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1.0 Introduction 
This document forms a Level 2 Record of Skindles Hotel in Taplow, following Historic England’s 
criteria for the recording of historic buildings as set out in Understanding Historic Buildings – A 
guide to good recording practice (published by English Heritage, 2006). This Record has been 
prepared prior to the redevelopment of the site, as envisaged by planning application 
15/01039/FUL submitted to South Buckinghamshire District Council in May 2015. This scheme, if 
consented, would entail the clearance of the Skindles Hotel site and its redevelopment for 
housing. 

1.1 Explanation and selection of recording levels 

Understanding Historic Buildings – A guide to good recording practice outlines best practice and 
describes four levels of building recording with different requirements – a written account, 
photographs, and drawings. Level 1 has the lowest set of requirements and level 4 the highest. 
The guidance also covers the preservation and dissemination of records. 

The document only provides guidance – it does not prescribe that recording must be carried out 
in exactly the same manner each time for a certain level. Each building or site is different and 
decisions should be proportionate to the importance of the building and the change proposed. 

Level 1 is a basic visual record supplemented by the minimum of information needed to identify 
the building’s location, age and type. Exterior photography is sufficient. 

Level 2 is a descriptive record. Both interior and exterior photos are required along with written 
information about building’s development and use. Basic drawings may accompany this. 

Level 3, an analytical record, consists of a systematic account of a building’s origins, 
development and use. Evidence is gathered and appraised. Drawings and photographs, plus 
information about materials, are required to illustrate the building’s structure and support the 
historical analysis. 

Level 4 is a comprehensive analytical record and is appropriate for buildings of special 
importance. This level builds upon level 3 by including further comment on the architectural, 
social and historical significance of the building in a wider context. There may also be more 
detailed drawings. 

Recording levels are determined by both the relative importance of the building and the nature 
and degree of the change that will affect it. Importance is determined by designation: nationally 
listed buildings, followed by locally listed and then the rest. A building of high importance with 
many original features undergoing some minor alterations may require a higher level of 
recording than a building of low importance with few interior features undergoing major 
alterations. 



  6  Built Heritage 
 

Skindles Hotel, Taplow  -  Level 2 Historic Building Record  

 

Consultancy 
 

The Taplow Riverside Conservation Area Character Appraisal (2007:K) identifies Skindles as a 
‘significant unlisted building’. That significance, however, relates primarily to the historical 
interest of the site, first as the home of the Brigade of Guards Boating Club, and then as the most 
fashionable hotel on the Thames in the Edwardian era. Its architectural value has been severely 
compromised by modern alterations and accretions. In view of the erosion of its special interest 
that this has caused, as well as the fact that its dilapidated and dangerous state precludes an 
inspection of the interior, it was agreed in discussions with the Conservation Officer that Level 2 
would generally be sufficient. However in view of its local importance it was also agreed that the 
historical development of the site and its role within the local community would be dealt with in 
greater detail, as far as the sources would permit (i.e. at Levels 3 to 4). 
 
This record sets out the location of Skindles Hotel and relevant designations, both statutory and 
non-statutory (chapter 1). The historic context for the site and the development of the hotel 
complex is then outlined (chapter 2). Later parts of chapter 2 include a description of the 
buildings’ physical fabric, and then an assessment of the building’s significance in line with the 
criteria set down in Historic England’s Conservation Principles (2008) – its historical, aesthetic, 
evidential and communal value. Chapter 3 provides a visual analysis presented mainly through 
photographs, as the state of the site made it impossible to carry out survey drawings and no 
historic drawings have been discovered. 
 

1.2 Context                                           

Compilation of the Record 

Site visits, including photography, were carried out on 20th February, 10th April, 6th June and 5th 
August 2014 and on 28th July 2015. The Record was completed on 11th August 2015. The authors 
of this report are Edmund Harris and Anthony Hoyte of the Built Heritage Consultancy. 

Location 

Skindles Hotel occupies a site on the eastern bank of the River Thames, in Taplow, 
Buckinghamshire. A short distance to the south is Maidenhead Bridge (Grade I, Robert Taylor, 
1772-77), which carries the A4, Bath Road across the river. Immediately to the rear is Mill Lane, 
which forms the eastern boundary of the site. 
 

Site postcode:  SL6 0AD 
Site National Grid Reference:  SU 90217 81425   

Designations 

The entire site is included within the Taplow Riverside Conservation Area. The hotel is not 
statutorily listed but is noted in the Taplow Riverside Conservation Area Character Appraisal 
(2007:K) as being a building that makes a positive contribution to it. 
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Limitations 

As noted in the structural engineer’s report prepared by Glanville (reproduced as Appendix 6.2), 
the building has been derelict for some time and is suffering advanced structural decay, with 
some areas having already collapsed. Following the completion of that report it was determined 
that the building was unsafe to enter, due both to the structural deterioration and to the 
presence of asbestos. As a result the site was sealed off and parts were shored with scaffolding 
to prevent their collapse onto Mill Lane. Consequently, it has not been possible to undertake the 
usual programme of photography and drawings that would be expected in a Level 2 Record. In 
order to help mitigate this information deficit, it was agreed with the Conservation Officer that 
the Record would include additional detail on the building’s history and community role(s).  This 
was also felt appropriate as its communal value to local people and within the context of 
Maidenhead ‘Society’ is perhaps the most important part of the present building’s significance, 
given the many detrimental changes to its historic fabric that occurred over the postwar 
decades. To that end, this Record reproduces as much information about the appearance and 
character of the building as could be found in all the available sources. 
 

1.3 Deposition 

Following consultation with the Conservation Officer at South Buckinghamshire District Council, 
this Historic Building Record will be deposited at the Historic England Archive in Swindon. 
Electronic copies can be made available to others on request.    
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2.0 Written Record 
2.1 The historical development of Mill Lane and the Skindles complex 

Origins 

Skindles is situated at the western extremity of the parish of Taplow, right on the boundary with 
the neighbouring parish of Maidenhead, which is here formed by the River Thames. The historic 
centre of the village from which the parish takes its name is located some distance away to the 
north east. This is located on higher ground, giving it a good defensive position, no doubt leading 
to it being settled very early on – Mesolithic flint blades have been discovered there, along with 
remains of Bronze and Iron Age hill forts. The name derives from the Old English word hlaw, 
meaning burial mound, and Taplow is recorded in the Domesday Book (1086). The river was key 
to the development of the village since it was an important communication route, but for many 
centuries the area around the site was a flood plain consisting largely of water meadows, 
marshland, backwaters and small islands, unpopulated and frequented mainly by fishermen, 
boatmen and millers – a water-driven corn mill is first recorded in 1194 and a fulling mill in 1281. 
The other focus of activity was the bridge carrying the main road to the west of England over the 
Thames, which first appeared in the 13th century and was initially built of timber.   

The Georgian period and the Orkney Arms 

As the main route from London to Bath, the road increased in importance in the 18th century and 
coaching inns sprang up on both sides of the river to serve travellers. One of these was what 
would eventually become Skindles Hotel, first mentioned in The Gentleman’s Magazine in 1736. 
At that point it was known as the Orkney Arms after the Earl of Orkney, whose family held 
Taplow Court until 1852. The hotel stood on a prominent site on the eastern side of the junction 
of Bath Road and Mill Lane. The road was turnpiked in 1727 and in 1772-77 the medieval bridge 
was replaced by the present handsome masonry structure designed by Robert Taylor. In order to 
facilitate the collecting of tolls from those entering the borough, the boundary between the 
parish of Taplow and the Borough of Maidenhead – and thus the boundary between Berkshire 
and Buckinghamshire – was moved to Mill Lane.  

