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Our goals are to restore the credibility of the civic process
and to safeguard ecology for the 21st Century.

Construction of the Sydenham Crystal Palace began in 1852. Opened in
1854, it was partly lost to fire in 1866 and completely destroyed by fire in
1936. For a lifetime, the Hill Top section of what is now Crystal Palace
Park was enjoyed as open space, although developments were proposed.
A multiplex  scheme (1997-2000),  delayed  successfully  by campaigners,
collapsed due to changes in the economic climate. 

The  London  Borough  of  Bromley  promised  firmly  that  no
further consideration would be given to proposals for large
buildings on the Hill Top.

A lengthy process of civic engagement unfolded over a period of many
years.  A  large  number  of  local  people  gave  freely  of  their  time  and
expertise.  The  Nature  Garden  option  won  widespread  support  from
participants  and,  after  broader  public  consultation,  was  incorporated
unequivocally into the LDA Masterplan Design and Access Statement: 

“At the Northern end of  the Terrace,  the existing ‘Nature
Garden’  is  incorporated into  a  series  of  ecological  spaces,
enhancing existing ecologies  and creating opportunities  for
increasing biodiversity.” 

This  understanding  was  scrapped  summarily  and  London  Mayor  Boris
Johnson appeared in the media promoting a massive development on the
hill top by the ZhongRong Group. 

We do not endorse commercial developments on Metropolitan Open Land, but do seek to
negotiate that, at the very least, the area between the avenue of limes and the TV mast
compound and the ecologically valuable area of scrub on the slope be retained alongside
any building that may be constructed.



The Crystal Palace Nature Garden Project.

The Hill Top section of Crystal Palace Park has been neglected, fostering
a misleading impression that “there has to be something up there” and
that it awaits development as the only means of restoration. The area
next to the TV mast compound is  a former caravan and camping site
which has been abandoned for decades. It has been used for dumping
sludge from lake work and there has been fly-tipping. It has remained
fenced off, but, after extensive discussion and consultation over a period
of  years,  was  recognised  in  the  Tilman  Latz  masterplan  and  by  a
subsequent planning inquiry as a de facto nature garden.  

From neglect to a prestige project.

This  is  how the  site  appears  to  pedestrians,  bus
travellers and motorists as they pass along Crystal
Palace Parade. We are looking at an original wall
(crumbling)  and  railings  (broken)  from  the  1854
Crystal  Palace.  Unkempt  vegetation  lurks  behind
layers  of  fencing  in  various  states  of  disrepair.
There is unsightly rubbish and litter.

It is proposed to incorporate the avenue of limes,
former caravan park and the slopes to the terrace
below into the nature garden. It could be readily
transformed into a managed and highly  attractive
ecology/biodiversity  feature  compatible  with  the
national  status of this Park. The project could be
accomplished using corporate assistance, volunteer
workers  and  by  tapping  into  established  funding
streams. Materials such as wood chippings and logs
for making paths would be provided by routine tree
work  elsewhere.  Expert  advice  would  be  freely
available.

The aerial image below shows a section of the Hill Top. It
was provided by the former London Development Agency.



All the photographs on this page were taken within in the area
of the proposed Nature Garden.

A place for nature on the Hill Top.

The Nature Garden project commemorates  the long
sweep  of  history  prior  to  the  appearance  of  the
celebrated  Sydenham  Crystal  Palace  whilst  looking
forwards to the needs of future generations. The area
was  once  smothered  by  what  the  Domesday  Book
recorded as the “Great North Wood.” 19th Century
writers  praised  the  beauty  of  the  hilly  countryside
around Norwood, which was acclaimed as superior to
that  of  France,  Spain  or  Italy.  At  the  end  of  that
Century,  there  remained  a  patchwork  of  heaths,
orchards and pastures, with hanging woods on the hill
sides.  Woodland/broad  hedgerow  would  be  a  key
habitat  of  the  Garden.  It  would  incorporate  native
trees  and  existing  ornamental  non-natives.  A  local
school has indicated interest in the educational value
of pupils undertaking aspects of management work.

