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1 Introduction 

I am Professor James Wisdom, founding Chairman of the Friends of Gunnersbury Park and 

Museum. 

 

2 The Friends of Gunnersbury Park and Museum 

The Friends organisation is a registered charity, formed in 1981 originally to campaign for the 

restoration of Gunnersbury Park and Gunnersbury Park Museum. The estate is in the joint 

ownership of the London Boroughs of Ealing and Hounslow, lies wholly within the Borough of 

Hounslow, and comprises 1/5 of the surface area of Brentford. 

 

3 The Friends: Membership and Communications 

Our membership has fluctuated according to the size of the crisis Gunnersbury has faced. 

This year, the Friends' membership is about 130. We circulate a printed Newsletter to 

members and about 40 others, and we have reported on this development on 5 occasions 

since 2015. We run a web site which over the last year had 4,194 visitors who looked at 

12,195 page views. The web site has a further 170 confirmed subscribers who receive every 

update we post. Most of the major articles published on the web site are taken up by one or 

more of the 4 community news sites (Acton, Ealing, Brentford and Chiswick – which is the 

largest one in the UK). Together they circulate weekly newsletters to about 28,000 registrants, 

so our reach in this area is quite extensive. I have included in the appendices the two letters 

and one of the newsletter articles which record our considered opinion of the development.  

 
4 Gunnersbury Park and Museum 

Like many municipal parks, Gunnersbury had been decaying and losing historic buildings for 

many years, certainly longer than the 37 years since the Friends was formed. However, a 

revived commitment from the two Boroughs and funding from HLF and the Big Lottery has led 



to an extensive restoration of Gunnersbury Park House (known colloquially as the Large 

Mansion) which houses the Local History Museum for the two boroughs, and the Grade II* 

historic landscape. This four year project is just reaching its conclusion, with an investment of 

c £20m. Gunnersbury expects to attract 1m visitors a year from now on. The Senior 

Landscape Architect responsible for the works calculated that £4.8m has been spent of 

restoration of the historic landscape and structures within it. Further works are under way to 

revive the sporting activity in the Park, and a final phase of restoration will restore the second 

(“Small”) mansion and other park buildings. The hope is that it will be all completed by the 

centenary of its opening as a public park in 2026. 

 
5 Grounds for objection to the Curve 

 
5.1 Harm to the experience of the visitors 

The Park occupies 180 acres, set on land sloping down to the river, dropping 14.6m (48ft) to 

the southern perimeter. As visitors move through the Park, their views of the perimeter and 

beyond the Park are constantly changing. A set of static photographs, carefully positioned, 

with the outline of the Curve drawn on, is not a realistic way of characterising the impact of 

the proposed building. 

 
It cannot be denied that it will loom over the Park, and visitors will be constantly aware of it in 

ways they do not experience with the existing buildings. When visitors are moving, it will come 

repeatedly into view. It will have a greater impact on the park than was feared (and realised) 

with Basil Spence’s Cavalry Barracks which looms over Hyde Park. 

  
The experience will enforce a feeling of confinement and restriction on visitors, when many 

visit to enjoy quite the opposite - freedom, light, movement, nature and fresh air.  

 



The claim that the visitors’ experience will be enhanced by the beauty of the building misses 

the point. Even if it were the most beautiful building in the country, spun from silver gossamer, 

it would still loom over visitors. They will look up at it, and its occupants will look down on 

them. 

 
What the building actually represents is greed and arrogance. It is far too large for the site, 

and the brutality of its bulk and height provokes the viewer into questioning what sort of 

people would try this sort of thing on, and what sort of society would let them get away with it. 

 
The model of sustainable funding for the future relies on a programme of events in the Park – 

music, weddings, family gatherings etc. The south-facing grand rooms in the Museum have 

been set aside for indoor events, and we expect the refurbished Orangery and Horseshoe 

Pond will be equally attractive for outdoor events. Events will have to happen all year round to 

spread the impact on the Park and its users, and many will be held in the evenings and at 

night. We know from experience that outdoor evening events around the Temple and Round 

Pond can be magical, and (as an example) we are expecting the Chinese Magic Lantern 

show, which has been so successful at Chiswick House, will be offered at Christmas and the 

months of January and February 2019. 

 
The experience at night of having to encounter the Curve will be similar to the experience in 

the day. The apartments of the Curve will be illuminated and dominate the skyline in that 

quadrant and the intensity of the light from the advertising boards will distract and draw 

attention to that place. 

 
The residents of the Curve will be relying on Gunnersbury as their nearest park. When the 

various other developments in the area are built, we estimate that soon the residents of about 

2,500 units will be regarding Gunnersbury as their local park. Many of these apartments are 



small, and their occupants, especially if they are families, are going to need Gunnersbury – it 

will be their back garden. It is even more important now to ensure that their experience is not 

limited and blighted by the constant visual reminder of this huge building. 

 
5.2 Harm to the historic views 

 
5.2.1 Specific views referred to in the Conservation Management Plan 

 
In 2014 Purcells completed the Conservation Management Plan, an essential document to 

support the HLF bid. It is a full analysis of the heritage value of the Park and its buildings.  

 
The section on historic views identifies the significant views, classifies them in order of 

importance, describes their condition and whether they need to be preserved or recovered. 

For the purposes of the Curve inquiry, I have selected 4 views and reproduced the pages as 

appendices. The first three are rated as of the highest significance. 

