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Chapter 1
Introduction

Background
In March 2019 LUC was commissioned by Morpeth
Town Council to prepare a character appraisal of Morpeth
Conservation Area - "an area of special architectural or
historic interest - the character or appearance of which it is
desirable to preserve or enhance".1 Following the adoption of
the appraisal by Northumberland County Council, a boundary
review was undertaken to examine whether there were any
areas that were no longer appropriate for inclusion, and to
identify areas of common character that should be included
with the existing designation. This report sets out the
considerations and findings of that review, including the
process of public consultation.

Morpeth Conservation Area
Location and context
Morpeth is a historic, rural market town situated in the
mid-Northumberland landscape of rolling countryside, scarps
and wooded river valleys. The town is tucked into a wide
meander of the River Wansbeck. The river is both a unifying
and divisive feature of the town: it physically divides one half
of the settlement from the other but has at various times also
been a source of security, identity, prosperity and amenity.
Morpeth is the first point inland from the mouth of the river to
the east where it can be both forded and where there is
sufficient breadth to the valley bottom, and favourable
topography, to accommodate a sizable town alongside the
banks of the river. All approaches to the centre of the town
descend into this valley, which rises steeply to the south past
the castle but takes a gentler incline to the north.
The special interest of Morpeth and the desire to
celebrate and preserve its historical importance was
recognised by its designation as a conservation area in 1970.
Historical development
The story of Morpeth as the settlement we know today
begins with the arrival of the Normans, who were the first
inhabitants to leave any evidence of permanent occupancy of
the area. The settlement grew at the foot of the castle
overlooking the fording point of the River Wansbeck but was
____________________________________________________________________________________________________
1

Section 69 of the Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act 1990

LUC I 1

Chapter 1
Introduction
Morpeth Conservation Area Boundary Review
November 2020

to spread most extensively on the opposite bank, where we
find the core of the town today. Morpeth's historic position on
the east coast's principal north-south road ensured that the
town was well serviced by travellers and passing trade in the
coming centuries, and so it flourished to become the principal
market town in central Northumberland.
The chief trade at the market was livestock and this
remained the case into the 19th century until the arrival of the
railway. With a station on the east coast main line, the market
in Morpeth declined as it was easy enough to transport
livestock straight into Newcastle for sale instead; at the same
time, the transport link ensured that the town continued – and
continues – to grow, but with residential and retail
development as the principal driver, rather than agricultural.

dynamic views of streetscapes are particularly important
in conveying the character of the town.
◼

The continuing use of buildings in the town for a range of
functions brings variety and activity to the streets, with a
mixture of residential, commercial, educational, religious
and civic buildings throughout the town. There is,
however, a higher concentration of commercial buildings
around the market place and along Bridge Street, with
more residential properties found the further out of town
you go along Newgate and Oldgate.

◼

Pockets of public and private green spaces, planting and
street trees within the conservation area give respite
from the bustle of activity and harder urban townscape of
the main streets. Similarly, secondary streets, alleyways
and yards provide an experience of the town that is
much quieter and more intimate.

◼

The conservation area's setting contributes greatly to the
character and appearance of the town for two principal
reasons:

Summary of defining characteristics of Morpeth
Conservation Area
The specifics of the context and historical development
of Morpeth are unique to the town, giving it its individual
character. This strong sense of place comes from many
influences, but the following characteristics are of particular
importance to the character and appearance of Morpeth:
◼

The preservation of the town's market place, medieval
streets and alleyways, burgage plot layouts, building
hierarchies and boundaries, and some important
medieval structures; this includes significant survivals
within its setting, such as the castles and the approach
along Castle Bank.

◼

The town's intimate relationship with the River
Wansbeck that encircles its historic core, and the
survival of several key crossing points.

