Chapter 7
Living in the centre

Before 1995, there was little evidence in Chelmsford of the repopulation of the
town centre that was to become such a prominent feature by 2000. Developers
showed little or no interest in residential uses, preferring to seek permission for
new office and retail blocks. Chelmsford’s 1991–2001 Borough plan (CBC,
1997a) made no provision for new dwellings in the town centre but, on the contrary, reserved former industrial land for ‘employment uses’, following the lead
of the Essex County structure plan (ECC, 1991, 1995). This issue is discussed in
more generally on page 9 of the Introduction.
There was, however, potential for town-centre living, even if not fully understood by all at the time. The railway station was situated in the town centre and
offered frequent services to central London, just over 30 min away. It had a concentration of employment in retailing, public administration, financial services
and higher education. There were ample amounts of brownfield land, much of
it in the ownership of the Borough Council and, somewhat ironically, preserved
from development by the Borough and County Council policies. There was the
potential for the significant urban renaissance described in Chapter 6.

The ﬁrst examples of change
Durrant Court and Ashby House

The first significant example of the provision of town-centre flats occurred in
1995 with the conversion of what was then know as Globe House, shown in
Figure 7.1. Globe House was a former industrial building, a flatted factory on
four floors, in New Street, on the northern edge of the town centre. It had originally formed part of the former now defunct ball-bearing factory that had now
become the new site for the main campus of the university.
The development was a mixed-use one, incorporating a fitness centre on the
ground floor of the main building, now known as Durrant Court, with flats above.
At the rear was an office wing, now called Ashby House. It was not proposed for

TTA-07.indd 154

9/17/2007 11:22:09 AM

Living in the Centre

Figure 7.1 Durrant Court and Ashby House, New Street, a former industrial building
converted to residential and office uses. Source: Chelmsford Borough Council.

residential use because it was affected by industrial noise from an adjacent flour
mill. It should be noted in passing that this was an example of the problems of
the transition from industrial to residential uses in inner-city areas. The remaining, but long-standing, industrial activities have the potential to cause nuisance
to the incoming residents and become a source of conflict.
Had this conversion occurred in the centre of, say, London or Manchester, or
had it taken place in Chelmsford 10 years later, its high ceilings and extensive
floor areas would have lent itself to loft-style apartments, spacious and for
higher-income groups. As it happened, artificial low ceilings were inserted and
small one- and two-bedroom single-aspect flats were created, half of them
north-facing and half of them south-facing.
The developers had also acquired land to the south of the building. They
included in the planning application a low-intensity use in the shape of a small
supermarket and car park with no active frontage to New Street. Against the
recommendation of the officers at the time, the planning committee refused to
accept this. It was agreed that this part of the application would be reserved for
later decision so that the flats could proceed. This part of the site subsequently
became the Atlantic Hotel, a development discussed at the end of this chapter
on page 169. This decision set out an important marker for future policy. Had
such low-intensity, car-based uses, particularly those that did not contribute to
a quality townscape, been allowed in the town centre, then the achievement of
the urban renaissance described in this and the previous chapter would have
been frustrated.
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The important positive pointer for the future was, however, the rapid sale of
all the flats including the small north-facing ones. This was to be the first revelation of the high degree of untapped residential demand in the town centre.
Corinthian Square

The next example was the development by Barratt, in 1997, of the site adjacent
to the Essex County Cricket Ground, a scheme that they later called Corinthian
Square. It might have been expected that they would have wanted to take
advantage of the views of the cricket that the site would have afforded, given
the substantial premium that they could have charged on the price of the flats.
They might have had large balconies overlooking the play as, for example, at
the Sussex County Cricket Ground in Hove. Unfortunately, this was not to be.
Barratt were, at this stage, not in the business of designing for a particular site
and wanted only to accommodate their standard dwelling types. The first proposals also paid little regard to the character of the adjacent conservation area
for the new London Road. They were considered unacceptable by the Council’s
development control officers who were now aware of both the design policy
issues and the mood of the planning committee. Barratt had, by now, their own
direct experience of dealing with the new planning committee (in respect of
their Princes Road site, discussed in Chapter 5 on page 87) and agreed to negotiate. The resulting scheme, as shown in Figure 7.2, showed considerable modification of the Barratt standard dwelling-types and was achieved through
substantial negotiation with officers. Although not remarkable architecture, the

Figure 7.2 The Corinthian Square development overlooking the Essex County cricket ground.
Source: Paul Starr.
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materials and roof shapes took account of the local context and the principal
windows afforded some view of the cricket. Barratt opened a temporary sales
office on the site and sold all of the flats before construction had hardly started.
Again, the evidence of untapped demand for town-centre flats was impressive.