In 1772 the first pound lock on the Thames (i.e. a lock consisting of a chamber with lock gates at 
each end and sluices to raise and lower the water level) was constructed. Rebuilt on a new site in 
1828, it subsequently became known as Boulter’s Lock – the lock cut created Boulter’s Island – 
and was an important step in making the river easier to navigate. In 1833 the Orkney Arms was 
purchased by William Skindle the Elder, who had started out as a postilion to Lord Cottesloe 
before becoming first head waiter at the Sun Hotel and then landlord of the Saracen’s Head in 
the centre of Maidenhead. At that point its main business was attending to coaches, of which 
there were as many as 24 a day. The area to the north of the site was still largely industrial: by 
the turn of the 18th and 19th centuries the complex of mills had grown and diversified to include 
facilities for manufacturing cotton and paper and in 1834 a gasworks was established nearby, 
the coal being delivered by river.  
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The emergence of Skindles  

In 1838 a railway station opened in Taplow. Located much nearer to the Thames than the 
current station (which superseded it in 1872) and named Maidenhead Riverside, it was the 
temporary terminus of the first stage of the Great Western main line from London to Bristol. It 
brought Taplow and Maidenhead within an hour’s travel of London and although the 
competition proved fatal for the coaching trade it gave a new economic impulse to the area by 
opening it up to commuters and day-trippers who came to enjoy the river. At some point prior to 
1852 William Skindle the Elder opened an annex to the Orkney Arms on the western side of Mill 
Lane to capitalise on this increased traffic. From the outset this hotel was known as Skindles, 
always spelt without an apostrophe. Supposedly when Skindle was applying for a licence for the 
hotel from the local magistrate he was asked what the hotel was to be called. Unprepared for 
the question he hesitated, whereupon someone prompted him, “Call it Skindles.”  

Although the annex was probably a modest venture at first, it nonetheless marked the start of 
the transformation of the site into a destination in its own right. A toll was still charged for 
crossing Maidenhead Bridge at this date so there was a positive incentive to develop the east 
bank of the Thames to serve people on that side. In 1865 the Brigade of Guards Boat Club was 
established in an existing villa. In the same year Causeway Cottages appeared on Mill Lane 
immediately to the north of the Skindles annex and The Hotel Tap, a pub attached to the rear of 
the Orkney Arms, opened.  

Around this time Taplow riverside began to attract permanent residents, such as Lieutenant-
General Sir Roger Palmer (1832-1910), a veteran of the Charge of the Light Brigade and a steam-
launch enthusiast, who built Glen Island House in 1869 some distance to the north of the hotel 
site. Further development occurred north of the site up until around 1900, when the riverside 
had become fully occupied. Dunloe Lodge, for instance, was built in 1896 on a site that became 
available after Mill Lane was moved eastwards away from the river front.  

William Skindle the Elder died in 1867 and the business passed to his son, William Skindle the 
Younger (1816-1918), who acquired the freehold of the Orkney Arms in 1870 but held it only 
until 1873 when he leased it to Alfred Lewis. Shortly afterwards he sold the leasehold to the 
Grenfell Estate, and left Taplow to become proprietor of The Marine Hotel in Worthing. 

Victorian and Edwardian heyday 

Henry Hoare became tenant licensee around 1876, and appears to have formally changed the 
name of the entire complex to Skindles. In 1880 he turned the annex into a riverside bar and in 
1884 carried out a renovation. In 1883 the Brigade of Guards Boat Club rebuilt its premises to 
include an oak-panelled bar and a ballroom. By 1899 a garage had been established just to the 
east of the Orkney Arms. That year Hoare was succeeded by James Hodgson, during whose 
tenure the complex expanded to its greatest extent. In 1904 the Brigade of Guards Boat Club 
vacated its premises on Mill Lane and moved to new accommodation immediately opposite on 
the Maidenhead bank (which now no longer exists), whereupon their former building was 
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absorbed into the Skindles complex. The hotel accommodation was split between the two halves 
of the complex on either side of Mill Lane.  

It was during the late-Victorian and Edwardian periods that Skindles’ reputation reached its 
zenith. The hotel was the focus of the Maidenhead season and the town’s fortunes depended to 
a large degree on its prosperity. Ascot Week was one of the highlights of the year when large 
numbers of visitors would head to the town after spending time at the races, often for boating 
parties. This brought many celebrated social figures to Skindles and its prestige attracted the 
patronage of King Edward VII and Queen Alexandra, as well as a bevy of names from Debrett’s, 
many of whom frequented nearby Cliveden House. Though glamorous, the hotel also achieved a 
degree of notoriety as a place favoured for extra-marital liaisons, hence the music-hall joke of 
the time, “Are you married or do you live in Maidenhead?” As well as providing accommodation 
for guests, the hotel also sold hampers to boating and picnic parties. So celebrated did Skindles 
become that during the First World War the name was conferred on an establishment 
frequented by troops on the Western Front in Poperinge in Belgium. 

The inter-war and post-war periods 

James Hodgson and his brother continued to run the hotel for a number of years, before selling 
it to Skindles (1934) Ltd. It continued to flourish in the inter-war era, when the increasing 
popularity of motoring gave it an extra fillip, but recovery following World War II was severely 
hampered by the catastrophic flood of 1947 and a serious fire the same year. In July 1950 the 
whole complex was put up for sale at a public auction as a going concern. According to the sales 
particulars the western half of the hotel complex had an American bar, lounge, restaurant, 
ballroom, masonic room, 18 bedrooms, six bathrooms, a loggia, terrace and riverside lawn. No. 5 
Mill Lane, which by that point had been converted to three flats, Skindles Garage and a large 
parcel of land to the east and north of the old Orkney Arms were also offered for sale.  

The complex was bought for £40,000 by Giulio Trapani, who invested £100,000 in renovating it. 
Initially the business made a loss but after he began putting on tea dances its fortunes revived. 
He kept a monkey called Chico, who lived in a willow tree on the riverside lawn, and reputedly 
stole spectacles and earrings from customers and drank bottles of tonic water. Visitors during 
this period included Bette Davis, Boris Karloff, the Marx Brothers, King Hussein of Jordan and, on 
one occasion, the then-Vice-President Richard Nixon. It was also the scene of one of the most 
notorious political and sex scandals of the 1960s when it was used for trysts by the Secretary of 
State for War, John Profumo, and his lover Christine Keeler.  

In April 1966 Trapani sold the complex to Thames Valley Hotels Ltd who established a casino 
there known as ‘Skindles Sporting Club’, and set up Sir Percy Flanagan’s Bar, an Edwardian 
theme bar. The venture was launched with a charity ball but it ultimately struggled  and closed 
two years later. Nevertheless, Skindles continued as a celebrated nightspot and on 30th March 
1971 hosted the leaving party held by the Rolling Stones to mark their departure into tax exile to 
the south of France, at which guests included Eric Clapton, John Lennon and Yoko Ono.  