◼

The organic evolution of the buildings, which has
furnished the town with an array of building types and
styles that together document the development of the
town and define its appearance. Aside from medieval
and early post-medieval buildings, phases of particular
note are late-17th to mid-18th century handmade-brick
residential buildings constructed after the fire of 1689
and an interesting collection of late-19th to mid-20th
century commercial buildings.

◼

The harmonious, but not homogenous, appearance of
streetscapes. Their piecemeal development means that
buildings largely conform to the established scale,
proportions, orientation, back of pavement building line
and materiality of their neighbours, and so whilst there is
eclecticism in styles there is an overarching coherence
that ties the street scenes together. Taller buildings tend
to be merely accents that punctuate the skyline and are
almost exclusively religious or civic in function. This
arrangement means that glimpsed views of assets and

–

The town is surrounded by rising landforms that
elevate the enveloping countryside above its
roofscape, crowning it with a green horizon that
underlines the rurality of the location and the town’s
links to its agricultural hinterland.

–

The boundary of the conservation area is so tightly
drawn that many features that are fundamental to
our understanding and appreciation of the area – the
river, the castles, the full extent of medieval burgage
plots, Carlisle Park, for example – fall outside the
boundary. This does not diminish the contribution
they make to our understanding and appreciation of
the area, however; it merely increases the
importance of the area’s setting.

Reviewing the conservation area boundary
The current conservation area boundary
The conservation area boundary (Figure 1) has not
changed since it was designated in 1970. It centres on the
market place and the principal routes that radiate from this
point: Newgate Street, stretching north between the market
place and Bullers Green; Oldgate, between the market place
and the river to the west; Bridge Street, between the market
place and St George’s Church to the east. The boundary also
extends tentatively across the river to the south at Telford
Bridge, skirts around the base of the Norman motte and bailey
castle to take in a small collection of buildings to the west of
the foot of the bridge, before looping to the east to include the
early-19th century court house.
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The following issues have been identified with the
existing conservation area boundary:
◼

The boundary is very tightly drawn, with an emphasis on
the 17th to 19th century commercial core of the town.

◼

It concentrates primarily on the built form and
appearance of the densely packed street frontages; and
yet, the appearance of most of them has been restricted,
shaped and influenced by the centuries of urban
development that came before.

◼

◼

It does not take account of the historic street layouts,
widths and plot sizes, and also the spaces between and
surrounding the town, all of which are clear indications of
the town’s medieval roots. These features had a decisive
role to play in the development of the town, the evidence
for which extends far beyond the street frontages.

To ensure a consistent approach , the areas to be
included in the conservation area were identified on the basis
that that they shared a common character with the existing
conservation area. To this end criteria for inclusion included:
◼

Whether the areas in question possess sufficient
architectural or historic interest for the area to be
considered to have ‘special interest’.

◼

Whether this is evident and experienced through its
character and appearance as it stands today.

◼

Whether it is desirable for that character or appearance
to be preserved or enhanced, and what problems
designation could help to solve.

◼

Whether any identified special interest is consistent with
the character and appearance of the Central
Conservation Area – as described in the draft Character
Appraisal. To this end the following have been
considered:
–

mixed use;

–

high density;

–

following historic street / development patterns.

As well as the proposed areas of amendment
recommended in this report, there were also other parts of the
town that were identified in the desk-based assessment as
having potential for inclusion. All were subsequently assessed
on site, but not all met the criteria. Reasons for excluding parts
of the town from the extant conservation area included:
◼

Where evidence of this history on the ground has been
lost, or considerably altered.

◼

The architectural interest of the buildings and
surroundings was not comparable, usually through loss
of historic detailing such as windows, doors, boundary
treatments, but also through unsympathetic alteration
and extension.

◼

The buildings were of high architectural interest but were
not of common character with the extant area, for
example, being of a single phase or use, lower density,
laid out in a more formal plan etc.