At the same time as Corinthian Square was being considered, a far more important part of the story was unfolding within the area that was to become known
as Chelmer Waterside. This was an area to the east of the town centre, lying
beside and between the River Chelmer and the Chelmer and Blackwater Canal.
An aerial view is shown in Figure 7.3. The edge of the town-centre shops can be
seen in the top left-hand corner of the picture. The left-hand edge of the picture shows part of the eastern valley ‘green wedge,’ with its footpaths and cycle
ways, as described in Chapter 6, page 125. The land between the river and
canal had once been the site of the town’s gasworks, and at its western end two
gasholders remain in operation. The rest of the gasworks site was acquired by
the Borough Council and used mainly for surface car parking. Later policies
were to propose the regeneration of the entire Chelmer Waterside area through
mixed-use development. However, this was far from the case in 1995.

Figure 7.3 An aerial view of Chelmer Waterside. The river Chelmer can be seen on the left of the
picture and the canal basin is to the right. See also Plate 7.1. Source: Peter Rodgers.
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Apart from a functioning woodyard, the canal basin was surrounded by
derelict warehouses which were not only unsightly but obscured the view of the
water. It was common to find that the residents of the town were unaware of
the existence of the canal basin. The town turned its back on this historic asset.
The gasholders were to the south side of the basin and, to the west, were the
rear parking and servicing for town-centre shops.
The locks and waterway of the canal, including the basin, but not the adjacent
buildings, had been restored in 1993 in a partnership between the canal owners,
the Inland Waterways Association, the Essex County Council and the Borough
Council. Although a brief for the canal basin (CBC, 1994) had been prepared,
officers had found it difficult to interest developers. It must be remembered that
this was shortly before the government’s promotion of ‘brownfield’ development and shortly before the evidence of the high degree of demand for towncentre flats in Chelmsford became manifest. Volume house builders generally
based their business plans on what they had sold before and did not undertake
the research that would have revealed the size and nature of the new markets.
Coate’s Quay – Phase 1

In 1997, the house-building firm Higgins agreed to have a go at one corner of
the Basin, known as Coate’s Quay. The scheme comprised 41 flats at a density
of 44 per hectare. As at the cricket ground site, these were the house builder’s
standard dwelling-types, in this case blocks of flats with a T-shaped plan. Great
efforts were made by officers in negotiation to achieve sympathetic roof shapes
and building materials, in this case brick and slate in keeping with the historic
period of the canal basin. The stylistic rationale was that, in addition to canal
itself, there were some period buildings that would be advantageous to retain
for the new development to be in sympathy with. An existing house was retained
and incorporated in the scheme. The view of the completed scheme from the
canal basin is shown in Figure 7.4. Although a degree of active frontage was
obtained along the canal basin and the northern edge of the site, the western
edge was, unfortunately, given a blank wall protecting communal private space.
The prominent corner between them was addressed by bathroom windows and
protected by bushes at ground level. This sort of result would never have been
permitted if it had been proposed a few years later, but at the time, officers
were only too glad for a developer to agree to take on the project and agree to
some measure of aesthetic control. The remarkable outcome of this scheme
was that all the flats sold instantly, much to the surprise of Higgins and to the
gratification of the Council and its officers.
The Waterfront Place restaurant

A local entrepreneur specialising in restaurants now came forward and offered
to build an entirely new and substantial restaurant on the opposite bank of the
canal in the first phase of the Coate’s Quay scheme. Although of modern construction, the new restaurant, illustrated by Figure 7.5, had a sympathetic roof
shape and materials and incorporated an existing industrial building for use as
banqueting facilities. The proposal also made full use of its water frontage and
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Figure 7.4 Coate’s Quay – Phase 1. Source: Roy Chandler.

