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ro vided the prisoner of
war camps are a good
s ta n d a rd and th e
barbed wire removed,
I see no objection to

their use for housing the ath l e te s ,”
wro te one civil servant to th e
o rganising co m m ittee of the Lo n-
don Olympic Games — in 1948.

Not called the “a u s te r ity
O ly m p i c s” for nothing, the last
time London hosted the games saw
a th l e tes housed in a motl ey co ll e c-
tion of m a ke s h i ft dw e llings, 4,000
co m p e t ito rs scatte red over 30 site s
a c ro ss the city in a stra tegy of
m a ke-d o-and-mend wr it large .
Lodgings ra n ged from RAF camps
to nurs e s’ hostels, school halls to
co ll ege dormitories, as well as a
s p rawling field of r i c ke ty wo o d e n
huts in Richmond Park — origi-
n a lly built to acco m m o d a te army
re c r u its and re f u rbished at a cost of
£ 3 5 , 0 0 0 .

Two ge n e rations late r, the sport-
ing circus has returned, this time
a ccompanied by a swo llen co te r i e
o f 17,000 ath l e tes and officials. In
the intervening years, the two-w e e k
f e s t ival of a m a teur sport has
m u ta ted into a pro f e ssionalised to o l
o f u rban rege n e ration. Host cit i e s
co m p e te not for the glory of th e
games, but for the chance to lev e r-
a ge exceptional amounts of p ub l i c
and priva te funding to build an
e n t i re ly new urban quarte r.

So it should come as no surprise
th a t, while 1948 saw the hasty
re m o val of b a rbed wi re and th e
c reosoting of c abins, the Lo n d o n
of 2012 should boast a £1.1 billion
p u r p o s e-built “vi ll a ge” — hemmed
in by miles of electrified fence.

Vi ll a ge is a ra ther misleading
term for what is in fact a 27ha grid
of concrete blocks, between eight
and 12 sto reys ta ll, that stand hud-
dled together in the north-easte r n
corner of the Olympic site. Bor-

d e red to the east by the gu ll ey of th e
o v e rg round rail line, and to th e
s o u th by the deep, open-cut box of
S t ra tf o rd In ternational station, th e
d evelopment sits like a gleaming
c itadel, secure ly sev e red from it s
s u rroundings. Vi ewed from ev e r y
angle — from the streets of L ey to n
to the east, from the decks of th e
We s tfield shopping ce n t re to th e
s o u th, from the undulating
mounds of the Olympic Park to th e
west — the vi ll a ge presents an
abrupt cliff fa ce, a forb i dding wa ll
o f b e i ge .

B u t, as with every building in
and around the Olympic site ,
ap p e a ra n ces are dece p t iv e: th i s
o u tc rop of h i g h -d e n s ity housing,
which reads like an alien chunk
a i r l i fted in from a Spanish sub u rb,
is the fi rst fragment of a much big-
ger plan. It is a plan that stretches
almost 300ha acro ss the Lo w e r
Lea Va ll ey, and wi ll ta ke the next
30 years to materialise, on th e
b i ggest tabula rasa dev e l o p m e n t
site in Europe. So how to judge a
n ew piece of c ity whose co n text
has yet to appear, and will not do
so for some time?

The present re a l ity is best
explained by a brief reprisal of its
origins. These date back to th e
mid-1990s and an ambitious plan
by Chelsfield and Stanhope to
t ransform this vast swa the of
abandoned rail lands into Stra t-
ford City, a “new metropolitan

This outcrop 
of housing reads 
as an alien chunk
airlifted in from 
a Spanish suburb

‘P

Olympians’ village politics
London 2012’s Athletes’ Village 
far outstrips the makeshift facilities
of the last century, but the need 
to beat the clock has taken its toll,
writes O l i ver Wa i n w r i g h t