Criteria for inclusion
The boundary review was carried out with reference to
Historic England’s advice note on Conservation Area
Appraisal, Designation and Management (2019). The main
site visit to assess the boundary was carried out on 20 th
October 2020, but previous visits to inform the extant
conservation area appraisal had been made in July, August,
and December 2019.

mixed phase;

Areas not proposed for inclusion

The boundary does not align well with physical features
and in some cases passes through the middle of
buildings, etc.

Boundary review approach

–

Conservation area designation is intended to conserve
and enhance the areas of special interest themselves, not to
conserve the setting of areas of special interest. Therefore, no
extensions have been recommended on this basis. It should
be noted that the setting of a conservation area is a material
consideration under the NPPF (2019) and, as recognised by
the existing appraisal, can make a considerable contribution to
the character and appearance of an area.
Similarly, there are many important buildings dotted
around Morpeth that are of architectural and historical interest,
but that are either isolated or separated from the main
conservation area by intervening space or development that is
not consistent with its character. Where the spaces around
and connecting buildings have lost their historic character area
designation is not appropriate. Therefore, for these buildings,
local listing may be a more appropriate way of recognising
their individual importance.
Proposed changes
For ease of reference that proposed changes have been
sub-divided into eight areas:
◼

Proposed area of change 1: North Approach

◼

Proposed area of change 2: High Stanners

◼

Proposed area of change 3: West Approach

◼

Proposed area of change 4: Riverside
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◼

Proposed area of change 5: Carlisle Park and Castles

◼

Proposed area of change 6: South Approach

◼

Proposed area of change 7: Bridge Street Backlands

◼

Proposed area of change 8: Manchester St., Dacre St.,
and Howard Road.

The reasons for the proposed changes in each of these
areas are discussed in turn, in each chapter that follows. Each
discussion is accompanied by a map indicating the proposed
boundary change in relation to the existing boundary and
some representative photos of the area.
The map in Figure 1.1 on the following page gives an
overview of the town, illustrating the current and proposed
boundaries in their totality.
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Figure 1.1: Proposed new boundary
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Chapter 2
Proposed area of change 1:
North Approach

Figure 2.1: Amendment Area 1 – North Approach
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It is proposed that the conservation area boundary is
extended further north along Pottery Bank / North Place. The
reasons for this proposed change are that:
◼

The existing boundary cuts through a building; the
proposed boundary change remedies this error.

◼

The extension enables the inclusion of a collection of
historic buildings of architectural and historic merit: the
large, late-19th century Hill Brow House to the left hand
side of the road and, on the opposite side of the road,
what is currently Bolland Nursery (originally a late -19th
century Sunday School), as well as the 19th century
house north of it.

◼

It is from this point that you start to get the sense of
entering a historic settlement and so this part is an
important approach and introduction to the character of
the conservation area.

Figure 2.4: 19th century Sunday School, now Bolland
Nursery and adjacent house

Figure 2.2: Brow Hill House

Figure 2.3: Bow Villa
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Chapter 3
Proposed area of change 2:
High Stanners

Figure 3.1: Amendment Area 2 – High Stanners
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In this area, it is proposed the conservation area
boundary is extended west across the River Wansbeck. The
reasons for this proposed change are:
◼

The extended area includes the green space and
riverside of High Stanners, an important part of the
historic form of Morpeth. These areas are marked on the
1604 map as part of the borough and, like the street
pattern, have survived in their historic form throughout
the centuries.

◼

The extension includes the historic crossing points at the
bakehouse steps and Skinnery Footbridge (leading
toward Dogger Bank).

◼

The area is an important part of the quieter, riverside
green space character – strongly linked to areas 4 and
5. There are important views along the riverside and
back towards the town which allow the form and layout
of the town to be read. These views also allow
appreciation of the historical and aesthetic relationship
between river and town.

Figure 3.4: View of Morpeth conservation area looking
southeast from the bakehouse steps

Figure 3.2: 1904 footbridge at historic crossing point to
Bullers Green

The 19th century houses that line the western edge have
not been proposed for inclusion. This is because:

Figure 3.3: Riverside green space

◼

They are typical of historical residences of this date and
mark the beginning of a purely residential area.

