The Prospects for
Atkinson Morley

Planning permission was granted by Merton
Council in October for the built element of the old
hospital site facing Copse Hill and some of the open
land. It may be recalled here that undertakings were
given at Merton’s Planning Committee meeting on
20th October 2005, that as a condition of sale, the
freehold of the 17 acres of Metropolitan Open Land
would pass to the Council for the creation of a new,
public park to be run by a charitable trust. There was
public anger, since not only was there incursion into
the open lands, losing some of the stunning views to
the south, but the permitted scheme involved the
felling of 35 protected trees, with many more trees
compromised by development. (See below) Yet St.
Georges then marketed the entire 25 acres (this
included 17 acres of Metropolitan Open Land, part
of which is designated as a Site of Importance for
Nature Conservation. This was a serious setback.
Doubt is now cast on the future of the MOL - the
green belt area surrounding the site which is (or
should be) protected by Government regulations
prohibiting infringement on such open spaces — and
the pressure which the new owner may bring to bear
on St. Georges and the Council for derailing its use
as a public park. It was of course for this purpose
that the Morley Park Trust (MPT) had been set up,
to act as a management body and conduit for
charitable funding to protect an important haven,
which had somehow survived 250 years.

Prospect Place

It was the view that inspired London goldsmith
Peter Taylor in 1757 to call his handsome new villa
Prospect Place - because of its “extensive prospect
to the south.” Thirty years on, James Meyrick
secured the view by enlarging the estate, inviting
Humphry Repton (see below) to lay out for him
“decorative gardens with a five acre lawn and many
fine trees”. The Earl of Cottenham in his turn fought
off the Southampton Railway Company, who
proposed building a line across the southern half of
what was then his estate and model farm. Later, the
estate was split and sold, and the house demolished.
Providentially the Atkinson Morley Hospital came
to be built on the site. Though new houses had
appeared during those chequered times, the view to
the south remained, becoming all important to those
patients who spent their convalescence overlooking
the area of West Wimbledon woodland. The lawn
was used as a hospital helicopter landing area, but
the fields to the south, once part of the model dairy
farm, remained open, used as playing fields.

The Battles

For some fifteen years, we have raised our voice
alongside Resident Associations and the
campaigners of LUNG - (Land for Urban
Neighbourhood Greenspace) for the protection of
the quality of the Copse Hill Conservation Area.
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Humphrey Repton (1752-1818)

Humphrey Repton was the leading landscape
gardener of the late Georgian period. Although he did
not turn his hand to garden design until the age of 36,
his career met with early success and lasted 30 vears.
During this time he published 4 books on landscape
gardening and prepared more than 400 reports for
commissions , many of them in his famous ‘red
books’. Bound in red morocco, these were beautifully
prepared in great detail and showed the present scene
with a cut-out page hinged over it to show the
improvements that could be made.

Among these were reports for Welbeck, Kenwood,
Longleat, Woburn and the Royal Pavilion, Brighton.
He collaborated with architects such as William

Wilkins, James Wyatt and John Nash, the latter at
Luscombe, Dorset. However because he seldom
organised his work on the ground, his plans were apt
to be altered or ignored.

His career was not without controversy. There were
those who objected to landscape gardeners in
principle, believing that landlords should lay out their
own gardens, relying on landscape paintings for
inspiration. He was also dubbed a ‘coxcomb’ for his
conceit and for his flattery of feminine tastes.

Prudence Hartopp



During those years, the confrontational approach
maintained by the NHS Trust has led to neglect and
degradation of the site. We now have, in the
approved built scheme, one that is wholly
inappropriate for the area.

In October, The Society sought written confirmation
from the Council that at least the undertakings made
with regard to the freehold of the MOL as a
condition of the sale would be implemented. To
date, The Society has received no confirmation of
the commitment.

The importance of the site for the whole Borough,
for its trees and its areas of green space is such that
we cannot give up. We have below called on experts
to spell out what is at stake for the trees and the
natural habitat.

Jane Barnes of LUNG

The mature trees to the east and north of the old east
wing and the single avenue of London piane/ trees
along the path that goes through the site from Copse
Hill to Cottenham Park Road are thought to be part
of the original Repton planting.

The avenue of plane
trees is stunning both for
the completeness of the
avenue and the sheer
size of the trees. They
have not been pollarded
like so many of their
kind in London and
grow to their full
majestic height. There
are more fine examples
of London plane trees to
the east of the hospital
where they are in the
good company  of
several mature Holm
oaks. These evergreen
trees are a feature of the site and a dominant part of
the chain of trees that goes from the east side of the
hospital and continues around to the north of the
east wing. This wooded chain is a major contributor
to the Copse Hill street scene. The single and most
spectacular tree on the site is a copper beech (Fagus
Purpurea) which is located between the old west
wing and Copse Hill.

It has recently been nominated by Merton residents
as one of their favourite trees in the borough. The
Council’s tree officers judged it as the second finest
specimen of those nominated.

There are a total of 147 individually listed trees in
the ‘development area’, including most of those
mentioned above. According to the planning

The copper beech

application that has been approved for the site, of
the 147: 35 trees with preservation orders are to be
felled, 17 trees without preservation orders are to be
removed, while 61 trees (60 of which are subject to
a preservation order) are in some way threatened by
the development, for example because of the
proximity of buildings or other construction work.
This includes the copper beech, most of the Holm
oaks and some of the London plane trees.

In addition to the individually listed trees there are 7
protected groups of trees within the development
site. 2 of these are to be removed and the other 5 are
in some way threatened, for example the crown
spreads would have to be reduced to allow the
development. The impact on the site from this
extensive tree loss would be devastating.

Tony Drakeford

The grounds of the estate comprise a pristine and
fast disappearing slice of old English countryside
with fields, hedgerows and woodland the like of
which cannot be found in or near Merton Borough.
The loss of trees will
devastate the local
wildlife. Songthrush,
Goldfinch, Goldcrest,
Dunnock, Chaffinch,
Sparrowhawk and
Nuthatch have all been
recorded on the site and,
along with the badger
population, could have
their habitats destroyed
or severely impacted by
the loss of trees and
development work on
the site. The dead trees
and branches are now
home to the Stag Beetle
which is, at 7cm, the largest beetle in the British
Isles and is an endangered species.

Future Prospects

It is far from certain that the currently approved
development will be built. Although the successful
bidder for the site may simply use the agreed
scheme with few changes, it is entirely possible, that
they will use the current application as a minimum
agreed for the site and try to get more, by either
making substantial changes to the design or indeed
submitting a new scheme. If the approved scheme is
built, the planning consent requires that the freehold
of the open land pass to the Council together with a
contribution to creating a public park on it.
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