Figure 7.5 Waterfront Place restaurant and Coate’s Quay – Phase 2. Source:
Chelmsford Borough Council.
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opened up a path along the canal bank. The planning application was readily
agreed to. In spite of its still insalubrious surroundings, the restaurant, called
Waterfront Place, proved an outstanding success and further demonstrated
what could be achieved through development in this type of location.
Coate’s Quay – Phase 2

Buoyed by the success of the sales of its first flat development on the canal, at
Coate’s Quay, Higgins embarked upon a second phase, which was to represent
a decisive step forward in the way such development was carried out. This was
to be an architect-designed, mixed-use scheme tailored to the site. The land in
question was that between the first scheme and the Waterfront Place restaurant. There was again a very substantial amount for successful negotiation, but
this time it was pitched at a much more sophisticated level, in light of both the
emerging policy framework and the successful sale of the previous scheme. The
resulting scheme, comprising 13 flats and 4 shops, was by David Wood Architects and is illustrated in Figure 7.6. It shared with the previous scheme the
theme of the 19th century dockland aesthetic in terms of materials and roof
shapes. The significant improvements were
z
z
z
z

active frontages to all public roads;
ground ﬂoor retail units providing a mix of uses;
larger windows, some with balconies, giving views of the canal;
pedestrian access to the waterside;

Figure 7.6 Coate’s Quay – Phase 2. See also Plate 7.2. Source: Roy Chandler.
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z

buildings wrapped round the canal basin with continuous shallow-plan
form;
a new ofﬁce for the canal company, weather-boarded in a neovernacular
style.

The Chelmer Waterside strategy
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z

As the canal-related developments proceeded, their very success drew attention
to the need for a comprehensive strategy for the whole Chelmer Waterside area,
of which the canal basin was a part, and for site-specific briefs for its component
parts. The regeneration of the whole area was now central to council policy.
Chelmsford was fortunate in having such a large area of potential developable
brownfield land so close to its centre. Not only that, the manner in which both a
river and canal flowed through it created the potential for attractive riverside
development. A substantial area was owned by the Borough Council and used
as surface car parking. Another significant segment was that owned by successor companies to British Gas and possessed considerable potential that could
be realised if the gasholders could be relocated. Other small parcels of land
were occupied by smaller, low-intensity businesses, such as scrapyards and
woodyards, that would have every incentive to relocate when land values rose as
a consequence of regeneration. A separate brief for the gasholder site had
already been approved (CBC, 1999b). In 2000, the Council approved for consultation an overall strategy prepared by its urban design officers for the whole
Waterside area. It set out the general planning policy, especially with regard to
access by all modes and the constraints posed by flood prevention works and
underground services crossing the site. The strategy area was divided into nine
parts with the intention that a more detailed brief would be prepared for each
one. Also in 2000, the consultation versions of briefs for the land west of the
canal, north-east of the canal and the ‘peninsula site’, between the river and
canal, were published. A consultation brief was subsequently published for the
land between Parkway and the river. These briefs were used in negotiations with
prospective developers immediately. These could be seen, in effect, as part of
the consultation process. Following this extended period of consultation and
negotiation, final approval by the Council of the Chelmer Waterside Strategy as
supplementary planning guidance was given 2 years later (CBC, 2002c).
Lockside Marina

Higgins subsequently acquired a scrap metal yard at the other end of the canal
basin near its entrance lock. This site fell within the coverage of a very detailed
brief for the land north east of the canal (CBC, 2002d). The brief both helped to
unlock the site and direct the shape of development. It contained a diagrammatic plan shown in Figure 7.7 with a shallow plan-block curving in a semicircle
around a new marina. Far from feeling constrained by such prescription, the
developers copied it, as can be seen from the aerial view of the completed
scheme in Figure 7.8. The new block, shown in Figures 7.8 and 7.9, was designed
for the site by David Wood Architects, who had been responsible for Coate’s
Quay phase 2. While a style reflecting the canal’s 19th century context was
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Improved access

Notation
Focal building

AWA constraint

Preferred access
Suggested trees
Footpath cycleway
New foothpath cycleway link
Potental for residental with
employment uses–offices
studios, craft use etc. at this end
Improve towpath to form
footpath cycleway
Provide residents mooring
basin as amenity for residential
development and encourage
canal use

Area 4c
Plantation
Parking concealed within or
under development
Public open space
New built edge to public
open space softened with
tree planting
Development at this end of
site will require flood plain
compensation

Figure 7.7 An extract from a planning brief (CBC, 2002d) proposing suggestions the site of the
Lockside Marina development. Reproduced with the permission of the Ordnance Survey on behalf of
HMSO. © Crown copyright 2007. All rights reserved. Licence number 100046642.

Figure 7.8 An aerial view of Lockside Marina as completed. Source: Peter Rodgers.

162

TTA-07.indd 162

9/17/2007 11:22:17 AM

Living in the Centre

Figure 7.9 A canal-side view of Lockside Marina as completed. Source: Chelmsford Borough Council.

encouraged at the head of the canal basin, as one moved down it, and the
context changed, a more contemporary approach was considered appropriate
as no existing buildings were being retained.
The scheme incorporated 106 flats, at a density of 160 dph, with 25% affordable housing. It showed the following advances on Higgins’ previous canal-side
developments at Coate’s Quay:
z
z
z

larger dwelling sizes including two three-bedroom and two duplex ﬂats;
larger windows over looking the canal;
larger balconies giving signiﬁcant private open space to each ﬂat.