From the north-west,
the Athletes’ Village
presents a cliff face of
beige concrete cladding
systems.
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ce n t re” of homes, offi ces, re ta i l
and leisure, cluste red around th e
i n ternational station. Designed by
Fletcher Priest, Arup and West 8,
it was the biggest planning appli-
cation London had ever seen, of a
scale and ambition that wo u l d
s u re ly never be realised. The
Olympic bid — which came along
in 2005, once this masterplan had
a l re a dy gained outline permiss i o n
— p roved a cata lyst. We aving a
landscape of leisure around a new
u rban hub, the Olympics and
Stratford City made a marriage of
co nv e n i e n ce, each used to justify
the vi ab i l ity of the oth e r. But th i s
h u rried pub l i c - p r iva te pairing had
the fa tal eff e ct of d ra m a t i c a lly
co m p re ssing the pro g ra m m e:
from a 30-year phased strategy to
a frenzied gold rush for 2012.

To co m p l i c a te matte rs, own e r-
ship of the Stra tf o rd pro j e ct also
changed hands, split between two
Au s t ralian giants. We s tfield to o k
on the re tail and leisure co m p o-
nent — choosing to deliver th e
“to wn ce n t re” as an inwa rd - fa c i n g
co v e red shopping mall — wh i l e
Lend Lease acted as development
manager for the housing, happily
l e aving financial re s p o n s i b i l ity
with the publicly funded Olympic
D e l ivery Au th o r ity as the cre d it
crunch hit. With the two parts crit-
i c a lly separa ted by the gaping slice
o f the international rail cut, and
each in the hands of a diff e rent pri-
va te inte re s t, the idea of an inte-
g ra ted “c ity” was ab a n d o n e d
before it had even begun.

A question of scale
This co m p romised, co nvo l u te d
h i s tory is very much in evi d e n ce on
the streets of the Athletes’ Village

to d ay. There is something pecu-
l i a r ly diagrammatic about th e
place, a sense that comes not only
f rom the re p e t it ive grain of
p e r i m e ter blocks — each aro u n d
100 x 80m extruded to 10 storeys
— but from the ge s t u ral boule-
va rds that sweep between th e m .
You can almost read the big re d
a rro ws on the design and acce ss
s ta te m e n t, indicating the vi s u a l
axis to the Velodrome, the north-
s o u th co rridor to the shopping
m a ll, the east-west ro u te from Ley-
ton — axes that te r m i n a te in
Canary Wh a rf and the Sh a rd
re s p e ct iv e ly, tying this ro o tl e ss
p l a ce into the macro network of
grands projets.

All very well on the planners’
t i c k- b ox analysis, but th e re wa s
c l e a r ly little attention paid to wh a t
kind of spaces these grand moves
would cre a te. The ro u te from 
L ey ton means going from a fi n e
grain of terraced houses, through
an industrial backland, acro ss a

railway gulley and into this Haus-
mann world of avenues framed by
m a rching wh ite facades. The jour-
n ey south to the to wn ce n t re ,
meanwhile, ends in a mountain of
s teps, topped by the ga tes of a
shopping mall.

“We would have liked to

i m p rove these co n n e ctions, but
our boundaries had been set in
s to n e ,” says Greg Deas, chief a rc h i-
tect at Lend Lease, who describes
the design pro ce ss from 2007 as
one of tweaking and adj u s t i n g
within the “s t ra itja c ket” of th e
existing plan. The original vi s i o n
for the vi ll a ge had ap p a re n tly
ta ken Maida Vale and No tting Hi ll
as its inspiration, a re a ss u r i n g
i m a ge for the bid, but one th a t
b e a rs little semblance to the re a l-
ity. In s tead, Deas says that th e
modern developments of Ha m-
marby in Stockholm and Bercy in
Paris pro vided the model —
perimeter blocks, variously sliced
up along their southern edges to
allow sunlight in and views out.

