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Wool Warehouse (Former Pools) site  
‘Tower of Mabel’ Retirement High-Rise Looms in 
Hexham  
Right use, wrong design say HCS 

 
As many of you will be aware the developers ‘McCarthy and Stone’ are looking to replace the former swimming 
pool on Gilesgate with a complex of 45 retirement apartments. The baths, originally a Wool Warehouse built by 
Henry Bell in 1885, have an impressive facade on the Gilesgate side. The site also runs down to Haugh Lane 
and is entirely within the Hexham Conservation Area.  
  
HCS were invited to a pre-application meeting with McC&S on the 1st October 2012. We viewed the proposals to 
demolish the existing baths, and bungalows on Haugh Lane, and to replace these with apartments. The 
important Gilesgate facade was proposed for retention.  
  
On the 4th October the committee wrote to the developers, indicating our general support for the principle of the 
change of use, but voicing concern over aspects of the tabled drawings. We were especially concerned over the 
scale of the development on Haugh Lane, its massing, on the materials proposed, and on the loss of mature 
trees on the lower part of the site. We also suggested that the Gilesgate facade should have its blocked up 
doorways reopened as part of the scheme, and queried the provision of a sunken residents garden on the 
footprint of the existing 1970’s pool entrance (which we believe would become an unused dank pit). We wished 
to see a better choice of materials on the Haugh Lane aspect (brick, stone and slate instead of render and 
profiled metal roofing) and a Haugh Lane treatment which complimented the conservation area rather than 
contrasting with it. (Our Secretary identified the aesthetic provided by the developer as ‘Quayside Vernacular’). 
  
A further consultation exercise has taken place (6th November) and we are sad to report that no significant 
changes appear to have been made to the scheme. A single tree appears to have been retained but the more 
‘worked up’ design now makes our initial fears regarding the Haugh Lane elevation even more apparent. While 
we support the idea of retirement apartments on this site, and feel that the massing proposed on the southern 
portion of the site is coming close to a solution, the seven storey Haugh Lane elevation is totally unacceptable. 
The site also straddles what is believed to be Hexham’s ‘Lost Defensive Wall’ – See Paper by  Dr John 
Chapman - http://www.drjohnchapman.org.uk/watchtower_researchpaper.html - and this possible medieval 
structure needs to be investigated and perhaps safeguarded. At present, it is blithely ignored. 
  
Regarding the Haugh Lane elevation, we are concerned over the impact of the loss of so many mature trees 
(believing at least two can be retained at no loss to the developable footprint) and believe the seven storey 
elevation to be grossly overscaled and of a design totally unsuitable to Hexham. It must be borne in mind that the 
adjacent Barnado’s block, itself no architectural delight, is only 3.5 storeys high. We have written to the 
developer again, this time making clear that “while we would very much like to be able to offer our full support to 
this scheme, which we support in principle, we would be objecting to it should it be submitted as a full planning 
application in its present form.” 
  
As yet the development is still in pre-application stage and full plans have not been submitted. We hope that 
NCC planners, and McC&S, will work together to deliver a proposal that will be a fitting addition to the Hexham 
townscape, and not an overscaled lump more fitting to Marbella. 
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We would encourage HCS members and others to view the draft scheme at http://www.mccarthyandstone-
consultation.co.uk/hexham and to come to their own opinions, and to make their views known in the next few 
weeks to NCC. NCC can be contacted directly at: West.planning@northumberland.gov.uk  
Post : Development Management, Northumberland County Council, Planning Department, Old Grammar School, 
Hallgate, Hexham, Northumberland, NE46 1XA 
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