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Shopping centre

Enc Lyoms Cunningham & Partners
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Green was that it should
be as far as possible a

sclf-sufficient
village centre with shops

and community services
was begun with the

carliest houses,
Now that confidence has

Fundamental to Span’s
concept of New Ash
community. Thus the
returned to the village,
the wisdom of this
decision is apparent.
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Building
illustrated
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New Ash Green
village centre

At New Ash Green, Kent
for Span Kent Ltd

by Eric Lyons,
Cunningham & Partners,
Eric Lyons and

Ivor Cunningham,
partners-in-charge,
Warner Baxter, job
architect.

1 Strategic footpath system
15 planned to connect all
neighbourhoods to village
centre by direct routes.

2 Model of complete centre
except for village hall
planned ro dominate South
Square in stage 2: a plan
view with present two
pedestrian access pornts
indicated; b northward view
up shopping street with
stage 2 in foreground.
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Architect’s

account
by Eric Lyons

New Ash Green village was planned for 5000 to 6000 people
but it was assumed that the centre might in fact serve a much
larger population, We thought that the place could become a
kind of ‘out-of-town’ shopping centre because there is very
little good shopping for miles around. So we set out to achieve
a wide range of good quality shops.

I wanted the centre to be something other than the usual
commercial ghetto and above all, I wanted it to be a part of
the housing ‘texture’. My ideal day-to-day shopping environ-
ment is where the shops reflect the growth of a place and are
in converted houses, not in special commercial buildings.
Fortunately Span didn’t go to any of those great firms of
valuers with their commercial ‘experts’, otherwise we would
have finished up looking like—well, you name your own new
shopping horror, they're all more or less the same. Not that
one should blame the valuers entirely; they really are a
product of our wonderful Planning Machine and they go
together to create our palaces of commercial culture. (I can’t
remember the name of that new town with its great multi-
level, all purpose, totalitarian commercial temple to which the
inhabitants trudge from their subsidised, minimum-standard
houses.)

We designed seven or cight different master plans for the

village and each onc¢ embodied a different solution for the
shopping centre. We wanted to keep building costs down so
that shop rentals might be set at a reasonable level to encourage
the right kind of retailers, so we sought to solve the funda-
mental service problem without recourse to underground
access or any extravagant engineering. Finally, we placed the
centre off the existing road that bisects the village site A, so
that outsiders in cars or buses could see the place and park
their vehicles easily, and we established the basic plan,
consisting of a pedestrian lane running from ecast to west,
with a vehicle arrival ‘square’ at each end, and car parks to
the south C.

The centre was designed to be built in phases and what has
been built is about two-thirds of the whole. It was intended to
build a pub at the western end (related to the North Square)
and at the other end was the community centre which was
to be the most marvellous place with a multitude of uses



3, 4 Cars and pedestrians
meet at southern entry o
centre with its setring-doun
point. (Photos 3 1o 10 form a
sequence of approach to the
Row from this direction.)
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Houwsing
neighbourhood

Peripheral roads

Internal roads

Strutegic
footpaths

A Eric Lyons' master plan
for New Ash Green

(1: 10 000). This has
subsequently been slightly
amended by Barton Willmore
& Partners (A¥ 8.12.71
p1264), but the general
concept remains intact.

= Village boundary

##

Village centre

Other social and
commercial
buildings

throughout day and night, and terraces with views across the
central park, so that it would have been a real social focus.

In all the master plans, we were struggling with the same
problem: how to make the shopping centre an extension of
the houses—how to avoid the trap of isolating the shopping
with a car park moat which would have to be crossed by
pedestrians. The final master plan A established the principle
of creating a sense of continuous building environment from
the housing zones leading directly into the shopping lane
(“The Row’). The pedestrian routes 1 are short curs, while
the roads take the more circuitous routes to the central car
parks. We provided setting-down position near the car parks
which provides a covered waiting space and links into the
middie of the shopping lane. Related to this space are the
workshop-studios which form the entrance block from the
car parks.

