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Maidstone Community Support Centre  
A brief history  

 

T he thriving and busy Community Support Centre, formerly known as the Howard de Walden       
Institute for Women, so called after its benefactor, The Dowager Lady Howard de Walden of Mote 

House, was built in Marsham Street, Maidstone during 1891. In those early years, the institute        
provided classes in cookery, dressmaking, nursing, drawing, singing, French and Bible Studies for 
young ladies. 
 
During the 1897 typhoid epidemic, many of the nurses who came to Maidstone 
from London hospitals to tend the sick were accommodated at the Institute. 
The building went on to be a Voluntary Aid Detachment (V.A.D.) hospital 
during the First World War and subsequently was purchased as a Nursesõ 
Home by the West Kent Hospital.  During the Second World War, the first 
bombs to hit Maidstone fell on the site, killing two people. The damaged part 
of the building was demolished and today is the Centreõs main car park. 
 
During the early 1980s, Maidstone Hospital moved to a new site at Hermitage Lane and the former 
nurses home closed. Through the foresight of a small group of people, the building was purchased on 
behalf of community, voluntary and charitable organisations. Those involved included the Community 
Centreõs President Don Brand, who at that time worked for Kent Social Services based in Maidstone 
plus leaders of a few key local charities.  Close and collaborative work between the voluntary and 
statutory sector ensured that the building, which had fallen in to a state of disrepair, was fit for use 
culminating in the official opening by the then Lord Lieutenant of Kent Robin Leigh -Pemberton in   
December 1988. 

Over the following years, the Centre grew to full occupancy serving 
the community across rural and urban Maidstone and beyond.  During 
1996 following a Lottery award, substantial work was undertaken to 
the roof and fabric of the building including the removal of many 
yearsõ grime, restoring the building to its former glory. Further major 
external works were carried out in 2007;  a state of the art internet 
telephony system was installed throughout the building in 2008; 
sophisticated  access control security and café in 2009. The last five 
years have seen the Centre redecorated, newly equipped and five 
new meeting rooms created on the ground floor.   

 
The Centre is currently home to 30 charitable groups occupying 
75 offices over 3 floors, with an  additional side annex building. 
There are over 350 full, part -time and voluntary workers based 
here. Some of our member groups are part of national 
organisations whilst others are regional or local. The whole 
range of voluntary and community work takes place within the 
building, which is seen as a major asset to the town. We also 
provide a range of training, meeting and conference facilities for 
both internal and external groups and have in excess of 35,000 
visitors per annum.  

 
In 2013 the café and downstairs toilets were refurbished and today you can see 
the results.  The Café at Marsham Street is currently a learning centre for adults 
with learning difficulties, helping them prepare for a future in further 
employment/training as well as providing members and their visitors with hot 
and cold food, snacks and teas and coffees.  
 

Maidstone Community Support Centre is run by a Board of Directors elected 
by the membership from within the building.  Management of the building is 
carried out by the MCSC staff team, lead by the Chief Executive, Tad 
Taberer.  
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I t is pleasing to report that MCSC goes on from strength to strength. There are 
statements elsewhere in this annual report which provide some understanding 
of all the Boardõs and staffsõ efforts. But I am minded to reflect on three things: 
 
I have said before that the decision by MCSC to take responsibility for the 
operation of the café and development of its trainees was a very important one.  
It has supported our view that it is able to fulfil three objectives important to all 
of us. First, the provision of training for people in society who need extra 
encouragement and hands-on experience in a sheltered environment.  Second, 
the delivery of a catering service of value to our members and others who use 
the building. Third, the creation of an area on the ground floor that is used for 
critical networking. It is still early days, but the operation of the café is 
delivering on all these fronts, and continues to reflect the outputs of full 
engagement and consultation.  
 
There was a time at the end of the 2014 -15 financial year when MCSC was faced 
with significant vacancies of member offices for the first time in 20 years.  Much 
was due to the fact that local government now supports many of our users with 
contracts that can terminate at short notice. Without commitment (or 
guarantee) of this support the rationale of groups is to terminate tenancy 
agreements to reduce outgoings. The climate of funding for charities and 
community groups is changing ð there is less certainty for funding support from 
the public sector, and thus little ability to plan long term. It is important to many 
organisations that one of our prime motivations is providing stable office 
accommodation to small bodies without the need for a long term commitment.  
MCSC is concerned by all the financial changes affecting the fate of community 
groups. We have always said that we are here to support groups and find 
imaginative ways to progress, and that continues.  
 
My thanks, as ever, to the Board of Trustees, to Tad Taberer and all of the MCSC 
team ð in both the office and café - for another remarkable year of support and 
commitment.   
 
Mike Evans 

CHAIRMANõS REPORT 
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