Now built, each plot in the vi l-
l a ge foll o ws this sensible logic,
organised with a slab to the north,
a wing either side, and a series of
th ree “pavi l i o n s” to the south, co n-
n e cted by glazed wi n ter ga rd e n s .
The lower th ree fl o o rs are devo te d
to “to wn h o u s e” maisonette s ,
whose fi rst fl o o rs open on to pri-
va te back ga rdens and a share d
courtyard to the rear, while apart-
ments are sta c ked above, each
e n j o ying an unusually large bal-
co ny. This arra n gement all o ws for
f ront doors on to the pav e m e n t,
with parking co n cealed beneath
the podium co u rtya rds, and go e s
some way towards making proper
residential streets. Spaces for cor-
ner shops and other essential fa c i l-
ities are also pro vided, stra teg i-
c a lly placed facing main ro u te s
and squares, wh e re th ey wi ll pro b-
ab ly work and not remain board e d
up, as they have in the new devel-
opments along nearby Stra tf o rd
High Street. In comparison to

Chobham
Manor

Velodrome

ATHLETES’ VILLAGE SITE PLAN

In comparison to
the plast i c - c l a d
t o w ers along
Stratford High
Street, the village
blocks are of
exc e p t i o n a l
quality, built with
d urability and
g e n e r o s i t y

9. Chobham Academy by AHMM

1. Denton Corker Marshall
Building N 1
Residential units 2 8 8
Retail space 450sq m facing
public realm 

2 . Lifschutz 
Davidson Sandilands
Building N 2
Residential units 2 9 8
Retail space 250sq m

3. Patel Ta y l o r
Building N 3
Residential units 297 
Retail space 585sq m

4. Patel Taylor
Building N4
Residential units 290
residential units
Retail space 585sq m

5. Glenn Howells (west
block), Panter Hudspith
(east block)
Building N7
Residential units 318

6. DSDHA
Building N9
Residential units 120 
Retail space 478sq m

7. Eric Parry Architects
Building N10
Residential units 281 
Retail space 450sq m
Office space 440sq m

8. Penoyre & Prasad
Building N11 — Polyclinic
multi-purpose health facility
Community facilities
1500sq m
Health facility 3200sq m

9. AHMM
Building N12 — Chobham
Academy. Scheduled to open

in September 2013, the 
1,800-student academy 
will specialise in sports,
performing arts, literacy 
and languages.

10. CF Møller Architects
Building N13
Residential units 185

11. Lifschutz Davidson
Sandilands (north block), 
Haworth Tompkins 
(east block)
Building N14
Residential units 201

12. Glenn Howells
(west block), 
Niall McLaughlin 
( n o rth block), 
Piercy Conner (east block)
Building N 1 5
Residential units 298 
Retail space
6 ground-floor units 

13. D R M M
Building N 2 6
Residential units 2 4 2
Retail space 400sq m
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Stratford station

12. N15 by Niall McLaughlin

4. N4 by Taylor Patel

11. N14 by Lifschutz Davidson Sandilands

5. N7 by Panter Hudspith

2. N2 by Lifschutz Davidson Sandilands

13. N26 by DRMM

1. N1 by Denton Corker Marshall

6. N9 by DSDHA 7. N10 by Eric Parry

10. N13 by CF Møller 

3. N3 by Patel Ta y l o r



m i n e ral quality. Lay e rs of tap e r i n g
b a l conies form fi ss u red cra g s
a c ro ss its facade, positioned in
response to the planned 30-storey
tower by Ian Simpson acro ss th e
way — one of the more ambitious
p roposals, along with Ma ke’s twi n
to w e rs, which have not mate r i-
alised.

DSDHA was perhaps lucky
with its site, drawing formal nov-
e l ty from the triangular plot. Else-
wh e re, the orth o gonal type has
been exe c u ted with va r ying suc-
ce ss, but perhaps most co m-
pellingly by Niall McLaughlin.

“I was very inte re s ted in th e
principle of the facade being
d e l a m i n a ted from the building’s
co re form,” says Mc L a u g h l i n .
“ Us u a lly it ’s something one tries to

swim aga i n s t, to re tain a sense of
‘authenticity’, but here we decided
to embrace it.”

His facade, which clads th e
n o rthern wing of block N15, re l-
ishes in its repetitive, factory-pro-
duced nature, refusing to stagger,
o ffset or modulate the panelised
sys tem — tricks re s o rted to by 

others in a vain attempt to relieve
the monoto ny. In s tead, Mc L a u g h-
lin has focused his attention on th e
panels th e m s e lv e s: 3D scans of th e
Elgin Ma rbles, cast in co m p u te r-
milled moulds, and hung in a reg-
ular grid with horses ga ll o p i n g
across the elevation.