  11  Built Heritage 
 

Skindles Hotel, Taplow  -  Level 2 Historic Building Record  

 

Consultancy 
 

In August 1971 the former Orkney Arms complex on the east side of Mill Lane was demolished as 
the first stage of a proposal to put up an 87-bedroom extension to the hotel, which proved 
abortive: the site remained empty and eventually the nearby car dealership expanded into part 
of it. The remaining part of the hotel continue to struggle and rumours abounded that it would 
be demolished for redevelopment, but it received a new lease of life in 1978 when it was taken 
over by nightclub impresario and international restaurateur Louis Brown. He spent £1.5 million 
on a major refurbishment and re-established it as a nightclub and disco called Studio Valbonne 
(an allusion to his Soho club on Kingly Street, La Valbonne), at which guests included Princess 
Margaret, Russell Harty, Michael Parkinson, Jim Davidson and Diana Dors. The nightclub could 
accommodate up to 700 people and boasted two bars, a restaurant area seating 70 and two 
indoor swimming pools. Groups including Thin Lizzy, The Buzzcocks, AC/DC, Judas Priest and The 
Stranglers played there.  

Decline and closure 

However by this point not just the hotel but also its surroundings were in decline. Glen Island 
house had ceased to be a residential property at some point probably in the inter-war period, 
and had been turned into office accommodation for the paper mill. Dunloe Lodge had also 
ceased to be a residential property - after a bad fire in the 1970s it was abandoned, since when it 
has been derelict. The paper mill was rebuilt and expanded, probably in the late 1970s after 
acquisition by the St Regis company, and the neighbourhood became more industrial in 
character. 

Louis Brown’s enterprise did not give Skindles much of a new lease of life. By 1985 the business 
was in receivership and the complex was put up for sale the following year. According to the 
sales particulars at that point it had 19 bedrooms with a wine bar, theme pub, health club, 
conference facilities, coffee shop and penthouse suite for the proprietor. By this point No. 5 Mill 
Lane (which is not covered in detail here as it is to be retained) had been absorbed into the 
complex and was used for offices and ancillary accommodation.  

The potential of the site of the Orkney Arms for new construction was noted – a planning 
application for a 70-bedroom annex had been granted back in 1980 – but the venture was now 
in terminal decline with little commercial interest beyond the value of the land. It changed hands 
on several occasions before being bought by a Swedish bank called Securum Ltd in January 1994. 
Skindles finally closed for good: the buildings were abandoned and have become steadily more 
and more dilapidated while a succession of schemes were put forward for the redevelopment of 
the site. In October 2006 Taplow Paper Mill closed and with it the long history of industrial 
activity on Taplow riverside came to an end. 
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2.2 A brief chronology of Skindles Hotel 

1736 First written mention of The Orkney Arms in The Gentleman’s Magazine 
1772-2 Maidenhead Bridge rebuilt to designs by Robert Taylor 
1833 Orkney Arms purchased by William Skindle the Elder 
1838 Maidenhead Riverside Station opens – coming of the railway to Taplow 
1852 William Skindle the Elder opens an annex to The Orkney Arms on the west side of Mill Lane: 

appearance of ‘Skindles’ as a trading name 
1865 Brigade of Guards Boat Club established adjacent to Skindles annex 
1867 Death of William Skindle the Elder, business passes to his son, William Skindle the Younger 
1870 William Skindle the Younger acquires freehold of the Orkney Arms 
1873 William Skindle the Younger leases business to Alfred Lewis; shortly afterwards he sells the 

leasehold to the Grenfell Estate and moves to Worthing to become proprietor of The Marine 
Hotel 

1876 Henry Hoare becomes tenant of Skindles 
1880 Hoare turns the annex into a riverside bar 
1883 Brigade of Guards Boat Club rebuilds its premises 
1884 Hoare carries out a renovation of the complex 
1899 Hoare succeeded by James Hodgson; Skindles garage established 
1904 Brigade of Guards Boat Club vacates premises for new accommodation on opposite bank of 

Thames 
1934 Skindles sold by the Hodgson brothers 
1947 Hotel damaged by flooding and fire 
1950 Business sold by Skindles (1934) Ltd and purchased by Giulio Trapani, who carries out 

£100,000 of renovations 
1966 Business sold to Thames Valley Hotels Ltd, unsuccessful attempt to establish ‘Skindles 

Sporting Club’, a casino, which fails after two years. 
1971 Former Orkney Arms complex on east side of Mill Lane demolished for construction of new 

accommodation block with 87 bedrooms. Planning permission is granted but work never 
begins. 

1978 Site sold to Louis Brown who invests £1.5 million in a renovation of the buildings and 
establishes Studio Valbonne nightclub 

1986 Site put up for sale following closure of Studio Valbonne 
1994 Business closes for good, site sold for redevelopment 
2015 Planning application for demolition and replacement with a terrace of houses and a new 

restaurant building at the south end.  
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2.3 Map regression 

 
Henry Bulstrode & John Straton’s Plott or discription of the River Thames, 1637 (copied by Fred Thacker, 1920). 
(www.thames.me.uk) 

 
Taplow Enclosure Map of 1779, showing the Orkney Arms complex east of Mill Lane (Centre for 
Buckinghamshire Studies) 
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Taplow Enclosure Map of 1787, corrected to 1838, showing several buildings on the riverside site (Centre for 
Buckinghamshire Studies). 

 
Ordnance Survey, 1875, showing the Mill Lane frontage largely built up. 
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Ordnance Survey, 1899, showing additions to the river front.  

 
Sales plan (in respect of unrelated properties), 1904 (Centre for Buckinghamshire Studies) 
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Ordnance Survey, 1912 

 

 
Ordnance Survey, 1931 
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Sales particulars, 1950 (Nigel Smales, Hitcham & Taplow Preservation Society) 

 
Ordnance Survey, 1955 
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Ordnance Survey, 1970 

 
Satellite photograph, 2014 (Google) 
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2.4 Historic images and photographs 

 
That part of Skindles on the eastern side of Mill Lane looking south east, date unknown but assumed mid-20th 
century: at the time of its demolition in 1971 the section in the foreground was probably the oldest part of the 
complex and has the appearance of a 17th or early 18th century building. (Maidenhead Heritage Centre) 

 
The taller Georgian block added to the Bath Road front of the Orkney Arms and Maidenhead Bridge seen from 
the south in 1792 (www.rareoldprints.com) 



  20  Built Heritage 
 

Skindles Hotel, Taplow  -  Level 2 Historic Building Record  

 

Consultancy 
 

 
The Bath Road front of the Orkney Arms building in 1883 following enlargement and the addition of a 
columned porch (Centre for Buckinghamshire Studies) 

 

 
Skindles in 1920 viewed from Maidenhead Bridge, showing the relation of the annex to the original Orkney 
Arms site. There are valances to the riverfront block (left); note also the predecessor of the current boathouse 
in the foreground. (www.pubshistory.com) 
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The river front of Skindles seen from the Maidenhead Bank of the Thames: date unknown but assumed 1920s 
as it shows the new boathouse on the right. Note the glass-roofed veranda on the block to the left. 
(Maidenhead Library)  

