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MANDARIN ORIENTAL HYDE PARK HOTEL

 "The Wow Factor"

The Mandarin Oriental Hyde Park 
Hotel in Knightsbridge, London, is 

one of the world’s top hotels and a regular 
winner of international awards.  We were 
recently appointed as interior design 
consultants with DGA Architects for 
the refurbishment of the suite of grand 
entertainment rooms.  This included the 
Grand Ballroom where the Queen and 
Princess Margaret learned to dance and 
where, more recently, Lady Thatcher 
celebrated her 80th birthday. 

The building was designed by Archer 
and Green and built between 1888 and 
1891. Originally it comprised serviced 
apartments and a gentlemen’s club;  but 
after only 11 years it was adapted by the 
well known architectural fi rm of Mewès 
and Davis to emerge in its new role 
as the Hyde Park Hotel. By 2005, the 
ballroom suite had undergone numerous 
redecorations, and our client’s brief was 

simply “give these 
rooms wow factor”!

New pilasters and 
mirrored walls were 
added in the Ballroom 
Entrance Hall, the 
staircase balustrading 
replaced and the marble 
fl ooring improved. 
A new decorative 
scheme was introduced 
featuring the dramatic 
addition of palladium 
leaf (a non-tarnishing 
alternative to silver) to 
the ceiling, with new 
architectural lighting 
throughout.

The stair wall of the 
Ballroom Foyer was 
redesigned to create a symmetrical 
elevation centred around an enormous 
mirror on the half landing. This allows 
guests in the Ballroom Entrance below 
to see infi nite refl ections of the Empire-
style chandeliers and to be drawn to 
the Ballroom level above.  The walls 
and ceilings were redecorated in subtle 
combinations of off-white to maximise 

the impact of the 
Ballroom that follows.  
New wall lights here and 
in the Loggia match the 
existing chandeliers.

Our new scheme for 
the Grand Ballroom 
was aimed at restoring 
this room to its earlier 
richness and elegance. 
Gold leaf on architectural 
detail and new curtains 
based on some at 
Versailles maximise the 
height and splendour of 
this wonderful room.  

The new carpet, in hues of blue, green 
and gold, relates to the view of Hyde 
Park and replaces the earlier red and 
gold carpet.  Existing chandeliers were 
modifi ed to improve their proportions 
and presence. 

The Loggia, also known as the Royal 
Entrance, was enhanced with trompe 
l’oeil stonework, whilst the Carlyle Room 
was redecorated in numerous shades of 
off-white and stone to emphasise the 
articulation of the architectural wall 
mouldings and bas-relief panels.

The work was carried out by Vivid 
Interiors in only six weeks, with bespoke 
carpet throughout by Ulster Carpets, just 
in time for our Chinese client’s ‘Year 
of the Dog’ New Year celebrations. 
Response to these refurbished rooms has 
been very positive, and we are delighted 
that our client has already reported that 
bookings have “gone through the roof”!

Robin Dhar - London
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The Ballroom Entrance Hall with its new pilasters and silvered ceiling
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The Grand Ballroom, returned to its earlier richness and elegance

consideration and the house, which 
incorporates an advanced VRV (variable 
refrigerant volume) system with high levels 
of insulation, is designed to be energy 
effi cient, solar gain being redistributed 
throughout the house, with heat recovered 
from exhaust air.

On the edge of open country, the house 
borders a city wildlife site. Great 
crested newts were discovered and 
this delayed construction for several 
months whilst they were surveyed 
and protected. Trees surrounding the 
house provide the habitat for a large 
population of bats which also had to be 
protected.  Approached from the east 
by an elliptical forecourt, the house has 
gardens with lawns and a volleyball court 
on the south and west sides, a vegetable 
garden to the east and a woodland walk 
to the north. Diverse planting includes 
many deciduous, conifer and fruit trees, 
lawns with drifts of bulbs, shrubs and 
herbaceous borders.

Matthew Seaborn - Cambridge

This new house in Cambridge 
represents a departure for the 

Practice from more traditional forms of 
housing. It has recently been completed 
and is now occupied by our clients: a 
former resident of Cambridge working 
in the IT industry and his American 
wife, who have returned from the USA 
with their two children.

Our clients' brief was prepared with 
great attention to detail and included 
everything from the number and function 
of rooms to the colour of the fl owers on 
the tables at their wedding. Firm ideas 
regarding design were laid out and our 
initial instructions were for a building 
comprising an octagonal house linked to 
a hexagonal guest suite by a bridge under 
which cars would be garaged. 