◼

The houses’ level of survival of historic features is low
and they lack the range of building phases and types
that the rest of the conservation has.
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Chapter 4
Proposed area of change 3:
West Approach

Figure 4.1: Amendment Area 3 – West Approach
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In this area, it is proposed that the conservation area
boundary is extended west from Oldgate, to include the foot of
Curly Kews. The reasons for this proposed change are:
◼

The extension covers the western entrance into the
medieval town and a historic fording point. Although the
town gate has long since been lost, the approach is
essential to understanding the layout of the town.

◼

From the western end of the terraces on Curley Kews, at
the point at which the road bends, views of the end of
Oldgate – and the end of medieval extent of the town –
are revealed. There are also long-reaching views across
the town at this point, which allow for an appreciation of
the town boundary, form, and the start of its historic
core.

◼

The houses lining the approach to the north are not
particularly architecturally interesting in themselves, but
they frame and contain the views towards the town and
are the first indication of having reached the outskirts of
the historic core of the town. This wider contribution to
the experience of the conservation area is why they
have been included, but those lining High Stanners
(Area 2) have not.

Figure 4.3: View across the river from Curly Kews towards
Oldgate

Figure 4.2: West approach including terraced houses
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Chapter 5
Proposed area of change 4:
Riverside

Figure 5.1: Amendment Area 4 - Riverside

LUC I 12

Chapter 5
Proposed area of change 4: Riverside
Morpeth Conservation Area Boundary Review
November 2020

In this area, it is proposed that the conservation area be
extended south to include the riverside area, behind Oldgate
and Bridge Street. The reasons for this proposed change to
are that:
◼

The river is one of the fundamental features of the town,
providing a green corridor right through the settlement
and largely containing the historic core of the town; it is
one of the principal reasons the town is located where it
is.

◼

The green space that lines and extends out from the
banks of the river accounts for most of the town’s
amenity space. It has also exerted considerable
influence and constraint on its physical development.

◼

It is a highly utilised space and is visible in glimpsed
views between buildings and down streets even in the
most densely packed core of the conservation area.

◼

Because of the proximity of the river to the town, the
transition from the densely packed and bustling activity
of town life into the tranquil environs of the river happens
very quickly. Whilst the historical link between the two is
strong their characters are quite different and this
interdependent, but contrasting relationship, is one of
Morpeth’s most defining and pleasing features.

◼

The area between the market place and river has been
developed in the late-19th and 20th centuries, but some
semblance of historic plot boundaries and street forms
can still be found and there is a good mix of different
phases and uses of buildings. Even where historic form
has been lost, the location of the area in the heart of the
town and the important role it plays in our experience as
we move from the town to the banks of the river justifies
its inclusion.

◼

attractive local authority housing development by giving
an air of quiet and privacy, without divorcing the
residents from the life of the town. The quality of
materials is enhanced by that of the detailing, which
extends to gardens and hard landscaping, and small but
often neglected elements such as rubbish bin
enclosures."4 The quiet courtyards, connecting alleys
and incorporation of trees and green space have
precedent in similar historic features that are found
throughout the extant conservation area, even if the
pattern of development deviates.5
Figure 5.2: View across Riverside from the Motte

Figure 5.3: Collingwood Court

This area includes the Collingwood Court housing
development (now known as Mathesons Gardens), a
late 1980s development designed by JDDK (Jane &
David Darbyshire Architects) for 55+ residents for
Heritage Homes. Although the layout of this
development is contrary to the historic orientation form of
the town centre and resulted in the loss of medieval plot
boundaries etc., it does have architectural merit, having
won both the 1988 Civic Trust Award2 and the 1989
National Housing Design Award.3 The Civic Trust Award
describes the merit of the development as " [a] series of
interlocking courtyards turn to advantage physical
constraints such as existing mature trees and an