 
Skindles Hotel in 1925 seen from Maidenhead Bridge (Copyright: The Francis Frith Collection) 
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Aerial view of the Skindles complex from the south, August 1928 (© Historic England. Licensor www. 
rcahms.gov.uk) 
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The American Bar of the hotel, probably late 1920s (Maidenhead Heritage Centre) 

The dining terrace of the hotel, 1920s (Maidenhead Heritage Centre) 
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The ballroom of the hotel, probably late 1920s or 1930s: this seems to be the ground floor of the northern 
riverside block, the veranda of which had by this time been glazed in. The openings on the right have been 
much widened since the picture on the preceding page was taken. (Maidenhead Heritage Centre) 

 
The hotel buffet, probably 1930s (Maidenhead Heritage Centre) 
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Aerial view of the Skindles complex from the east, March 1947 (© Historic England. Licensor www. 
rcahms.gov.uk) 

 
Aerial view of the Skindles complex from the west, March 1949 (© Historic England. Licensor www. 
rcahms.gov.uk) 
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Aerial view of the Skindles complex from the northeast, March 1949, showing the cottages north of the old 
Brigade of Guards Clubhouse (© Historic England. Licensor www.rcahms.gov.uk) 

 
The hotel restaurant in 1950: the pattern of the glazing bars suggests that this is the ground floor of Block C 
(the naming of the blocks is explained in section 2.5 below). (Maidenhead Library) 
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The American Bar, 1950 (Maidenhead Library) 
 

 

The river front of Skindles in 1955 (Copyright: The Francis Frith Collection) 



  28  Built Heritage 
 

Skindles Hotel, Taplow  -  Level 2 Historic Building Record  

 

Consultancy 
 

 

The river front in 1972, showing the veranda of the southernmost block glazed in, and that to the northern 
block remodelled (Maidenhead Library) 

 
The Mill Lane front of Skindles in 1977 (? Maidenhead Heritage Centre) 
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The river front of Skindles, picture postcard: date unknown but presumed 1970s since the old Orkney Arms site 
to the rear has already been cleared. (Maidenhead Library) 

 
Stained glass window formerly located in the original Orkney Arms complex, relocated to the Mill Lane annex 
following demolition in 1971 and now in Maidenhead Heritage Centre 



  30  Built Heritage 
 

Skindles Hotel, Taplow  -  Level 2 Historic Building Record  

 

Consultancy 
 

 
Interior of the Curzon Suite, conference facilities that seem, judging by the proportions and spacing of the 
fenestration, to have been located on the first floor at the end of Block E: this and all the remaining illustrations 
in this section are taken from a brochure produced following the takeover by Louis Brown in 1978, reproduced 
in Appendix 6.1. (Maidenhead Heritage Centre) 

 
Interior of the Curzon Suite, looking in the opposite direction (Maidenhead Heritage Centre) 
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Interior of the Studio Valbonne nightclub: location in building unclear but thought perhaps to be in Block F 
(Maidenhead Heritage Centre) 

 
Interior of the River Room, the restaurant that was apparently adjacent to Studio Valbonne – this was 
presumably the ground floor of Block E, the former Ballroom. (Maidenhead Heritage Centre) 
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Interior of Brown’s wine bar: location in complex unclear; the panelling is similar to that shown in the pre-war 
American Bar but this is likely to be a different, lower room. (Maidenhead Heritage Centre) 

 
Interior of the Rocking Horse theme bar (Maidenhead Heritage Centre) 
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2.5 Description 

  

 

Viewed from Mill Lane, the complex falls into seven distinct sections, running roughly south to 
north. They have been identified by letters as shown on the key above, and are discussed further 
below.  

The Bath Road (south) and Mill Lane (east) elevations 

The complex is located on the eastern side of Mill Lane at the corner where it joins the A4 Bath 
Road. It is relatively unobtrusive: partly hidden from view by the rising abutment to Maidenhead 
Bridge and the trees which stand at the southern end of the site. Some oblique views of the 
street front can be obtained from Bath Road, although these are blocked by trees planted to 
screen the area of hard standing on the site of the original Orkney Arms. Between the hotel and 
the bridge abutment is the approach to a small wharf and a footpath that runs south towards 
the railway bridge and beyond. There is a long, narrow boathouse clad in corrugated iron that 
was historically associated with the hotel although it is no longer part of the complex. Overall, 
Skindles makes a somewhat incoherent visual impression, and the treatment of the elevations 
does not address either of the thoroughfares around the site.  

The street front stands directly on Mill Lane with only a narrow footpath in front. It forms a 
continuous frontage with the residential properties immediately to the north, although it is now 
differentiated by its windows being boarded up and much of the frontage being shored with 
scaffolding. 
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The various parts of the complex, as noted on the image above, are as follows: 

A. A small two-storey structure of three bays with a shallow-pitched slate roof: this is set 
back a short distance from the street behind a single-storey, flat-roofed projection. 

B. A two-storey structure of four bays, higher than Block A but lower than Block C. This 
stands right on the street line and is deeper than Block A, extending back further towards 
the river. It has a hipped roof although this is topped by a flat crown rather than an apex 
or ridge. The four first-floor windows are arranged regularly but the doorways and 
windows of the ground floor are asymmetrically disposed. There are the remains of a 
canopy over the entrance in the southernmost bay, which is given emphasis through the 
use of pilaster-like divisions and a cornice. The composition alludes to the classical 
language of architecture but the decoration is abstract and geometrical, with slight hints 
of Art Deco. Probably it was intended as the main pedestrian entrance when this work 
was done in the first half of the 20th century.  

C. A two-storey structure of five bays, which extends even further back towards the river 
than Block B. It has twin hipped, slated roofs, forming an ‘M’-shape in section. The first 
floor has five windows, but the ground floor has two former entrances and three high-
level windows, irregularly arranged. The southernmost bay has a classical doorway with a 
triangular pediment supported on twin square Tuscan pilasters. The lower parts of the 
middle three windows at ground floor level have been blocked and the sills raised. 
Trunking and a vent emerge from the wall while the northernmost opening is now 
louvered rather than glazed. 

D. A much lower, narrower unit of two bays, with twin arched windows at ground level and 
a segmental archway offset from the centre. The ground floor is finished in classical 
rusticated style, now partly rendered over, and the keystone of the archway bears the 
initials ‘BGBC’ (Brigade of Guards Boat Club) and the date 1883. Above are two closely-
spaced windows and a dentilled cornice. Though this structure is modest in scale and 
fairly simple there are clear trappings of the Italianate style popular for mid-Victorian 
residential developments and some public buildings.  

E. This block is a long riverside wing that forms a dogleg of Block D.  
F. A continuous two-storey range under a pitched, slated roof that runs from the former 

street entrance of the Brigade of Guards Boat Club to No. 5 Mill Lane. There are two 
rows of windows, possibly implying two floors within although the upper row is lower in 
height and their lintels appear to be formed by the wall plate of the roof. At the north 
end is a wide entrance sheltered by a plain canopy, with a modern plain arched surround 
of vaguely Moorish form – presumably the nightclub entrance. Satellite photographs 
suggest that there is a flat-roofed section filling the space between this range and Block E 
directly behind it. 