We discussed and developed with them 
the ideas behind the brief and this 
resulted in a rectilinear cruciform fi rst 
scheme which incorporated an octagonal 
hall and roof garden.

This was thought by our client to be not 
suffi ciently exciting and more ‘shapes’ 
were requested - with triangles and 
curves being suggested. The resulting 
design, a combination of compound 

curves bisected radially to form living 
spaces of varying height and level, has 
produced a series of exciting and unusual 
volumes and spaces. 

The main living area, illustrated 
here, includes a ‘starry sky’ ceiling 
incorporating nearly two thousand 
fi bre optic lenses which gently pulsate 
between blue and white light. The house 
also includes a children’s home education 

room, overlooked by a 
twenty metre gallery 
built to accommodate a 
future model railway. 

Wired throughout for 
computers, software 
allows for monitoring 
the house’s services 
from remote controllers 
within the building 
and, through the 
internet, from anywhere 
around the world. 
Environmental issues 
have been an important 
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View from the south, across the volleyball court
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The main living area
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Recycling historic buildings is 
often thought of as a modern 

phenomenon, but the former 
Devonshire Royal Hospital in Buxton 
is a spectacular exception. Our Chester 
offi ce has recently given valuable 
historic buildings advice for its latest 
reincarnation.

Originally known as the Great Stable, it 
was built for the 5th Duke of Devonshire 
to John Carr’s designs in 1785-89 as an 
integral part of the promotion of Buxton as 
a spa and in support of the new Crescent. 
Urban stables from the 18th century are 
rare and the Great Stable in Buxton was a 
grandiose design refl ecting the aspirations 
of the town as a fashionable resort. 

John Carr’s plans show stalls contrived 
within an octagonal building enclosing 
an expansive circular exercise yard.  A 
covered ride between the inner walls 

of the stables and the colonnade had 
gateways to the exterior at cardinal points 
of the compass.

The calamity of the Lancashire 
Cotton Famine of 1862 led to the 
extraordinary philanthropy that paid 
for the establishment of many hospitals, 
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 'From horses to courses'

BUXTON

including the fi rst major phase of the 
conversion of the stables to house the 
Devonshire Royal Hospital.

So, within 75 years of its construction, 
two thirds of the building was given, after 
some indignant debate, to a charity which 
converted its sections into a hospital.  In 
1878 the remainder of the building was 
handed over and Robert Rippon Duke 
remodelled the whole building, adding 
the heroic dome over the exercise yard.  
First fl oor wards, ancillary extensions, an 
entrance lodge, corner lanterns and a clock 
tower were all added, but the walls of Carr’s 
stable buildings were retained externally. 
Internally, the grand colonnade survived.

The benefi ts of fresh air to patients’ 
health was a key concern in this period, 
so the construction of the dome had been 
questioned in this context.  However, 
nobody who has watched the weather 

coming up the valley from the top of the 
dome in February would doubt the wisdom 
of enclosing the yard! 

The ironwork structure of the dome is a 
testament to Victorian engineering skills 
and ingenuity.  Larger than St. Paul’s 
Cathedral dome, the lattice work structure 
does not accord with the elegance of the 
Georgian colonnade, but its sheer scale 
cannot fail to impress.

Subsequently, the Devonshire Royal 
Hospital underwent many transformations, 
including becoming one of the last places 
to administer hydrotherapy in the National 
Health Service, but it fi nally closed at the 
end of the 20th century.

After a period on the Buildings at Risk 
Register, the University of Derby then 
came forward and proposed the site as a 
new home for its Buxton campus.

Our fi rst commission from the University was 
to draw up a Conservation Plan, followed by 
our appointment as Conservation Architects, 
to support the University and its design 
team in seeking approvals from High Peak 
Borough Council and English Heritage, and 
in negotiating a signifi cant grant from the 
Heritage Lottery Fund.

Special features of our work have included 
advice on the restoration and repair of the 
lanterns and roofs, restoration of Carr's 
facades, renovation of the domed space, 
including integration of services and the 
conversion of former stables and hospital 
spaces into teaching rooms.

Now the centrepiece of the University’s 
Buxton campus, the domed circular hall 
is the principal foyer - a lively publicly 
accessible place with a restaurant, cafés and 
shops - and a pendulum!

