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REAL HOME

W
hen Jen Bernard of 

Bernard Interiors was 

tasked with the redesign 

of the Audley Group’s 

latest retirement village, her starting point 

was to research the building’s history. 

And what a history she and her team 

uncovered. While it could have never have 

been described as ordinary, the impressive 

Victorian Gothic mansion at the heart of 

Cooper’s Hill offered just a hint of its rich 

heritage. In fact, the site, which comprises 

66 acres, is part of the Magna Carta Park 

near Englefield in Surrey where the historic 

document was signed in 1215. 

More recently in 1870, Cooper’s Hill was 

chosen as the new site of the Royal Indian 

Engineering College. After being sold at 

the turn of the 20th century, the house was 

transformed by architect Sir Ernest George 

before World War I saw it used as a refuge 

for Belgian refugees, nuns and children, 

and later a convalescent home for wounded 

soldiers. During World War II, London 

County Council purchased the remainder 

of the estate as emergency headquarters. It 

even provided a safe haven for the Statue 

of Eros which was removed from Piccadilly 

Circus and hidden in the Cooper’s Hill 

basement for protection.  

Fast forward to recent times, and in 

early 2017 Audley Group secured planning 

permission to build a retirement village 

on the site, sympathetically restoring the 

buildings, preserving their legacy and 

celebrating the site’s extensive history. 

‘We create a unique style for every project 

we work on, always considering the 

history and site locality,’ says Jen Bernard. 

‘However, it was especially interesting 

researching the unique story of Cooper’s 

Hill and learning about the people who 

have spent time passing through this 

building over the past 200 years.’ 

Jen’s brief was to design a beautiful 

and unique interior to complement the 

architecture of the main house while 

taking into account the significant heritage 

of the site and the history of the mansion 

itself. A specialist in interior design of 

five-star new build care homes, extra-care 

apartment complexes and retirement 

villages, Jen’s award-winning practice 

Bernard Interiors is well versed when it 

comes to providing creative impact couple 

with later living convenience.  

‘Our role is both to design beautiful 

environments and to respect the building’s 

heritage,’ explains Jen. ‘We don’t aim 

to mimic the existing style or period, 

instead we aim to provide a new layer of 

A fresh 
chapter

With an extensive and colourful past, 
the redevelopment of Cooper’s Hill into 
a luxury retirement village was a quest 

to return the site to its former glory and 
also provide a new layer of history
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LEFT: The brief was to design a beautiful and unique interior to complement the architecture of Cooper’s Hill

The impressive Cooper’s Hill, near Englefield
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history.’ With plenty of tangible 

detail to pick up on, it is no 

wonder the interior is rich and 

dramatic. There are nods to the 

maximalism design trend – a 

grand, fun style where ‘more  

is more’ but there are  

deliberately homely touches  

too. The meticulous styling 

process included the sourcing  

of accessories, l’objet des arts 

and furniture, that look as  

though they have been acquired 

over a lifetime. 

‘The lounge is a particularly 

homely environment for owners, 

with its eclectic accessories 

and custom-made furniture,’ 

Jen says. ‘Soft pinks and forest-

green velvets create a calming 

environment, while four and 

a half metre-high ceilings and 

high windows ensure the room 

is flooded with light.’ There is 

certainly no lack of grandeur 

either. ‘The selection of portraits 

in the entrance hall ranging from 

the 1800s, carefully curated from 

Reading Museum, creates an 

air of mystery and magic as one 

enters through the door,’ says Jen.   

There is a subtle Indian 

theme too (a nod to its previous 

inhabitants) notably in the 

private dining room where the 

wallpaper is reminiscent of the 

sub-continent's spices with a 

tonal paisley pattern, and in the 

lounge where there are cushions 

with an elephant design. Each 

room has a distinct colour theme 

to give its own visual identity, 

though all of the rooms retain a 

connection and flow. 

As well as being a timeless and 

elegant environment for owners 

to enjoy, the site also houses the 

Audley Club. Facilities include a 

luxury health spa with swimming 

pool, gym, salon, lounge, 

Langton’s restaurant and a library, 

which can be enjoyed by those 

living at Audley Cooper’s Hill 

along with the local community. 

The pool and spa scheme was 

inspired by the local Runnymede 

flood plains and water meadows, 

as Jen explains: ‘Bespoke planting 

and driftwood sculptures are 

installed against a muted moss 

green backdrop, creating an 

organic and natural feel to 

boost feelings of positivity and 

wellbeing.’ As an added bonus, all 

the communal areas – including 

the restaurant, Audley Club, spa 

and gym – run on green energy. 

Cooper’s Hill welcomed its 

first property owners in autumn 

2019 following the completion 

of the first phase of development 

– 78 two-bedroom apartments 

combined with flexible care. 

Phase two followed shortly after 

with 50 further apartments in 

two additional buildings,  

Charter Place and Gloucester 

Crescent. There is little doubt  

this significant site has been 

returned to its former glory  

and what’s more, it has written 

a new chapter worthy of the 

property’s history for its future 

residents to enjoy. �

‘All the 
communal 

areas run on 
green energy’

Find out more about 

Audley Cooper’s Hill visit: 

audleyvillages.co.uk/

our-villages/coopers-

hill; or to discover more 

about Jen’s work, head to 

bernardinteriors.co.uk 
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The on trend bar 
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A former 
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