G. No. 5 Mill Lane: a two storey former dwelling; the southern half of a pair of semi-
detached houses. Both have frontages that are three bays in width with a central 
entrance, but are only roughly mirror images of each other. The ground floor elevations 
are not symmetrical since there are paired windows to one side of the doorway and a 
single window on the other. Adjacent to the single ground-floor window of No. 5 is a 
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much smaller, ancillary entrance which in houses of this date typically provided access to 
a passage running through to the rear. The ground floor is smooth-rendered and the 
doorcase takes the form of an arched classical portal, breaking forward with a heavy 
cornice and vermiculated spandrels. The first floor elevation is finished with a mixture of 
smooth and rough-cast render in imitation of decorative half-timbering. There are 
prominent dormers to the attic with decorative bargeboards and decorative clay-tile 
cresting to the ridges. The arrises of the window openings and doorcase are heavily stop-
chamfered for decorative effect. Most of the windows are boarded over but judging by 
the ones at first floor and attic level which are not, as well as by the adjacent property, 
they are all horned sashes with no glazing bars. Most of the southern, end wall is a party 
wall, hidden by the Block F, but the exposed section above also has the imitation 
timbering and remains of a decorative bargeboard. (No. 5 Mill Lane is discussed here 
because it was latterly absorbed into the Skindles complex, but N.B. it will be retained as 
part of the development.) 

The river front (west) 

The complex is set back from the Thames behind what was formerly an area of lawn, although 
the trees have grown to such an extent since the hotel was abandoned that most of the river 
front is now hidden from view. No access is available to this part of the site, which can only be 
viewed from the opposite bank of the Thames and Maidenhead Bridge. A detailed description 
based on close inspection is therefore impossible and much must be deduced from historic 
photographs. The letters refer to the labelling system set out in the preceding section. Again, the 
building is described from south to north. 

The elevations of Blocks A, B and C can be clearly discerned, although these buildings have no 
shared building line and step forward and back from each other. Block B presents a more regular 
elevation to the river than to Mill Lane, with a symmetrical first-floor elevation of three bays 
fenestrated by single-pane sashes and slight cornices to the windows. The ground-floor 
elevations of blocks A and B are hidden by a postwar single-storey, flat roofed, probably timber-
framed veranda-like structure with continuous glazing and a low, probably brick-built riser and 
sill. Fully-glazed doors provide access via short flights of steps to the terrace overlooking the 
river. 

The first-floor river elevation of block C consists of French windows with flanking smaller lights, 
which provide access to a balcony forming the flat roof of another veranda-like structure, 
although this is distinct from that in front of Blocks A and B, being deeper, taller and more 
elaborate in design, with a cornice and apparently pilasters to articulate the river front. A central 
doorway provides access via a short flight of steps to the terrace and is aligned with another 
flight of steps running down to the water’s edge and a landing stage.  

To the north is Block E, a long, two-storey wing of 11 bays, slightly lower in height than Block B. 
On plan it forms an L-shaped structure with Block D, the former entrance to the Brigade of 
Guards Boat Club. The roof is hipped at the north end and covered in slates; at the south end 
four bays of the roof have collapsed, revealing part of the rear roof-slope of Block F behind. The 
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first-floor elevation is fenestrated with single-pane sash windows. The ground floor is almost 
entirely hidden by a veranda-like, single-storey, flat-roofed structure running almost the entire 
length of the wing; this is of simple design, similar to the veranda in front of Blocks A and B. The 
repeated, regularly-spaced fenestration, along with the location – overlooking the Thames – 
suggests that the first floor of Block E may have accommodated the higher-status hotel rooms 
originally.  

The river elevation of No. 5 Mill Lane (Block G) is mostly hidden from view by trees and the northern 
end of the hotel complex. Observation and comparison with the neighbouring property shows that it 
has a gabled elevation adorned by a decorative bargeboard and a polygonal bow window rising to 
the first floor.  
 

2.6 Interpretation 

The precise historical development of the buildings, their internal layout – indeed, anything 
about their present form beyond the elevations that can be seen from Mill Lane, Maidenhead 
Bridge and the Maidenhead riverbank – is difficult to ascertain, as their dangerous condition 
precludes a full inspection. Searches of relevant local and national archives have not yielded any 
records such as building control files that might throw light on the matter. However, using the 
map regression reproduced in Section 2.3 and the historic images reproduced in Section 2.4 an 
approximate chronology can be assembled. 

The earliest part of the complex was located on the east side of Mill Lane. Probably it had a front 
on Bath Road although this may have been set back some distance from the present course of 
that thoroughfare, which perhaps was relocated to the south as a result of the rebuilding of 
Maidenhead Bridge by Robert Taylor. The 1779 Enclosure Map shows an extensive complex with 
a freestanding front block nearer to Bath Road. The mid-20th century photograph reproduced 
above shows a sprawling complex in a vernacular style with highly varied massing and 
elevations, hipped and catslide roofs. It is credible that at least a portion of this was extant when 
the Orkney Arms was first mentioned in 1736 and the irregular forms suggest slow, accretive 
growth over a long period.  

The Orkney Arms flourished during the 18th century thanks to the coaching trade, and the older 
buildings probably appeared old-fashioned and lacked capacity, leading to a new formal street 
front being constructed. This likely corresponds to the building with a grand symmetrical façade 
of five bays and a central entrance depicted in the view of 1792. But as what is depicted there is 
somewhat different to the front block shown in the 1883 photograph, either the engraving was 
inaccurate or there was some major rebuilding in the late 18th or early 19th century. The 1838 
revision of the Enclosure Map shows that by this point the front block already had its distinctive 
curved west end. On the same map for the first time buildings are shown on the opposite, 
western side of Mill Lane, including a small property that may partly survive within the current 
Block A. To the north is an ‘L’-shaped building whose front portion stands right on the street, but 
what this was is uncertain and it probably disappeared soon afterwards. 
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There are no map sources for the period between the 1838 map and the first Ordnance Survey 
of the area in 1875. Consequently, there is no record of the progressive transformation that took 
place when the Skindles annex was opened in 1852 and the Brigade of Guards Boat Club 
appeared in 1865. It appears, however, that Blocks B, C and E were extant by the early 1870s. 
There seems to have been a building on the site of Block D, but the current building (assuming 
the date stone refers to the date of construction of the entire structure) did not appear until 
eight years later. Perhaps it replaced the villa in which the Club is reputed first to have taken up 
residence. It is a difficult to credit that Block C was ever residential and that Block B was, if 
originally built as a villa, residential for very long since both buildings form a continuous range. 
Space appears not to have been at a premium in the area at that point and a dwelling of that 
class might be expected to be detached. Perhaps Block B appeared first and was then extended 
with Block C by William Skindle the Elder when he opened the annex. To the north on the 1875 
map the curving structure running down to the waterfront may have been some sort of covered 
slipway or boathouse. Also on this map the site of Block F is still empty, while Crossway Cottages 
are present but, judging by the size of the rear gardens, densely packed and of modest 
proportions. 

