BUILDING M Lessons in more; Llowarch Llowarch in west London

The remodelled South
Acton Children’s Centre is
tough on the outside,
finds David Grandorge.

FLER

There are wugh areas in most pars of
London, South Acton is no exception, bu
i's improsing, Walking up w the Swe of
Llowsireh Llowsreh's Children's Centre
from the unmanned train station, one pass-
s through a housing estite of systemebaaih
towers and skib blocks of a type that we're
all Funiliar with, Architects can be under-
stundably defensive absout the products of a
former generation, bt it's cifficult w be so
here. Some of it has made way for a new
generation of housing, the language of
which is banally populis, but one senses
from conversations with local residents that,
in it owm oy, it works,

The Children's Centre is sited in the mid-
dle of ihis estate. The project. which con-
nects two existing buildings - Heathfield
Mursery School and Hanbury MNursery
Centre — came about from & government
initiative o combine childcare and early
vears leamning with family support services
and education provided by the now familiar
Sure Start programme. The existing low-rise
bailedings, one froam the 1960s, the other a

decade older, are typical of the construction
peofims of the time. Liowarch Llmearch has
linked them, negotiating a 1.7 metre
change in level beoween them, and making
a rich, comphbex ensemble.

The most prominent part of this inter-
venton, a rining room, presents iself o
the street as a wough bul clegant Bue brick
beax. The material and form are an appro-
priate choice, signalling a kind of “tough
love”, They acknowledge the brutal context,
bt exhibit a refinement in their dewailing
and composition that would not be oul of
place in more exalied surroundings. The
biox i punctured on i south side with a
barge window that revenls scoupation with-
in, an advert for learning, Also on this e,
the brick box i cantilevered over a long
shallow opening behind which the Sure
Saart aclministration is housed. To the cast
sicle a recessed clerestory window tops off
the structure and provides a substle, diffused
light withim.

An automatic stiding ghus door in s white
stucco screen marks the main entrance.
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[t allows stews through o the landsaped
putdoor play spaces bevond, surprising
given the overall impression of solidity from
the street. Crosing the threshobd, one
erters a fover thor mediates between the
different privacy requirements of the nurs
ery school and the more publicly accessible
spaces. Generows in proportion, it is clearky
the hub of the building = a space for infor-
mal interaction. It s also architecurally
astute: a datum of just above two metres
runs through the interior W the raining
room beyond. This darm, set at a heighe
that can be wuched by most adules, not
only emplisines a domestic scale in an insti
mithonal buflding, but abo acknowledges
the sectional nature of the sloping site.
This cenral pant of the scheme was the
second part of a phased development, the
first of which was 10 remodel and refurbish
the nursery to the nonh. Existing play
spaces are extended outwirds by about four
metres, picking up on the grid of the exis-
ing building. The use of sliding screens
along the lemgih of this extension allows for
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a Nexible arrangement that can function as
i long open space or distinct rooms. A fully
ghized screen o the outside provides for
generous levels of dadight. This B aug-
mented by new circular roof apenings tha
enable light to penetrate the depth of the
plan and allow for passive cross ventilaton,

A cantilevercd canopy of steel with
Douglas Fir infill wraps around the perime
ter of these classmooms, protecting them

e

-

Frowm sodar gain and unifving the two phases
of the project. The cantilever keeps the
edge of the building column free, allowing
children to run unimpeded from inside
o outside.

This type of project is a godsend o young
architecmral pracisces denied the [.I'I'I'-'ilt"ﬁl.‘
of 1|I:'h|;.'hr|.|||!.: schools bui still keen o
contrilsiite o the |H:|h1|.-|' reabm, Like many
others, | have doabas ahoaut what might be

achieved by new buildings in these eircum-
stances, but I'm glad these endemvours

exist, There is no deflinitve eure 1o
the social malkaise caused by a fractured
socicty, bul one must retin a degree of
hope, There is a chance that these “small
acts’, particularty if they are as succesaful as
this scheme by Llowarch Llowarch, will pro-
vide the children of inner city London with
carly experiences of learning and plaing
akin o those 1'11]11:.|'|.|. |r_. their contempo-
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An important spect of the
propect was e development of
the irstevior of the site and it
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Wil consider SACT to be part of a
farruly of three provec b developed
af ihe same fime. The otfser feo,
boph childicare Cilties with &

Sure Stant companend and Both
on sites in Brend, north London,
Botf exhilwt similr concenms: with
e rekitiovrifen of the Bodclng o
cadprrial space. The first s an
extension foa 19305 nursery
sthool, designed o provide 57
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e oulisde nocmal houn
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The form of the building adapts
o phe condiramdys of @ aght, Eran-
guilar sife fo Al o numiber of
et ket inchach i
iy rustual cimdrghit andl verihita-
o and e provision of saife,
protecied externsl play. This is
done by placing the langest vol-
umne of aconmmockition in the
cevire of the trangudar sife, creaf-
ing ihwo ‘open foom” of giffenng
characier composed a3 part of the
Bt volume. Fully glased screens
willly P vl alcling choc e

onto the extermal play areas efher
sicke of the pliy speced. Treating
ﬂ'ﬂ'mmtj & CONENIACLE
Seane i wiwcl e inieor and
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The bnyout of the second prof
ect on the adge of Roundwood

paridand o the south, A Hplwe
creche and Sure ST offices ane
Physically separate but contained
within » singhe struciure whsch
mﬂ}hmm
arceend the site, By rmanipuliting
the roof plane, ifae buslcing
incredses i scake fowands the
sinpet, and reduces in e over
e crinciup dnd fevands the pavk.
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