The site lies  almost  opposite  the highest  section of
Dulwich Upper Wood across Crystal Palace Parade and
were  tree  cover  along  the  Park's  northern  margins
encouraged to become woodland,  there would be a
valuable wildlife corridor across the landscape. 

Following the Latz masterplan, discussions took place
with  Bromley  officers  about  the  possibility  of
advancing  nature  garden  plans.  Earlier  reports  that
the site was filled with contaminated soil (restricting
Latz's  options)  were  dismissed  as  non-problematic.
Bromley  officers  suggested  exposing  and  making
accessible  remnants  of  the  1854  Palace  which  are
presently hidden from public view underground.   



Neat, managed and accessible. 

Ecology areas in public parks are not, as some people
imagine,  simply  “left  for  nature,”  abandoned  to
become  overgrown  and  occupied  by  whatever
opportunistic wildlife can gain a foothold. 

Far  from being  abandoned,  they  are managed  with
care and forethought to achieve specific outcomes.  

At top we see an entrance to the Palace Road Nature
Garden (London Borough  of  Lambeth),  located near
Streatham Hill. Access is controlled by an attractive
railings and a welcoming arch. Visitors find a notice
informing them of opening and closing times, which
emphasises that this is an area under supervision. We
see  also  interpretation  boards,  which  explain  the
history  and  purpose  of  the  Garden  and  also  a
particular feature, the pond. Left, we see, from the
London Borough of Southwark, a dead hedge edging
and defining a path through Dulwich Wood, a knee-
high  rail  defining  the  edge  of  the  ecology  area  in
Belair  Park and wild  flowers  growing  on a specially
planted meadow beside the car park. Below, we see
the slope from the Crystal Palace Hill Top down to the
terrace. The scrub is valuable habitat for birds. The
steps are from Bracklinn Falls, Scotland (photo from
internet). The Nature Garden should also incorporate
features to facilitate disabled access.



Potential for generating positive publicity. 

Current  proposals  for  a  large development  on the Hill  Top
section  of  Crystal  Palace  Park  are  highly  controversial  and
have divided the community in adjacent parts of Bromley and
four  other  boroughs.  In  contrast,  if  the  previous  lengthy
public  consultations  have  been  meaningful,  the  Nature
Garden plan would be supported by an overwhelming majority
of  the  public.  This  project  could,  in  principle,  proceed
regardless of whether the rest of the Hill Top section of the
Park were taken for development - which is not to endorse
any  such  loss  of  Metropolitan  Open  Land  by  means  of
compromise.  At  the  same  time,  however,   introducing  an
extremely popular  element into the plans for  the Hill  Top,
would engage many members of the public in a positive way.
High  profile  celebrity  endorsement  is  probable  and  the
London Borough of Bromley would receive positive publicity. 

The photos on this page illustrate public support for ecology
projects in the London Borough of Southwark. Left:  Members
of the public, on a guided walk to explore the tributaries of
the  “lost”  River  Effra,  made  their  way  through  Dulwich
Woods,  as  they  headed  for  Sydenham  Hill  Wood  (2014).
Representatives of friends of parks groups enjoyed recently
completed  ecology  areas  in  Burgess  Park  (2013).  Families
gathered in the twilight for a bat walk in Belair Park (2009).
The latter event attracted about a hundred people.

Below:  Celebrity  DJ  and  record  producer  Mark  Ronson
declared his  support  for  the ecology  project  in Belair  Park
(2010) at an Orange RockCorps event. This was covered by
the press and in the TV news. We see also (2013), volunteers
from  The  Conservation  Volunteers  creating  a  new  ecology
area beside the lake in Belair Park and (2012) children from
Rosendale Primary School planting bulbs of native species on
the wildlife area in Belair Park. The latter and Ronson events
were organised in conjunction between the New Leaf project
and the Friends of Belair Park.

Martin Heath BSc., AKC, PhD (Chair, Friends of Belair Park). Feb. 2015. 


