FRIENDLY

YET HOSTEL

MacCormac Jamieson Prichard may just have achieved a near-impossible
feat: to design ultra-high-density single-person housing next to a noisy
railway, and actually make it liveable. Martin Spring went to meet the
residents at Friendship House. Photographs by Peter Durant/Archlue.com

HERE WE HAVE ONE OF THE KEY DEVELOPMENT
challenges of the present decade. How do you provide
affordable key worker housing in central London? Oh,
and build it at high density on awkward brownfield sites
at the same time?

Friendship House hits all these buttons. The newly
completed development provides relatively cheap
accommodation for 179 people, most of them young,
single newcomers to London, and 30% of its rooms are
reserved for key workers. Its location is Borough, just
south of Waterloo Station in central London. It fits into
an awkward, landiocked site overshadowed along one
side by a high, busy and noisy mainline railway viaduct
leading into the vast station. And it has been built at
the extraordinarily high density of 969 bedspaces per
hectare.

The developer is London Hostels Association, which was
set up in 1940 to rehouse Londoners made homeless by
the Blitz. The architect is MacCormac Jamiesen Prichard,
a practice with a strong track record of designing
low-cost public housing and making the best of
difficult sites.

In basic concept, Friendship House is perfectly simple
and straightforward. It consists of nearly identical
bedsits, each with its'own en-suite bathroom, lined up
on either side of a central corridor - just like a university
halls of residence.

But it is the way in which the 179 bedsits and
supporting common areas have been arranged around
the difficult site that is clever. Packed in at such a high
density, they retain a palpable sense of comfort, daylight,

space and amenity - with next to no noise or vibrations
from passing trains. As senior partner Richard
MacCormac puts it: “The principle here is that the
building should respect people and be carried out with
care. And we have put as many of the project’s
resources as possible into the common areas so as to
make them really beautiful."

The basic site layout entailed extruding the rows of
identical bedsits as one continuous strip and wrapping it
round the perimeter of the site. The hollow core of the
layout is a landscaped garden which half the bedsits and
three of the common areas overiook. The awkwardly
angled corners on each floor are taken up by shared
kitchen-diners, which also look out over the central
garden.

The wraparound strip of bedsits steps up from four
storeys to six alongside the railway viaduct. As it does
so, the strip switches in section from dual aspect, with
bedsits either side of central corridors, to single-aspect
along the railway flank, with just the corridors fronting
the viaduct. In this way, the blank-sided tallest block
acts as a buffer separating the living and amenity spaces
from the noisy trains.

Looking more closely at the site layout, it turns out to
be more of a spiral than a wraparound configuration.
The four-storey block away from the viaduct stops short
of the site entrance to provide a forecourt. It then drops
down to two storeys and veers sharply sideways into the
heart of the site. This wing contains a television room
above a pair of common rooms, two of which overlook
the central garden through a window wall. As it cuts P>

Right A six-storey wing juts
out in front of the main
entrance and presents a blank
zinc-faced wall to the noisy
railway viaduct

Left An attractively
landscaped garden and pool
form the secluded heart of the
scheme
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» across the south side of the site, this lower wing also
admits sunlight into the inner courtyard.

Though it is a practical solution, the angular spiral
configuration can be baffling to visitors. To give a clear
sense of orientation, a straight walkway paved in dark-
green slate cuts cleanly through the ground floor on a
near-central axis. Starting at the main reception desk, it
links all the common spaces and even includes a scenic
interlude as it passes through the inner courtyard
garden.

The detailed design continues to emphasise amenity
and comfort. The secluded inner courtyard is attractively
landscaped with a slightly oriental feel. Across it
stretches a rippling pool with a small splashing fountain.
The scene is so peaceful that it seems inconceivable that
just a few yards away mainline railway trains are
hurtling back and forth.

