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Brief
Alex Ely, partner, Mae Architects

Hillington Square consists of 320 {lats.
There are 15residential blocks on the site;
four and five storey flat-roof buildings with
communal stairs, lifts and deck areas.
The accommodation consists of 40 bedsits,
62 one-bedroom flats, 40two-bedroom flats,
98 two-bedroom maisonettes and 80 three-
bedroom maisonettes.

For this flagship project, Freebridge
Community Housing aims to improve
the liveability, appearance, wider public
perception and desirability of the estate, to
make the development feel saferand less
claustrophobic, to improve the condition of
the dwellings themselves, and to improve
the properties’ energy performance.

Data

Start on site April 2013

Completion November 2014 (Phase 1)

Gross internal floor area 4,454m? (Phase 1)

Form of contract Design and build

Construction cost: £30 million, phase 1 £4.9 million
Construction parsg m: £1,100

Architect Mae

Cliant Freebridge Housing Association

Structural engineer RossilLong

MA&E consultant URS and ALH Building Services
QS GC Baxter & Assoclataes

Landscape architect NeilTully Associates

Client design adviser Hemingway Design

CDM coordinator Davis Langdon

Approved building inspector CNC building control
Main contractor Lavell

CAD software used Vectorworks 2013
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APPRAISAL

By Owen Pritchard
Photography by Jack Hobhouse

t the AJ120 Awards, protesters gathered

to accuse architects of being ‘funeral
directors of the working class’. Point one
of the leaflets that showered down on the
attendees gathered on the lawns of the Tower
of London read: ‘We protest against the
AJ120 nomination of HTA Design, Hawkins}
Brown and Mae Architects for the award of
collaboration of the year for their partin the
eviction, demolition and gentrification of the
Aylesbury estate.' Another point declared:
‘We protest against the demolition of housing
estates built by architects who had a vision of
the social duties ot architecture so lacking in
today's architects.’

The protest showed that architects matter,
and that campaigners think the profession
will listen to their concerns. The solutions are
less clear. Architecture's role in wider social,
economic and political mechanisms is hard
to pin down qualitatively or quantitatively -
architecture’s purpose shifts depending on
the context of the discussion. When | read the
protesters’ manifesto, Mae was one of only
three architects named specifically. Which
made me think of King's Lynn,

You probably won't have heard of Hillington
Square. It's an unremarkable, rather unlovable,
estate in the Norfolk market town of King's
Lynn.You probably wouldn't even notice it
despite the fact it flanks the town centre and
contains 320 homaes. It was built between
1967 and 1971 to provide housing for London
overspill, and is a familiar five-storey ‘slab-
block’ covering just under 1ha. In 2006 the
housing stock was transferred from the
council to Freebridge Community Housing,
which was tasked with improving the quality of
the buildings and the lives of tenants.

This is not a glamourous project. itis
unlikely to capture the imagination in
the way a new-build development such
as Newhall in Harlow has, and it doesn't
have the architectural qualities of, say, the
Brunswick Centre or Park Hill to work with. It
does, however, offer an approach that makes
the most of the existing scheme's modest
qualities, and does justice to the ideas
underpinning the original development. It
was this appreach that saw Mae beat more
than 70 other practices to win the job, with
the judges particularly impressed by its
intention to work closely with the residents
and wider community,

The Hillington estate has a list of
familiar problems: a series of blocks with
confusing deck access and poor legibility;

Buildings-Hillington Square, King's Lynn-Mae Archilecls
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1. {page 32) Third-
floor deck accoss
has been divided into
private balconies

2. A modal by Mae
Architects of

the proposed
refurbishment
3.The ground flaor
garages have haan
removed by the
architect

4, Bridges across
the entrance to the
astate have been
demolished

5.The facades have
been rendered; each
will have a slightly
different colour tone
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an inward-facing development with little
connectivity to the wider area; poorly
maintained and underused outdoor space;
and failing building fabric which meant homes
were expensive to heat. Hillington Square
was ripe for demolition, but without the money
to rebuild, Freebridge Community Housing
asked Mae to find the latent opportunities to
breathe life back into this estate,

Mae's approach has been to understand
the estate at the urban scale, the scale of the
neighbourhood and the way individuals will
live in the units, By studying the structure
and layout of the estate and the surrounding
historic urban grain, the architect has
identified where to open up the estate to
improve circulation and connectivity. Its first
bold move was to demolish the walkways
that linked the housing blocks, so removing a
physicai barrier across the estate's principal
entrance. The refurbishment work to each of
the blocks is a continuation of the provincial
quirkiness of King's Lynn's architectural
language, but with restrained flourishes such
as 'hitand miss’ brickwork at the top of the
new circulation cores and patterns cut into
the storage room doors.

