the building. 

7. Access statement
No access statement is required since the proposal only concerns the improvement 
of the fabric. 

Significance / Scale of Impacts table 

Definition of types of change

9 point scale of impact 
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8.1 Official list entry

8. Appendix
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