By the 1899 Ordnance Survey the first verandas had appeared to Blocks C and E on the 
waterfront . An early photograph of the Thames frontage shows open verandas in front of Blocks 
B and E: that in front of Block B was concave, while that in front of Block E was flat, monopitch 
and made of narrow strips of glass; it also had openwork railings. The conservatory-like structure 
in front of Block C was also probably present by this date although it is only positively 
identifiable for the first time on the aerial view of 1928. By this time No 5 Mill Lane (Block G) had 
been built and buildings had appeared on the site of Block F. These seem to have been cottages 
of diminutive size – they can be seen most clearly on the aerial views, especially that from the 
northeast of 1949, which shows that they had bay windows to the street elevation. There seems 
to have been another range immediately behind of the same height and both were covered by 
an ‘M’-shaped roof. Behind was a courtyard which seems to have been associated with the Club 
and Hotel rather than the cottages. A top-lit structure later appeared here in the 20th century. At 
the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries the eastern half of the complex was also growing and a 
completely new building appeared on formerly open land to the east of the Georgian front 
block, which seems to have been the garage.  

No major changes are visible on the 1904 sales plan and the 1912 Ordnance Survey, making it 
difficult to know what James Hodgson did beyond unifying all the buildings on the site. Perhaps 
the biggest changes affected the interior. It is conceivable that the curious section of stucco 
ornament to the Mill Lane front of Block B was applied around this time – stylistically it is 
plausible and it may have been needed to signal clearly the main entrance in what was 
otherwise an incoherent and confusing elevation. The aerial view from the east of 1947 shows 
that this was the only section of the front so treated, the rest being exposed brick until well into 
the post-war period.  

The inter-war photos reproduced above would seem to indicate that some of the interiors were 
refurbished during this period, and it may have been then that the American Bar appeared.  
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By the time of the 1949 aerial view the open loggia to Block E had been glazed in. The Ordnance 
Survey and aerial photographs show that the garage on the eastern side of the site grew 
extensively during the inter-war years, with skylit industrial-type sheds going up. The exact 
extent of Trapani’s renovations and the proportion of the £100,000 budget spent on the western 
side of the complex remains unknown, but the 1955 photograph of the river front shows that it 
was during his tenure that the exterior was completely rendered and painted. He seems also to 
have rebuilt the veranda in front of Block B, which by this point was bigger and had a large flat roof 
supported on posts. By the time of the 1955 Ordnance Survey the internal courtyard at the north 
end of the site had also been filled in.  

By 1970 the range of cottages on the site of Block F seems to have been rebuilt and that part of 
the complex extended north to absorb No. 5 Mill Lane (Block G), which lost the lower and 
narrower section projecting from the end wall. The colour postcard shows that all of the verandas 
apart from that in front of Block C had acquired their present form by this point.  

The scope of works carried out by Louis Brown when Skindles was converted to Studio Valbonne 
around 1978 is not clear. Since the cost was £1.5 million it must have been considerable but 
hardly anything visible externally can be confidently assigned to that date. The only exception is 
the ducting emerging from what is presumably a kitchen area in Block C, the blocking of the 
lower parts of the windows, and probably the northern entrance to Mill Lane. Evidently the work 
was internal and it was then that features such as the indoor swimming pools described in the 
1986 sales particulars were installed. 

 

2.7 Summary of historical development 
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Block A 
Possibly the oldest part of the complex, with parts dating to before 1838; original function 
presumably residential although unclear. Not known when absorbed into the Skindles complex. 
Much rebuilt and extended in 20th century. 

Block B 
Put up between 1838 and 1875: original function unclear, may originally have been a riverside 
villa, but not known when absorbed into Skindles complex. Had acquired iron and glass veranda 
to riverside elevation by end of 19th century which was rebuilt at least twice, latterly in the 1960s 
or ‘70s. Bay with entrance from Mill Lane adorned with stucco decoration long before rest of 
building rendered in 1950s, perhaps in early 20th century. 

Block C 
Put up between 1838 and 1875: perhaps the oldest part of the complex purpose-built for 
Skindles. Glass-fronted single-storey portion to river front extant by end of 19th century and 
probably least altered section of continuous veranda. Ground floor was restaurant in inter-war 
years. Fenestration to Mill Lane elevation altered c.1978 when Studio Valbonne established. 

Block D 
Put up in 1883 by the Brigade of Guards Boat Club, apparently as street entrance to complex. 

Block E 
Put up between 1838 and 1875, may have been erected by the Brigade of Guards Boat Club as 
its ball room and bar. Had acquired iron and glass veranda to riverside elevation by end of 19th 
century, which had been glazed in by 1949 and was rebuilt again in the 1960s or ’70s. Section of 
roof and first floor collapsed following abandonment of complex. 

Block F 
Site initially empty, was built over between 1875 and 1899 Ordnance Surveys with terrace of 
small cottages. Area behind between rear wall and Block E initially open courtyard, seems to 
have been land entrance to covered slipway, was gradually infilled during course of 20th century. 
Cottages demolished and rebuilt by 1970s, flat-roofed structure built over courtyard behind. 

Block G: No. 5 Mill Lane 
Residential property, erected between 1875 and 1899. Was part of Skindles complex by 1950, by 
which time it had been converted to flats, and was fully absorbed into it when Block F was built, 
as a result of which it lost a small section breaking forward from the end wall. (N.B. This building 
will be retained and refurbished as part of the present scheme.) 
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2.8 Significance 

Evidential  

The Skindles complex provides a physical record of the development of the site at the junction of 
Mill Lane and Bath Road. It demonstrates how it went from a disparate group of buildings on the 
margins of Taplow and Maidenhead to a major, thriving enterprise, which by the mid-20th 
century had become one of the most important businesses in the locality and formed the 
centrepiece of a desirable area. The complex provides a record of building styles and techniques 
from the late 18th century to the early 20th century but these have been much compromised by 
unsympathetic external modifications in the post-war period and, probably, a wholesale 
remodelling of the interior in the late 1970s. In addition to the erosion of evidential value caused 
by its changing fortunes, fabric has also been lost during the long period of abandonment as a 
result of dereliction and partial collapse. This has rendered the interior inaccessible, making any 
examination of it impossible. The evidential value of the present buildings is therefore relatively 
low. 

Aesthetic 

The buildings on the site were originally fairly modest and constructed for different purposes by 
different owners. Although they were combined and remodelled to provide facilities 
commensurate with Skindles’ status as a high-class establishment, this was done in a piecemeal 
fashion over the course of several decades. The pattern of development was haphazard and 
never guided by a unified architectural conception.  

The river elevation does not fully exploit the potential offered by its handsome setting, and there 
is little of the fortuitous picturesque character that can sometimes be the successful result of 
accretive development of this nature. The later attempts to impose a measure of unity through 
the continuous but somewhat utilitarian veranda, and the rendering of what may have been 
good-quality brickwork, do not bring a noteworthy architectural unity. Were it in good condition, 
the river frontage might have a low to moderate aesthetic value, but in its present state this is 
much reduced.  

The Mill Lane frontage has a low aesthetic value, due to the successive remodellings which have 
denuded the original blocks of their individual characters and led to the loss of windows and the 
creation of a somewhat utilitarian, and now derelict, appearance. 