The external walls are all faced in white-painted
render, which fairly bounces sunlight and bright
daylight around the tightly enclosed courtyard. The
downside is that they give the buildings a slightly stark,
clinical appearance, though this is subtly improved by
narrow horizontal bands of turquoise mosaic at each
floor level. The external wall overlooking the railway
viaduct is sheathed in zinc shingles with tiny windows
to the corridors behind, and this presents a dramatically
intriguing image to passing commuters,

As for the bedsits themselves, these measure a
compact 12 m* including the en-suite shower room -
that's about 1 m? smaller than a typical student
residence. Here again, careful detailed design has b
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ground-floor plan

@ Bedsitters on one side of corridor
© Railway viaduct

© Bedsitters on both sides of corridor
O Reception

@ Central walkway

@ Courtyard garden

© Common room

© Study room

© Garden room

@ Kitchen diner

@ Rear garden

Right The spiral strip of
accommodation ends in a
common room with television
room above overlooking the
landscaped courtyard

Below The central walkway
passes a common room
before traversing the
landscaped courtyard
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Friendship House: Elemental cost breakdown f—;“
L2
total cost (f) cost per nv’ (f) % of total =3
PRELIMINARIES 1,423,265 294.49 19.42 E
SUBSTRUCTURE 3
foundations 361,663 74.83 494
anti-vibration pads 61,562 12.74 0.84
SUPERSTRUCTURE
frame/upper floors 351,578 72.74 480
roof 157137 3251 214
staircases 136,766 2830 187 ‘
external walls 449,741 93.06 6.14 |
windows/exterior doors 280,402 58.02 3.83
internal walls 220,515 4563 3.01
internal doors 267234 55.29 3.65
FINISHES
internal wall finishes 196,964 40.75 269
floor finishes 182,957 3786 2.50
celling Finishes 127,867 26.46 1.75
FITTINGS
fittings (induding pods) 705,902 146.06 9.63
sanitary 4770 099 0.07
builders’ work in connection 31,095 643 042
SERVICES
mechanical 835,860 17295 1M
electrical 591,945 12248 8.08
lifts 63,988 13,24 0.87
builders’ work in connection 54,267 1123 0.74
LANDSCAPING
- water feature 58,270 12.06 0.80
I metal gates 28,124 5.82 0.38
; PROVISIONAL SUMS 482,300 99.79 6.58
t EXTERNAL WORKS 188,674 39.04 2.57
t drainage 64,712 13.39 0.88
;E TOTAL 7327557 1516.15 100

gross internal floor area: 4833 m?; tender prices correct at first quarter of 2001

Friendship House provides accommodation in central London at a rent of £106 per week for a
single room with en-suite bathroom. Affordable as it is, constructing the building came at a cost.
QS Trinick Turner says the unit construction cost of £1516/m’ fay at the upper end of cost scale for
comparable student residences, which have a mean of £1089/m? according to a study by the
Building Cost Information Service. Several factors combined to raise the costs of Friendship House.
The gross internal floor area was 26 m? per resident and the construction cost per resident was
£39,395. Typical student residences are 20 m? and £33,000. And this was despite a single
bedsitter having an area of 12 m?, slightly lower than the average of 13 m?. On the other hand,
Friendship House comes with five common rooms, reception, laundry and manager’s flat.
Prefabricated toilet pods and fitted furniture were included to make the small rooms comfortable,
whereas furniture is normally excluded from construction costs. Soundproofing was increased to
counteract railway noise and the scheme was built on anti-vibration bearings.
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» come into play. The window has been placed to one
side, where it washes one wall in daylight while giving
the bed on the other side more seclusion. The desk and
closet have been purpose-designed to fit snugly into
the tight space. And the shower room has been
prefabricated by RB Farquhar as a steel-framed pod

on an L-shaped plan, with a fitted closet filling the
corner gap.

Developing living accommodation at such high density
so close to a mainline railway viaduct has put a
premium on the suppression of noise and vibration. For
a start, the entire building sits on top of anti-vibration
bearings. And to provide sound insulation between
bedsits, they have been separated by walls of dense
concrete blocks 215 mm thick and finished in wet
plaster. The cross walls between rooms are in fact
loadbearing, as they support the precast concrete floors
and are built up off strip foundations.

Since its opening to the first residents last September,
Friendship House has proved remarkably popular, with
London Hostels Association claiming that it receives
some 400 applications a week. To Russell Handy, a
Eurostar employee and one of the residents, it scores
well on several counts. “It is close to where | work at
Waterloo Station; the rooms are amazingly quiet, and
there are people from all over the world, so it's like a
micro-London," he says.

Not only is Friendship House regarded by London
Hostels Association as its flagship development, but it
sets a fine standard for single-person housing in
Britain's city centres.

Above The single bedsitters
come with fitted furniture

Below The reception area,
like the other communal
spaces, is enhanced by a
sense of space and high-
quality finishes and detailing
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