Tony Barton - Chester
The restored Dome and a corner lantern

One hundred years ago Dunston 
Staiths was an important coal-

loading pier on the River Tyne.   Now 
redundant, a group of stakeholders led 
by Gateshead Council commissioned a 
Conservation Plan and Feasibility Study 
from our Chester offi ce. 

The statistics of the Staiths structure are 
impressive.  Built in two stages between 
1890 and 1903, it is 526m long, stands 
15m above the water and is constructed 
of 98 pitch-pine frames.  The pile driving 
alone took 3 years to complete.  From 
its six berths the staiths shipped up to 50 
thousand tons of coal each day and in its 
hey-day in the 1930s exported 4 million 
tons per annum.

With the decline in coal trade the 
staiths fi nally closed in 1980.  After 
refurbishment, the structure became a key 
attraction of the 1990 Gateshead National 
Garden Festival. Since then, however, 
the Staiths have become redundant and 
inaccessible, suffering an arson attack 
in 2003. The relative isolation of the 
structure and its tidal basin has allowed 
them to emerge as a regionally important 
sanctuary for water birds.

Our Conservation Plan was developed 
according to a now-familiar pattern. The 
brief for the Feasibility Study was to 
develop options for bringing the structure 
back into  benefi cial use; in particular there 
was a desire for the site to give a stronger 
identity to the area, uniting the traditional 
and emerging new communities.

Access diffi culties and the presence of 
wildlife preclude commercial use on any 
scale, but the key recommendation which 
emerged from the Study was the repair of  
the structure in three stages, progressively 
allowing increased, but controlled  public 
access.  Alongside this, a new structure is 
proposed adjacent to the landward end of 
the staiths as a focal point for interpretation, 
education and community use, combined 
with a small cafe/restaurant.  

The Study has provided a direction for future 
development. We have recommended that 
carrying it forward should be undertaken 
by the local communities with appropriate 
support, as a way of developing community 
spirit, and so inspiring a strong sense of 
local ownership.

John Simons - Chester

DUNSTON STAITHS

 A Goliath Structure

Dunston Staiths from the east, showing the 1990 Garden Festival approach bridge

The heroic Victorian dome hovers over the elegant Georgian colonnade in what is now a vast foyer for the University of Derby. The pendulum is just visible!
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many phases of alteration during continuous 
ownership from the 15th century. Recently, 
consent has been obtained for re-modelling 

Castell Gyrn, a modern 
folly in the Clwydian Hills.

The full range of our 
specialist skills in the 
historic environment, 
for projects large and 
small, will be available 
from Conwy with the 
backing of our established 
nationwide Practice.

Tony Barton - Conwy 

6

DONALD INSALL ASSOCIATES NEWS  SPRING 2006

7

DONALD INSALL ASSOCIATES NEWS  SPRING 2006

TY COCH BARN
 A Late Medieval Discovery in Denbighshire  New Office in Conwy

In times gone by it was normal to have 
your cows living in your home so 

they could see the fi re from their stalls, 
feel content, and produce more milk. A 
rural myth? In any case the house/byre 
combination is a recognised early building 
type in Wales. A recent revelation from 
the Royal Commission is that Ty Coch 
Barn might well have been such a late 
medieval dwelling. 

It is possible that the original building 
was not unlike Hendre’r-ywydd Uchaf, 
the 'peasant' house-and-byre range co-
incidentally once in the same village of 
Llangynhafal and now re-erected at St 
Fagan's Museum. The signifi cance of Ty 
Coch Barn, enlarged probably c.1700, is its 
range of four original cruck-trusses. 

The barn is just one part of a group of 
redundant farm buildings nestling in the 
rolling and unspoilt countryside of the Vale 
of Clwyd, Denbighshire. The group layout 

is roughly in the form of a ‘T’, the vertical 
stroke being the listed cruck-framed barn, 
parts of which are on the point of collapse. 
The top stroke of the T comprises later 
mid-19th century stone outbuildings which 
include a cart shed and kennels.

Our project was to connect the two parts by 
means of a new entrance link building and 
to convert the interiors into modern offi ces. 
As a regeneration project it has been partly 
funded by the European Union, our client 
being Denbighshire County Council.