“I like the idea of s e tt i n g
Ruskin’s conception of the crafts-
man against the ab s o l u te Tay-
lorism of the co n s t r u ct i o n
p ro ce ss ,” he says. “T h rough digi-
tal re p ro d u ction, these dera c i-
nated stones are now doubly lost.”

While Saunt and McLaughlin’s
buildings are driven by co n ce p t u a l
positions that turn the realities of
the project to their advantage, the
l e ss succe ssful blocks try desper-
ately to evade the situation.

The buildings that fa ce on to th e
vi ll a ge’s ce n t ral gra ssy mound,
now christened Vi ctory Pa r k,
appear to have buckled in awe of
this pro s p e ct. In an attempt to dis-
semble their bulk, the two 80m
f ro n ta ges by Pa tel Taylor are art i c-
u l a ted as a lumpen co ll e ction of
b its. The th ree bays of block N3 are
ap o l o ge t i c a lly carved up into a
series of six volumes of d i ff e re n t
h e i g h t, each held in a wh ite fra m e
and bro ken down with a dancing
co n co ction of v e rtical co ff e e-
co l o u red bands, trav e rsed by a syn-
co p a ted litter of b a l co n i e s .

Sobriety ve rsus display
To the w e s t, meanwhile, Pa n te r
Hu d s p ith has followed suit — no
d o ubt egged on by the design

revi ew board — with sta c ked bar-
codes of brick slips, offset in pre-
cast co n c re te casing. Its fuss i n e ss is
b rought into focus by Glenn Ho w-
e ll s’ sober wh ite wing to the west,
which opts for a simple re i n te r p re-
tation of G e o rgian pro p o rtions in a
single mate r i a l .

“Th roughout the dev e l o p m e n t
o f the vi ll a ge, the debate was always
about sobriety versus display,” says
Frank Duffy, who has chaired th e
S t ra tf o rd City Design Revi ew Pa n e l
s i n ce its inception. “I th i n k, on th e
whole, sobriety won out.” 

He sees this as a good th i n g ,
re l i eved by the lack of ap p l i q u é d
colour — Eric Pa rr y’s bizarre
e n a m e lled panels, which hang
f rom the balconies of N10 like
beach towels, ap p a re n tly slipped

the fl i m sy, plastic-clad to w e rs
there, the buildings in the village
a re of exceptional quality, built
with a durab i l ity and ge n e ro s ity
absent from most equivalent spec-
ulative and affordable housing in
this country.

The streets themselves are con-
ceived as tree-lined avenues, with
a planted ce n t ral re s e r vation and
some integ ra ted parking, but th e
b l o c k s’ height dicta tes th ey must
be broader than feels co m f o rtab l e .
Ranging between 20–30m, with
l a rge stre tches of planting in
b e tween, th e re is little sense of
e n c l o s u re, of buildings edging
streets and squares. It is more like
s p a ce, punct u a ted by buildings. 
A finer grain could have achieved
equal densities — along the lines
of Venice, for example — and it is
regrettable that the colossal scale
of the site intimidated the design-
e rs into reaching for the bro a d
brush, especially as the co a rse re s-
olution of the outline plan quickly
became that of the detailed plan.

“T h e re was no time to go back
to outline planning,” says Ti m
Urq u h a rt, development dire cto r
for the vi ll a ge at Lend Lease,
explaining the pre ss u re to beg i n
piling before designs had been
fi xed. “The 2005 permission wa s
i n c re d i b ly re s t r i ct ive, so we had to
find a formula you could ap p ly
a c ro ss the site, without co n s t ra i n-
ing the design outcome.”

This formula co n s i s ted of a
standard type — or “chassis” — to
which a group of 17 arc h ite ct s ,
chosen by an Arc h ite ct u re Fo u n-
dation co m p e t ition, would be
i nvited to ap p ly a dre ss i n g. An
internal design review board was
set up, driven by the vocal Ri c ky
B u rd e tt, which, fearing a lack of
co n s i s te n c y, established a series of
design guidelines.

