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CONSERVATION is a growing cry. In 
some of Britain's historic towns and 
cities it has not been heard soon 
enough. But in Christchurch, still 
awaiting the full brunt of town centre 
re-development, there is time yet for it 
to fully sink in.

And all of a sudden, it seems, 
there is plenty of food for thought. 
Given half a chance a provocative report 
by Mr. D. C. Devenish, Keeper of 
Archaeology for Hampshire County 

Museum Service, is good enough to produce wide-spread controversy particularly where it clashes 
with current planning policy for the town centre.

The author of this consultative report believes, he tells the Echo, that without greater 
conservation the town, far from prospering, will be the loser. Very much so.

A forerunner to his document was an unofficial but comprehensive report from Michael 
Hodges, borough councillor and keen conservationist, arising from the recent Wick Lane 
excavations into the town's Saxon past.

One of his most important recommendations was for the enlargement of the Priory 
Conservation Area to cover the whole of the original walled Saxon town, including all the High 
Street.

DECISION   DEFERRED

Christchurch Planning Committee have deferred a decision on this while they consult with 
Hampshire County Council. 
Now Cllr. Hodges plea receives strong support from the report of Mr. Devenish, which has been 
circulated to the borough council, Hampshire and Dorset Councils, the Department of the 
Environment, Hampshire Field Club, Dorset Naturalists' Society, and Christchurch Preservation 
Society.

In it the author comments: ''With the present rate of destruction of our old towns 
Christchurch has more than local importance. On no account should it be allowed to become 
another Basingstoke or Andover."

Archaeological evidence of the Anglo-Saxon and medieval history of most towns is being 
rapidly destroyed throughout the country, points out Mr. Devenish.

This has been true in Christchurch and will continue to be so, he warns. Even if High Street, 
as he suggests, is included in a strictly controlled conservation area, there is bound to be some 
development.

But if practical all sites within or near the old walled town should be excavated scientifically 
before rebuilding takes place.

RESCUE

He reveals that shortly the Department of Environment will be setting up a Wessex 
Archaeological Unit to deal with the problems of rescue archaeology. It will have a headquarters 
staff at Salisbury and county teams in Wiltshire, Hampshire and Dorset.

It will be advisable for Christchurch to work in liaison with this scheme, says Mr. Devenish. 



There is presumably no reason why the new Dorset district of Christchurch could not appoint a field 
archaeologist of its own —a move also suggested by Cllr.  Hodges.

If, as seems probable, the Wessex unit will not be able to deal with urban problems itself, a 
grant might be obtained from the Department of Environment.

Laying the foundations for his conservation argument Mr. Devenish recalls Christchurch, in 
Anglo-Saxon and Norman times, was the third town of Hampshire after Winchester and 
Southampton, In fact it was the only other one unless Portchester and Basingstoke were counted.

''RAGGED''   AREA

The present conservation area is somewhat ''ragged," covering under half the old walled 
town but also a small section of what he describes as The Island—the area surrounded by the main 
course of the Avon and the Little Avon and crossed by Bridge Street.

It should be extended to the south and east to include Waterloo Bridge, the rest of The 
Island, and Convent Meadows.

Mr. Devenish takes up Cllr. Hodges' suggestion the western boundary should reach out 
northwards to cover Druitt Gardens. As they are a public open space this would have little practical 
effect yet it would seem logical to do so, he remarks.

The High Street is the part which would be most affected by coming within the conservation 
area, but he must agree with the councillor it should be included, he says.

True the street contains comparatively few listed buildings, but as a whole is still attractive.
It's an area of small family shops with some residential accommodation and Mr. Devenish 

strongly recommends it should remain so. 
Of the multiple stores that have already moved in he comments it was a great pity 

permission was given for "such a monstrosity" as the Fine Fare and Courts building at the 
south end particularly as it replaced a listed building. Tesco's and Woolworths are not much 
better, he thinks.

He suggests in future such large scale developments should be directed north of the by-pass. 
If the suggestion of an out-of-town shopping centre seems too revolutionary, the Bargates area 
would appear the best for this.

SOUND REASONS

''These would seem  to me good economic and sound reasons, and not just environmental 
ones, for keeping the High Street as an area of small shops,'' declares Mr. Devenish.

Dealing with the controversial Saxon Square area in the north-east corner of the old town, he 
refers to the fears that a road may be driven from the by-pass to Millhams Mead and the Mill 
Stream may be bridged to Millhams Street and a proposed multi-storey car park.

Whether or not this land is included in the conservation area he feels it must be protected 
from certain types of development.

Although marked on the Town Centre Map as a comprehensive redevelopment area he 
understands from the Borough Surveyor's department Millhams Mead will not now be developed.

Mr. Devenish considers it unfortunate Salisbury's have been allowed to develop in this part 
of town but recognises their new supermarket, in itself, may not do much harm provided it is not 
used as an excuse for the larger development feared.

A multi-storey car park would completely dominate the town, he warns. It may therefore be 
necessary to use almost the whole of Saxon Square as a flat car park.

NOWHERE ELSE

"This may not appear very satisfactory but there is really nowhere else south of the by-pass 
which could be used without destroying countryside, parkland or houses," he says. "This area is 



certainly less of a loss than Druitt Gardens."
Mr. Devenish does not think the inclusion of Bargates in the conservation area, although it 

contains some attractive and listed buildings, would be justified— "the more so since, if 
development is disallowed in High Street, Bargates may have to be sacrificed to compensate for 
this." 

But at all costs the unique fusee watch and clock chain factory must be preserved "in situ," 
perhaps as a small local industrial museum, he adds.

The archaeologist believes the whole proposed conservation area should be turned into a 
pedestrian precinct. There is no good reason why lorries and cars should be allowed to enter it, he 
argues.

NOT TOO FAR

Through-traffic can easily by-pass it and the furthest length of road within the area, from the 
by-pass to Waterloo Bridge, is only about a third of a mile — not too far for most people to walk.

Following this the ugly concrete catwalks could be removed from Waterloo and Town 
Bridges. All road signs could be taken down and the present roads and pavements replaced by 
cobbling.

New building within the area must be very tightly controlled, he emphasises. In fact it 
should be confined to the replacement of a few "undesirable" buildings such as Fine Fare and 
Courts and Keith Motors.

To support his outspoken proposals Mr. Devenish has this to say:
"It is frequently claimed efforts to preserve the centres of our towns would result in their 

dying. I see no reason to suppose this would be so in the case of Christchurch." 
It would attract large numbers of tourists by being an even more attractive town than at 

present, at a time when most old towns will have been destroyed.
It would also be much more convenient for tourists, particularity children and old people, to 

be able to wander at will without risk of being run down by traffic. 