____________________________________________________________________________________________________
2

Established in 1959, the Civic Trust Award recognises outstanding
architecture, planning and design with an emphasis on sustainability and civic
contribution.
3
The National Housing Design Award, established in 1948, also recognise
outstanding innovative and sustainable design.
4
https://www.civictrustawards.org.uk/benet/schemes/collingwood-court

5

It also appears that there is historical precedent for the inclusion of this area
as, in their discussion of the Collingwood Court development, the Civic Trust
recognised that the development was located in "part of what will shortly
become the Morpeth Conservation Area.”
https://www.civictrustawards.org.uk/benet/schemes/collingwood-court
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Figure 5.4: The old boat house and 19th century
development facing the river

Figure 5.7: Pretoria Avenue, following the curve of a
medieval burgage plot

Figure 5.5: View north along New Market towards the
current conservation boundary (at the end of the street)

Figure 5.8: The green banks of the riverside
Figure 5.6: View south along New Market - from the within
the boundary toward the proposed area.
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Chapter 6
Proposed area of change 5:
Carlisle Park and the Castles

Figure 6.1: Amendment Area 5 – Carlisle Park and the Castles
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In this area, it is proposed that the conservation area
boundary is extended to the south of the River Wansbeck to
include Carlisle Park and the castles. The reasons for this
proposed change are:
◼

The castles are a fundamental part of the genesis of the
town as we see it today, and a link to the town's early
development.

◼

The motte and later castle are impressive structures that
exert a powerful influence over the character of the area.
They also illustrate the region's turbulent past and
Morpeth's continuing role as an important, strategic
settlement and crossing point of the river.

◼

Carlisle Park was opened in 1929 on land donated to the
town by the Countess of Carlisle in 1916, hence the
name. At that time, it was already an established open
space crossed by a network of footpaths and before that
land associated with the castles. Thus, it has been part
of the makeup of Morpeth for centuries.

◼

The area is an extremely popular and attractive amenity
space and has a close spatial and visual connection with
the built form of the town.

Figure 6.3: Carlisle Park looking north

Figure 6.4: Carlisle Park east entrance

Figure 6.2: Carlisle Park and motte
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Figure 6.5: The later castle – its surrounds and the
approach from the east

Figure 6.7: The more informal wooded paths of Carlisle
Park, showing the steep banks of the valley side

Figure 6.6: Woodland to the west end of the park and its
connection with the river

The area north of Curly Kews, noted on the 1896 map as
Victoria Pleasure Grounds, is not proposed for inclusion. This
is because:
◼

Its existence was short-lived and there is no longer any
evidence of its historic role or relationship with Carlisle
Park, from which it is spatially and visually divorced by
the road.

◼

Physical connections with the town are limited; so whilst
it has a shared history with the rest of the park and
riverside green space, its contribution to character and
appearance is limited to forming the backdrop in views
out from the town. As such, it forms part of the
conservation area's setting, rather than being
fundamental to its character.
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Chapter 7
Proposed area of change 6:
South Approach

Figure 7.1: Amendment Area 6 – South Approach
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In this area, it is proposed that the conservation area
boundary is extended south, along Castle Bank, and east,
behind the courthouse. The reasons for this proposed change
are:
◼

To include what remains of the rest of the 'civic complex'
of buildings in this area (e.g. the police station behind
the courthouse). These buildings have an important
relationship with the castles as a continuation of this part
of the conservation area’s role as a seat of authority in
the town. They also exert a notable influence over the
character of this part of the conservation area, imparting
a strong sense of time-depth by reminding us of the
important role that the town has played over the
centuries as an administrative centre for the region.

◼

To include another important – and busy – approach to
the town down Castle Bank. It also marks the beginning
of the historic core of the area and leads to the main
crossing point of the river.

Figure 7.3: Civic buildings to the rear of the courthouse

Figure 7.4: The old police station

Figure 7.2: Castle Bank, south of the courthouse (looking
north)
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Housing behind this area not proposed for inclusion.
This is because:
◼

Most is attractive but standard Victorian housing, and
many have lost historic features and detailing.