“We were looking for a co n t i-
nuity of palette, a sort of melding
b e tween buildings,” says Pa u l
Ha rtmann, pro j e ct lead at th e
O DA and chair of the panel,
describing regular meetings
wh e re co m p o s ite elevations of
neighbouring blocks were dis-
cussed. “We didn’t want it to turn
i n to a zoo.” Developed by Fletc h e r
Priest and Pa tel Tayl o r, these prin-
ciples set out the idea of articulat-
ing the bottom, middle and top of
the blocks, as well as dictating the
ratio of g l a ss to wa ll (part of
a c h i eving Code for Susta i n ab l e
Homes Level 4) and the use of
p re-cast co n c re te cladding in
shades of stucco and stone.

“It was quite an open process of
seeing what the arc h ite cts th o u g h t
the rules should be and assimilat-
ing them into a common lan-
gu a ge ,” says Glenn Ho w e lls, one
o f the fi rst arc h ite cts ap p o i n te d .
“The object ive was to cre a te a
landmark place, ra ther than a
series of landmark buildings.”

A threat or a challenge?
Wa lking around the vi ll a ge, it is
fascinating to see how the diff e r-
ent pra ct i ces have responded to
this curious situation, some man-
aging to bend the rules more than
o th e rs. The more succe ssful build-
ings have embra ced the blunt re a l-
ities, turning what could be a
reluctant compromise into some-
thing that celebrates the peculiar
circumstances. 

“ If it ’s going to be a cliff fa ce, we
th o u g h t, it should be the most
beautiful cliff fa ce in Lo n d o n ,”
s ays Deborah Saunt of D S D H A ,
whose striking, wh ite, fl a t- i ro n
building in the ce n t re of the vi ll a ge
delights in its brute, blank aspect.
In s p i red by the chalk seams th a t
run beneath the site, it has a hewn ,

WWW.BDONLINE.CO.UK FRIDAY JANUARY 27 2012 13FRIDAY JANUARY 27 2012 WWW.BDONLINE.CO.UK12

BUILDINGS: AT H L E T ES’ VILLAG E

3D scans of the
Elgin Marbles 
are hung in a 
grid with hors e s
galloping across
the eleva t i o n

■ Social 3-bed units
■ Social 2-bed units
■ Social 1-bed unit
■ Intermediate 2-bed units
■ Intermediate 1-bed units
■ Market 3-bed units
■ Market 2-bed units
■ Market 1-bed units

BUILDING N15 
FOURTH FLOOR PLAN

N

th rough the net — although he
does admit to a nervo u s n e ss ab o u t
the similarity of the buildings.
“ Maybe th e re should have been a
f ew more Niall Mc L a u g h l i n s ,” he
a dds wi s tf u lly.

I am inclined to agree. Fo r
a l though the design code is bro ke n
in places, including DRMM’s dark
g rey stripes of extruded ce ra m i c
cladding and CF Møller’s refresh-
ing use of m o n o l ithic brick, th e
o v e ra ll eff e ct is of a group of b u i l d-
ings that has been pro g re ss iv e ly
a ss i m i l a ted th rough co ll e ct iv e
revi ew, wa te red down into an inof-
fensive vanilla soup.

The real test of the vi ll a ge wi ll
not come until March 2013 at the
e a r l i e s t, when the 2,818 homes are
handed over to Qa tari Diar and

D e l a n cey — which bought th e
development in a joint venture for
£557 million, along with the rights
to build out the six remaining plots
with up to 2,000 more flats —
while the 1,379 aff o rd able unit s
wi ll be handed over to Tr i a th l o n
Homes. The plan is to rent rather
than sell the homes, which bodes
w e ll for both mainte n a n ce and th e
formation of a viable community.