The hotel’s group value with Maidenhead Bridge and the wider riverfront was partly aesthetic 
during Skindles’ heyday, when the lawns and verandas were full of people enjoying the riverside 
location. However this aspect of its significance has unfortunately suffered from its general 
dereliction as well as the unfortunate loss of the much more significant buildings east of Mill 
Lane, and is now of little value. 
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Historical 

The site (including its relationship with the east side of Mill Lane) has a long and interesting 
history from before Skindles became a celebrated institution. The importance of the Orkney 
Arms arose from the site’s strategic position on the Bath Road, and its great expansion in the 
later 18th and early 19th century testified to the increase in trade that came with the opening of 
the new Maidenhead Bridge and the general increase in prosperity. The development of the site 
by William Skindle and the Brigade of Guards Boat Club shows much about the great change that 
came to the riverside with the creation of the Maidenhead summer season and the leisure 
activities associated with it. The present grouping of several earlier buildings linked and 
transformed by successive redevelopments also illustrates the complex 20th century history of 
the site as a high-class hotel and resort, then a casino, music venue and more latterly a 
somewhat racy nightclub. The fabric of the buildings ties into the wider social history of the last 
two centuries, including the activities of the royal family and aristocracy at Maidenhead, the 
1960s and ‘70s music scene, and the Cliveden set.  

Nevertheless, the historical value of the current buildings is seriously limited by their mediocre 
architectural quality, considerable unsympathetic alterations, and poor state of repair, and also 
most of all by the unfortunate loss of the more historically important part of the Skindles 
complex that stood on the east side of the road. The loss of those buildings and the substantial 
remodelling of the western half in the later 20th century makes it very difficult now to get a sense 
of the 18th, 19th or early 20th century milieu in which patrons of Skindles and the riverside 
interacted. The surviving portion of the complex is really only closely related to the site’s 
incarnation as the Studio Valbonne nightclub in the late 1970s and early 1980s, and its final 
years. While this is an interesting episode, it represents a fairly short period in the life of the 
establishment that is not characteristic of the period that made its reputation.  

Given the loss of the most historically significant part of the Skindles complex, and the 
considerable alterations that have taken place, the historical value of the surviving buildings is 
much diminished.  

Communal  

As a local institution which functioned continuously for over 250 years, Skindles occupied an 
important place in the life of Maidenhead and Taplow. The livelihoods of many people in the 
town depended on the hotel and the wider activities associated with it, such as boating; the site 
was a mainstay of the local economy. It was a focus of interest for the celebrities who stayed 
and attended events there and who in turn brought the area into the sights of the national 
press. On the main road and with a riverfront visible from Maidenhead Bridge, it was a 
prominent landmark. Even though the hotel has not traded as Skindles since the 1970s the name 
is still used locally and the precipitous decline represented by the present derelict state of the 
building is keenly felt and regretted. Though it has been disused for over 20 years, the period 
when it functioned as a hotel and nightclub is still within living memory for former patrons and 
employees. The nearby car dealership that still functions perpetuates the use of that part of site 
for the motor trade, providing a living link with an unusually early garage that formed part of the 
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Skindles empire. Due to its prominent role in the social history of the local area, allied to its 
prominent location, the site has a moderate communal value for many, and for some this value 
may even be said to be high.  
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3.0 Visual Record  
3.1 Photographs 

As noted above, the dangerous state of the building precludes an inspection of the interior, and 
the following photographic record therefore covers only the exteriors. Those historic interior 
photos which have been found are reproduced above. No historic plans have been found.  

 
The Thames front of the Skindles Hotel complex in the wider context of the Taplow riverside, with Maidenhead 
Bridge to the right 

 
Block E in early 2015, showing the collapsed section of roof, with part of Block C visible to the right 
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The river fronts of (left to right) Blocks E, C and B, in early 2015 
 

 
Skindles Hotel seen from Maidenhead Bridge, showing the overgrown character of the site in summer 2015 
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The Skindles complex seen from Bath Road, looking towards Mill Lane across the former Orkney Arms site, with 
the eastern abutment of Maidenhead Bridge to the far left.  

 
The boathouse (which is outside the site) and the southern end of Block A, viewed from Maidenhead Bridge 
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The southern wall of Block A, with the single storey Mill Lane projection to the right. 

 
Maidenhead Bridge seen from Mill Lane immediately south of Block A 
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The Mill Lane front of the Skindles complex showing (left to right) Blocks A, B and C, as viewed from the Bath 
Road in summer 2014. 

 
The street elevation of Block A, as it appears today. The shoring to the right was erected in late 2014. 
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Detail of the Mill Lane elevation of Block B in summer 2014, showing the geometrical ornament probably 
applied during the Hodgson brothers’ tenure prior to 1934, to signify the main entrance.  

 
The Mill Lane elevations of Blocks A (far left), B (centre) and C (right) in summer 2014: note the windows that 
have been blocked and extract ducting protruding from the wall. This may suggest the location of the kitchens. 
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Detail of the doorcase to the Mill Lane elevation of Block C, showing Tuscan pilasters and suggesting a Victorian 
date. 
 

  

The Mill Lane front of the Skindles complex in summer 2014, showing (left to right) Blocks A, B, C, D and F 
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The Mill Lane elevation of Block D in summer 2014, showing the decay affecting the façade. 
 

 
Detail of the keystone of the road entrance of Block D, showing the presumed date of construction and initials 
of the Brigade of Guards Boat Club 
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The Mill Lane elevation of Block F and, beyond, Block G (No. 5 Mill Lane) in summer 2014 
 

 
The Mill Lane elevation of Block G (No. 5 Mill Lane), on the left. 
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The Skindles complex viewed from Mill Lane, looking south, showing the complex shoring erected in late 2014 
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4.0 Conclusion 
This Historic Building Record has reproduced recent photographs, together with all the relevant 
historic images, maps and others sources that could be located from the various archives. Since no 
plans of the buildings have been located, this Record has described the historical development of the 
complex in greater detail than would be usual for Level 2, and attempted to describe the different 
elements and their uses where this has been possible.  

In summary, the present Skindles buildings on the west side of Mill Lane have been greatly altered 
over the past two centuries. Their remaining heritage value resides mainly in their historical and 
communal interest as the last remnants of the erstwhile Society riverside haunt, and as a faint 
reminder of the prominent coaching inn that once stood across the road.  The site’s present 
dilapidated condition has prevented an internal inspection, but is its clear from the 1970s 
photographs that the historic interiors were comprehensively remodelled in the post-war decades, 
and little of value is probably left.  
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5.1 Written sources 
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Over, L., The Story of Maidenhead (Newbury: Local Heritage Books, 1984) 
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Camp, J., Skindles – A noted Buckinghamshire landmark, Thames Valley Countryside, VI.22, Autumn 
1966 
Gubba, C., ‘Where the stars came out at night’, Maidenhead Advertiser, 26th July 1996 
Saxon, J., ‘Tales of Skindles in days past’, Maidenhead Advertiser, 10th February 2006 
Snoad, P., ‘End of the road for Skindles?’ Maidenhead Advertiser, 24th November 1972 
 

Planning documents 
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NB the Guards Museum advised that their archives were lost in a flood during the 1960s. 
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6.1 Brochure of c.1970s 
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1.0 Introduction 

 
1.1 We were instructed by Bruce Lawton of Berkeley Homes (Oxford and Chilterns) to 

carry out a structural survey of Skindles Hotel, which is in Taplow near Maidenhead. 
The Hotel has been unoccupied for approximately 20 years and a section of the roof 
and chimney collapsed a year ago. The purpose of the inspection was to ascertain 
the structural condition of the building, and report on any issues of particular concern. 
We were warned before visiting that safe access into the building may be an issue, 
and this proved to be correct, with only limited access being possible as described in 
this report.  
 