The building took full advantage of its site and connected well into the footpath and cycle network. Although confined to one wing, the social-rented
accommodation was not distinguishable from the outside and offered a high
standard of amenity.
Planning permission was readily granted at the end of 2000, although construction was delayed and the first stage was not completed until early 2002.
The sales office was opened well in advance of completion. For the first release,
prospective buyers camped out for 24 h in advance and all flats were sold within
40 min. For the second release, queuing started at 6 a.m. and most were sold
within 40 min of opening. The subsequent stages sold almost as quickly.
Readers may find the scene shown in Figures 7.8 and 7.9 to be rather pastoral
for a town-centre location. This was the effect of the ‘green wedge’ policy,
which brought the countryside down the river valleys all the way to the town
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centre, as described in Chapter 6, page 125. The footpath and cycle way for the
eastern valley connected Lockside Marina to the town centre.
From the author’s personal experience as a one-time resident of the block,
the partial enclosure of the marina by the block and the large windows to the
flats produced a communal feeling for the residents and made it a remarkably
pleasant place to live in. The footpath and cycle way connection to the town
centre was convenient and well used.

Another developer follows suit
The success of Higgins’ second and third canal-side residential developments
set the tone, and gave a lead, for all subsequent town-centre schemes. It had
been clearly demonstrated that there was substantial, if not overwhelming,
demand for town-centre flats and that architect-designed schemes, tailored to
the site and offering a high standard of accommodation, could be more profitable
than developments consisting of standard types. Other developers now followed
suit – most notably Barratt, a firm not previously known for this type of scheme.
Wells Street

Barratt had previously acquired a small site at Wells Street in the heart of the
town centre, near the bus and railway stations. This was a tight site, a former
private car park in street of some character. The design went through a
prolonged negotiation starting with an initial proposal that left a large gap in

Figure 7.10 The Wells Street mixed-use development in the West End. Source:
Chelmsford Borough Council.
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the street, had a dead street frontage, an angular corner and unruly roof form.
The final scheme strengthened the continuity of the street, shopfronts along
the ground floor, a curved corner flowing with the street line and a rhythmic elevational composition. It was a mixed-use scheme with the ground floor entirely
non-residential and occupied by offices and one shop and with flats above. One
parking space per flat and no garden space were accepted as a reasonable
trade-off for mixed use and close proximity to transport. The scheme as built,
shown in Figure 7.10, contributed to character of the conservation area. Intensive and positive negotiation by officers had produced a scheme that integrated
well into the street scene and provided new shops at street level.
Capital Square

Barratt now embarked upon two substantial mixed-use schemes, both architectdesigned for the site and incorporating 25% affordable housing.
The first was on a site in Victoria Road, on the northern edge of the town centre.
This was a key site for regeneration in the town centre and was the subject of
a detailed design brief (CBC, 2002e). An extract showing the block layout

• Built frontages to streets around the perimeter of the sites.
• Allow separate developments to face each other across the
property boundary. This will help to optimise the development
potential of all parts
of the site.
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Figure 7.11 The diagram from planning brief (CBC, 2002e) for the site of Capital Square development
showing the desired arrangement of blocks, frontages and open space. See also plate 7.3.
Source: Chelmsford Borough Council.
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Figure 7.12 A street view of the Capital Square development by Barratt. Source: Tony Hall.

Figure 7.13 The rear court giving service access to the Capital Square shops and flats.
Source: Chelmsford Borough Council.
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principles is shown in Figure 7.11. Part of the site was a post office sorting office,
which, it was hoped, would eventually have to come available for re-development
but had so far failed to do so. Almost half the area, though, had long been disused and was acquired by Barratt for a mixed-use scheme of 4 shops and 108
flats. Guided by the brief and negotiation with officers, this scheme shown in
Figures 7.12–7.14 was completed in 2005 and was designed by PRP Architects.
Figure 7.12 shows the view of the development from the street. Figure 7.13 shows
the rear court, which gave service access to the shops and flats. Figure 7.14 shows
the separate block of flats to the rear of the site. Although there were some
balconies, there was a trade-off between a central location and the extent of
private amenity space. The constraints of the central location resulted in
ﬂats that were not large;
a limited amount of communal space;
80% parking;
shops serviced from the front.

