
P R I D E  O F  P L A C E

I HAVE KNOWN WREXHAM 
as a shopper and general 
visitor for over twenty-five 
years, and am very fond of 

it. It’s not, of course, a tourist 
honey pot, and it can’t compare 
in that respect with Chester, its 
near-neighbour and traditional 
rival. Nor can it be said that the 
transformation of this former 
coal, steel and brewing town is 
either complete or perfect; but 
it’s getting there. 

There is a human feel to 
Wrexham, never more apparent 
than on Saturday mornings 
when friends and acquaint-
ances can be seen in animated 
conversation in the streets; 
others, scarves very much in 
evidence, get themselves ready 
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for the afternoon football 
match. Twice a year, a very 
different Wrexham is on display 
when the French market comes 
to town and sets up shop near 
the Civic Centre in a space 
which seems almost made for 
a street market. As I say, I like 
the place.

I’m not sure, however, that I 
would have supported its appli-
cation, a few years ago, to be 
designated a city. It doesn’t feel 
like a city, and I fear that, had 
the application been success-
ful, some of Wrexham’s human 
scale might have been lost. I ac-
cept that part of the agenda was 
to give North Wales its proper 
due, and I know that Newport’s 
success still rankles. As I was 

told, by Tudor Owen and Bob 
Price of the Wrexham Civic 
Society, “it all depends on what 
you mean by ‘city’”.

Meanwhile, Wrexham has 
plenty to shout about. To have 
reduced the unemployment 
rate from eighteen per cent 
to 2.2 per cent (less than the 
national average) in twenty-five 
years is a huge achievement. 
The air of depression and the 
boarded-up shops have depart-
ed. Most of the streets are pe-
destrianised, an improvement 
of which the County Borough 
Council is especially proud; and 
there are no fewer than four 
retail parks with another on the 
way. Many of the big shopping 
names are present; and in an in-
teresting reversal of stereotypes, 
some Chester people now shop 
in Wrexham.

There is a considerable 
amount of new building to 
review and evaluate, much 
of it devoted to shopping, 
and not all of it calculated to 
extend Wrexham’s existing 
sense of place. It has to be 
borne in mind that Wrexham’s 
transformation is still “work 
in progress”. This may explain 
the impression I get that the 
various developments do not 
cohere or have satisfactory 
links with the rest of the town.

So far, little attempt has been 
made, for example, to create  
physical connections between 
the retail parks dominated by 
Asda and Tesco and the town 
centre, despite the fact that 
they are a stone’s throw away.  
Car owners can drive in and 
drive out without visiting the 
heart of Wrexham, and the 
supermarkets themselves and 

the stores around them are 
surrounded by shouting North 
American-style signage.

Bob and Tudor think that 
the Island Green Retail Park 
has much more to commend 
it. Certainly you can walk into 
it from the old shopping streets, 
even if the entrances are, to 
say the least, unprepossessing. 
One of them is through a car 
park, the other via the back 
of Boots, whose windows are, 
monstrously, filled with breeze 
blocks. 

It is good that the old 
industrial buildings known 
locally as the “oast houses” have 
been retained, and excellent 
that the new Central Station, 
refreshingly modest in size, is 
fully integrated with the de-
velopment. On the other hand, 
Island Green is dominated by 
cars and part of it is too close 
for comfort to an old-fashioned 
shopping parade. The Civic So-
ciety would have liked the plan-
ners to have made more effort 
to link the development with 
a nearby park, and complain, 
rightly, at the lack of intimate 
spaces. Both of these omissions 
are remediable.

On the other side of the 
town centre, the old bus station 
was universally recognised as 
a disgrace; dirty, ramshackle, 
graffiti-strewn, barely offering 
shelter. It spoke of a Wrexham 
which had, in most other re-
spects, passed into history. This 
eyesore was finally demolished 
three years ago to make way 
for a splendidly proportioned, 
comfortable and warm new 
building, which must surely 
give a lift to locals and visitors 
alike. It received an award from 
the Wrexham Civic Society. But 
why was not the opportunity 
taken to demolish the neigh-
bouring King Street shopping 
parade, ugly and gimcrack by 
any standards, making possible 
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a bus station more integrated 
with its surroundings? As it is, 
it looks for all the world as if 
it has been dropped into place, 
like a capsule, from above.