The scheme already had planning and listed 
building consent and we were commissioned 
to refi ne the proposals and run the project 
on site through to completion. Oak framing 
with infi ll panels - such as those on the 
side walls of the barn - always requires 
careful attention in respect of its weather 
resistance, bearing in mind the location and 
the proposed new offi ce use. In this case 
we obtained consent from CADW for new 
stand-alone walls constructed internally 
to provide a dry inner skin for the offi ces. 
One benefi t of this has been to allow the 
infi ll panels of the external oak framing to 
be remade using the original type of wattle 
and daub.

Another interesting technical aspect was 
the interest shown by the client in the use 
of biofuels for heating. However, although 
biomass fuel costs are roughly about a third 
to a half of those for conventional lpg or 
oil fuel, the need for a conventional backup  
boiler made capital costs obstructively high 
and in the end the option was discarded. A 
biofuel boilerhouse could still be added at 
a later date, if required along with a large 
store for the locally-grown wood chip 
fuel. With conventional fuel costs soaring, 
especially in remote rural locations, we can 
expect to hear more about biofuel heating 
systems in the future.

Rod Emberton - Shrewsbury

The Practice has had projects in Wales 
for over 40 years.  Now - with our 

workload increasing - as forecast in the 
last Newsletter, we have opened a Welsh  
offi ce at Conwy, supported by our Chester, 
Shrewsbury and Bath branches.

Operating initially as a satellite from 
Chester, Welsh speaking Huw Davies 
and Eleri Lloyd will be helping to run 
the new premises, which are shared with 
colleague quantity surveyors from the 
John Pidgeon Partnership.

Early projects in Wales included cleaning 
and restoration of the external faces of 
Llangefni Town Hall in Anglesey and 
major works at Clytha Castle, South 
Wales, for the National Trust.   Following 
a disastrous fi re, Monmouth Market 
Hall was reconstructed in the 1960s, 
incorporating the Rolls Museum.   Later, 
Rhug mansion near Corwen was renovated 
for Lord Newborough.

More recent projects have included 
specialist design and conservation 
advice through a continuing framework 
agreement for Government organisations 
occupying historic buildings. These to 

date have included Cardiff Crown Court 
and Swansea Guildhall, whilst Heritage 
Lottery funding has assisted major 
conservation work at Cardiff Castle.

Returning to Anglesey, we have prepared 
a Conservation Plan with a Masterplan 
Development Appraisal for the Port of 
Holyhead. A Conservation Management 
Plan has also been produced for Brecon 
Castle and Town Walls and we have 
undertaken Heritage Lottery funded 
repairs at Crickhowell Castle for the 
National Park Authority.  At Ruthin 
Castle Hotel we have provided 

planning and conservation 
advice for the building and 
its parkland setting.

Dealing with individual 
buildings, a high quality repair 
project for Flintshire County 
Council was completed last 
year at the Exchange House, 
Holywell, acknowledged by 
the Georgian Group in its 
2005 Commendation for the 
economically sustainable re-use 
of this historic building.  Grade I listed 
Nant Clwyd House in Ruthin has been 
repaired for Denbighshire County Council 
using traditional methods that express its 
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Box framing awaiting careful repair

The interior showing one of the cruck-trusses

A falling gargoyle in 2003 alerted 
parishioners at St. Mary’s church, 

Kinnerley, to the need for substantial 
repairs which, after intensive local fund-
raising and grant aid, are planned to 
commence later this year.

The gargoyle made a hole in the nave roof 
shortly before a service for the village 
primary school was due to be held and 
resulted in closure of the church for several 
days. Temporary repairs by steeplejacks 
made the building safe, but a detailed survey 
confi rmed that a considerable amount of 
work was required to the roofs and sandstone 
tower walls to restore the church. 

Geoff Broster and Anjali James from our 
Shrewsbury offi ce are heading a team that 
includes structural engineer Nigel Gilbride, 
with help from John Tiernan of English 
Heritage, who have offered £94,000 
towards the £350,000 estimated cost of the 
work. This, together with the money local 
community has raised through numerous 
events, means that phase one of the project 
involving structural repairs and restoration 
of the tower can begin, with completion 
planned for March 2007. 

Anjali James - Shrewsbury

 Community Spirit

KINNERLEY

Exchange House Holywell

Castell Gyrn

Geoff Broster, right,with churchwarden Ken Evans

Ruthin Castle Hotel

Holyhead
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Donald Insall Associates, 
21A High Street, Conwy, LL32 8DE, 

Tel: 01492 592 378.
Email: dia@insall-conwy.co.uk 