The forthcoming legacy neigh-
bourhoods, planned to be built in
phases from 2014, already appear
to have learned va l u able less o n s
f rom the vi ll a ge. In Chobham
Ma n o r, the fi rst phase to th e
i m m e d i a te north, th e re is new
emphasis on low-rise fa m i ly hous-
ing, re i n te r p reting the Lo n d o n
vo c abulary of te rra ce, mews and

s q u a re in a welcome move away
from the swaggering blocks of the
u rban re n a i ss a n ce. And, when th e
Mayo ral Development Co r p o ra-
tion is formed on April 1, th e re is
at least hope that there will finally
be a form of joined-up stra teg i c
i n te ll i ge n ce to unify these plans,
from Hackney Wick, through the
b rave new world of the park’s
“legacy communities”, to the next
phases of S t ra tf o rd City, and th e
h i n terlands of S t ra tf o rd, Ma r yl a n d
and Ley ton. Wh a tever gro ws up
a round it, the Ath l e te s’ Vi ll a ge wi ll
always stand as the formative ker-
nel, a hasty monument to high-
quality housing, but a quality that
was acce l e ra ted, co d i fied, sta n-
d a rdised, revi ewed and resold into
a strangely empty place.

DRMM’s plot N26 features extruded, ceramic-clad blocks facing on to low-rise mews housing to the east of the site.

Building N15: Glenn Howells, Piercy Connor & Niall McLaughlin Building N26: DRMM

COMPOSITE ELEVAT I O N

Key to plan and elevation

The Olympic Legacy
Communities Scheme,
submitted for planning in
September 2011, covers
64ha of the park where five
new neighbourhoods are to
be built over the next 20
years: Chobham Manor, East
Wick, Sweetwater, Marshgate
Wharf and Pudding Mill.

In contrast to the high-
density perimeter blocks of
the Athletes’ Village, these
forthcoming districts favour a
lower-rise grain, drawing
inspiration from London’s
heritage of terraced housing
and mews streets, with a
strong emphasis on family
housing, which makes up
40% of proposed units.

Three new schools — two
primary and a secondary —
will support the
neighbourhoods and the
surrounding area along with
Chobham Academy, which
sits just next to the Olympic
Village and will open in
September 2013. Other
amenities include nine
nurseries, three health
centres and 12 multi-purpose
community spaces, which
could be community centres,
libraries and gyms. 
1 Chobham Manor
This will be the first neigh-
bourhood developed after the
games. Now in for outline
planning, Chobham Manor
will contain family homes,
with wide, tree-lined avenues
intersecting narrower mews
streets and green squares.
The area continues the grid
of the Athletes’ Village,
preserving viewing corridors
to the Velodrome.
2 East Wick
Extending the “creative
vitality” of Hackney Wick,
East Wick will be a new hub
of businesses, shops and
community facilities. 
Linear residential terraces
are proposed along the park
edge to provide an inhabited

A legacy rooted in local heritage

Chobham Manor will be the first legacy community to be developed.

Chobham
Manor will
consist of 
a low-rise
grain of
terraced
streets.

L EGACY
M A ST E R P L A N

1 Chobham Manor
2 Eastwick
3 Sweetwater
4 Marshgate Wharf
5 Pudding Mill

6 Athletes’ Village
7 Stratford 

International
8 Westfield 

Stratford City

frontage, in reference to
London’s tradition of parks
overlooked by houses.
3 Sweetwater
Sited to the north-west of the
main stadium, Sweetwater —
named after the former sweet
factory on the site — will be a
low- to mid-rise family
neighbourhood of terraced
housing and apartments.
Framed by two waterways, it
will also host a primary care
centre, nursery, primary
school and an Idea Store.
4 Marshgate Wharf
Cowering beneath the
ArcelorMittal Orbit, Marshgate
Wharf is the most atypical of
the neighbourhoods,
continuing the high-density
perimeter block typology of

the Athletes’ Village to form 
a “metropolitan gateway” to
the park. A large proportion 
of the ground floors will be
given over to waterside shops,
restaurants and cafés,
catering to the area’s role as 
a visitor destination.
5 Pudding Mill
Sited at the confluence of
rivers and canals to the south
of the park, Pudding Mill 
has an industrial character
and is made up of irregular
parcels of land framed by rail
lines, viaducts and
underpasses. Development
will provide a range of unit
types, balancing the demands
of the residential population
with those of its creative and
industrial uses.
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