 
View 1 is the view from the terrace, with the Large Mansion (Gunnersbury Park House) 

behind, looking south down the lawn. In the 18th century it included the Horseshoe Pond, as it 

does today after its reinstatement. In the 17th century you would have seen the estate wall to 

your right, and the terraces stepping down from the mansion. In the 18th century landscaping 

work, those terraces were replaced by the sloping lawn. In the division of the estate in the 19th 

century a wall was built to your left, removed later when the estate was reunited. All these 

features are visible in the landscape today – it is a critical view for the history of the estate, to 

understand the attraction of the place for Maynard, Furnese, Princess Amelia and the 

Rothschilds.   

When enjoying and considering that view, the visitor will be looking down to the bottom of the 

Park, approximately 14 metres below them. The top of the Curve will be 100m above them. 

          



         View 1 

 

 
 
 View 2 is a similar view from the Small Mansion. The estate wall is still present to your left, 

the division is visible to your right but this half of the Horseshoe Pond has not been reinstated. 

           



          View 2 

 
 

 

                   

The third view is View 9, the view from the Temple across the Round Pond down towards the 

Thames. Since the CMP was written, further research has confirmed these features as the 



work of William Kent and his client Henry Furnese. It is significant that the researchers and 

authors of the CMP have noted the importance of the existing tree belt in protecting the view 

from the intrusions of office buildings to the south of the Park. This tree belt will do little to 

protect the Park from the intrusion of the Curve. 

           View 9 

 

 

 



The final view, no 11, is not of the same significance as the other historic views, but it does 

convey that sense of open-ness which is one the main attractions of many public parks. It 

also shows the relationship between the office buildings and the tree line, a relationship which 

will be disrupted by the Curve. 

           View 11 

  
 

 



 
 



5.2.2 Flipping the viewshed 

 
The history of the estate is visible in the landscape – experiencing it is one of the joys of 

visiting. The key moment here is 1658, when the terrace at the top of the Park was shaped as 

the platform for John Webb’s palladian mansion, built for Sir John Maynard, a wealthy 

constitutional lawyer. The view from the mansion's garden front looked down into the river 

valley and up towards Richmond and beyond. The first floor portico opened off the grand 

saloon and was the viewing point for Maynard and his guests. Views from this height and 

close to this spot will be accessible to visitors for the first time in the newly-designed Museum. 

 
In the work done to secure the HLF award, a viewshed was created to show what could have 

been visible from the terrace below the balcony in the late 17th century (the black dot marks 

the spot). The equipment was set up at adult eye height and the resulting composite map 

shows the potentially visible land in green. It is a very credible description – when we were 

allowed to climb the scaffolding over the roof of the Large Mansion last year, the O2 arena at 

Greenwich was visible and now the restored Pagoda in Kew Gardens can be seen. 

 
If you flip the concept of the viewshed from view out to view in, it suggests the mansion at 

Gunnersbury would have been visible from a vast area of the river valley. We know of two 

artworks which include long-distance views that show it – one from Richmond in the 18th 

century, the other from south Chiswick in the 17th century. 

 
The terrace on which today’s mansions stand is 20m AOD. The top of the Curve would be 

120m AOD. It will be possible to see the Curve from a much wider area than the view of the 

17th century mansion, from the parks and open spaces, the top floors of houses, the blocks of 

flats, anywhere, which in the words of the music hall song, doesn’t have the ‘ouses in   



between. Many Londoners would be asking how such a massive object could be thought to 

be suitable for such a site. 

 
6 Conclusion 

To summarise, our position is  

a) that the Curve offers nothing but harm to the visitor experience, 

b) its appearance, and what that appearance represents, is antithetical to all the ways people 

enjoy a public park, and that enjoyment will be diminished, 

c) that the Curve needs a park like Gunnersbury nearby to make life for its residents bearable, 

yet it diminishes the experience for all other visitors, 

d) that there will be no respite from its intrusive character even at night, 

e) that we have just spent millions restoring the historic landscape and rescuing most of the 

historic buildings, and we despair at having that effort damaged by the brutality of this 

intrusive building, 

f) that the key to understanding Gunnersbury’s history is the situation and the views, we have 

the new possibility of replicating the 17th century viewing position, and our visitors will have to 

negotiate the view past this massive tower plonked right in their line of sight, and 

g) that it is likely to be seen from various points over a wide area of London, and its 

insensitivity to the site, its ugliness and its incongruity will become a defining feature of our 

area. 

 
7 The NatWest Bank 

As I am also Chairman of the Brentford and Chiswick Local History Society, I thought the 

inquiry might like to see the building which was previously on the site. The photograph comes 

from the London Borough of Hounslow’s Local History Collection. 
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Appendices: 

1 Friends comment on planning application Jan 2015.pdf 

2 Friends comment to Planning Inspectorate re Starbones appeal Sep 2017.docx 

3 The impact of the Chiswick Curve on Gunnersbury Park Jan 2016.docx 

4 View 1 From Gunnersbury Park House from the Conservation Management Plan 

5 View 1 Map.pdf 

6  View 2 From Small Mansion from the Conservation Management Plan  

7 View 2 Map.pdf 

8 View 9 From the Temple from the Conservation Management Plan 

9 View 9 Map.pdf 

10 View 11 From Lionel Road entrance from the Conservation Management Plan 

11 View 11 map.pdf 

12 Viewshed analysis.pdf 

13 NatWest Bank Chiswick Roundabout 1995 with caption.pdf 

 

 

 

 


