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EAST OF ENGLAND REGION



Mr J Davies
Direct Dial: 01223 582719

Colchester Borough Council
Direct Fax: 01223 582701

PO Box 889

Town Hall

Colchester

Essex
Our reference: P00021664

C01 1FL


21 October 2005 

Dear Mr Davies

Notifications under Circular 01/2001 & GDPO 1995

THE NURSERIES, HILLSIDE, THE CHANTRY AND CHANTRY LODGE, (POSTCODECO6 4AJ) AND LAND ALL OFF LONDON ROAD, PREDOMINANTLY NORTH OF LONDON ROAD AND WEST OF A134, GREAT HORKESLEY, COLCHESTER, ESSEX

Application No F/COL/05/1558

Thank you for your letter of 26 September 2005 notifying English Heritage of the above application. 
Summary

Planning permission is sought for an ambitious proposals to create what the applicants describe as a "heritage and conservation centre" at Great Horkesley.  The application as a whole must doubtless be assessed by your Council against a broad range of planning policies.  English Heritage's interest in it derives from the proximity of the proposed development to the All Saints' Church, a medieval church now listed at grade I.  The development would severely compromise the setting of this church, largely due to the architectural character of the buildings that it is proposed to put up in its setting.   Damage to the church's setting could be avoided were the sale of the proposed development to be reduced and  the design of the proposed buildings to be wholly rethought.  If your Council considers that in principle the proposed development could be approved, English Heritage would strongly advise it to ask the applicants  to withdraw the application in order to allow the buildings to be re-designed.  We would also recommend that the application should be refused in its present form.  
English Heritage Advice 

The proposed "heritage and conservation centre" would consist of a considerable range of facilities.  At its heart would be a very substantial building housing spaces for a variety of exhibitions and activities as well as a cafe and restaurant.  Close to this would be further buildings housing a garden centre and facilities for breeding Suffolk Punches, a barn, and a substantial semi-subterranean "hide".  Around these buildings meadows, pasture and fields would be established, while to the north of the site the Chantry, a 19th century house, would be adapted to for an art gallery.

All Saints' Church stands to the north-east of the proposed centre itself.  The parish church of Great Horkseley, it is set some distance from the village, in what is now a relatively isolated position.  The church dates from the 12th century but was substantially enlarged and remodelled in the 15th, when the tower, aisles, chancel and north chapel were built.  To the north and west the setting of the church is formed by woodland.  To the east and south it is more open, with grassland bounded by the avenue leading from the lodge to the Chantry and by the modern glasshouses.  

Medieval churches are among the most important historic buildings in England.  Their interest lies in their history, architecture and fittings but also - very importantly - in their place within the landscape or within their settings.  Most such churches are highly graded and, as noted above, All Saints Church is listed at grade I.

The effect of the proposed development on the setting of All Saints' Church would be dramatic and detrimental.  The existing glasshouses are modern and utilitarian but are, essentially, a form of agricultural structure not inappropriate to the countryside and therefore not wholly antipathetic to the character of the church's setting.  The development that it is proposed would replace the glasshouses would be of a radically different character.  The principal building of the centre has been designed as a vast rotunda, with a subsidiary entrance rotunda and a large subordinate rectangular hanger or shed.  The garden centre would take the form of a large warehouse with a further entrance rotunda.  The accommodation for the breeding of Suffolk Punches would resemble a large modern stable.  The principal rotunda especially has a deliberately assertive form, a form necessarily monumental and in this case somewhat futuristic with its shallow metal dome and mezzanine glazing.  The design of these buildings would seem characteristic of a business or leisure park rather than of a rural landscape.

Were these designs to be built, the new buildings would have a dramatic effect on the setting of the medieval church.  The area between the church and the proposed buildings is open.  Consequently the old and new buildings would be seen together, particularly in the view from the east, from the drive between the lodge and the Chantry.  The existing planting on the north-west boundary of the proposed site of the centre and the garden centre would do little to screen the new buildings and would certainly not prevent the new buildings and the church forming a group.

The character and design of the proposed buildings are difficult to understand.  One of the fundamental purposes of the proposed "heritage and conservation centre" is to preserve knowledge of the agricultural traditions of the area, and yet in the design of the building no thought seems to have been given to the character of the buildings that form part of that tradition, nor to the relationship between buildings and landscape that is essential to the character of the English countryside.  The one critical decision that has been taken was that to place the buildings of the centre on the site of the present glasshouses, partly no doubt because this part of the site is already developed but also because here the buildings would be concealed from the Stour valley.  Beyond this, however, the applicants and their architects have chosen an approach to the design of the buildings alien to the rural setting.  The designs appear essentially to contradict the purpose of the enterprise.

To some degree this must be a consequence of the fact that the proposed buildings would be very large in plan.  Their scale is that of modern commercial warehouses.  Were the scale of the development as a whole to be reduced that of the individual buildings could be broken down.  The character of the buildings need not be alien.   An alternative approach could be taken to their planning and design.  Traditional agricultural buildings provide a model that could be adapted to the applicants' purposes, in a way that produced designs that both drew from and were in sympathy with the building traditions of the area and at the same time were "modern".  There is a vigorous strain of contemporary architecture that combines traditional forms and materials with modern materials and details to great effect, and this approach would be far more appropriate to this site than is that put forward in the application.   

The impression that insufficient thought has been given to the relationship of the proposed buildings to their setting, and the relationship between them and the medieval church in particular, is confirmed by the statements of justification submitted by the applicants.  Despite their volume they appear to contain no sustained consideration of the effect of the proposed development on the setting of the church, nor any consideration of the broader question of the relationship between the style of the proposed buildings, the traditional relationship between buildings and landscape, and the purpose of the proposed centre itself.  References to the church seem to be made only in passing, and even the consideration given to the character of the landscape does not include any assessment of these questions.  
Recommendation
As I have noted, this application contains ambitious proposals which your Council will have to assess with regard to a broad range of policies.  From the perspective of English Heritage it is the effect of what is proposed upon the setting of the fine medieval Church of All Saints that is relevant.  That effect would be substantial and detrimental.  Given the importance of such churches, and the importance of protecting their settings, we must advise your Council not to approve the proposals in their present form.   Should your Council consider that  the proposals are broadly acceptable in principle, we would encourage you to ask the applicants to moderate the scale of the scheme and to rethink the design of the proposed buildings fundamentally in the light of the comments made above.  I should be happy to meet your officers and the applicants to discuss this aspect of the project further should you think that useful.
We would welcome the opportunity of advising further. Please consult us again if any additional information or amendments are submitted. If, notwithstanding our advice, you propose to approve the scheme in its present form, please advise us of the date of the committee and send us a copy of your report at the earliest opportunity.

Yours sincerely

John Neale
Team Leader and Inspector of Historic Buildings

E-mail: john.neale@english-heritage.org.uk
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