The important point was, however, the way a mixed-use scheme at a residential
density of 120 dph had been successfully integrated into the urban townscape.

Figure 7.14 The flats along the northern edge of the Capital Square development. Source:
Chelmsford Borough Council.
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Callow Court

The true example of Barratt’s emulation of the success of Higgins’ third canalside scheme was their redevelopment of the former site of the Chelmsford
Bowls Club. Although approximately north-facing, the site had the advantage
of extensive views over Central Park. The design, by the Omega Partnership,
incorporated fairly large flats with balconies and large windows, taking full
advantage of the views, as can be seen from Figure 7.15. The penthouse flat
was redolent of the 1930s art deco ‘ocean liner’ style. Overall, the appearance
was distinctive, contributing to a sense of place. It was completed in 2004.

A new New Street
The Capital Square scheme formed an important corner on New Street. New
Street linked the new university campus, described in Chapter 6, page 149, to
the town centre and was the subject of significant changes. Up until the early
1980s, it had been a predominantly industrial area, the site not only of the ballbearing factory but also the historic Marconi works and a large warehouse from
the early 1970s. The Marconi works were the world’s first purpose-built electronics factory and its original office block is now, fortunately, a listed building.

Figure 7.15 The Callow Court flats by Barratt overlooking the Central Park. Source:
Tony Hall.
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There was also a parade of shops from the 1950s, serving some side streets of
19th-century terraced housing. The decline of manufacturing industry had
released a large amount of brownfield land. The official policy of both Essex
County Council and Chelmsford Borough Council during the late 1980s and
early 1990s had been that this should remain as industrial land. However, not
only did industry not return, but a new university campus, far more typical of the
post-industrial economy, had moved in. With the conversion of the former
industrial building, then known as Globe House, to flats and offices, as described
on page 154, the whole area was clearly set to change in a different direction.
The refusal of the planning committee to sanction a low-intensity use in the
form of a supermarket, described on page 155, as part of the Globe House
(now Durrant and Ashby House) redevelopment created an opportunity for a
local entrepreneur. He built hotels, something Chelmsford was very short of,
and proposed one for this site. The Atlantic Hotel, as it became known, received
planning permission, and was constructed, in 1997. It is illustrated in Figure 7.16.
Although it was a significant improvement in terms of use and design on past
proposals for edge of centre sites in Chelmsford, the commercial attitudes and
planning policies regarding car use that applied at the time meant that it did

Figure 7.16 The Atlantic Hotel in New Street. Source: Chelmsford Borough Council.
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Figure 7.17 Mixed-use development in New Street opposite the University and Durrant House. Source: Tony Hall.

Figure 7.18 The mixed-use development in New Street showing relationship to
a side street. Source: Chelmsford Borough Council.
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not meet the design outcomes that would have been expected 5 years later.
The Borough Council’s car parking standards required a minimum number of
spaces for hotel rooms and the need to accommodate the required amount of
parking restricted the size of hotel that could be constructed. Furthermore, the
commercial perception was that patrons would only come if there was ample
parking and that this had to be in front so that they could see it. Although the
building faced the road, most of it was set back behind the car park with a loss
of direct frontage and the chance to create the feeling of a proper street.
As matters turned out, the amount and location of car parking did not prove
commercially essential because of the hotel’s central location and a continued
shortage of rooms in Chelmsford. The parking policies were eventually changed
to restrict, rather than require, parking for town-centre commercial uses, in line
with central government policy. Furthermore, the hotel restaurant was set up
as a separate commercial undertaking, seeking custom from non-residents. As
it was at the rear of the building, a sign had to be erected in New Street informing passers-by that there was a actually a restaurant there. Clearly, had the
restaurant been located with street frontage this would have been greatly to its
commercial advantage.
In 1997, the decision was taken to build on the car park to create new shops
with flats above fronting directly onto the street and with much greater height.
Permission was granted readily, although construction was delayed. The difference in the physical form as a result of changing attitudes and policy was very
marked.
In 1997, other planning applications came in for shops with flats above for
two sites on the opposite side of the road, and with a very similar appearance
to, those proposed for the Atlantic Hotel site. They were constructed by 2004
and are shown in Figure 7.17. Figure 7.18 illustrates how they were integrated
with the two-storey 19th-century terraced house in the adjacent side street.
Attention to matters such as this is what a proactive approach to urban design
must be about. This development represented a definite change for New Street
not only to its physical appearance but also to the intensity and nature of its
land use, a process that was now set to continue.
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