This is an exercise in common sense. The
long continuous deck access has been divided
up to provide balconies and shorter shared
spaces for up to eight families. Each block
now has designated entrances with stair and
lift cores, which allow each to now have its
own address.These tactics aim to give the
residents a sense of ownership. Coupled with
well-planned circulation and a legible layout,
this maze of buildings should become more
appealing. Mae has started to unpick the

Mae has provided a model of
sustainable and intelligent
redevelopment

36 | Buildings-Hiflington Square, King's Lynn-Mae Architects

overbearing structures that created a unified,
cumbersome mass, giving each block some
much-needed independence,

One of the other drawbacks of the criginal
design was that the ground floors were
lined with rows of garage doors, providing
an uninspiring facade wrapped around the
internal courtyards.The garages are now
gone, and the ground-flocr bedsit flats
have been slightly enlarged. There are new
entrances to the first-floor flats, and secure
storage space off the communal walkway,
clearly designated by new brown brick bay
extensions that provide circulation across
the frontages.

Above, individual units range from
bedsits to three-bedroom maisonettes.

The layouts remain the same as before

but the building fabric has been updated

to improve performance and appearance.
Some access decks have become balconies,
giving the elevated properties some private
outdoor space.

Phase one of this £30 million transformation
is now complete.The tenants have moved
back in and the second block is being
renovated. Mae has provided a model of
sustainable and intelligent redevelopment
for an estate and community that could have
been easily displaced and lost. It is here
where some of the protesters’ criticisms are,
partially at least, answered.

Phase one of Hillington Square may not be
Park Hill or Robin Hood Gardens, but this is
a quiet and effective model of regeneration
that retains a community and updates a
tired piece of King's Lynn. It places the rapid
development of London, and in this case
the Aylesbury Estate, into sharp focus. Mae
is an architect juggling the consequences
of being such a visible agent of change in
the city and beyond. It is at the centre of the
dichatomy the profession faces as part of
the mechanisms of regeneration and its
perceived evil twin: gentrification.

6. The estate
before renovation
work started

7. Gold-coloured
metal panelling and
brown brick bays
define the entrances
8. (page 41) View
from a ground-floor
maisonette

9. (page 41)The
brick bays provide
a halcony for the
dwaellings that face
thetown
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North elevation

First floor plan

Second floor plan
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1. Bedsit

2.Three-bed
maisonette

3.Two-bed
maisonette

4.Twoe-bed flat

5. One-bed flat

6. Bin and bike
storage

7. Storage

8. Retained garage

9. Refurbished core

Third ftoor plan

Fourth floor plan
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South elevation
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ARCHITECT’S
VIEW

Alex Ely, partner, Mae Archilects

Hillington Sguare is a £30 million
refurbishment of 320 properties and
remodelling of the estate layout and
public realm improvements.

The scheme aims to improve the
liveability, appearance, wider public
perception and desirability of the
estate, to make the development
feel safer and less claustrophobic,
to improve the condition of the
dwellings themselves and to improve
the properties' energy perfarmance.

Our view was that the estate had
inherent value and meaning, and that
through intelligent replanning and
refurbishment it could overcome its
social and environmental problems,

The remodelling delivers a
neighbrourhood that futfills the
aspirations of the client and the
residents in the following ways:

- Creating a Place Building on
urban structure, urban grain,
morphology and public realm to
create a new identity for the area.

* Improving connectivity Drawing
on the historic street pattern,
we have created better links for
pedestrians and cychists to the rest
ot the town.

- Finding an appropriate
architectural language We
have reimagined the architecture,
removing the continuous frontage
of garages and reconfiguring
the elevations.

- Improving public realm We
have identified spaces for new
landscaped public gardens,
remodeling the low-grade outdoor
environment that lacked places to
play or socialise.

- Making a humane
neighbourhood We have
remodelled the estate,
reconfiguring the continuous deck
access by provitling new clear
entrances, well planned circulation
and legible street fayout.

- Securing long-term
sustainability We have upgraded
the building fabric to cut the cost of
heating the homes.

- Leaving a legacy Creating
a carefully balanced, mixed
residential neighbourhood for
existing and new residents,
mitigating social segregation.
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Buildings - Hiflington Square, King's Lynn»Mae Archilects

WORKING
DETAIL

Typical balcony detail
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— - 1. Single ply roof
system
2, PPC aluminium

ANANY .. prr— e | coping and fascia

| 1:.' - 3. Existing

| blackwaork
i structure

4, Existing
brickwork

5. Existing timber

structure

6. PPC aluminium
fascia

7. Existing concrete

structure

8. Composite
auminumftimber
window

9. PPC metal
balustrade

10. Cold poured
waterproof
membrane

11. PPC aluminum

coping

12, Brick slip systam

13. New timber
frame

14, PPC aluminium
soffit

15. Recessed LED
soffit light

16. Thermal
insulation,
soundproofing
and plasterboard

17. Recessed LED
wall light

18. Timber front door
with glazed panal

19. PPC aluminum
standing seam
cladding

20. New concrete
foundation

4 250mm
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RELATED PROJECTS IN

Mae

Park Hill refurbishment phase 1, Sheffield
Hawhkins\Brown

2011

Retroﬁt for Living, Lnndon
Penoyre & Prasad
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