Two further town-centre 
sites are worth more than a 
passing mention. Old Wrex-
ham clearly grew up around 
its sumptuous late fifteenth-
century parish church of St 
Giles, which has the presence 
and proportions of a small 
cathedral, and can now, after 
clearance and road construc-
tion, be more clearly seen and 
appreciated. It even retains the 
elements which are comparable 
to a cathedral close. 

Nearby, the High Street is 
certainly the most handsome 
of Wrexham streets with office 
buildings, shops and banks 
dating from the mid eighteenth 
century to the early twentieth 
century. No longer a focus for 
shopping, the buildings are 
now increasingly devoted to 
nightlife. 

At one end the street is nicely 
blocked by the Wynnstay Arms, 
whose façade was saved in the 
early 970s; at the other, unfor-
tunately, it tails away into more 
nondescript buildings. The 
Eagles Meadow development, 
just started, which includes a 
new Debenham’s store, a bowl-
ing alley, and some town centre 
housing as well as public areas 
and concourses, may bring 
greater coherence to this part 
of town; but the old Borders 

Brewery building, which has 
been transformed into flats, 
does this district no favours; 
its texture is shabby and has an 
unfinished appearance.

As will have been noted, the 
new Wrexham is not yet suf-
ficiently integrated into the old. 
It is not beyond local ingenuity 
to remedy these defects – and 
indeed, perhaps where it mat-
ters most, there are models 
which could well be imitated. 
The first of them is still very 
definitely “old Wrexham”, 
containing two of the town’s 
nineteenth-century market 
halls – the Butchers’ Market  
and General (Butter) Market. 
These still flourish, but more 
importantly the winding lanes 
and arcades which connect 
them, successfully linked with 
the major shopping develop-
ment in Henblas Square, make 
for a most pleasant enclave. It 
is such a pity that the modern 

“People’s Market”, incorporating 
a multi-storey car park is, by 
contrast,  so execrable. 

The area centred on the 
Guildhall is evolving into the 
town’s “cultural quarter”. The 
Guildhall itself (built 959-6), 
it is interesting to note, was 
modelled on Stockholm City 
Hall. The Library and Arts 
Centre, across the town centre 
park, built a decade later, is 
described by Edward Hubbard 
(The Buildings of Wales: Clwyd, 
986), as “a pleasure to visit and 
to use” (so it still is). 

The park is much used as 
a sitting area by the students 
of the nearby Yale Sixth Form 
College. The college building 
itself is a successful transforma-
tion of the old War Memorial 
Hospital (923), saved from 
demolition after a campaign by 
the Civic Society; the society 
has every right to be satisfied 
with the open and urbane space 
that has been created.

The Cultural Quarter might 
have become merely a collec-
tion of assorted buildings, none 
of them without merit, but 
lacking connection with each 
other. Not only has this been 

avoided, but through an imagi-
natively laid out town square 
the quarter can be experienced 
as a whole, and is fully uni-
fied with the rest of the town 
centre, to which it is linked 
by pedestrianised shopping 
streets. That the square can, 
quite naturally and informally, 
accommodate street markets 
and an annual ice rink, as well 
as provide a pleasant area to 
watch Wrexham walk by, is a 
tribute to joined-up thinking. 
Here at least, the new has taken 
on board the best features of 
the old.

Doubtless Wrexham will 
continue to evolve, and may 
perhaps once more aspire to 
become a city. It was, after 
all, once the biggest town in 
Wales. Its potential to achieve 
city status would certainly be 
strengthened if the idea of 
a major public space for the 
performing arts was dusted 
off. Some years ago the County 
Borough shied off a plan to 
build a theatre, partly on the 
grounds that there was already 
a centre of theatrical excellence 
at Theatr Clwyd, in Mold. But 
the sub-region – and that in-
cludes Chester and Shrewsbury 

– has no purpose-built hall for 
music of all kinds and Wrex-
ham, if money and imagination 
were available, could well rem-
edy its absence. Meanwhile, if, 
as may reasonably be expected, 
Thomas Telford’s Pont Cysyllte, 
(part of “Greater” Wrexham), 
is designated a World Heritage 
Site, who knows what effect 
that might have on Wrexham’s 
status?

Info
For more information contact the Wrexham 
Civic Society: Nick Roe (chairman), 27, 
Fairfield Street, Wrexham, LL13 7 DU. 0978 
263982.
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