1.2 We inspected the property on 10th and 15th January 2014. All doors and windows 
have been securely boarded up. The doors were un-boarded in order to give access, 
and they were then immediately re-boarded on completion of the inspection. This 
report is based on a visual inspection only, and no intrusive investigation work was 
carried out. 
 

1.3 The present building is believed to date from mid 19th century onwards.  While it was 
popular in the 1960’s and 70’s it was closed and has remained unoccupied since the 
early 1990’s.  
 

1.4 The building is located between Mill Lane to the east and the River Thames to the 
west, and runs in a north- south direction. It is approximately 70 metres long north to 
south, and is two storeys high at the front (facing Mill Lane), and single storey to the 
rear. It appears that the Hotel was extended a number of times over the years. There 
is a pair of terraced houses built to the north of the hotel (see photograph 2), and the 
hotel and the southern house share a party wall. 
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2.0 Site Inspection  

 
2.1 The roof is timber construction, with rafters being supported by purlins, which in turn 

bear onto king post trusses. All the roofs are tiled, with tiles being clearly missing in 
some areas. The first floor is constructed using timber joists, which typically bear 
onto brick walls. In larger rooms the first floor joists bear onto steel or iron beams. 
The ground floor is formed using suspended timber joists or concrete slabs, however 
these were not easily viewed during the inspection. It is understood that there is a 
cellar beneath part of the building, however this was not viewed. The walls are solid 
brickwork throughout, which have been rendered externally.  
 

2.2 Access was gained to the building through four doorways, two doors being towards 
the south of the building, one door in the middle, and one to the north. 
 

2.3 It was not possible to enter the building through two of the doors because the first 
floor had collapsed directly in front of them (see photographs 3 and 4). It is 
understood from the security guard that one of these collapses occurred one year 
ago.  
 

2.4 Limited access was gained to the building though a door on the south elevation, 
however the structural integrity of the ground floor joists appeared to be 
compromised, preventing any further access into the building. A large hall was 
visible, and an area of collapsed first floor was seen on the other side of the hall (see 
photograph 5). 
 

2.5 Access was gained to the north of the hotel, where the ground floor was concrete 
construction, and part of the northern section of the building was inspected.  A large 
hall was entered, with a swimming pool towards the rear of the building. The roof is 
not watertight in many areas, which has clearly compromised the durability of the 
structure. A section of the roof has collapsed to the north (see photograph 6) it 
appears that this section of the building was only single storey. A section of the first 
floor was also seen as having collapsed further south (see photograph 7) although it 
may be that this was the same as one of the previously inspected areas. No 
staircases were found leading down to the cellar, and no inspection was therefore 
made of the soffit of the concrete slab- we therefore cannot comment on the integrity 
of it. 
 

2.6 In January 2013 a structural collapse occurred following a fall of snow, and we have 
been sent a report that was prepared by a structural engineer, which is dated three 
months after the collapse. The engineer confirms that this collapse occurred towards 
the middle of the building, and that this involved a section of the roof and a chimney. 
He also confirms that he did not enter the property. We were unable to reach this 
section of the building during our internal inspection, however we did view the 
collapsed roof from the other side of the river Thames (see photograph 8). 
 

2.7 The external walls have typically been rendered. It is clear that this render has 
broken down in a number of areas, leaving the brickwork behind vulnerable to water 
ingress with the potential for spalling.   The condition of the brickwork is not known, 
and it is possible that some areas of loose render are due to underlying cracking in 
the brickwork.  One significant crack was noted in the wall facing the footpath (see 
photograph 9). 
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3.0 Options for Retention 

 
3.1 It is understood that Skindles Hotel is in a conservation area, and ideally as much of 

the building fabric is to be retained as is possible. It is however clear that the building 
is in a state of considerable disrepair, and the work that would be required needs to 
be considered in terms of the benefits gained and the high risk to health and safety 
involved. 
 

3.2 In order for any refurbishment work to be undertaken, the following sequence of 
construction would be required; 
 

• The front façade of the building would be scaffolded in order to prevent an 
uncontrolled collapse of the building into the footpath and highway. 

 

• We are aware of at least four separate collapses of floors and roof, which are largely 
due to the weather tightness of the building having been compromised. The 
remaining structure has to be viewed as being suspect unless proved otherwise, 
however the risk of further collapses prevents a full survey of the building from taking 
place. In order to carry out a complete structural survey the building would have to be 
fully scaffolded and boarded internally at all roof and floor levels (including in the 
basement). The purpose of this is so that any collapsing floors or roof will not fall to 
the floor below. Erecting this internal scaffolding would clearly be extremely 
complicated and difficult due to the fragile nature of the building, and would carry a 
very high risk. Because of the risky nature of this exercise we would not recommend 
this course of action, however there does not appear to be an obvious alternative if 
the building were to be refurbished. 
 

• When the internal scaffold is complete the structure would be assessed. Floorboards 
would be removed and the timber joists would be assessed, and invasive testing 
would be required for the concrete ground level slab over the basement. On the 
evidence we have our view is that the majority of the roof and floors will probably be 
compromised to the extent that they will have to be replaced. 
 

• A verticality survey would be required for all of the walls, in order to ascertain the 
severity of any bowing and misalignment. Once this survey has taken place a 
decision would be made over which of the walls could be retained, and which would 
need to be demolished. 
 

• An agreement would then be made over the extent of the building that is due for 
removal. The roof structure and floors that are unusable would be removed in a 
controlled manner, in an approved sequence. This would be very complicated and 
difficult, and the internal scaffolding would be adapted in order to keep the remaining 
structure stable. 
 

• Once the unusable structure has been removed any new foundations would be cast 
to support new walls. The new walls, floors and roof would then be constructed. All of 
these operations would have to be carried out working around the internal 
scaffolding, which again would be very complicated and difficult. 
 

• Once the building was structurally complete and sound the scaffolding could be 
removed. 
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4.0 Recommendations and Conclusion 

 
4.1 It is understood that the building has been uninhabited and unmaintained for 

approximately 20 years, and the fabric of the building has badly suffered in the 
intervening time, mainly because the building is no longer watertight. From our 
inspection it is clear that a structural collapse has occurred in at least four separate 
locations.  Since access was dangerous the inspection was limited in extent, and it is 
our opinion that other collapses may have occurred elsewhere in the building. 
 

4.2 In two locations the roof has collapsed, and the fabric of the building will inevitably 
have significantly deteriorated since these collapses. 
 

4.3 For any future visits or inspection, all site staff should exercise extreme care when 
entering the premises, and satisfy themselves that it is safe to do so before entering. 
It should be noted that the fabric of the building will continue to deteriorate over time, 
and further structural collapses cannot be ruled out. 

 
4.4 Section 3 of this report describes the required sequence were the building to be 

refurbished. This work would be very complicated and difficult, and would pose an 
unacceptable safety risk to construction staff. It is also likely that much of the building 
fabric would not be reusable, and would have to be removed and replaced. 

 
4.4 The building has clearly gone beyond the point of reasonably being reused, and it is 

therefore proposed that demolition of the Skindles Hotel is the most appropriate 
course of action. 
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Photograph 1 

 
Photograph 2 
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Photograph 3 

 
Photograph 4 
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Photograph 5 

 
Photograph 6 
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Photograph 7 

 
Photograph 8 
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Photograph 9 
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