The northern side of The Row is formed with an arcade, to
shade from the sun and to provide a dry walk along the whole

of its length. The arcade also provides access to the lower café
terrace and to the first floor restaurant and the viewing tower
and upper shopping lane B. These upper shops can be used
independently as minor shops or offices, or can be connected
individually to the lower shops.

There is no arcade on the southern side and there is residential
accommodation over the shops with access from the rear
walkways at first floor level D, E. The paving of the Row is
designed to provide a series of easy ramps (for the convenience
of prams and wheel-chairs) which supplement the stepped
level changes.

Retailers were allowed to choose designers and shopfitters
from a selected panel.

The centre contains about 52 000 sq ft (4800 m?) of commer-
cial and 4800 sq ft (450 m?) of residential floor arca. Building
began in October 1967 and was effectively completed in May
1969 under negotiated contract with Building Span Ltd for
approximately £300 000.
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CAR PARK
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F SEAVICE COURT

200 FT
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B General plan of village
centre at first floor level.
Enclosures shown
diagrammatically are either
upper level shops or
restdential (see section AA);
workshop-studios line
arcaded block fronting car
arrivals.

C General plan at grownd
level, Only stage 1
(excluding pub) has so far
been builr. Shop wmits
generally have standard bay
width but vary in depth.

COMMUNH Y
CENTRE

D Section AA through
o wor 1 shopping street.

;l"“

YASDR

HOF

L] = E Plans of first three

E south-western bays of
shopping street: maisonette,
fat and more retail space
above main ground level
shops.
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Appraisal New Ash Green
R SN village centre

‘Places fit for people’ rapidly became the battle cry of the
environmental journalists in their recent frenzy of architect
bashing, blaming the poor quality of much of our built
environment on the architectural profession which, they
claimed, arrogantly disregard the needs and requirements of
the people who use the buildings it designs. Looking around
many of our ‘redeveloped’ town centres, it is easy to sympath-
1se with this view and to understand the scepticism with which
the man in the street views modern buildings. Fortunartely,
not all new buildings are as bad as the examples cited by the
prophets of doom.

AJ Information Library

5 Car park carefully
screened by planting.

6 Covered setting-down point
with arcade formed below
gallery access to row of
studio workshops.

Eric Lyons i1s one architect who is both critical of the im-
poverished nature of much of our new building, and intensely
concerned about the living environments he creates for the
people who use his buildings, having evolved in his ‘Span’
designs, an alternative form of suburban living. One great
attraction of these developments is their delightful communal
landscaping and the care taken to design in sympathy with the
established character of the site. Span, too, was an exception
among developers in that it allowed Lyons the freedom to
exploit his design skills unhampered by a narrow insistence on
maximising its investment recturn. Perhaps the cleverest

*The appraiser, an architect, is an wssociate of Sir Basil Spence, Bonnington &
Collins,

7 Canopied southern access,
looking back towards car
park; stair and gallery to
studio-workshops.
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8, 9 Southern link leading to
centre of The Row. Garden
shop on left appears 1o do

Sflourishing trade.
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10 Function of rwo arms of
T is marked by main
enclosed stair to upper level
and restaurant topped by
viewing tower, Open stair on
left leads 1o living
accommodation above
southern side of The Row.

11 Alternative approach is
from North Square; bus stop
just visible on left. (Photos 11
to 17 from a sequence ending
in the same place as 10).

12 Foorpath approach beside
North Square.

10
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aspect of the whole Span package was the community involve-
ment stimulated by a leasehold covenant which requires the
formation of residents’ socicties to manage each estate.