◼

The area is almost exclusively residential in use and of a
single phase, set out on a more regimented, grid-like
Victorian plan .

◼

There are some more architecturally interesting buildings
of different materials, phases and detailing along
Bennett's Walk, but intervening development that does
not positively contribute to the character of the
conservation area has divorced it from the conservation
area. There are some prime candidates for local listing in
this area to celebrate the architectural interest of
individual buildings, but not enough collectively for area
designation.
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Chapter 8
Proposed area of change 7:
Bridge Street Backlands

Figure 8.1: Amendment Area 7 – Bridge Street Backlands
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In this area, it is proposed that the conservation area
boundary is extended north, along the backlands of Bridge
Street. The reasons for this proposed change are:
◼

Principally to tidy up the boundary, which currently runs
through buildings and excludes some important historic
buildings to the rear of plots away from the street
frontage, whilst including other parts that have lost
historic and architectural interest.

◼

To include a row of terraces on Burnside off Stanley
Terrace. These follow the vestige of historic plot
boundaries, as shown on the 1826 Town Map, rather
than being of particular architectural interest. However,
they do retain historic floorscape to the rear, which is a
rare survival in the conservation area. They also
contribute to the mix of uses in this area, bringing a
clearly domestic character and use to an area that (to
the north and west) is now almost exclusively retail.

◼

To include a row of dwellings facing the roundabout –
the Horsleys Building. These appear on the 1826 Town
Map and the end gable incorporates evidence of an
earlier building in the handmade, tumbled in brickwork –
an architectural feature of the area.

◼

To include part of the riverside to the south of St
George's Church alongside Telford Bridge, as a visually
inseparable part of this historic crossing.

Figure 8.3: Burnside terraces, located off Stanley Terrace

Figure 8.2: Horsleys Buildings, showing earlier building in
gable end
This proposed change also seeks to excludes the part of
the car park that is currently within the boundary. This is
because:
◼

The area that was the car park was an important part of
the town when it was The Terrace, but any semblance of
historic interest or past use has now been lost.
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Figure 9.1: Amendment Area 8 – Manchester St, Dacre St and Howard Road
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In this area, it is proposed that the conservation area is
extended east to Dark Lane, to include Dacre Street,
Manchester Street, Well Way, Wellway Court and the
southern side of Howard Road. An extension north is also
proposed along Cottingwood Lane . The reasons for these
proposed changes are:
◼

The area is located in the heart of the historic core of the
conservation area, with strong visual and physical
connections to it.

◼

Howard Road and Dark Lane relate to secondary
medieval routes through the town, which gave access to
the backlands and surrounding fields beyond burgage
plots. These routes are depicted on the 1604 map.

◼

The area includes a mix of uses – churches,
commercial, retail and residential – and mix of phases,
although predominantly 18th and 19th century. Of
particular note is the collection of Nonconformist places
of worship in the area, including:
–

A Presbyterian Chapel, Union Street, now
Cottingwood Lane. c1722, later used as a school
and now converted to residential;

–

a Wesleyan Methodist Chapel, Manchester Street,
built 1884, and now the Boys’ Brigade Hall.

–

a Congregational Chapel, Dacre Street, 1898

–

a Primitive Methodist Chapel, Howard Street, 1904

Figure 9.3: Mixed use and phases along Manchester
Street, northern side

Figure 9.4: The early-19th century Presbyterian Chapel

Figure 9.2: Houses along Dacre St, southern side

Houses to north of Howard Road are not included in this
boundary change. This is because:
◼

They represent slightly later development that is
exclusively residential in use and lower density.

◼

Their plan form is on a Victorian grid system rather than
organic layout as developed from and characteristic of
medieval routes.

◼

They have high architectural quality and a good level of
survival of historic features and therefore have potential
to become a separate conservation area.
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