This fortunate partnership of sympathetic developer and
gifted architect produced some of the finest middle market
private housing development in the country. Its prototype
estates were all built in established suburban arcas on mature
sites, and although they are delightful places, they are still just
very good housing estates living off the services and amenities
of their established local centres,

New Ash Green was a step forward in Span’s operations, the
application of its environmental formula on a village scale,
creating @ community of 6000 people set in 400 acres of the
Kent countryside. Here there was no established local centre
capable of serving a new village; a new one had to be designed
and built as an integral part of the scheme to provide the
growing community with shops and social focus. Lyons’
original design included a community hall, a public house, a
total of 52 shops of various sizes and a restaurant, with a
primary school, library, health centre, offices and old people’s
flats on adjacent sites. The centre, as so far built, s the first
phase of Lyons' design, representing about two-thirds of the
total scheme and serving a village community of about half its
projected size.

The general form of the village is of neighbourhoods of 100 to
150 houses, each with access to adjacent green spaces planned
around the centre. Each housing neighbourhood is linked by
footpaths 1 taking the short route across landscaped greens to
the centre whose plan is an articulated T-shaped pedestrian
street with perimeter shops and service areas. The centre is
designed as an enclosed urban space in contrast to its land-
scaped setting. A small arrival square is planned off Ash Road
with a bus lay-by and waiting space and short term parking
area for abour 30 cars 11,

The main mall runs across the site contours, falling easterly
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13 Detail of bay terminating
upper shopping gallery (see
also 26, from inside).

14 Entrance to The Row
from north-west beneath
arcade,

15, 16 Progressing eastward
towards projecting main stair
enclosure.

13

from the Ash Road square and was intended to terminate in a
second square beside the proposed village hall. A larger car
park area for approximately 600 cars was planned and built
to the south of the centre for longer term parking, with a loop
road serving a convenient undercover pick up and alighting
point from which car-borne shoppers gain direct access to the
short leg of the mall 4. Barton Willmore & Partners, the archi-
tects acting for Bovis New Homes Ltd at New Ash Green,
have amended this parking system, relocating about half of
the car spaces next to the north court and releasing much of
the original car park site for building 29. The rest of the first
phase centre development is as the original Lyons’s design.

At the outset, Span felt it did not need the planning advice of
a commercial letting agent; this shows in the freedom of the
architecture, which is surer and lighter than the average
suburban or town centre shopping development. The absence
of a definitive brief allowed the architects to develop their own
ideas for a village social centre. The virgin nature of the site,
free from the rigid rectilinear geometry of urban site bound-
aries, enabled the architects to create a pedestrian space which
flows freely and dynamically through casually arranged rows
of shops 14 1o 18.

A unifying discipline is maintained by using a similar con-
structional approach to that adopted for the housing, with
loadbearing cross walls at 6 m centres, Different shop sizes
are obtained by varying unit depths. The shops are grouped
into small blocks of three or four units to reduce their apparent
bulk and maintain the domestic texture and appearance of the
surrounding housing, preserving a pleasant two- and three-
storey human scale throughout. These blocks are arranged to
form a variety of spaces along The Row, presenting the
pedestrian with an intriguing and changing vista. This
deliberate widening and narrowing of the street influences the
pedestrian flow, creating contrasting areas of congestion and
roominess which allows opportunities for social contact and
promotes a sense of bustling life within the centre.

The north side of the shopping street is composed of medium
sized ground floor shops with a first floor gallery of smaller
units, some of which were planned to operate either as in-
dividual units or upper areas to the ground floor shops as
required by individual retailers. The facades of the ground
floor units are set back to form a protective colonnade running
the entire length of The Row. The southern boundary is
formed from larger units with the same cross wall construction
but much greater unit depths. These shops have first floor
storage at the rear and living accommodation in flats and a
maisonette over the street frontage.

All the ground floor shops are serviced from rear access service
yards with unloading bays opening into ground floor storage
areas planned at the rear of cach unit, The smaller first floor
units suffer badly from not having a service lift from the
delivery yard and goods have to be manhandled upstairs by

17 Restaurant at first floor not permanent feature—most
makes consciously formal photographs reproduced here
centrepiece to informal were taken on last month’s
composition of centre. Village Day 1973.

Bunting and outside stalls are
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disgruntled retailers,* These gallery shops are the last success-
ful aspect of the first phase scheme as built, having only a
single public access stair in the centre 25 and long, dead leg
corridors with no through circulation 26 to 28. The original
complete design was to have a second, two-storey public
enclosure as an interesting incident along the gallery length
and pedestrian access at each end of a through walk which
would have encouraged grearer use of this level.

The present ground level appears to work well as a village
centre for convenience shopping, although several of the local
housewives commented that they visited the large centres of
Gravesend, Bromley or Croydon as a mid-week break, and
bought their groceries at the large national supermarkets. In
general, the shoppers casually questioned spoke well of the
centre and Argus, the New Ash Green residents’ news sheet,
received no replies to a recent invitation for comments on and
suggestions for improving the shopping service.

There is an active Village Centre Association of shop tenants
which manages the centre and organises joint promotional
ventures, actively involving the shopping street in community
life. At present their publicity subcommittee is organising an
open air art exhibition for Kentish artists and promoting a
children’s art competition to be displayed in The Row.

The architectural design and detailing of the centre and
buildings match the materials and intimate domestic scale of
the surrounding housing. The exposed flanks of the shop
cross walls and face pilasters arc of the same soft stock brick-
work which is used for the Lyons’s designed housing neighbour-
hoods. The infill spandrels and roofs are black asbestos

URNALDSDRS fox Fowhvens

shingles, a constructional form which is also used for some of
the prototype housing 21. Brown brindled engineering bricks
are used extensively as paviors under the north colonnade
and as upstand plinths and copings throughout the centre 23.
Changes in level across the site are accomplished with brick
steps 24, and ramps allowing casy pram and wheelchair access
to all the ground floor units. The general floorscape 1s made up
of in situ brushed aggregate paving laid between separating
gutter soles of engineering bricks. The car park areas are
skilfully screencd and planted 5, and brushed aggregate vehicle
standing bays arc marked out with granite setts. The centre’s
overall good impression is marred by the raw unfinished and
poorly maintained appearance of the service yards 30, the
temporary hoardings which mark the limit of the first stage,
and the general disarray of the surrounding building sites
which impinges on all sides 31, 32.

The Row is more than just a shopping parade; it is the

*A Lift was 10 huve been provided m_?\'l.‘-g-:'_.‘

18 View east from projecting 19 Tiers of open terraces and
terrace shows vista which 20, view from beneath

stage 2 was designed to close. restaurant,

21 Vocabulary of materials
repeats that of housing
elsewhere in village.




22 From eastern end of The
Row, looking back towards
mtersection of southern link.
23, 24 Details of steps, plinth
and brushed concrete

pavement,

23
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element which changes New Ash Green from a commuter
housing estat¢ into a village community, providing a focus
where people meet, chat, browse, or simply sit in the sun and
watch the world go by in a friendly, relaxed and thoroughly
human environment.
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From the architectural point of view, Span’s withdrawal from
New Ash Green is a double tragedy. We have been denied the
opportunity of seeing the completed village as Lyons intended
it and also lost one of the most enlightened and imaginative
property development companies in the country,

25 Main stair to upper
shopping gallery.

26 Western arm of upper
gallery. Though noso fully
tenanted, this ‘dead leg’ gave
letting problems.

27 Eastern arm; art
exhibition provides temporary
focus of activity, but 28
reveals importance of
completing stage 2 with its
second stair to provide
continuity of circulation.
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29
29 Prospect southwards from
viewtng tower over link,
studio workshops and main
car park. In background can
be seen Barton Willmore &
Partners' one departure from
Lyons' plan—allocation of
part of car park for old
P&'l‘[’/t'l. flats,
30 Service yard—not all are
s well maintained as this.
Jl. 32 General disarray of
surrounding building sites:
eastern end of centre with
footings for stage 2—how
long will this state of
incompletion last ?

All photos by Sam Lumbert except Ja
and '|.|..Hx- Snock






